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Romantic Cruxes Reimagined



Robert Morrison

‘Our Prose taking it altogether, is a disgrace to the country’, William Wordsworth declared in an 1816 letter to John Scott, editor at the time of the Champion newspaper and future editor of the London Magazine. The poet’s sweeping denunciation, which he partially walked back later in the same letter, was aimed not at prose fiction such as the ‘frantic novels’ he condemned sixteen years earlier in his famous Preface to Lyrical Ballads.1 Rather, Wordsworth has in mind the nonfiction prose that is the focus of this Handbook, the prose of British and Irish nonfiction writers of the Romantic period (the 1780s to the 1830s), the prose of its travel writers and historians, sports commentators and philosophers, captivity narrators and political partisans, reviewers and essayists, translators, autobiographers, antiquarians, educators, scientists, and a great many others besides.

This Handbook is the first full-length essay collection devoted entirely to British Romantic nonfiction prose, and taken as a whole it demonstrates the energy, originality, and diversity that thoroughly belies Wordsworth’s dismissal of it.2 Our understanding of British Romanticism has long been based too exclusively on the many achievements of its poets, including of course Wordsworth himself. This Handbook vigorously challenges that construction, and reveals the many ways in which scholars of British Romanticism are steadily broadening out and opening up delineations of it in order to include and thoroughly evaluate the achievements of its nonfiction prose writers, achievements which sometimes endorse but more often fundamentally undermine longstanding configurations of the British Romantic project. Jonathan Wordsworth makes a compelling case for the traditional view. ‘Romanticism’, he observes, ‘is the mood in which “we recognize / A grandeur in the beatings of the heart”, in which “We feel that we are greater than we know” (Wordsworth). It is a valuing of emotion, of imagination, a belief in human potential taken beyond its ordinary limits’.3 For Ian Balfour, however, it is time to move on from such definitions. ‘Romanticism’, he argues, has come ‘increasingly to be a more or less neutral period designation … encompassing all kinds of different formations, across the whole political spectrum and aesthetic tendencies’. An expressive, emotional ‘essence’ of Romanticism is legible when the works of ‘a handful of male, mainly lyrical poets’ are allowed to dominate the discussion. But when Romantic nonfiction prose writers are brought into the equation, and embedded within our conceptualizations of the movement as a whole, it is, as Balfour puts it, ‘much harder, indeed pretty much impossible to argue for an essence of Romanticism’.4

Organized into eight parts, each containing between five and nine chapters arranged alphabetically, this Handbook weaves together familiar and unfamiliar texts, events, and authors, and invites readers to draw comparisons, reimagine connections and disconnections, and confront frequently stark contradictions, within British Romantic nonfiction prose, but also in its relationship to British Romanticism more generally, and to the literary practices and cultural contexts of other periods and countries. It builds on previous scholarship in the field, considers emerging trends and evolving methodologies, and suggests future areas of study. Throughout, the emphasis is on lucid expression rather than cryptic declaration, and on chapters that offer, not a dutiful survey, but evaluative assessments that keep an eye on the bigger picture yet also dwell meaningfully on specific paradoxes and the most telling examples. The Abbreviations page was introduced to strengthen consistency across the volume, and features titles that are cited in at least three different Handbook chapters. The index is as comprehensive as possible. The Handbook is intended as a complement to Paul Hamilton’s Oxford Handbook of European Romanticism (2016) and David Duff’s Oxford Handbook of British Romanticism (2018).

Not that long ago scholarly assessments of British Romantic nonfiction prose were confined primarily to two groups. The first was comprised of those writers involved in the fiery debates touched off by the outbreak of the French Revolution in 1789, including Edmund Burke, Mary Wollstonecraft, Helen Maria Williams, Thomas Paine, Hannah More, and William Godwin. The second group encompassed the four ‘personal’ or ‘familiar’ essayists who in the 1820s and 1830s published in liberal-minded magazines such as the London, the New Monthly, and Tait’s: Thomas De Quincey, William Hazlitt, Leigh Hunt, and Charles Lamb.5 Ironically, though, the four personal essayists have frequently been assessed, not on their own terms, but on how close they come in prose to replicating the subjectivity and expressivity of the finest Romantic poetry, and as endorsing rather than resisting established notions of Romanticism. For Thomas McFarland, Lamb, Hazlitt, and De Quincey are secondary Romantics, substantial ‘mountains’ in his metaphor, formed in the image but unable to approach the ‘dizzying elevations’ of Wordsworth and Coleridge.6 Uttara Natarajan disputes this hierarchical arrangement but still sees the Romantic familiar essay as an embodiment of traditional Romanticism, as ‘not below, but on a par with the poetry’, and as ‘affirming a philosophical position that we are used to identifying elsewhere in romantic literature, and especially in its poetry’. Concludes Natarajan: ‘The romantic essay, like romantic poetry, both supposes and seeks to enact a synthesizing imagination’.7
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Figure 0.1 Ma-Ka-Tai-Me-She-Kia-Kiak, or Black Hawk. Frontispiece, after Charles Bird King, in the Autobiography of … Black Hawk. Private Collection.



In recent decades, however, a vast expansion in the canon of Romantic nonfiction prose has invigorated and comprehensively remapped the study of it. Long-marginalized—and in some instances almost entirely forgotten—figures have been brought more fully into view, from same-sex authors like Anne Lister and labouring-class writers such as Thomas Spence and Samuel Bamford, through courtesans like Harriette Wilson and dialect writers such as Ann Wheeler, to Indigenous authors including Ma-Ka-Tai-Me-She-Kia-Kiak (Black Hawk; see Figure 0.1), who in his 1834 autobiography recalls when ‘our people first met our British father, who furnished them with goods’.8 Embracing the material variety of textual culture, multidisciplinary approaches have ranged omnivorously across the borders of established academic disciplines to introduce economics, philosophy, science, and history into ostensibly ‘literary’ criticism, and at the same time they have worn down the distinctions between ‘high’ and ‘low’ cultures by assimilating ‘non-literary’ or even ‘un-literally’ texts. The ‘minor’ writings of an author that were for many years regarded as valuable mainly because of the light they cast on her or his ‘major’ works are currently in themselves the site of full-scale cultural and literary critiques, from manuscript prose writings that are now seen as belonging to significant literary genres—the notebooks of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, the journals of Dorothy Wordsworth, the letters of John Keats and Jane Welsh Carlyle—to the many published prose introductions, prefaces, supplements, appendixes, postscripts, and explanatory notes that were long considered ‘secondary’ or even ‘ephemeral’ appendages in works of conventionally much higher canonical status, such as poems, plays, and novels.

The relationship between prose and poetry is a central concern of this Handbook. ‘Prose = words in the best order’, Coleridge declared in 1827. ‘Poetry = the best words in the best order’. Lamb agreed but was more severe. After beginning his career in the 1790s as a poet, he confessed to Coleridge in 1818 that he had more recently ‘dwindled into prose and criticism’ (Lamb’s italics).9 Yet the interplay between Romantic prose and poetry is sometimes remarkably close and substantial, as writers put the two modes into dialogue with one another. Charlotte Smith annotated her contemplative blank verse poem Beachy Head (1807) with lengthy prose notes, and Percy Shelley did the same with his philosophical poem Queen Mab (1813), while Wordsworth in the 1815 two-volume edition of his Poems included a prose ‘Dedication’, a ‘Preface to the Edition of 1815’, an ‘Essay, Supplementary to the Preface’, a reprint of the Preface to Lyrical Ballads, an appendix on ‘Poetic Diction’, and endnotes. Earlier, Wordsworth had of course gone even further when in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads he famously declared that there was ‘no essential difference between the language of prose and metrical composition’, as ‘the same human blood circulates through the veins of them both’.10 Coleridge baulked at this idea in Biographia Literaria (1817), but theories such as Wordsworth’s of generic malleability and composite literary forms flourished across the Romantic era.11 Wordsworth argued in the Preface for a poetic language that did not ‘elevate’ itself ‘above prose’. Hazlitt, among several others, blurred the same line from the opposite direction when he celebrated prose that reached towards the level of poetry. Edmund Burke, he declared in ‘On the Prose-Style of Poets’ (1826), wrote ‘the most powerful, the most dazzling, the most daring’ prose style, for it ‘went the nearest to the verge of poetry, and yet never fell over’.12 In his Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine essay on ‘Style’ (1841–1842), De Quincey recognized that prose was in many instances closely associated with the mundane business of life: ‘most of our “little accounts” from shoemakers, dressmakers, &c.’. But he knew also that prose was the medium through which we almost invariably experienced our life: ‘Most of our sorrows and of our joys’ have been ‘communicated to us through prose’, he observed, ‘and very few indeed through metre, (unless on St Valentine’s day)’.13

In addition to examining the various and paradoxical relationships between Romantic prose and poetry, this Handbook pays even closer attention to the porous lines and slippery exchanges between Romantic prose fiction and nonfiction. The intersections between the two discourses developed across the eighteenth century. ‘We should recall that the novel and the essay rose together and fed off each other as literary forms’, Phillip Lopate remarks; ‘fiction’s “unreliable narrator” may have even derived initially, in part, from the mischievous candor and first-person expressiveness unleashed in personal essays’.14 Prose in the Romantic era was still expected to be factual, or largely factual, but nonfiction writers routinely deployed literary topics, techniques, and sensibilities that took them towards, up to the edge of, or across the line into the fictional, as they shaded the essayistic sketch into the rural or urban legend, the travelogue or military memoir into the adventure story, and the medical or religious treatise into the Gothic tale of terror. Elizabeth Hamilton infused moral philosophy into her lightly fictionalized Life of Agrippina (1804). In Illustrations of Political Economy (1832–1834), Harriet Martineau popularized economic theory in a monthly series of didactic fables. The true-crime reporting from The Newgate Calendar, often itself the subject of literary embellishments, formed the basis for several popular Newgate novels, including Edward Lytton Bulwer’s Eugene Aram (1832) and William Harrison Ainsworth’s Rookwood (1834) and Jack Sheppard (1839). De Quincey maintained that his autobiographical Confessions of an English Opium-Eater (1821) was ‘drawn up with entire simplicity and fidelity to the facts’ but the North American Review was ‘sometimes in doubt whether what is stated apparently as narrative is not really meant for brilliant fiction, or at least for “fiction founded on fact” ’.15 Most notably, history became historical fiction in the staggeringly successful Waverley novels of Walter Scott, who in his Dedication to Ivanhoe (1819)—the first of his novels to be set in England rather than Scotland—praised the historians Robert Henry, Joseph Strutt, and in particular Sharon Turner, and who in the novel itself relied extensively on their work.16 The aim of this Handbook is to explore the insights, contradictions, and creative exuberance of Romantic nonfiction prose, but this goal is often achieved through an engagement with the novels of Jane Austen, Maria Edgeworth, William Godwin, James Hogg, Thomas Love Peacock, Walter Scott, Mary Shelley, and several others.

Part One of the Handbook investigates ‘Exploration and Ideas of Empire’. Its first chapter, on Africa, argues that Romanticism itself is a product of the fierce and implacable acquisitiveness of settler colonialism, which dragged Indigenous peoples from their lands in Africa at the same time as it stole lands from Indigenous peoples in the Americas, the two projects mirroring one another in their brutal commitment to dispossession in the service of white settler capitalism. Asia, the subject of the second chapter, was ‘discovered’ and defined in the Romantic era by a group of orientalist scholars led by Sir William Jones, whose immense enthusiasm and erudition propelled a vast expansion in European knowledge of the East, but whose ideas were often distorted by his commitment to the British imperial mission, especially in India. The third chapter, ‘Europe’, explores how Romantic literary critics and cultural historians envisaged Continental Europe, and the identity of England and Britain in relation to it, through narratives of disruption and exchange, nationalism and foreignness, fragmentation and collectivity, as seen in particular in Scott’s writings on chivalry and romance, and Hazlitt’s on the theatre as the site where Europe became most visible as an ambivalent cultural space caught between local trajectories and overarching movements. The Levant was a region of immense interest to Romantic poets as well as to its nonfiction prose writers, who recognized it as a land still in the grip of the power structures of the declining Ottoman Empire but who were nevertheless drawn to it for the chance to plunder its relics, to embrace its vibrant racial, linguistic, and religious diversity, and to take advantage of its easy attitude towards various unorthodox sexual practices, both homosexual and heterosexual. Chapter 4 examines how Romantic prose writers fashioned narratives of ‘backwardness’ and underdevelopment in Latin America in order to promote a powerful but ‘informal’ empire of British military, political, and especially commercial influence that undermined the revolutionary and republican ideals kept alive by the Spanish American wars of independence, and that robbed new South Atlantic nations of their liberty even after they had ostensibly achieved it. North America was the site in the British Romantic cultural imagination of a multiplicity of competing narratives, ranging from optimistic accounts of transatlantic settlement along the eastern seaboard, through terrifying reports of the horrors of war and slavery, to descriptions of life in the North American territories beyond the cities and settlements, where British traders, explorers, and adventurers had their identities variously endorsed and eroded by the challenges of the landscape and the climate. Further north still, many Romantic readers and writers were enthralled—like Robert Walton in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818)—by the polar regions of North America, and chapter 7 examines the ways in which British government officials put tight controls on narratives of Arctic exploration in order to ensure that they portrayed the British as much more courageous, resourceful, determined, and judicious than their European rivals and Indigenous guides, and that the expeditions themselves were represented as intimately bound up in future British plans for trade, colonial settlement, and resource extraction. The closing chapter of Part One investigates how the editors of Pacific voyages thoroughly shaped their source materials to produce hugely popular exploration narratives that promulgated in many instances an enlightened imperialism that depicted British explorers as interested chiefly in the spread of commerce and the diffusion of knowledge, but that only partially concealed more disturbing questions about the contrasts between European and Pacific cultures, the deep moral ambiguities of ‘discovery’, the seizure of treasure and land, and the confusion and violence at the crux of so many cross-cultural encounters.

Issues of ‘Nation and Region’ are explored in Part Two of the Handbook. Chapter 9 concerns landscape, and the fascination of prose writers with how land might be shaped and understood, as geographers and natural historians made new claims about what land was, guidebooks taught tourists to value landscape through aesthetic frames such as the picturesque or the sublime, radical journalists insisted on the link between landscape and politics, and imperialists and travel writers described unfamiliar lands in ways that influenced the perceptions of landscape back in Britain. Nature in the Romantic period has long been viewed from the perspective of its poets, but its nonfiction prose writers produced a body of work that is equally remarkable in its recognition of the natural world as a series of complex entanglements involving people, animals, plants, objects, and landscapes, and in its deep interest in local history, first-hand observation, fieldwork, apparently insignificant creatures and circumstances, and writing as a self-conscious act that alienates us from the non-human world even as it attempts to bind us to it. Meanwhile, the city—which in Romantic-era Britain almost invariably meant London—was to many contemporary novelists and poets an overwhelming, iniquitous, enervating place, but nonfiction writers often took a different view, aware of course of the grim and isolating sides of the metropolis that De Quincey describes so vividly in his Confessions, but keen to point out as well that London was a place of economic and social opportunities, of theatres and libraries and museums, of artistic collaboration and magazine production (though Edinburgh emerged here as a rival), and of hedonism, sport, festivity, fashion, and much else, as Pierce Egan makes plain in his immensely successful Life in London (1820–1821). Part Two concludes with an examination of regionalism in the four nations of Romantic Britain. Chapter 12 explores the topic through a concentration on the Lake District in northwest England, an area of course intimately associated with Romantic poets, but one which was also of great interest to Romantic prose writers, some of whom detailed its beauties in travel guides and aesthetic treatises that drew tourists to the region in numbers that threatened those beauties, while others delved into a darker and more conflicted response to the Lakes that is much more legible in the period’s nonfiction prose than in its poetry, and that tells of discontents and dislocations that subvert idealized notions of local rootedness. In Ireland (chapter 13), the failed rebellion of 1798 inflamed a public sphere already overheated by the pamphlet wars and revolutionary debates of the preceding decade, while the subsequent Act of Union thrust the nation into an entirely different economic and political landscape, where its nonfiction writers sought in both geo-political and historical terms to reimagine Ireland’s position within the British Isles, the British Empire, and beyond, as seen most distinctively in the biographies by Thomas Moore and the essay collections and travel writings of Sydney Owenson. Regionalism in Scotland (chapter 14) was foundational both to its poets and its prose writers, as they grappled to locate the nation as at once a part of Britain and as itself divided—geographically, religiously, culturally, economically, and linguistically—into many smaller parts in which the enduring presence of an ancient culture collided with the burgeoning pressures of modernity in ways that were given especially clear definition in the nonfiction writings of Samuel Johnson, Anne Grant, John Sinclair, and James Hogg. Wales (chapter 15) had for two-and-a-half centuries been so thoroughly assimilated into England that it was without a capital city or acknowledged national institutions, but in the Romantic age its writers—in both Welsh and English—inspired a dramatic awakening that led slowly to its re-emergence as a nation, an awakening that was spearheaded by political thinkers caught up in the revolution controversy of the 1790s, antiquarians who reintroduced their contemporaries to the ancient culture of the Welsh, and Calvinistic preachers and clergymen who guided the Methodist revival and galvanized Welsh religious dissent more generally.

Part Three concentrates on ‘Imagination and Intellectual Culture’. It opens with chapter 16 on antiquarian publishing, which was often openly mocked as the labour of curious collectors and foolish treasure-hunters fixated on the trivial—old shoes, old coins, old horns—but which in the Romantic era set itself in opposition to grand narratives about the past and offered instead a fragmentary, local view of history that resisted the systematizing initiatives of the Enlightenment, and that aligned antiquarians themselves with nonfiction writers who experimented with desultory, provisional, brief prose forms like the anecdote and the sketch. David Hume’s History of England (1754–1762) and Edward Gibbon’s History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776–1788) further transformed the study of the past in the Romantic era, for both covered long expanses of time in a continuous narrative, and both energized additional innovations in the writing of history (chapter 17), including the construction of an argument from a variety of research sources, the weaving together of the lives of both major figures and ordinary people, and the recognition of the enduring relevance of the past to the present, as reflected especially in new histories of the medieval period that made it more recognizable and compelling. Scientists—known in the Romantic age as ‘natural philosophers’ or ‘natural historians’—identified several new specialized disciplines, among them biology, geology, and chemistry, and in their writings celebrated the heroic achievements of researchers, discoverers, and knowledge producers in an attempt both to establish the identity of individual disciplines and to synthesize them within a cogent methodological structure, a project that led to the foundation of many new institutions, including the British Association for the Advancement of Science, and that left its mark on a host of Romantic-era writing, including Shelley’s Frankenstein (see Figure 0.2). Religious controversy, the subject of chapter 19, was especially intense in the Romantic era in the years leading up to the 1829 passage of Catholic Emancipation, a political and theological powder keg that produced book-length commentaries from major nonfiction prose writers like Coleridge, Robert Southey, and William Cobbett, who despite stark differences shared a broad interest in religion, not as abstract doctrine, but as a matter of historical action, and who in their responses to the Catholic Emancipation crisis interrogated issues ranging from celibacy and church wealth to medievalism, sectarianism, and religion as the basis of civil government. The chapter on Social Science concludes Part Three, and examines how its practice in the hands of Romantic prose writers shaped the social consciousness of the era by creating a belief in a verifiable reality that conceptualized legal, political, ecclesiastical, and educational institutions as parts of a coherent social structure that could be improved through human endeavour, and by advancing claims about the social value of writing and the social role of writers, many of whom in the Romantic age were keen to examine society and influence public opinion in ways that set a precedent for today’s publicly engaged sociologists.

‘Complex Identities’ are revealed in Part Four. Autobiography (chapter 21) as a genre first rose to prominence in the Romantic age, when in an inchoate and unstable state it combined itself with the epic, the conversion narrative, the adventure story, the romance, and a host of other literary genres, when it was written by authors ranging from philosophers and former slaves to concubines and poets seeking everything from an affirmation of the self to notoriety and financial gain, and when autobiographers frequently presented themselves as ordinary people who were nonetheless living a life that was in some ways or at some points also extraordinary. Similarly, biography (chapter 22) was seen as a tentative, even experimental genre that borrowed heavily from the strategies of fiction, that was moving away from conceptions of it as a useful branch of history and towards modern configurations in which individual consciousness was the prime object of enquiry, and that assumed a wide variety of forms, from grand narratives written by a close friend or relative such as James Boswell’s Life of Johnson (1791) or J. G. Lockhart’s Memoirs of the Life of Sir Walter Scott (1837–1838), through collections of shorter biographies like Hazlitt’s Spirit of the Age (1825) or De Quincey’s ‘Lake Reminiscences’ (1839), to more sensational modes including secret histories, sketches of eccentric characters, and gossipy tell-alls of the rich and famous. Confessions (chapter 23), a literary genre that straddles the realms of the autobiographical and biographical, was in the Romantic era more closely allied than either of them with non-conformity, self-abasing revelation, radical subjectivity, and individual exceptionality, as seen in true-crime narratives such as The Life and Confessions of Peter Dixon, the Celebrated Body Snatcher (1827), in Gothic fiction like Charlotte Dacre’s Confessions of the Nun of St Omer (1805), and in a series of nonfiction prose works where the confessor details his alienation from others even as he claims that his outpouring is intended for their benefit. Chapter 24, ‘Diaries, Notebooks, and Marginalia’, explores three practices of ‘writing-to-the-moment’ that defy straightforward generic classification and that have often been left on the periphery in assessments of Romantic prose nonfiction, but which are central to revealing its full variety and scope: the diary as a regular habit of writing that served its many Romantic practitioners as an aide-mémoire, a confidante and comforter, and a source of personal accountability; the notebook as a frequently less structured writing practice than the diary but one which carried with it the potential for later mediation and more detailed development of ideas and observations first entered in passing as notes; and marginalia as a method of recording ideas and responses in the blank spaces of books by other authors as a prompt to composition and as a means of addressing future readers. Part Four closes with chapter 25, on letters, which in the Romantic age were the only viable alternative to in-person communication, but which were also recognized as a significant literary form in themselves that authors used for intimate and often eloquent personal exchanges as well as for searching observations on the events of the day, the business of publishing, and their own lives and creative practices, and that many writers further exploited as a popular vehicle for publication, including in magazines where letters featured regularly as critical ‘essays’, and in travelogues where letters at least seemed to imply authentic, first-hand experience.
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Figure 0.2 Posthumous portrait of Mary Shelley painted by Reginald Easton. Shelley relics (d), Bodleian Library, University of Oxford.



Part Five takes ‘Aesthetics, Language, and Style’ as its focus. Fashion (chapter 26) in the Romantic era rose from an emergent to a central cultural discourse that was attacked, on the one hand, for eroding distinctions between a literary realm of proper thought and feeling and a paraliterary domain of crass commercialism and ephemerality, but that was championed, on the other hand, as a dynamic and often transgressive force that infiltrated a wide range of prose subgenres and modes, that rotated disruptively between perfunctory backdrop and primary compulsion, that took sartorial elegance into the spheres of aesthetics and cultural self-reflection, and that prepared the way for the immensely popular Silver Fork novels of the 1820s and 1830s. The fine arts (chapter 27), in particular painting and sculpture, were the source of heated debates that revealed their close connection to class interests and national values, that exposed the many tensions between artists and patrons, and that came to a head following Waterloo, when the British military insisted that the artworks Napoleon had gathered in the Louvre be returned to their previous owners at the same time as the British government purchased Lord Elgin’s Parthenon Marbles for the British Museum, a piece of national hypocrisy that infuriated Romanticism’s greatest art critic, Hazlitt, who saw the art in the Louvre as symbolizing the ideals of the French Revolution, and as clear evidence of a new political order in which individual merit triumphed over the accidents of birth. Music (chapter 28) resonates in strikingly different ways across a wide variety of Romantic prose nonfiction, from the critical essays and innumerable post-performance reviews that demonstrate its immense popularity as a public entertainment and its central role in politically charged assessments of British cultural values, through the commentaries of Felicia Hemans on music’s power to heal and transport, to the prose rhapsodies of De Quincey in works such as ‘The English Mail-Coach’ (1849), where he plumbs the depths of his dreaming mind and captures the fugue-like fluctuations of his feeling and thought. Philosophy in the Romantic era, the subject of chapter 29, had a much broader reach than it does today, overlapping with science, politics, education, empire, and literary criticism, and evolving as a mode of enquiry that was far more inventive and varied than is commonly assumed, and that understood the discipline as a creative, ceaseless process that was defined by the relations, rather than by the objects, it perceived, and that especially in its frustrated fascination with Kantian and post-Kantian metaphysics gradually opened up British philosophy to integrative interplay and novel crossdisciplinarity. In the view of some Romantic-era commentators, rhetoric (chapter 30) was an ancient art that should be primarily concerned with rationality and perspicuity, but Hazlitt and De Quincey took a strikingly different position, as seen most clearly in their various responses to the prose style—at once flowery and severe—of Edmund Burke, who prompted in both of them a refiguration of rhetoric that perceived it, not as a codified set of techniques aimed at achieving civic consensus, but as a much more mobile, subjective, and indeterminate method of discovery that was willing to think in figures to the point of contradiction, and that was better able to approach complex truths. The final chapter in this section is on translation, which was a key part of the education of many Romantic authors, and which was inextricably linked to the British colonial project, for in recording the cultural contact and linguistic exchange between Indigenous peoples and British imperialists, translators worked in the glare of brutality and conquest even as they introduced new languages into English, greatly expanded the knowledge and understanding of other cultures, documented the transformation of both the colonizer and the colonized, and wove their studies around a host of other disciplines, including archaeology, botany, religion, geology, and literature.

Politics consumed many Romantic nonfiction prose writers, and are the subject of Part Six, which opens with three chapters on political controversy. The first, chapter 32, concerns the debates triggered by Burke in his Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790), where his orthodox reverence for the English constitution is communicated in a radically personal, contingent, and heterogeneous style that pushed against the boundaries of prose, and that was rebutted by his many revolutionary adversaries who championed rationality, impartiality, and transparency, and who rejected Burke’s profoundly contextual understanding of events in France in favour of compellingly straightforward declarations of basic principles and universal human rights. The years between Waterloo in 1815 and the Peterloo Massacre in 1819 form the core of the following chapter, which analyses the ways in which the Duke of Wellington’s blood-soaked victory over Napoleon produced a heady patriotic fervour in Britain that quickly dissipated as royalists and ruling elites tightened their grip on power and the labouring classes gathered in unprecedented numbers to demand political reform, prompting government-orchestrated crackdowns that culminated on St Peter’s Field in Manchester when British soldiers attacked peaceful British protesters and intensified the widespread fear that the country was on the brink of class warfare. The third chapter on ‘Political Controversy’ examines the events leading up to the passage of the 1832 Reform Bill, including the fashionable advocacy in 1820s London of Continental liberal causes like Greek independence, the tireless efforts of William Cobbett and other radical writers to educate the lower orders on the socially ameliorative benefits of Reform, the second French Revolution of July 1830 that engulfed Paris and produced panic in London, and most significantly, the passage of the 1829 Catholic Emancipation Act, which split the Tories and swept the Whigs into power, and which produced a far more serious constitutional crisis than the Reform Bill itself. Chapter 35 explores political economy and the Romantic prose writers who set themselves in bitter opposition to it, most notably in the case of Thomas Robert Malthus, whose Essay on the Principle of Population (1798) united political commentators—from Southey on the right all the way over to Hazlitt and Cobbett on the left—in condemnation of his views, but in which Malthus also aligned himself with his detractors in his exploitation of a range of literary quotations, genres, and tropes to drive home his rhetoric, and while he continued to disseminate his ideas in several updated and expanded editions of his Essay, Southey, Hazlitt, Cobbett, and others argued, not for the elimination of political economy, but for a better more humane version of it, a cause taken up most successfully by John Ruskin. Political parody and satire, the final chapter of Part Six, flourished in the Romantic era, as conservative writers and caricaturists launched condescending, abusive attacks that damned their enemies as intent on overturning the established order, while radicals fought back with satires and parodies that exposed the hypocrisy, corruption, bombast, and self-interest of the upper classes, and that did much to advance the freedom of the press, especially when one of the offending passages in a radical satire was read aloud during a criminal trial for blasphemy or sedition, bringing widespread attention to a work the legal proceedings were trying to suppress, and leading in several notable instances, not to condemnation and imprisonment, but to laughter and acquittal.

Part Seven investigates ‘Social Beliefs and Practices’. It commences with chapter 37 on children’s literature, which in the Romantic age took forms extending from dialogue-driven narratives of history, biography, and religion that sought to cultivate curiosity in children to tales of empire that aimed to inculcate in them an unquestioning sense of cultural and racial superiority, while still other texts were written by children themselves, such as the remarkable diary of Marjory Fleming, whose enthusiasm and precociousness almost bounce off the page, and who died of measles before her ninth birthday. Education, the subject of chapter 38, had long involved, for well-born men, a private tutor, a public school, and an ancient university and, for well-born women, a governess and perhaps a finishing school, but below the privileged classes there were in the Romantic age unprecedented advancements in educational systems and opportunities as the jumble of home schools, boarding schools, Sunday schools, dame schools, charity schools, and dissenting academies, coupled with widespread autodidacticism and an abundance of new political and educational material issued in the wake of the French Revolution, produced an explosion in literacy as well as fierce debates about who should—and who should not—have access to education. Chapter 39 assesses the wide-ranging response in Romantic-period prose to food and drink, from the wealthy who ate and imbibed on a gargantuan scale to the millions of working poor who had nowhere near enough, from French delicacies in the best houses to crusts of dry bread for hungry families, from Percy Shelley’s vegetarianism to Charles Lamb’s ravenous delight in roast pig, from accounts of spartan dieting to exuberant descriptions of the sensual joys of the table and the tavern, from the convivial pleasures of tipsiness and drinking songs to the blights of drunken violence, from alcohol as an intoxicant that releases creativity to one that too easily destroys it. Opium (chapter 40) was also consumed in vast quantities in Romantic Britain, a substance even more highly paradoxical than alcohol and one used by many writers but most closely associated with Coleridge and De Quincey, both of whom mystified, idealized, exoticized, and orientalized a drug that was at the same time an utterly unremarkable part of daily life as a cheap, legal, highly effective painkiller that was recommended by physicians for all manner of major and minor ailments, and that was in addition used extensively by women and men from across the social hierarchies as a recreational device that delivered euphoria but that also turned many users into abusers. Accounts of crime in Romantic prose (chapter 41) fastened on the tradition of ballad sheets, broadsides, newspaper reports, and criminal biographies, alongside an altogether different discourse generated by the emerging science of criminology which focused on issues of motivation and punishment, to produce innovative descriptions of secret murder and unprovoked violence in both Gothic novels and true-crime narratives like De Quincey’s ‘Postscript’ to ‘On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts’ (1854), where De Quincey rejects the longstanding practice of socially redeeming storylines in favour of horrifying depictions of the murderer John Williams, whose two 1811 killing sprees are represented as overwhelming and inexplicable. Chapter 42 examines sexualities, and the many ways in which Romantic nonfiction prose writers put established notions of masculinity and femininity under intense pressure in their representations of manliness in women or sensibility and feeling in men, in their commentaries on sexual roles and gender characteristics, in their constructions of androgyny and promiscuity, and especially in their explorations of homosexual desire, including Lord Byron’s letters and journals on his capacious appetite for sexual encounters with young men, Anne Lister’s coded diaries in which she recounts her joyous experiences of lesbianism, and Jeremy Bentham’s bold and systematic demolishing of the historical, religious, and legal claims that same-sex love was ‘unnatural’. Slavery, the subject of chapter 43, was fiercely contested across the Romantic era in a host of different prose forms, including autobiographies, colonial histories, travel writings, and periodical essays, with anti-abolitionists arguing that the kidnapping of African people was actually rescuing them from the barbarity of their own culture, and that the slaves in the West Indies worked in better conditions than the labouring poor in Britain, and abolitionists—including Olaudah Equiano, William Wilberforce, Elizabeth Heyrick, Robert Wedderburn, and Mary Prince—hitting back with harrowing accounts of the bloody horrors of slavery that variously combined political polemic, eye-witness testimony, religiously inspired indignation, and sentimental rhetoric, and that led to the abolition of the slave trade in 1807 and slavery itself in 1833. Sports writing (chapter 44)—on regattas, cricket matches, horse races, fox hunts, and especially prize fights—preoccupied large sections of British society, providing participants and their legions of fans with regular and sometimes thrilling diversions from the war, economic turmoil, and widespread discontent that so often made the headlines, but focussing too on the virtues of fortitude, strength, and ‘manliness’ that paradoxically aligned sports with the military spirit, freighting them with ideological importance, and turning British boys and men into conquerors in the boxing ring, on the battlefield, and in the service of empire. Part Seven closes with chapter 45 on war, which details how alarmist, militaristic, pro-government agents churned out propaganda designed to consolidate public support for British forces in the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, and where military memoirists such as Robert Ker Porter and political activists including Godwin, Coleridge, Anna Laetitia Barbauld, and John Thelwall returned fire with representations that sought to translate war from an abstract term to a graphic reality that conveyed its viciousness and irrationality, and that also provoked comparisons with other equally terrifying forms of brutality, including slavery and colonialism.

The Handbook concludes with Part Eight on ‘Authors, Critics, Readers, and Reviewers’. Dramatic criticism (chapter 46) sets the record straight on the practice of puffery, the coverage of plays in the daily newspapers, and the pioneering work of three lesser-known critics, John Taylor, John Campbell, and James Boaden, all of whom put in place innovations that are commonly credited to Leigh Hunt, as they maintained their independence from theatre proprietors, mixed praise with censure in their reviews, and wrote not only about individual performances but also about costume, musical accompaniment, and stage direction, though all four of these critics are cast into the shade by Hazlitt, whose ability to seize on both the telling details and the broader implications of an actor’s performance are without parallel in the Romantic age, and whose finest theatre reviews are also acts of self-discovery. Essays, the topic of chapter 47, were written in a wide array of subgenres, from sketches, dialogues, letters, reviews, and formal disquisitions on science, education, religion, economics, and history to the best-known ‘familiar’ or ‘personal’ essays of Hunt, Lamb, De Quincey, and Hazlitt, which have long been celebrated as a kind of prose alternative to the achievements of the major Romantic poets but which are also based on a strikingly different model of creativity, for while the poets regularly stepped forward as solitary a-historical seekers who worshipped the permanent forms of nature and appealed to posterity, all four personal essayists produced their finest work as magazine writers responding directly to deadlines, economic incentives, the demands of editors and mass audiences, and the impermanence and sociability of the metropolitan environment. Literary criticism (chapter 48) examines the brightness and awkwardness of encountering the poetry of Wordsworth, Coleridge, Shelley, Keats, and others for the first time, which in many commentators prompted backward-looking, unimaginative attacks that insisted that the new poetry was vulgar and affected, that it did not uphold the long-cherished traditions of the British literary canon, and that it insidiously embraced the politics of Jacobinical dissent, but which in others produced a dynamic, if sometimes ill-tempered, response that reached its highest points in the writings of Hazlitt and Coleridge, who in Biographia produced a work of nonfiction prose as vital and fabulous as ‘Kubla Khan’ (written 1797), and who in his famous assessment of Wordsworth’s poetry introduced something revolutionary into English literary criticism: himself. Chapter 49 examines literary parody and satire, which boomed in the Romantic age despite the still-prevalent understandings of Romanticism as the antithesis of satire, and which took many forms extending from William Blake’s radical prose satire The Marriage of Heaven and Hell (circa 1790) and Jane Austen’s parody of the Gothic in Northanger Abbey (1818), through the six satiric novels of Thomas Love Peacock, to the wealth of satiric and parodic material that runs riot in the pages of contemporary magazines, including the self-satire of Thomas Carlyle in Sartor Resartus (1833–1834) as published serially in Fraser’s Magazine, and the boisterously inventive irony of John Wilson in his many contributions to the Noctes Ambrosianae dialogues (1822–1835) as serialized in Blackwood’s Magazine. Chapter 50, on magazines, details their ability to offer lucrative payment for articles, and to attract many of the leading writers of the day, whether it be to left-leaning publications such as the London and the New Monthly or to right-wing periodicals like Blackwood’s, which made its name with vicious personal assaults on its political and literary enemies, and which was virulently anti-abolitionist, anti-Catholic, and anti-Reform, but which also changed the character of English nonfiction prose with a light, smart style that seemed spontaneous and that prized idiosyncrasy and self-consciousness. Daily, weekly, and bi-weekly newspapers (chapter 51) were higgledy-piggledy publications that featured everything from advertisements, essays, and parliamentary reports to shipping news, fashion updates, and foreign dispatches, and that in the Romantic era steadily transformed themselves into profitable, professional, and highly influential publications, as seen in particular in the rise of the Times under Thomas Barnes, who became its editor in 1817, and who wrote its ‘leader’ or daily editorial essay, where he emerged as both the voice of the paper and of the country. Prefaces, prospectuses, defences, and manifestos (chapter 52) proliferated in the Romantic era as for the first time authors faced mass reading audiences and became radically uncertain of their readerships, prompting them to produce a wealth of paratextual material—passionate manifestos, self-reflexive prospectuses, conciliatory dedications, earnest prefaces—in which they sought to stave off criticism, correct misrepresentations, justify ideas, and promote sales, sometimes with mixed success as in Wordsworth’s Preface to Lyrical Ballads (1800), which irritated rather than appeased many of his critics, but sometimes with considerably more marketing savvy as in Byron’s Preface to the first two cantos of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage (1812), where he stoked interest in both his poem and his private life, and sometimes with striking originality, as in Shelley’s ‘Defence of Poetry’ (written 1821), where in response to his friend Peacock’s ‘Four Ages of Poetry’ (1820) he produces Romanticism’s most theoretically and politically sophisticated statement of radical poetics. Reviews (chapter 53) were the most prestigious form of periodical publication and each of the three major reviews represented the interests of a specific socio-political group—liberals for the Edinburgh Review, conservatives for the Quarterly Review, and radicals for the Westminster Review—each from its respective platform providing its mainly middle-class male audience with timely and affordable access to vast stores of new information, each infusing politics into topical essays on all manner of subjects, each cultivating an imperious house style that exploited the authoritative ‘we’ rather than the self-revelatory ‘I’, and above all each designed not to convert its antagonists but to rally its allies, for the three reviews rarely mentioned each other even when examining topics of common interest and intense public debate. The final chapter in the Handbook, ‘Table Talk’, investigates the frequently ignored genre of conversation-as-criticism, a looser, more haphazard, spontaneous, and genial mode of literary analysis than formal essays and reviews, which centres on recording the private and candid discussions of friends, as in the fictionalized debates that are key to Peacock’s Nightmare Abbey (1818), the booze-fuelled evenings of philosophizing and cultural commentary in Wilson’s Noctes Ambrosianae, Hazlitt’s response to the conversations of Wordsworth and Coleridge in his essay on ‘My First Acquaintance with Poets’ (1823), and the many volumes of Table Talk—Samuel Johnson’s and Samuel Roger’s for instance—that were published in the Romantic age, volumes that raise questions about privacy, truthfulness, voyeurism, and intellectual property even as they bring us as close as we are likely to come to the voice and physical presence of some of Romanticism’s finest literary critics, including pre-eminently Coleridge (see Figure 0.3).

As I approach the end of my work on this Handbook, I would like to thank Jacqueline Norton, who asked me to undertake it and who shared my enthusiasm for it, as well as the four anonymous readers who provided such excellent feedback on my original proposal. I would also like to thank all the contributors to this volume for producing such insightful and informative chapters. All of us I believe share the conviction that this Handbook gives to British Romantic nonfiction prose the attention it richly merits and repays. I completed the vast majority of my work on this volume as a British Academy Global Professor at Bath Spa University. I would like to thank the British Academy for its confidence and generous support. I would also like to thank my colleagues Ian Gadd, Helen Goodman, Chris Ivic, Kate Pullinger, Andy Salmon, Bambo Soyinka, and especially John Strachan for making my time at Bath Spa so rewarding and productive. My greatest debt, as ever, is to Alastair, Zachary, and Carole.
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Figure 0.3 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, engraved by Francis Croll. Hogg’s Instructor, New Series, 8 (1852), facing page 129. Private Collection.
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Part I

Exploration and Ideas of Empire


Chapter 1


Africa



Jared Hickman

One would be remiss in the context of this Handbook not to register that perhaps the most established figure of English Romanticism, William Wordsworth, nominated a particular piece of ‘modern [read ‘Romantic’] English prose’ as exemplary. Keyed to lines in Book III of Wordsworth’s 1814 poem The Excursion offering a textbook example of the American noble savage is a note that quotes at length from one of the thunder-stealing prose notes to a 1796 poem, The Hurricane, by William Gilbert, an Antiguan-born occultist and abolitionist who made quite an impression on the early Romantic circle in Bristol.1 This ‘finest’ of passages is a paean to ‘the Man of Mind … placed in the sphere of Nature and God’ who,


when he walks along the River of the Amazons; when he rests his eye on the unrivalled Andes; when he measures the long and watered Savannah; or contemplates from a sudden Promontary, the distant, vast Pacific … feels himself a FREEMAN in this vast Theatre, and commanding each ready produced fruit of this wilderness, and each progeny of this stream—His exaltation is not less than Imperial.

(Cheshire, William Gilbert, 140)



Lost in the decontextualization inherent to quotation is the ‘coherent metaphysical scheme’ of which Gilbert’s paean forms part, a scheme that Paul Cheshire persuasively argues is ‘a significant contribution to Romantic culture’ (Cheshire, William Gilbert, 2). But a sharper point can be put on Cheshire’s claim: the ‘metaphysical scheme’ worked out in the prose notes of The Hurricane, the core of which is the alignment of the modern four continents (Africa, America, Asia, and Europe) with the ancient four elements (fire, air, earth, and water) in an eschatological vision of planetary revolution, epitomizes the imperative to metacosmography that I have elsewhere contended underlies the global modernity that first becomes possible with the revelation of a new world of finite immanence by way of the European discovery of the ‘New World’ but only comes to fruition in the Romantic era.2 This coinage is meant to highlight how the emergence among peoples radically unforeseen to each other of a coherent and functionally ultimate sense of planetary life has made mapping the places—in multiple senses—in which apparently different lives belong a horizon of all human imagination, discourse, and action. Metacosmography, believe it or not, is the most prosaic of modern endeavours.

The specific historical factors that make the Romantic era a watershed for the modern work of metacosmography are well reflected in Gilbert’s prose: namely, the inextricable interrelation of two unmatched, largely Anglo-driven human relocations concentrated in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries—the Atlantic slave trade and settler colonialism.3 To make this claim stick without getting ourselves stuck in the intricacies of Gilbert’s system, we might focus on unpacking his stated intention: ‘It has been my business to embody SPIRIT; to reflect the Rising Sun by so strong a mirror from the West’ (Cheshire, William Gilbert, 160). How do we understand that most recognizable Romantic-idealist task of ‘embody[ing] spirit’ in Gilbert’s terms: intensifying and diffusing the light of ‘the Rising Sun’ by ‘a mirror from the West’? ‘The Rising Sun’ unsurprisingly refers to the ancient East, but, for Gilbert, following Emanuel Swedenborg, this is Africa rather than Asia; and the mirroring West is identified with America, which is Gilbert’s innovation on hermetic geography from Ptolemy to Swedenborg (Cheshire, William Gilbert, 163–175).4 Gilbert’s ‘business’, then, is a metacosmography centred on a synergy between Africa and America, yielding the following mythic narrative. The American Revolution was the consequence of vengeful spirits of murdered Native Americans possessing the bodies of settlers of European descent and turning them against Europe. This curiously caused American Revolution has unleashed a modern enlightenment, which consists in a ‘Religion’ that ‘contend[s] for the GOOD OF ENJOYMENT’. But this modern enlightenment apparently emanating from the West is actually the reflected glory of ancient Africa: ‘the PRESENT’, intones Gilbert, ‘originates in ABYSSINIA’. This recognition of Africa as the site of ‘the most internal man’ and thus the perennial source of human civilization underscores the ludicrous wickedness of racialized slavery, the abolition of which will logically lead to a new heaven and a new earth whose centre is Africa, the true site of Eden according to Gilbert (Cheshire, William Gilbert, 143–144, 139, 151–157).

Though Gilbert’s version has its eccentricities, The Hurricane’s frankly millenarian vision of global salvation through a restored ‘Africa’ was by no means a quirk. Fed by various sources—neo-hermeticisms such as Swedenborgianism, radical Protestantism, and African cosmologies, the notion of an ‘Africa’ redeemed by the return of its shameful diaspora and in turn redemptive of the world as a whole can be seen as the logical culmination of the high metacosmographic ambition stoked by the enormities of slavery and settler colonialism and here taken to define Romanticism.5

This essay follows Wordsworth, then, in taking Gilbert’s prose to be exemplary of his moment—which is to say, of something that might be called Romanticism, albeit not in the way he intended. Springloaded in Gilbert’s attempt to conjure, through language of an unabashed intensity, an ‘Africa’ through which the sins of slavery and settler colonialism might be expiated is the whole action of the ensuing argument.

First, to contend that Romantic prose such as Gilbert’s might help us redefine Romanticism itself as a project of prosing, a period term that captures the fraught investment of thought and language with worldmaking power. There is a kinesis implicit in Gilbert’s neo-Gnostic revelation of unfamiliar truths through unembarrassed language, a would-be self-fulfilling prophecy of nothing less than ‘the transformation of human consciousness to its full spiritual potential’ in and through the contemporaneous ‘geopolitics of African enslavement and American revolution’ (Cheshire, William Gilbert, 182). This is metacosmography whose initial inscription on paper in the prosiest of forms—letters, plans, reports, editorials, polemics, systems—indexes its intended, and at times achieved, inscription in the very earth.

Second, to contextualize this Romantic sense of the potency of the ideal in relation to the worldmaking/destroying activities of Anglo settler colonialism that spiked as a result of the American Revolution.

Third, to establish diasporic Africans and their descendants as occupying a unique subject position in relation to the related worldmaking/destroying activities of settler colonialism and Romantic prose by virtue of having been unsettled from their ancestral homelands in Africa in order to be made to serve the settling of Indigenous homelands in North America and the Caribbean and then, as they increasingly threatened not to serve those purposes, (re)settled in Sierra Leone (1787/1792) and Liberia (1820).

Finally, to reconsider the earliest Afro-diasporic Anglophone prose as originating from this distinctive vantage on Romantic prosing with a view to demonstrating its critical value for understanding Romanticism as a historical phenomenon neither narrowly European nor abstractly global but rather of the momentous restructuring of planetary life effected by the interlocking initiatives of the Anglo-Atlantic slave trade and Anglo settler colonialism; and, further, to recognize it as a resource for answering some of the most urgent intellectual and practical questions of our own moment: How to overcome what has been described as the ‘impasse’ between Black and Indigenous studies?6 How to foster deeper understanding and stronger alliance against white supremacy between groups that have been differently victimized by it and, indeed, made by it to victimize each other? A Romanticism studies reconceived along the lines proposed here not only implies there is no proper study of Romanticism without the study of Afro/diasporic (and Indigenous and Euro-American settler) literatures, even—or especially—at their prosiest; it promises to give the field a deep resonance rather than cheap relevance in relation to vital transdisciplinary and extra-academic debates.

From Romantic Prose to Romanticism as Prosing

Romanticism has often been distinguished by a special relationship to the poetic. But, on the evidence of another of Wordsworth’s programmatic statements, in this instance one of the most enshrined of Anglophone Romanticism—the preface to Lyrical Ballads, the case could just as easily be made that Romanticism consists in its privileging of the prosaic. After all, the argumentative crux of Wordsworth’s preface is that ‘there neither is, nor can be, any essential difference between the language of prose and metrical composition’, and its primary rhetorical concern is to brace readers for a poetry that does not ‘elevate’ itself ‘above prose’ in either its objects or diction and, further, to encourage them to appreciate the resultant ‘prosaisms’, not only as enriching organic elements rather than vitiating foreign bodies, but as elements that fulfil the self’s desire for a truer communion with itself and the world. This canonical articulation of Romanticism might be said, then, to endorse and model a process of, in a word, prosing: according to the Oxford English Dictionary, an English verbing of the French noun that, beginning precisely in the mid-to-late eighteenth century, comes to mean not simply rendering in prose but, more capaciously, ‘to bring into a specified condition by talking or writing at length’ (e.g. ‘I think I must come to you to be prosed and put in a better way’). ‘Prosing’, in this ampler definition, carries a specific wish and worry: a potential energy transfer between word and world that can be short-circuited by ‘wear[ing] out’ either the object or addressee (e.g. an object can be ‘prosed away’ or an addressee ‘prosed to death’).7

This period sense of ‘prosing’ speaks to what I will here take to distinguish Romanticism: the widely and deeply felt promise of real-izing the ideal projections of human imagination if a communicative medium that sufficiently moves (often, literally, we shall see) its addressees can be devised. It is this phenomenological contingency—with its extraordinary (over)burdening of human imagination and communication and consequent sensitization to the tragic potentiality of regress rather than progress—that might be said to distinguish Romanticism from Enlightenment, albeit not as a simple repudiation but rather a paranoid escalation thereof. Romanticism, in other words, might be said to be driven by the Enlightenment’s same perfectionist dreams but feels more responsible for their fulfilment. The prosing project of Romanticism is a high-risk, high-reward business: if, as it were, you can find the transformative words, you’re on your way to transforming the world, to bringing something into a desired condition through a communicative act—a positive feedback loop between word and world; however, if you don’t find those words, you alienate your addressees, not merely from yourself and a particular communicative object, but from the very possibility of such transformative realization—a negative feedback loop in which each failure of communication only rivets the world-as-it-is over and against the creative word, which is thereby relegated to a world apart called ‘literature’ rather than imbued, per Percy Shelley, with the power to ‘legislate’ for the world. Rather than casually regarding it as self-evident etymon of ‘poetry’, poiesis—‘creation’ or ‘production’ in Greek—might be rigorously historicized and theorized in this context as a suitable synonym of prosing—understood as a bid for realization through specially calibrated practices of mediation.

Romantic Prosing and the Settler Revolution

It is only intellectually consistent, then, to keep it real, so to speak, when it comes to this Romantic fantasy of making-real I have placed under the aegis of prosing. This fantasy was perhaps most profoundly conditioned by and itself conditioned a world-historical geopolitical shift triggered by the outcome of the American Revolution: ‘the settler revolution’, as historian James Belich has dubbed it, a period of ‘explosive colonization’ from the late eighteenth to the early twentieth century that—not counting ‘the 400 million people in Britain’s subject empire’—multiplied ‘English-speakers … over sixteenfold … from about 12 million to around 200 million’, principally in Australia, Canada, and the United States.8 This development represented the imposition on a scale never seen before or since of a particular form of colonialism, typically referred to as settler colonialism. The modifier underscores that this form of colonialism worked through the mass invasion of exogenous populations intent on making ‘a life as well as a living’9 through the permanent expropriation of Indigenous lands—which implied the destruction and replacement of the indigene; rather than via a revolving door of comparatively small numbers of exogenous elites focused on enriching themselves by exploiting Indigenous labour—which presupposed the continued existence of Indigenous populations. In the face of decolonization in Africa and Asia and the ‘postcolonial’ theory it spawned, Indigenous activists and scholars in what are now Australia, Canada, and the United States first articulated this important distinction between, colonies of settlement/creole colonies (‘colonialism’ proper)—for which there was no ‘post’ in sight; and colonies of extraction/franchise colonies (‘imperialism’, strictly speaking)—for which a ‘post’ had in some measure been achieved, even if under the fresh duress of ‘neo’-imperialisms.10 What these twentieth-century Indigenous activists and scholars attested was the sudden but solid materialization of whole new worlds at the expense of their own longstanding ones as a direct result of this ‘settler revolution’ of the preceding ‘long’ nineteenth century.

Because of the speed and scope at which this particular form of worldmaking/destroying colonialism was carried out, the settler revolution was consistently described as an alternately ‘magical’, ‘miraculous’, and ‘apocalyptic’ example of actualization (the ubiquitous ‘Verwirklichung’ of contemporaneous German idealism).11 This view is already present in what can be regarded as the first settler-colonial novel, Frances Brooke’s History of Emily Montague (1769), wherein the Canadian-bound protagonist—in his first letter, before he has even begun in earnest his transatlantic journey—can outline an admittedly ‘romantic’ worldmaking/destroying ‘project’ with brazenly self-divinizing arrogance:


I … expect … to become lord of a principality which will put our large-acred men in England out of countenance. My subjects indeed at present will be only bears and elks, but in time I hope to see the human face divine multiplying around me; and in thus cultivating what is in the rudest state of nature, I shall taste one of the greatest of all pleasures, that of creation, and see order and beauty gradually rise from chaos.12



If this isn’t Romantic ‘mythmaking’, I don’t know what is. Romanticism grew out of the terrible success of the settler revolution, which seemed to be a standing testament to and irresistible invitation to test the efficacy of—in multiple senses—speculation: that acts of mental visualization, colonial inscription, utopian prescription, booster description, and market manipulation could be directly creative of reality.13

In a defining essay of settler colonial studies, ‘Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native’, Patrick Wolfe sketches the ‘stage[s] in the formation of a settler-colonial state’ as a sequence through which a ‘conceit of discovery’—that is, an imaginative projection or performative gesture of the sovereign possession of land that is purely ‘theoretical (or ‘inchoate’)’, indeed often shamelessly audacious in its complacent assertionality—is given ‘practical realization’ through ‘lethal’ violence of various kinds. Wolfe glosses this entire course with a fine formulation that deserves unpacking: settler colonialism ‘hastens apace with the construction of its facts on the ground’. Settler colonialism, on this account, is a ferocious exercise in wish fulfilment, in materializing one’s arch-constructivist imposition of an ideal on a contrary reality and thereby experiencing that manufactured reality simultaneously as ego-enhancing evidence of one’s creative power and as the naturalizing sign of the ‘fait accompli’.14 In other words, settler colonialism uncomfortably represents a triumph of the imagination of the sort often linked to Romanticism—(f)actualization, we might call it.

Accustomed as we all are to historicizing Romanticism in relation to chronologically coincident ‘revolutions’—whether Industrial, American, or French, ‘the settler revolution’ certainly seems worth a try. The way has already been pointed by Deirdre Coleman’s groundbreaking work bringing together Australia and Sierra Leone as instances of what she calls ‘romantic colonization’. Coleman’s delineation of Romanticism by its preponderance of ‘visionary writing about new settlements, with colonization understood as a leap of the imagination as well as a leap in geographical space and time’ only gains greater definition and purchase under the more robust and precise notion of settler worldmaking/destroying offered here.15 One could do worse to characterize Romanticism than by an expectation of the effectual force of imagination and mediation so anxious as to inspire, on the one hand, defiant recursivity of the sort on display in the literary worlding of, say, Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s ‘Christabel’ (1816), and, on the other, the cheeky performativity at work in Coleridge’s programme for a ‘Pantisocracy’ (1794) on the banks of the Susquehanna River.16 One could perhaps not do better to account for both of those superficially contradictory tendencies than by reference to an ongoing settler revolution in which thoughts and words promised to be as good as deeds, pun emphatically intended.17 ‘How smooth must be the language of the whites, when they can make right look like wrong, and wrong like right’, related the Sauk leader Black Hawk in his 1834 autobiography—a statement that pinpoints with searing acuity the force imbued in the ‘goose quill’ to overwrite nothing less than an ontological connection between Indigenous people and land that was felt to make the latter inalienable.18

The Arrivant Revolution vs. the Settler Revolution

With the foregoing account of the settler revolution in North America and Oceania, we have acquainted ourselves with Gilbert’s ‘West’; so it is now time to hold it up as a ‘mirror’ to behold ‘the Rising Sun’ of ‘Africa’, not the least of ‘the places that slavery made’, to borrow Elizabeth Bohls’s elegant phrase.19 In more ways than one, the settler revolution in North America and Oceania mirrored what I will call the arrivant revolution, ‘arrivant’ being the term that Indigenous critical theorist Jodi Byrd (by way of Afro-Barbadian poet Kamau Braithwaite) has introduced to distinguish the subject position of enslaved Africans and their descendants in settler societies.20 The settler revolution was both preceded by and predicated on the arrivant revolution. Belich reminds us that ‘three-quarters of the eight million migrants to the Americas before 1800’ were Africans.21 This arrivant revolution, on the one hand, so skewed the demographic ratios in the British Caribbean that it pre-empted the settler revolution there, to a real extent creating ‘neo-Africas’ rather than ‘neo-Europes’ and therefore a somewhat different ethico-political calculus regarding Indigenization/creolization.22 On the other hand, there is no settler revolution without the arrivant revolution insofar as at its inaugural and most extensive site—the US, the settler revolution was powered by enslaved people of African descent not just as exploited labour but as commoditized bodies.23 The fifty-year period—1751–1800—that saw the onset of the Anglo settler revolution also saw the Anglo-dominated apogee of the Atlantic slave trade.24

However, the conscription—and liquidation—of arrivants for the purposes of settler capitalism in the US must prevent us from treating them as so many ‘settlers’.25 Although Afro-diasporic peoples were variously press-ganged in settler colonialism in the Caribbean, US, Canada, and, we shall see, Sierra Leone and Liberia, and thus undeniably furthered its ends, they were also never fully of it. This is borne out by the most salient way the settler revolution mirrored the arrivant revolution—by attempting to reverse it. The outcome of the American Revolution immediately unloosed a flood of primarily Western European humanity: in what is now the US, settlers rushed across the Appalachians into what had been designated Indian Territory by the British Empire; what is now Canada received tens of thousands of disaffected and dispossessed Loyalists, an influx the British Empire subsequently looked to supplement in light of its suddenly defensive position in North America; and Australia was of course settled in order to replace the penal colony just lost in North America. In all of these places, free people of African descent—as both actual and potential populations—were widely seen as inimical to the settler worldmaking/destroying at hand: anti-Black ‘exclusionary ideas and practices were intimately intertwined with the processes of settler colonial formation’ in the Angloworld, as Ikuko Asaka has definitively demonstrated.26

Australia, settled in 1788 just as the Anglo-American abolitionist movement was gathering steam, could breathe a sigh of relief that it did not have a past arrivant revolution to deal with and could prohibit any future one, thereby keeping the settler revolution there ‘pure’ of exogenous Blackness from the get-go.27 Canada and the US were not so lucky. The outcome of the American Revolution did not just unleash populations of Western European descent on Indigenous lands—the settler revolution; it also created two populations of African descent that foregrounded the problem posed by the still ongoing arrivant revolution: (1) those who had been emancipated on condition of their nominal loyalty to the British Empire, most of whom ended up in Nova Scotia; and (2) those in the freshly minted US, both free and enslaved, equipped to agitate in the very idiom of the new settler republic for their equality. The existence of these hundreds of thousands of Afro-diasporic people provoked a socio-geographical, even ontological, crisis among metropolitan and settler elites: Where would these people cause the least trouble? Where did they belong? The settler revolution in Australia, Canada, and the US unfolded largely as a negative answer to these questions: ‘not here’. The logic of settler colonialism, in this historical case at least, is the elimination, not just of the indigene but also, as Lorenzo Veracini has hinted, of the exogene—those non-Indigenous deemed inassimilable into a presumptuously indigenized ‘settler collective’.28 The settler collective asserts itself through a trilateral self-differentiation: from the metropole, the indigene, and the exogene. If Black exogenes could not be negated by continued commoditization—that is, if they would be free, then other means had to be devised.

The eliminative alternative that emerged was a second-order, would-be settler revolution in West Africa—a pressuring of Black exogenes towards what was conceived as a returnee colonialism.29 If Byrd’s term ‘arrivant colonialism’ means simultaneously to register the unfortunate but nonetheless undeniable colonizing effect of Afro-diasporic peoples on Native American lands and peoples, and their nonidentity with the culpable cause of that colonization, figured by the ‘settler’; so ‘returnee colonialism’ acknowledges the colonizing effect of Afro-diasporic peoples on West African lands and peoples such as the Temne and Bassa in what are now Sierra Leone and Liberia,30 even as it also sympathetically considers the following: the real and painful force of the exogenization driving Afro-diasporic people into these colonial projects; the real and moving anticipation of the restoration of something like the ontological security afforded by Indigeneity drawing Afro-diasporic people into these colonial projects.31 The ‘returnee’, no less than the ‘arrivant’, is precisely not the ‘settler’. Whereas the ‘settler’ to a real extent elects to participate in and/or is one of the primary beneficiaries of the colonization of what are to them ‘newlands’, to adopt Belich’s term; the ‘arrivant’ neither elects to participate in nor is one of the primary beneficiaries of the colonization of the newlands in which she finds herself; and the ‘returnee’, to the extent she elects to participate in and/or primarily benefits from colonization, does so on what were often represented and experienced as oldlands—ancestral lands, rather than newlands, a meaningful difference.

A New Romantic Origin Story for Afro-Diasporic Anglophone Literature

Diasporic Africans polarized towards the Sierra Leone and Liberia schemes in a humanly understandable and historically illuminating way, and in this polarity is much of the impetus, sum, and substance of the earliest Afro-diasporic Anglophone literature, most of which is prose—and, more than that, prosing. Premised as these schemes were on the elimination of the Black exogene from settler colonies in North America, diasporic Africans had ample reason to defiantly argue either (1) that if anyone had earned ‘a claim to place’ in the New World, it was them by dint of their world-historical suffering; or (2) that if the New World to which they or their forebears had been stolen was so plainly not promised to them, then why not take the chance that the land from which they had been stolen had held its own promise all along, which could be renewed by return.32 Both of these arguments, I contend, exceed the terms of settler worldmaking/destroying, even though, as mentioned, they have had—and continue to have—colonial effects that must be confronted and redressed. In exceeding these terms, these arguments also lay those terms bare. The earliest Afro-diasporic Anglophone prose, arising as it does out of the world(re)making welter created by the settler revolution’s attempt to undo and redirect the arrivant revolution insofar as it had produced and promised only to produce more Black people who refused to be the mere objects and instruments of white settler worldmaking/destroying, is both a metacommentary on Romantic prosing, shaped and shadowed as it was by the settler revolution from which diasporic Africans were systematically excluded; and an extreme instance of Romantic prosing insofar as it materialized a world(re)making subject whose very possibility, let alone rightful place in a small world of planetary immanence, was in question.

Perhaps the most efficient way to demonstrate the significance of the earliest Afro-diasporic Anglophone prose to both Romanticism studies and settler colonial studies is to quickly rerun Henry Louis Gates, Jr.’s classic account of the origin of an Afro-diasporic Anglophone literary tradition and observe how every link in his ‘signifying chain’ might be recast as an intensifying interrogation of white settler worldmaking/destroying that, as a byproduct, conjures ‘otherwise worlds’33—first and foremost a West African ‘Province of Freedom’ counterfactual to the Sierra Leone being overseen by white philanthropists.

The 1785 Narrative of free-, New-York-born John Marrant ‘inaugurate[d] the black tradition of English literature’, according to Gates, by self-consciously inverting ‘the trope of the talking book’ that appeared in James Albert Ukawsaw Gronniosaw’s 1772 slave narrative.34 Whereas Gronniosaw shows the freshly enslaved African bewildered by his inability to make a Bible speak after observing the slave ship captain read aloud from it, Marrant gives his free Black self the privilege of making the holy book talk to other racialized others: a group of Cherokee Indians, his marvellously successful ministry to whom forms the core of the Narrative. At first glance, Marrant’s troping on Gronniosaw’s talking book by making an arrivant and an indigene the subject and object, respectively, of literate Christianity may seem to align the African American with white settler worldmaking/destroying. However, the whole equation changes with these different variables: when Marrant, unlike the Euro-Christian slave ship captain, ‘talks’ the book, the racialized Other comprehends and is reciprocally empowered, because Marrant—having been granted the gift of tongues—miraculously communicates with the Cherokee in their native idiom, which, he tells us, he subsequently learns to speak in ‘the highest stile’. This extraordinary episode of xenolalia is clearly the point of reference for Marrant’s closing millenarian vision of ‘Indian tribes’ and ‘black nations’ establishing ‘the kingdoms of our God’ by together—as he notably puts it—‘learning the language of Canaan’.35

Transposed from the slaving coast of West Africa to the settler colony of North America, the trope of the talking book begins to morph into something qualitatively different in Marrant’s Narrative: a trope of Black/Indigenous synergy over and against white settler worldmaking/destroying. Quobna Ottobah Cugoano completes this transformation in Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil of Slavery (1787) by relocating the talking book from key moment of autobiographical characterization (as in Gronniosaw and Marrant) to but one exhibit among many in a systematic critique of Euro-Christian colonialism both in the Americas and West Africa. Cugoano’s talking book surfaces in a chronicle of the Spaniards’ imprisonment and murder of the Inca Atahualpa for having shown no desire to hear a Euro-Christian holy book talk (he proudly casts aside a Catholic breviary when it doesn’t dignify him with a response).36 In this pointedly impersonal iteration of the talking book, there are no people of African descent to be found, nor is any non-white ‘heathen’ interest in Euro-Christian civilization evinced. The talking book here functions to suggest a meaningful reflection of the colonial experience of the Indigenous American West to the African East. Hence, what Cugoano clinches is not just the ‘literaturization’, as Gates has it, of Afro-diasporic Anglophone writing (highlighting the talking book as a trope by placing it in ‘a-tale-within-a-tale’) but the subsumption of the trope of the talking book by a trope of Black/Indigenous synergy.37

This ascendancy of the trope of Black/Indigenous synergy can be tracked in the much more sustained way in which Cugoano takes up the biblical figure Marrant underscores in his prophecy of Black and Indigenous fruition: Canaan, who, Cugoano underscores, is both the ur-slave (condemned to be a ‘servant of servants’ because of his father Ham’s mockery of his grandfather Noah) and the ur-indigene (the progenitor of the people who were eliminated by the Israelites in their pursuit of their promised land).38 By working Marrant’s figure of Canaan in characteristically ‘Romantic’ ways, Cugoano arguably arrives at a genuinely ‘dialectical’ solution to the impasse between Black and Indigenous studies—a ‘large-scale structural modelling’ of both the settler and arrivant revolutions that Mark Rifkin has understandably cautioned against for fear that it will fold one history of racialized oppression into the other. Following Wolfe, Rifkin and many others default to an intersectional paradigm under which the biopolitical management of Black ‘flesh’ and the geopolitical seizure of Indigenous ‘land’ are understood to be functionally ‘complementary’ but logically ‘antithetical’ and heuristically discrete processes; an approach perhaps justified by evidence of the tendency in even the most self-consciously ‘dialectical’ attempts to think Indigenous and Black oppression together to highlight the biopolitical aspects of the former without equally considering the geopolitical aspects of the latter.39

But Cugoano completes this circuit through his brilliant troping on Marrant’s Canaan. First, he skilfully debunks the literal history of the divine curse of Canaan and the Israelites’ destruction of the Canaanites as any sort of legitimate ‘precedent’ or ‘pretence’ for the Atlantic slave trade and settler colonialism. Contrary to popular proslavery arguments, Cugoano shows, Africans are not descendants of Canaan and thus not subject to any curse to be enslaved; in any case, the Israelite decimation of the Canaanites fulfilled that curse long ago and thereby emptied it of any force in justifying any such colonial endeavour since. Cugoano thereby reduces Canaan to a literary and rhetorical ‘figure’ and not an Old Testament antitype undergoing typological fulfilment in a Euro-Christian eschaton. But this is not run-of-the-mill secularization, for underlying Cugoano’s creative biblical hermeneutics is a Romantic anthropotheology: the Divine Creator has proliferated such ‘variety’ in planetary history (e.g., the Jews’ exceptional trajectory) as a spur to human creativity in the form of ‘figures, types, and emblems, and other symbolical representations’—that is, world(re)making media (Cugoano, Evil of Slavery, 31–47).

With figural flair, then, Cugoano wields Canaan for the purposes of anticolonial critique. He suggests the Canaanites, ‘a people in a state of great worldly prosperity’ before the Israelite onslaught, illustrate the proverbial ‘pride’ that ‘cometh before a fall’, and are thus an apt figure for the British Empire. Canaanites here are not figures of Indigenous alterity subject to enslavement or expropriation but rather of metropolitan and settler hubris destined for punishment. By this same token, Cugoano concludes Thoughts and Sentiments by suggesting that if ‘Great-Britain’ abandons its colonial activities in West Africa and the Americas, it will ‘be seen to vie with the rich land of Canaan of old’. The previous figuration of Britain as a prosperous Canaan just before the Israelite takeover implies that the full realization of the land of Canaan’s promise lies in the preemption rather than pursuit of colonialism—a biblical counterfactual in which the Canaanites, by rooting out their pride, avoid the Israelite takeover altogether and flourish even more than before. The way for Britons—and perhaps any group—to become chosen people is to choose to cultivate themselves where they are. Colonialism is a ‘supplanting’ of what God has ‘planted’. Canaan, put bluntly, can be a land of promise only for Canaanites (Cugoano, Evil of Slavery, 78, 104, 107).

What Cugoano finds in the figure of Canaan anticipates perhaps the most rigorous ‘dialectical’ account of Indigenous and Black oppression to date, Robert Nichols’s Theft Is Property! ‘Robbery’ is both the common denominator and feedback loop between ‘the guiltful method of colonization’ in the Americas and on the slaving coast of West Africa, according to Cugoano. Put crudely, the colonialism of settlement in the Americas robs land from its Indigenous peoples; and the historically unique colonialism of what I might provisionally call unsettlement in West Africa robs Indigenous people from their lands; more than that, the robbery of African people from their lands is a way of generating surplus value for white settler capitalism on the lands robbed from Native Americans. These mirroring processes of theft lead to ‘desolation’—that is, the literal emptying of lands of their Indigenous peoples and the figurative emptying of Indigenous peoples of the enabling sense of humanity forged in the context of long-lived networks of beings across a spectrum of animacy often shorthanded as ‘land’ (Cugoano, Evil of Slavery, 71–73).40 In both cases, we see the elimination of the humans-qua-humans Indigenous to these respective parts of the world by radical exogenization—the Native American by the settler’s presumptuous, preemptive indigenization on Indigenous land; the African by a transoceanic ‘natal alienation’ so profound as to facilitate their chattelization.41

What both of these forms of colonialism do is sever the ontological connection between embodied humans and ‘land’—a version of what Karl Marx called the ‘ “separation process” (Scheidungsprozeß) by which “immediate producers” (unmittelbare Produzenten) are detached from direct access to the means of production’ necessarily amplified, Nichols rightly urges, by Indigenous and Black descriptions of dispossession in postsecularist terms as ‘something like deracination or desecration’.42 Refusing the dichotomy of ‘land’ and ‘flesh’, the geopolitical and the biopolitical, Cugoano reasons along these lines: slavery is ‘a state of bondage and exile’, exogenization being both prerequisite to the social death of slavery and preventive of resurrection therefrom. ‘Slave-holders … do not only rob men of some of their property, but they keep men from every property belonging to them’ (Cugoano, Evil of Slavery, 75, 71, my italics). In sum, slaveholding aspires to deprive Africans of a ‘place’ among ‘men’—keeping them from ‘every property belonging to’ men, including property in themselves—by alienating them from the ‘place’ not only on which they had proprietary claim but enjoyed the empowering properties locally belonging to humans, their Indigenous homelands.

The historical irony of the terrible success of the colonialisms both of settlement and unsettlement is that it engages Indigenous and Afro-diasporic people in world(re)making projects that necessarily partake in what I am labelling a ‘Romantic’ faith in (f)actualization; indeed, decolonization on both counts entails a process of counter-(f)actualization. This is suggested by eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Native prophetic movements, such as those of Tenskwatawa and Wovoka, which so powerfully envisioned a world purged of settler colonialism that they mobilized various Native nations to mighty resistance; as well as by Glen Coulthard’s contemporary advocacy of an Indigenous ‘prefigurative politics’ that strives towards decolonization by ‘enact[ing] or practic[ing]’ in the present ‘the modality of being’ that would prevail in a postcolonial future; and by the ascendant practice and theory of Indigenous futurisms, which consider speculative fiction an indispensable weapon against the tyranny of a settler-colonial ‘real’ premised on the negation of Indigenous existence.43 But it is also suggested by the West African (re-)settlement that Cugoano imagines in the face of the emergent actuality of Sierra Leone: ‘Had a treaty of agreement been first made with the inhabitants of Africa’; had diasporic Africans not been ‘hurried away’, ‘unlawfully dragged’ back to ‘their native abodes’ as before they were from them; in sum, had the whole process not reeked of rushing to undo the arrivant revolution with further settler revolution, then ‘many more of the Black People … would have, with great gladness, embraced the opportunity, longing to reach their native land’ (Cugoano, Evil of Slavery, 105). That Cugoano’s Afro-diasporic world(re)making remains in a subjunctive mood is both a measure of the force of white settler and imperial (f)actualization and of the irreducibility of Afro-diasporic world(re)making to the facts constructed by white settlers and empires. Cugoano’s restored ‘Africa’ is a Canaan as if never touched by slavery and settler colonialism.

What we might—in analogy to ‘Romantic Satanism’—call Cugoano’s Romantic Canaanism is only further riveted by subsequent links in an Afro-diasporic intertextual chain overlooked by Gates because he has missed the relay from the trope of the talking book to the trope of Black/Indigenous synergy. For instance, in the two portraits of ‘enduring Indigeneity’ that close Olaudah Equiano’s Interesting Narrative (1789): the Miskito Indians’ resistance to Equiano’s own attempts to convert them by ‘talking’ a Euro-Christian holy book and to administer a ‘plantation’ on their land but also their singular hospitality to Equiano after the narrative seemingly punishes him for his colonial adventure with reenslavement; and Equiano’s own efforts, in the teeth of white paternalism, to return to West Africa and reinvent something like the idyllic society of his ‘Eboe’ childhood, which he notably compares to that of ‘the Jews, before they reached the Land of Promise’.44 Coming full circle, we might note that in the sermon Marrant gave to the Prince Hall Freemason lodge in Boston just a few months after the publication of Equiano’s Interesting Narrative, he attributed whatever success the Israelites had in Canaan to the architectural knowledge they had gleaned from Egypt and emulated from the Canaanites. Any prospering in the land of Canaan, in other words, was down to Indigenous Hamitic know-how.45 Here is the apogee of Romantic Canaanism: an identification with the biblical bad guys in affirmation of both Blackness and Indigeneity over and against the white-supremacist metacosmographies still very much with us.46
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Chapter 2


Asia



Daniel Sanjiv Roberts

No limits can be set to your researches, but the boundaries of Asia itself.

(Sir William Jones, ‘The Second Anniversary Discourse’)

I have been every night … transported into Asiatic scenes.

(Thomas De Quincey, Confessions of an English Opium-Eater)

Recalling his voyage to India, jurist and orientalist Sir William Jones declared his delight in discovering his shipboard prospect one evening: ‘India lay before us, and Persia on our left, whilst a breeze from Arabia blew nearly on our stern.’1 The occasion for this pleasant reminiscence was Jones’s inaugural address to the Asiatic Society, as its President, in Calcutta in 1784. Jones’s prospective view of Asia as he crossed the Arabian Sea was, of course, in any strictly empirical sense, an imagined one. Needless to say, no such directly synchronic view of India, Persia, and Arabia existed to the eighteenth-century seafarer and was visible to Jones only through the observations of the ship’s logbook. His agreeable remembrance represented, then, more a spatial metaphor denoting the intellectual path to be forged by the learned Society than a visual observation. In Jones’s triumphal description of his entry into the eastern world, his geographical location on board his ship, the Crocodile, admitted him at once into an immense ‘amphitheatre’, ‘encircled’, as he put it


by the vast regions of Asia, which has ever been esteemed the nurse of sciences, the inventress of delightful and useful arts, the scene of glorious actions, fertile in the productions of human genius, abounding in natural wonders, and infinitely diversified in the forms of religion and government, in the laws, manners, customs, and languages, as well as in the features and complexions of men. (pp. ix–x)



The sense of opportunity and challenge representing Britain’s foray into the east is here translated into the dramatic vision of a vast amphitheatre—with its classical and imperial connotations very much to the fore—denoting ‘Asia’. This is the arena into which the aspiring lawgiver and scholar finds himself propelled by destiny. Jones’s direction genially served to orient the Society towards its wide intellectual remit of knowledge collection and synthesis and would lead to its ambitious publication, the Asiatick Researches, one of the most significant periodicals to emerge in the Romantic period. Jones’s leadership of the Asiatick Society and the efforts of the orientalists have been credited for the massive expansion of European knowledge of the east during the Romantic period and are often seen as the benevolent side to the deleterious effects of colonialism. Jones’s vision of Asia is, in artistic terms, obviously a moment of aesthetic sublimity, and yet it is oddly, like William Wordsworth’s famous description of crossing the Alps in the Prelude, a vision achieved troublingly through the memory and offering more the hope of future accomplishment, ‘something evermore about to be’, than of achievement per se.2

Yet, Jones’s breathtaking intellectual ambition, his exceptional industry over a lifespan of merely forty-eight years, and the many insightful and imaginative correlations between eastern and western modes of thinking that he fostered, raise in turn other questions, which this chapter will seek to address, regarding the foundations upon which such knowledge acquisition and cultural exchange were constructed, the methodologies of their construction, and the motivations that sustained them. Recent studies of the history of the East India Company (EIC) and of Jones have sought to dissociate Jones’s orientalism and Enlightenment thinking more generally from the imperial intentions of the earlier colonizers such as Robert Clive of India whose aggressive warfare and rapacious taxation regime brought about widespread devastation in the region of Bengal, including a major famine.3 Such practices resulted in widespread public anger directed against the Indian ‘nabobs’ returning to Britain who were suspected of corrupting the nation with their ill-gotten wealth and newly founded political ambitions.4 Arguing against the tendency to disengage Jonesian orientalism from earlier and more directly exploitative imperial intentions however, this chapter seeks to demonstrate the imbrication of the researches of the Asiatick scholars with the ongoing colonial project and to establish continuities between knowledge and power in their prose works.5 Examining their early productions from Charles Wilkins’s translation of The Bhagavad Geeta (1785) to the first seven of Jones’s influential ‘anniversary discourses’ (marking the annual anniversaries of the founding of the Society) in the Asiatick Researches, I will seek to delineate the geographical, political, and cultural dimensions of ‘Asia’ during this period, as it swam into the ken of the orientalists. These imaginative and knowledge-defining efforts of the orientalists, as I shall suggest briefly in conclusion, contributed significantly to the landscape of Romantic-period prose literature, informing the aesthetics and imagination of familiar essay writers and literary figures.

It is important to state at the outset that the Asian6 peoples, regions, and nations which are delineated in the orientalists’ researches, while often using terminology that retains currency today, do not correspond exactly with our contemporary mappings of these areas, and in some cases differ remarkably, even wildly, from modern understanding. Moreover, geographers and historians in recent decades have been at pains to unearth the blurring and complexity of regional and ethnographic differences across the region and their changing relations and significance over several centuries of historical development. Such work has been accomplished in the context of postcolonial attitudes that have challenged the assumptions of colonial histories and geographies. Jones and his peers, however, worked within the available knowledge of their times, adding importantly to it, but often displaying what is obviously a compartmentalized and highly coloured view of these regions with significant blanks in many of the regions that had not been explored or in which they lacked linguistic knowledge. They also accepted a chronological framework based on the Old Testament which compressed human history into a few thousands of years, and a view of human habitation across the earth based on the biblical view of a postdiluvian migration. But it is not the aim of this chapter to correct or update Jones’s many mistaken ideas in the light of contemporary knowledge, though it should be abundantly clear that there is a vast disparity between Romantic-period and contemporary geographical understandings of Asia. Rather, my aim is to uncover an ideological bent to the researches of the orientalists and to demonstrate the effects of these discoveries in relation to European and British understanding of the region, and of their place within it, during a rapidly evolving period of colonial development.

The opening volume of the Asiatick Researches, published in 1788 in Kolkata, contained a typically varied digest of materials including, among its twenty-six articles, three of the anniversary discourses by Jones, as well as essays and notes on orthography (schematizing its transliteration scheme), astronomical observations from Fortwilliam, transcriptions of inscriptions, antiquarian findings on South-Indian sculptures, a travel narrative to Tibet, ‘An Interview with the young Lama’, mythological speculations ‘On the Gods of Greece, Italy and India’, ethnological and natural history pieces, and commentaries on ‘Hindu literature’ by a Goverdhan Caul (one of the many native sources used by the Society though not listed among its members). Not only were the Asiatick Researches read by the learned members of the Society based in India, but it would be repeatedly reprinted in London—pirated editions appearing in 1796, 1798, and 1799 and other editions in 1801 and 1806—thus stimulating metropolitan interest in Asia as a critical site for trade and expansion led by the EIC in the wake of the loss of Britain’s American colonies. Such literary works for the learned cognoscenti mirrored the abundance of consumer products that were increasingly being shipped from the east and were entering English homes during this period: textiles, chintz, and carpets from India, tea and porcelain from China, as well as lacquer work, furnishings, and interior decorations from eastern markets that were rapidly transforming domestic tastes. Public curiosity regarding such exotic goods thus intersected with scholarly interest in the subject matter of the Asiatick Researches. Written largely in prose, though often quoting and translating verses from various eastern languages, these ‘researches’ influenced literary production, introduced a plethora of new subjects and styles to English readers, and left their mark on Romantic-period prose. While orientalist poetry has achieved significant recognition in recent decades, considerably less attention has been paid by literary scholars of Romanticism to these prose works, which were rhetorically powerful, imaginative in themselves, and an important influence on the imaginations of other, now better-known, prose writers of the period.

Jones’s meditation upon the occasion of his sea voyage to India has been described as ‘an icon of Orientalism’ and is often read as a foundational moment in the European intellectual ‘discovery’ of Asia.7 Jones’s visionary leadership of the Asiatick Society, directing its attention towards the expansive fields of ‘the History, Civil and Natural, the Antiquities, Arts, Sciences, and Literature of Asia’ was to be bounded, as he declared, ‘only by the geographical limits of Asia’ (pp. ix, xi). Centred in India, now increasingly under the control of the EIC, these studies would encompass not only the regions of India which were coming under Company jurisdiction but also ‘the ancient and wonderful empire of China [ … ] and that of Japan’ as well as ‘the very interesting country of Tibet, and the vast regions of Tartary’; ‘the [ … ] celebrated provinces of Iran [ … ], the unmeasured [ … ] deserts of Arabia’, and ‘the Asiatick dominions of the Turkish sultans’ (pp. xi–xii). These areas would inevitably receive the attentions of the Asiatick Society orientalists, who would, in the course of the following century, establish many of the parameters of what we now recognize as Asian studies. Yet it is important to recognize at the outset that the mapping of Asia implicit to Jones’s view was fundamentally a product of European thinking (see Figure 2.1). Although Europe was clearly a geographical category that was recognized by its many peoples and cultures as being in some ways unified (especially when placed in opposition to its others), the definition of Asia as a geographical entity was paradoxically not self-evident to the peoples which comprised it. Indeed, the political separation of the landmass of Eurasia into the two continents of Europe and Asia—despite the admission of notably grey areas (such as that of Ottoman-ruled Turkey, which was admitted in contemporary encyclopaedias to have both ‘Asiatic’ and European portions)8—represents a far from obvious geographical distinction, involving a continuous land mass traversed by well-established land routes. Yet, as defined by Jones and his fellow orientalists in the Romantic period, the term ‘Asia’ and its adjectival form, ‘Asiatic’, a terminology and separation derived from classical antiquity, represented a powerful geographical, political, intellectual, and aesthetic understanding that would prove highly consequential to both European and eastern cultures. This imaginative construction was accomplished in the prose writing of the period led by the orientalists and would broadly influence metropolitan sensibilities in literature.

The emergence of a distinctly Europeanized sphere of intellectual growth centred in India (and, in particular, in Bengal) accompanied by the development of networks of power and communication ensured that several of the most important and far-reaching conceptual breakthroughs regarding the western understanding of Asia were achieved via the accession of Indian traditions, perspectives, and languages.9 Even before Jones’s arrival in India, English translations of the Mughal histories, portions of the great Indian epics, and of the Hindu scriptures had begun to appear. Charles Wilkins, superintendent of the EIC’s press in Calcutta, acquired fame as the translator of The Bhagavad Geeta, an interpolated section from the great epic of the Mahabharata, a philosophical dialogue conducted on the battlefield of Kurukshetra between the warrior Arjuna and the God Krishna in the form of his charioteer. Arjuna’s moral compunctions regarding the killing of his brethren on the battlefield is met by Krishna’s exhortations to follow the path of duty (‘dharma’) as a warrior, advice that would resonate conveniently with emerging Protestant views of Britain’s imperial calling. The dialogue revealed to western readers an unsuspected level of philosophical subtlety and spiritual sublimity in Indian religious thought. Rendered in 1785 from Sanskrit verse into sonorous English prose redolent of the King James Bible (1611), Wilkins’s rendition was soon recognized as an important work of cultural translation. It was promoted enthusiastically by Warren Hastings and delightedly received, not only by orientalists such as Jones, but also more widely in England and Europe.10 The deepest and most lasting legacy of Wilkins’s work however lay within Asia, where the Geeta, in numerous translations into modern South-Asian languages, has now become a central text of Hinduism, an unforeseen consequence of Wilkins’s enthusiastic mediation of the work to western readers.11
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Figure 2.1 Map of Asia in Encyclopaedia Britannica, 3rd edition, 1797. By permission of Special Collections, Queen’s University Belfast.



Published ‘under the authority of the Court of Directors of the East India Company’, Wilkins’s Geeta was offered to the public, in the prefatory note by Governor-General Warren Hastings, as ‘a very curious specimen of the Literature, the Mythology, and Morality of the ancient Hindoos’.12 The Mahabharata itself, as Hastings explained, contained ‘the genealogy and general history of the house of Bhaurut’ (6), making it the mythological ur-text of a nation. Drawing a division between conventions of taste in eastern and western contexts, Hastings suggested that in judging the work critically, readers should exclude ‘all rules drawn from the ancient or modern literature of Europe’, as such standards were ‘by no means applicable to the language, sentiments, manners, or morality appertaining to a system of society with which we have been for ages unconnected, and of an antiquity preceding even the first efforts of civilization in our own quarter of the globe’ (7). Though pleading special allowances for the work against any criticisms of ‘obscurity, absurdity, barbarous habits, and a perverted morality’ arising from such cultural distance, Hastings did not hesitate ‘to pronounce the Gēētā a performance of great originality; [ … ] and a single exception, among all the known religions of mankind, of a theology accurately corresponding with that of the Christian dispensation, and most powerfully illustrating its fundamental doctrines’ (7, 10). Hastings was basing his view upon a Mosaic ethnography still prevalent in Christian orthodoxy,13 a postdiluvian view of the history of humankind deriving from the migration of tribes formed by Noah’s progeny in the aftermath of the great Flood. Shying away, however, from a direct comparison between the Geeta and the original texts of the great European classics, Hastings urged instead that the former might more fairly be judged against ‘prose translations’ of works such as the ‘best French versions of the most admired passages of the Iliad or Odyssey’ (10). Wilkins’s choice to render the poetry of the Mahabharat into prose thus indicates for Hastings a due sense of the canonical hierarchy that was to be observed between European and Asian literary works.

Hastings held that such works were to be encouraged on account of the ‘virtue’ that would accrue to the Company’s servants on which he insisted ‘that the Company must rely for the permanency of their dominions’ (12). Thus ‘cultivation of language and science’ was useful, not only in forming ‘moral character’, but also, as he argued, deploying a particularly ponderous metaphor, in creating a conciliatory bond between Indians and their rulers:


Every accumulation of knowledge, and especially such as is obtained by social communication with people over whom we exercise a dominion founded on the right of conquest, is useful to the state: it is the gain of humanity: in the specific instance which I have stated, it attracts and conciliates distant affections; it lessens the weight of the chain by which the natives are held in subjection; and it imprints on the hearts of our own countrymen the sense and obligation of benevolence. (12–13)



Such attempts as Wilkins’s to elevate Indian culture in the estimation of Britain were thus integrally linked by Hastings with the ‘chain’ of colonial subjection which was to be placed gently but irrevocably on the natives of the country.

In his ‘Translator’s Preface’, Wilkins explains in the opening paragraph that ‘the empire of Bhārăt-vērʃh’ (Bharath-land) for which the battle of Kurukshetra (the subject of the Geeta) had been waged ‘included all the countries that, in the present division of the globe, are called India, extending from the borders of Persia to the extremity of China; and from the snowy mountains to the southern promontory’ (23). Here, he quite clearly states what might be called a pan-Asian view of the extent of India, an all-embracing geographical definition which, as we will see, was to be developed enticingly for metropolitan consumption by Jones as well. Furthermore, Wilkins assigns to the Geeta the somewhat contradictory qualities of centrality to Hinduism and esotericism; in a curiously paradoxical way it contained ‘all the grand mysteries of their religion’, and was yet jealously guarded by the Brahmins from those of other faiths and even from the ‘vulgar of their own’ (23). (This was a point that was later taken up by the Scottish utilitarian philosopher James Mill, as we shall see, to a very different purpose.) In a flattering reference to Hastings’s governorship and patronage, Wilkins declares that he had only been able to gain the Brahmins’ assistance on account of the ‘mildness of our government, the tolerating principles of our faith, and, above all, the personal attention paid to the learned men of their order by him under whose auspicious administration they have so long enjoyed [ … ] the blessings of internal peace’ (23–24). The Geeta is then presented as a work that brought together ‘all the prevailing modes of worship’ of an ancient and more superstitious era, turning the idolatrous practices of the past into ‘the doctrine of the unity of the Godhead’ and bringing about ‘the downfall of Polytheism’ (24). By now ancient Brahminism has begun to resemble Christianity so closely that Wilkins can declare, ‘The most learned Brāhmăns of the present times are Unitarians according to the doctrines of Krĕĕshnă’, though he goes on to suggest that their inner beliefs are belied by outward performances of superstitious Vedic practices directed to ‘the prejudices of the vulgar’ (24). Mirroring Protestant-Enlightenment critiques of Catholic ‘priestcraft’, Wilkins suggests that their motivation was probably for ‘the support of their own consequence, [ … ] as the superstition of the vulgar is the support of the priesthood in many other countries’ (24).

Wilkins’s syncretism in the Geeta is much of a piece with Jones’s earlier essay ‘On the Gods of Greece, Italy and India’, read to the Asiatick Society in 1785 and published in the first volume of the Asiatick Researches.14 The two orientalists were clearly feeding off each other’s works and developing similar lines of thought connecting eastern and western mythologies even as they suggested parallels between Hinduism and Christianity. Jones’s argument is a curious mixture of evidently cautious logical procedure—appealing to reason on a priori grounds—with bold speculative additions based on mythological and oriental researches deriving from his classical and orientalist learning, freely augmented by reference to his (largely unnamed) Brahminical sources. Thus, while Jones acknowledges at the outset that ritualistic resemblances between one ‘idolatrous’ nation and another do not necessarily imply indebtedness, he goes on to assert almost immediately just such a coincidence between ‘the popular worship of the old Greeks and Italians and that of the Hindus’ (221). Straddling these widely separated areas between east and west he finds no room ‘to doubt of a great similarity between their strange religions and that of Egypt, China, Persia, Phrygia, Phoenicia, Syria’ and ‘some of the southern kingdoms’ (221). This coincidence pointed to a remarkable affinity of thought which was ascribed, in Jones’s thinking, to a monogenetic origin prior to ‘the time when they [the Hindus] deviated, as they did too early deviate, from the rational adoration of the only true God’ (222). Despite their common origins in varying postdiluvian versions of human history, Jones is careful to maintain the primacy of the Christian narrative which is assumed to be the only fully authentic version. Asserting the contiguity of Christian and Hindu creation myths, Jones finds the ‘sublimity’ of the Genesis account ‘diminished by the Indian paraphrase of it’ (244), and he later pours scorn on missionaries who ‘have been absurd enough, in their zeal for the conversion of the Gentiles, to urge, “that the Hindus were even now almost Christians, because their Brahmá, Vishnu, and Mahéʃa, were no other than the Christian Trinity;” a sentence in which we can only doubt whether folly, ignorance, or impiety predominates’ (272). Shunning the zealous efforts of missionaries, Jones suggests instead that any hope for the conversion of India—both of its Hindu and Muslim populations—could only occur if biblical selections of an evangelical nature were to be translated into Sanskrit and Persian, and, accompanied by ‘a plain prefatory discourse, [ … ] were severally made publick’, and then ‘quietly [ … ] disperse[d] [ … ] among the well-educated natives’ (275).

With India at the epicentre of his political, historical, and religious vision, Jones’s recommendations could more broadly be extrapolated into a pan-Asian programme. ‘The Second Anniversary Discourse’15 delivered in 1785 cites Alexander the Great in representing ‘Europe as a Sovereign Princess, and Asia as her Handmaid’, adding that the latter had ‘many beauties, and some advantages peculiar to herself’ (406–407). Jones draws on the ancient distinction between ‘the Western and Eastern Worlds’ declaring that ‘reason and taste are the grand prerogatives of European minds, while the Asiaticks have soared to loftier heights in the sphere of imagination’ (407). Addressing himself to a metropolitan public sceptical of the benefits of Britain’s inroads into Asia he advances a programme of exchange that would be of mutual benefit to both sides, though recognizing an inequality in the balance of power. Though Europeans would be perfectly conscious of their overall superiority, yet, he adds, ‘we ought not therefore to contemn the people of Asia, from whose researches into nature, works of art, and inventions of fancy, many valuable hints may be derived for our own improvement and advantage’ (407). What is occluded in this idea of intellectual exchange is any recognition of the territorial, commercial, and material gains that were so much the focus of EIC activities in Bengal, and, not to mention, of public disquiet.

‘The Third Anniversary Discourse’16 delivered in 1786 distinguishes between what Jones designates as the five ‘principal nations’ (and, correspondingly, racial and ethnic groupings) of Asia: ‘the Indians, the Chinese, the Tartars, the Arabs and the Persians’ (417), each of which he proposed, and faithfully proceeded, to treat in a subsequent discourse. Commencing with India, the third discourse, under the running title ‘On the Hindus’, wore its Indocentricism on its sleeve. In it, in an oft-quoted passage described by his biographer Michael Franklin as ‘world-modifying’,17 Jones paid tribute to Sanskrit, as ‘more perfect than the Greek, more copious than the Latin, and more exquisitely refined than either’ (422), and unveiled the idea of the Indo-European language group which remains a staple of comparative linguistics to this day. Here, however, I wish to draw attention to the imperial ideology underlying Jones’s most significant insight, an ideology that would inform the racialized discourses of the nineteenth century, morph into the influential ideas of Aryanism in Nazi Germany, and can be discerned in what is known today as Hindu nationalism.18

It is important to note that Jones’s delineation of India in this discourse, as he explains at the outset, differed considerably from contemporaneous geographical understandings of it. Instead, Jones derives his view of India from the ‘earliest authentic records of the human species’ down until ‘the beginning of the eleventh century’ from which the ‘Mohammedan conquests’ dated (418). In this view, which saw the Muslim traditions of many centuries in India as an external imposition, India comprised ‘an area of near forty degrees on each side, including a space almost as large as all Europe; being divided on the west from Persia by the Arachosian mountains, limited on the east by the Chinese part of the farther Peninsula, confined on the north by the wilds of Tartary, and extending to the south as far as the isles of Java’ (418). This vast area including modern Afghanistan, Nepal, Bhutan, Burma, Thailand, and Sri Lanka is designated as ‘India’ because it is across this region that ‘the primitive religion and languages of the Hindus prevail at this day with more or less of their ancient purity’ (419). Citing the military historian of India Robert Orme’s observation that India had been ‘inhabited, from the earliest antiquity, by a people who have no resemblance [ … ] with any of the nations contiguous to them’ (420), Jones supplies a plethora of (now clearly dubious) linguistic detail and analysis to construct the theory of an ancient imperial invasion of India, the living legacy of which were evidently the Brahmins and the ancient Sanskrit language they had preserved.

The strict injunctions within Hindu scriptures including the Bhagavad Geeta regarding the maintenance of caste purity—and of Brahminical superiority within the pyramid of caste hierarchies—thus reaffirms the Jonesian theory subtly despite the widely differing epistemological bases of Jonesian orientalism and Brahminism. Although Brahminism had by the late eighteenth century been more broadly assimilated into what we would now call Hinduism, it is worth noting that, for Jones, modern Hindus often appeared ‘degenerate and abased’ though he added that ‘in some early age they were splendid in arts and arms, happy in government, wise in legislation, and eminent in various knowledge’ (421, italics added). Conjoined with Jones’s linguistic insights into the connections between European and Asian classical languages, this vision of a golden age of Hinduism resulted in his concluding hypothesis, which he admits ‘would require volumes to expand and illustrate’, that the Hindus


had an immemorial affinity with the old Persians, Ethiopians, and Egyptians; the Phœnicians, Greeks, and Tuscans; the Scythians, or Goths, and Celts; the Chinese, Japanese, and Peruvians; whence, as no reason appears for believing that they were a colony from any one of those nations, or any of those nations from them, we may fairly conclude that they all proceeded from some central country.’ (430–431)



Jones’s hypothesis of such a ‘central country’—which Hindu Brahminism and the Sanskrit language displayed the remnants of so promisingly—would at once furnish the archetypal idea of a master race destined to colonize others and serve as the basis for an alliance between India’s native elites and its latest colonizers, the British.19

Despite the overarching sense thus far, through the anniversary discourses, of an underlying ethnological coherence across much of Asia, somewhat surprisingly, ‘The Fourth Discourse’ (delivered in 1787, and published in the second volume of Asiatick Researches), ‘On the Arabs’,20 introduces a note of disparity between the Arabs and the Hindus, who, despite a superficial ‘similarity of language, religion, arts, and manners’ (1), were, he insisted, of a different origin. No doubt, Jones’s linguistic scholarship helped him avoid an egregious conflation of Arabic with Sanskrit in spite of the synthesizing tendency of his overall argument. Thus, he insists that the Arabs ‘must have been for ages a distinct and separate race’ despite their apparent similarities with Indians (1). Never having been ‘entirely subdued’ by any invading nation ‘this extraordinary people have retained their primitive manners and language, features and character, as long and as remarkably as the Hindus themselves’ (2–3). The ‘Arabic language, therefore, [ … ] bears not the least resemblance [ … ] to the Sanscrit’ (5). Unlike the Indians, the Arabs, in Jones’s construction, were essentially an oral culture ‘eloquent in a high degree’ (14) but little versed in writing. Projecting his own class attitudes on to the Arabs he suggests that before the rise of Islam the ‘noble and learned’ among them would have been theists, but that ‘a stupid idolatry prevailed among the lower orders of the people’ (9).

Perhaps the least appealing of Jones’s ethnologies is his depiction, in his fifth discourse, ‘On the Tartars’ (delivered 1788), whom he depicts as a savage, martial, and nomadic people.21 The Tartars, he maintains, ‘differ wholly in complexion and countenance from the Hindus and from the Arabs’ (24), while their complete lack of historical records—owing to their persistent illiteracy—made it difficult to ascertain their ‘lineage’ prior to the Mohammedan era. All the Tartar regions suffered from similar shortcomings, though in differing degrees, relating to their written language. Hence:


The Tartars, in general, had no literature (in this point all authorities appear to concur); the Turcs had no letters; the Huns [ … ] had not even heard of them; the magnificent Chengiz [ … ] could find none of his own Mongals [ … ] able to write his despatches; and Taimur, a savage of strong natural parts [ … ] could himself neither write nor read (26).22



This lack of written material ensured that their language had ever been in a state of ‘perpetual fluctuation’ (28), and that their early histories remained a blank. Though not disposed to credit the Tartars with any significant cultural and linguistic achievements, Jones was prepared to suggest that if they had had any learning at all, this would have been restricted to the areas immediately to the north of India, lying between 35° and 45° and peopled (predictably) by ‘a race allied to the Hindus, or enlightened at least by their vicinity to India and China’ (39). Thus, the flipside of Jones’s negative depiction of the Tartars reveals once again his positive view of the Hindus, and any intermediate examples could be aligned along a cultural axis separating the uncivilized and nomadic Tartars from the civilized world of India.

Jones’s sixth discourse ‘On the Persians’23 (delivered 1789) draws his earlier expertise in Persian language and literature into the broader imperial scheme of his more recent Indocentric linguistic researches. Noting similarities between the Persian language and Sanskrit—both conforming to the Indo-European language grouping which was his touchstone—he concluded that both ‘Parsi’ (i.e. Farsi) and the ‘pure Persian’ were derived ‘from the language of the Brahmans’ (51). Based on linguistic and archaeological evidence he surmises (erroneously) that long before Assyrian rule, a ‘powerful monarchy’ had been ‘established in Iran’ which was ‘in truth a Hindu monarchy’. This was clearly the locus of the ‘central country’ he was after, leading him to suggest that ‘the language of the first Persian empire was the mother of the Sanscrit, and consequently of the Zend and Parsi, as well as of Greek, Latin, and Gothic’ (64). While the Indo-European linguistic connection Jones discerns is indeed insightful, his assumption of a linguistic prototype disseminated from a metropolitan centre to explain this link is more indicative of his own imperial mindset than of the sweeping theory he advances. His determination to find in Persia the central locus of his migratory theory of Asian racial and ethnic divisions leads him inexorably onward: ‘We discover, therefore in Persia, at the earliest dawn of history, the three distinct races of men, whom we described on former occasions, as possessors of India, Arabia, Tartary’ (64). Thus, it follows that, on account of its ‘central position’, Persia was ‘likely to have sent forth its colonies to all the kingdoms of Asia’ (64–65). With particular reference to the Sanskritic Brahmin order so privileged by Jones, this outward imperial thrust implied that ‘Iran, or Persia in its largest sense, was the true centre of population, of knowledge, of languages, and of arts; which [ … ] were expanded in all directions to all the regions of the world in which the Hindu race had settled under various denominations’ (65).

The culmination of Jones’s mapping of Asian ethnologies and boundaries is reached in his seventh anniversary lecture, ‘On the Chinese’ (delivered 1790).24 Confronting the vastness of the Chinese empire and acknowledging the diversity of its dominions, soil, and temperatures, Jones is yet keen to discover an origin for Chinese ethnicity which he clearly could not accept as indigenous. Turning to Chinese origin myths, he notes that ‘China’ and ‘Chinese’ are western terms not used by the Chinese who refer to themselves as ‘the people of Han, or of some other illustrious family, by the memory of whose actions they flatter their national pride’ (366). Directing himself to the question of where this ‘singular people’ had come from, Jones considers various theories before arriving at the conclusion that they were probably ‘Hindus of the Cshatriya [kshatriya], or military class’ (367). This made the Chinese into upper-caste Hindu kshatriyas who had abandoned ‘the privileges of their tribe’ and migrated into the fertile regions of China which they now possessed, ‘forgetting by degrees the rites and religion of their ancestors’ (367). By discarding their ancient caste privileges and intermixing with the Tartars they had grown into a debased version of their original selves, as the current state of their language and culture (despite some abilities in music and poetry) evidently proclaimed:


their letters, if we may so call them, are merely the symbols of ideas; their popular religion was imported from India in an age comparatively modern; and their philosophy seems yet in so rude a state as hardly to deserve the appellation; they have no ancient monuments [ … ]; their sciences are wholly exotic; [ … ] of painting, sculpture, or architecture, as arts of imagination, they seem [ … ] to have no idea. (372)



Jones’s unfamiliarity with China and his inability to master the Chinese language were no doubt factors that resulted in his demeaning characterization of the country and its people. Still, Jones’s view of the Chinese as a breakaway group of Hindu kshatriyas who had intermingled with the Tartars, as Peter J. Kitson has commented, laid ‘the foundations for a discipline of comparative religion that, however spuriously applied in this instance, would prove highly influential’.25

The prestige of orientalists such as Jones and Wilkins who achieved significant European fame, and the wide circulation of the Asiatick Researches, during a period in which colonization in the east appeared as a providential route for Britain in the aftermath of its losses in America, ensured that their views of Asia, far from being dismissed as merely arcane scholarship conducted in far-flung regions of the world, were greeted in the metropolis with much interest and excitement. Following the Asiatick Researches, numerous other oriental journals such as the Asiatic Annual Register and the Asiatic Miscellany came into being during the Romantic period, catering to public interest. Jones’s Indocentric view of Asia and its peoples held out the implicit possibility that British interests in the region might be expanded through a knowledge-based alliance between colonizers and indigenous elites, who were deeply connected through shared linguistic and cultural roots that were to be found in his hypothetical notion of an Indo-European ‘central country’. Owing to Jones’s pre-eminence as an orientalist his ethnographic project of mapping Asia remained influential in describing and understanding the region. Yet the Asiatick Society orientalists’ depiction of Asia, as we have seen, was far from disinterested, and significantly skewed by their sources of knowledge, their location in India, and their imperial intentions. Jones’s Indocentric view of a Hindu substratum extending over Asia was deeply mistaken, ignoring or dismissing the many other ethnicities, religions, and cultures that existed in the region.

Though the orientalists retained their importance as antiquarians and scholars of the east during the Romantic period, their depictions of the east were increasingly challenged from the early years of the nineteenth century as missionary, Anglicist, and utilitarian modes of thinking began to dispute the orthodoxies of the orientalists, and to counter their attitudes to colonial rule with others which were more strongly evangelical, Eurocentric, and reformist. The evangelical Charles Grant’s influential Observations on the State of Society among Asiatic Subjects presented to the EIC’s directors in 1797—and later, with William Wilberforce’s support, to the House of Commons in 1813—paid handsome tribute to Jones’s scholarship and ‘the learned and instructive labours’ of the Asiatick Society, but focused attention on the present ‘moral character and condition of the natives’ which it found (citing Indian social practices such as ‘sati’) to be ‘extremely depraved’.26 Building on the separation Jones admitted between the ancient and present-day states of Indian society, but turning against Jones’s native informants, the Brahmins, whom he regarded as having ‘monopolized and concealed’ knowledge from the populace, Grant argued for a change in the EIC’s policy of religious toleration to one that would encourage missionary conversions of Indians and impose strictures on Hindu practices.27

In his History of British India (1817) the liberal philosopher James Mill went further than Grant, not only in viewing India as being in a state of rudimentary social development, but also in treating with scepticism Jones’s antiquarian claims which he dismissed as the fabrication of the Brahmins too readily accepted by Jones because they conformed to his thinking. Even so, Mill repeatedly cited Jones and his fellow orientalists despite drawing quite different conclusions regarding Asian civilizations which he believed to be ‘rude’ and despotic in tendency, and India, in particular, which he considered as being in urgent need of reformation and modernization. His modernizing influence can be seen on the colonial administrator Thomas Babington Macaulay who influentially carried Mill’s utilitarian attitude into Indian governance when he argued, in his famous ‘Minute’ of 1835, in favour of establishing English as the medium of instruction for natives in India, as opposed to the classical languages favoured by the orientalists.28 Yet Macaulay, too, relied upon the orientalists for his information on India and its languages even as he sought (successfully) to alter colonial policy. Though the orientalists lost ground to the evangelicals, utilitarians, and Anglicists, and were overtaken by growing public suspicion regarding their claims, yet orientalism itself as a discipline (and the Asiatick Researches which continued publication) remained an important source of knowledge throughout the period. Though mistaken, as we can now see, on many points, Jones’s regional and ethnographic separation of Asia along with its attendant characterizations of its peoples and cultures set into motion several of the more persistent colonial attitudes to these areas, some of which are recognizable to this day. Jones’s pan-Asian ambitions and understanding of the region were severely limited by his over-emphasis on Hindu classical culture and the tenuousness of his ethnic and racial categories. Postcolonial historians of the modern nations of Asia are still required to separate between their accounts and those of orientalist stereotyping, and to free Jones’s and the other orientalists’ genuine antiquarian and linguistic discoveries from the imperial mould in which these had been cast.

Popular English Romantic personal essayists such as Charles Lamb, William Hazlitt, Leigh Hunt, and Thomas De Quincey were clearly interested in Asia. Though the florid ‘Asiatic’ style was generally dismissed as excessive in its ornamentation, there is more than a hint in writers such as De Quincey and Lamb that their own works displayed such tendencies.29 They were aware of, and knowledgeable about, aspects of Asia including its politics, people, and consumer goods, and knew of the work of the orientalists. Yet Asia remained in many ways inaccessible, its sheer size and complexity daunting and disorienting to Europeans, as contemporary depictions portray (see Figure 2.2).

Despite Jones’s efforts, sinology remains, in Kitson’s words, ‘somewhat insulated from the dynamics of contemporary orientalist and post-colonial studies’, no doubt influenced by China’s resistance to colonialism.30 Jones’s influence is perhaps most explicitly registered in De Quincey who recorded in a manuscript dating from his later life that his mother—an evangelical of the Clapham sect—had been much taken by Jones’s evident discoveries in India relating to Christianity, but that her excitement had been later overtaken by scepticism as to their veracity.31 De Quincey’s oriental dreams in his 1821 Confessions of an English Opium-Eater remain a remarkable testimony to the impact of Jonesian and Asiatick Society research as these were fused in his imagination with later, more negative, attitudes to the east. Through his memory of a chance encounter with a ‘Malay’ who appeared at his cottage door in the Lake district, he was nightly, as he put it, ‘transported into Asiatic scenes’.32 Much like an issue of the Asiatic Researches, his dreams ‘brought together all creatures, birds, beasts, reptiles, all trees and plants, usages and appearances’ along with the gods of oriental mythology, including those of Egypt (commonly associated with Indian mythology by orientalists of the period). These oriental images were overlaid for him by a strong sense of horror which recalls the fervid responses of the evangelicals to reports of Hindu beliefs and customs. Quite in opposition to any Christian ideas of benevolence and forgiveness, the gods and beasts he dreamed of were vengeful and inescapable: ‘I fled from the wrath of Brama through all the forests of Asia: Vishnu hated me: Seeva laid wait for me’ (Selected Writings, 65). Central to these dreams is the guilt-ridden figure of the English opium-eater, De Quincey himself, alien to the exotic landscape in which he is immured by his dreams. Perhaps what makes these dreams so fascinating today is the imaginative and complex manner in which they locate political and cultural ideas of the east of the time within the personal realm. While, certainly, Britain continued to expand its territories in the east during the nineteenth century, colonial rule would not be established in the conciliatory manner dreamt of by Hastings. Jones’s Indocentric framework proved in the end an unworkable model for assimilating Asia. Despite the optimism inspired by Jones and the early orientalists, Asia remained to a large extent alien to British sensibilities, more varied than imagined but less explicable and tractable than hoped.
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Figure 2.2 Plate illustrating the Elephanta Cave in India from William Ousley’s Travels (1819). By permission of Special Collections, Queen’s University Belfast.
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Chapter 3


Europe



Diego Saglia

In the third of his ‘Letters to a Young Man Whose Education Has Been Neglected’ (London Magazine, March 1823), Thomas De Quincey conjured up an image of ‘the universal library of Europe’, thus defining the Continent as an archive of connected literary traditions from antiquity to the present.1 While this may seem a relatively commonplace idea, in actual fact notions of Europe as a cohesive cultural space were in transition in the Romantic period, as were ideas of English and British culture. Focusing on different forms of nonfiction prose providing a forum for this process, this chapter considers how British critics and literary–cultural historians envisaged Continental European literatures and cultures during this major phase in the emergence of the nation’s cultural identities.

Ideas of Europe as a cultural network underwent significant changes between the eighteenth century and the Romantic age, especially with regard to its geo-political epicentre of authority and prestige. As Roberto Dainotto notes, the eighteenth-century European cultural continuum was dominated by France and characterized by a shift of its centre of gravity to the North: whereas ‘traces of Europe’s modernity’ were discernible there, the South became synonymous with pre-capitalist antiquity.2 Consequently, the latter came to signify a ‘dialectical negation and internal Other’ in the development of a ‘north-centric cosmopolitanism’.3 Cultural developments in Southern Europe went some way towards countering this predominance, as exemplified by many key figures including Gaspar Melchor de Jovellanos and José de Cadalso in Spain, or Giambattista Vico, Gaetano Filangieri, and Cesare Beccaria in Italy. Yet, the shift to the North gained increasing traction, as sanctioned later by the critical writings of Madame de Staël’s Coppet group, and most visibly by the prestige and influence enjoyed by the Schlegel brothers’ works and de Staël’s own De la littérature (Of Literature, 1800) and De l’Allemagne (Of Germany, 1810, 1813). Simultaneously, French cultural supremacy was increasingly challenged through a process climaxing with de Staël’s De l’Allemagne, which polemically suggested that French literature and culture could only be revitalized through the stimulus of German literature (this position, as well as her Anglophilia, contributed to Napoleon’s ordering the suppression of the book). By the turn of the century, ideas of Europe as a shared cultural space had shifted from an earlier model pivoting on France to conceptions of a unified, yet nationally inflected, matrix. By the same token, ideas of the ‘republic of letters’ went from ‘an intellectual community transcending space and time’, though under the domination of France as an effect of its political and military primacy, to a shared context united by Europe’s classical background, medieval origins, and a modern history characterized by national traditions and ‘schools’.4

In Romantic-period Britain such transformations criss-crossed with insular and self-referential definitions of the nation’s heritage, which however could not overlook a long history of imports from, exchanges, and comparisons with neighbouring cultures. This chapter reflects on this process of cultural (self-)positioning by examining how Romantic-period nonfiction prose engaged with Europe as a literary–cultural continuum and assessed the position of England and Britain within it through critical narratives of contacts, exchanges, and continuities, as well as discontinuities and divergences. This engagement gathered momentum from the mid-eighteenth century onwards, thanks to increasingly substantial systematizations of knowledge about the nation’s literary and cultural evolution from a European perspective, also in conjunction with new historicist practices such as antiquarianism and philology. This chapter accordingly explores some of the ways in which nonfiction prose in this period provided, in Virgil Nemoianu’s words, the means of ‘coming to terms with the rapidly transforming world outside [the literary system]’ through a ‘structuring and ordering’ of information and knowledge about an entire continental cultural system.5 Harnessing the strategies afforded by different kinds of nonfiction prose, critics and commentators contributed to the gradual unfolding of a discourse that, particularly in the post-Waterloo years, generated significant examinations of the nation’s literary–cultural identity, its current condition, and possible developments within the encompassing context of Europe.

Literary–Cultural Narratives and European Contexts, 1762–1814

Between the 1760s and the 1810s British scholarship produced a series of outstanding accounts of literature and its broader contexts within a jointly national and international frame. Among the most significant were those of Richard Hurd, Thomas Percy, and Thomas Warton for poetry; John Dunlop and Anna Laetitia Barbauld for the novel; and Thomas Dibdin for drama and theatre. Mapping the place of English and more generally British literature and culture in the superordinate space of Europe, their works bear out the turn from a republic of letters guided by one tradition and language to the idea of a cultural commonwealth based on differences joined by common threads.

Richard Hurd’s Letters on Chivalry and Romance (1762) promote a decidedly national agenda by defending romance and Gothic civilization in order to vindicate the dignity and relevance of Edmund Spenser’s Faerie Queene (1590–1596). Focusing on chivalry as a system of manners informing romance, they aim to return Spenser to the centre of the nation’s literary heritage. In doing so, they emphasize the relation between tradition and innovation in sixteenth-century English literature; they also explore its combination of the home-grown and the foreign in the context of Europe’s collective cultural history, which Hurd reconstructs with the help of major Continental scholarly achievements such as Jean-Baptiste de la Curne de Sainte-Palaye’s Mémoires sur l’ancienne chevalerie (Memoirs of Ancient Chivalry, 1759). In turn, Hurd deals with the Eastern origins of romance, its penetration into the West through Muslim Spain (the so-called Saracenic theory), its links with feudal chivalry, and its flourishing and culminating in Ludovico Ariosto’s and Torquato Tasso’s poems. Tellingly, Letter IX, ostensibly on Tasso’s Gerusalemme liberata (Jerusalem Delivered) and the history of Italian poetry, amounts to a general defence of poetry, so that, if Hurd’s Letters testify to the rise in English literary nationalism from the 1760s onwards, they also proclaim its inextricably transnational nature.6

Similarly Percy’s Reliques of Ancient English Poetry (1765) and Warton’s History of English Poetry (1774–1781) bear witness to this dual envisioning of the nation’s cultural history. Percy’s Reliques straddles the national and the foreign, the insular and the continental, placing ballads within the same literary–cultural continuum sketched by Hurd (indeed, Percy read Hurd’s Letters while working on the collection).7 A section presenting conspicuous traces of this influential antecedent is Percy’s essay on ‘Ancient Metrical Romances’, where he draws a pan-European picture of the medieval origins and spread of oral poetry. Moreover, the collected poems are neither uniformly English nor British, since they include two Spanish ballads (or romances) intended to reinforce Percy’s contextualizing of English balladry within Europe’s traditions of popular poetry. He also planned but never realized a collection of Spanish ballads, which would have constituted a Continental and Southern pendant to the English Reliques.8

Sharing the same cultural outlook and design as Hurd’s Letters (which it quotes at several relevant points), Warton’s History of English Poetry declares from the outset the interdependence between the nation’s and the Continent’s literary contexts. Indeed, as René Wellek remarks, this landmark work ‘helped to establish a tradition of English literary history focussed on the history of English poetry from the Conquest to Spenser’ by tracing ‘a wide comparative background of Nordic, Anglo-Saxon, Old French, and Italian literature’.9 If this approach is especially patent in the dissertations opening the first volume and entitled ‘On the Origin of Romantic Fiction in Europe’ and ‘On the Introduction of Learning into England’, yet it recurs throughout. In the second volume, section xvii examines the fifteenth-century increase of vernacular works and ‘the revival of classical learning’ in Italy, France, Germany, and Spain, before coming to English literature; while, in the third volume, section xxxvii reviews the beginnings of literary criticism in England in the context of the ‘early critical systems of the French and Italians’. Locating the story of English poetry in a web of exchanges and transpositions of forms, themes, and modes, Warton throws into relief the hybrid nature of the nation’s poetic genius and, in turn, limits the relevance of its unalloyed, organic evolution.

Contemporary histories of fiction and the novel similarly tend to delineate a national tradition inseparable from Continental phenomena, as exemplified by Barbauld’s introductory essay on ‘The Origin and Progress of Novel-Writing’ to the fifty-volume collection of The British Novelists (1810). The contents of the collection are all British—an interesting fact when compared with the earlier twenty-three-volume series The Novelist’s Magazine (1780–1789), which featured works by Voltaire, Alain René Lesage, Miguel de Cervantes, Alonso Fernández de Avellaneda (pseudonymous author of the apocryphal second part of Don Quixote), The Arabian Nights, and François Fénelon. Yet, even if her collection contains exclusively national works, Barbauld still dedicates much of her prefatory essay to foreign traditions, modelling her narrative on a pattern of translatio. Tracing the origins and development of fiction, she describes an arc that goes from antiquity to the present and from East to West. By the same token, she examines the development of post-medieval fiction by concentrating on national traditions—the French up to the recent productions of René de Chateaubriand, Madame de Staël, and Sophie Cottin; or the German, for which she mentions Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s Werther (1774) and alludes to Wilhelm Meister (1795–1796).10 With regard to England, Barbauld acknowledges that, though ‘most of the earlier romances, from the days of Chaucer to James the First, were translations from the Spanish or French’, the huge amount of fiction currently ‘poured out upon the public from the English presses’ exerts an inevitable influence on ‘[o]ur national taste and habits’.11 If Barbauld’s collection can be seen to contribute to a ‘nationalizing of the novel’, yet her account stresses repeatedly and unambiguously its transnational, indeed transcontinental, links and contexts.12

Dunlop’s 1814 History of Fiction adopts a comparable approach, but, unlike Barbauld’s essay, finds the beginnings of fiction in different times and places—that is, fiction starts again and again in different contexts and under different auspices. Dunlop regularly begins with an overview of Greek romances and Milesian tales, but when he arrives at the ‘origins of fiction in [post-Classical, modern] Europe’ his narrative starts anew, tracking the initial points of various types of fiction and their national developments.13 Thus, the chapter on ‘comic romance’ covers François Rabelais, Giulio Cesare Croce, Miguel de Cervantes, Mateo Alemán, and Vicente Espinel; and that on ‘pastoral romance’ considers Jacopo Sannazzaro, Jorge de Montemayor, Honoré D’Urfé, and Sir Philip Sidney. By contrast, ‘the English novel’ is discussed in a single chapter, a ‘very short and general survey’ ranging from the late Middle Ages to the eighteenth century.14 But even if he replaces a transnational with a national lens, Dunlop still locates English fiction in a cross-cultural context: he repeatedly references foreign works and authors (Giovanni Boccaccio, Madeleine de Scudéry, and Cervantes, among others); and though the nation’s fictional genius eventually finds its own voice in the eighteenth century, cross-cultural contacts still obtain, for instance, with regard to the debt owed by Ann Radcliffe’s The Romance of the Forest (1791) to François Gayot de Pitaval’s Causes célèbres et intéressantes (1734–1741).

Similar narrative and interpretative strategies characterize Charles Dibdin the Elder’s five-volume Complete History of the English Stage (1797–1800), whose opening volume is a survey of ‘the Asiatic, the Grecian, the Roman, the Spanish, the Italian, the Portugese [sic], the German, the French, and other theatres’. Essentially a ‘compilation of extracts from “authorities” ’ hardly offering any original insights, it is still a relevant instance of the type of ‘history of “manners” and “customs” ’ that informs the works examined in this section.15 Like them, it adopts a dual approach—national and international—to ‘illustrate nation and nationhood’ and ‘a nation’s history [ … ] through its art’.16

Modelled on eighteenth-century taxonomic and encyclopedic patterns, these works endorse the Enlightenment tenet that all human manifestations express a fundamentally homogeneous nature. In keeping with ‘philosophical’ historiography, they set store by general rules and transversal manifestations. At the same time, however, they convey a Romantic interest in local inflections, differential developments, and national specificities, which informs their reconstructions of a cultural heritage developing organically within a jointly national and European context. As transitional texts, they view English (and British) literature and culture in ways that mingle different conceptions of national and communal tradition, that is placing them in the contrast between an idea of the republic of letters and that of national ‘schools’. Importantly, they contribute to outlining the question of the contours and nature of the nation’s literary identity, which became especially topical in the post-Waterloo years. Discourses of culture were then redesigned in the context of the state of ‘permanent war’ replacing the open warfare of the Napoleonic period, the political and diplomatic tensions attendant on the Restoration process, and the persistent centrality of France and Paris, though defeated and humiliated, in the field of cultural production.17 In this transformed environment, reflections on Europe as a shared cultural space continued to focus on convergences and divergences in simultaneously national and transnational terms, resulting in often markedly ideological fragmentations of earlier totalizing narratives.

Walter Scott and the European Cultural Continuum

The essays on chivalry (1818), the drama (1819), and romance (1824) which Scott wrote for the supplements of the Encyclopedia Britannica are manifestly indebted to the scholarship examined in the previous section. Conceived for the Scottish yet nationally titled encyclopedia, they cover broad developments and aim to be as inclusive as possible. As with the works mentioned earlier, they seek to offer exhaustive overviews and, in the process, explore how the nation’s cultural history conforms to, yet also deviates from, a European matrix.

Scott adopts this dual focus from the opening of the essay on chivalry, explaining the French etymology of the word and awarding chivalry a major role in the formation of ‘modern Europe’ and ‘European manners’.18 Thus he immediately throws into relief a set of central themes: Europe as a cultural–historical continuum; manners as a crucial interpretative category (already problematized in the first chapter of Waverley [1814]); and the interdependence of Europe’s past and present within an openly acknowledged ‘philosophical’ historiographic approach. To demonstrate how chivalry’s ‘singular tenets’ contributed to the making of modern Europe, he draws upon a textual archive comprising Tacitus’s Germania, the Northern sagas, the thirteenth-century French epic Huon de Bordeaux, Geoffrey Chaucer’s fourteenth-century Canterbury Tales, the twelfth-century Poem of the Cid (quoting from John Hookham Frere’s translation appended to Robert Southey’s 1808 Chronicle of the Cid), Jean Froissart’s chronicles, Antoine de la Salle’s romance Petit Jehan de Saintré (1456), and further Iberian landmarks, such as Amadís de Gaula (1508), Don Quixote (1605, 1615), and Tirant lo Blanc (1490), referring readers to Dunlop’s History about this little-known masterpiece of Catalan literature (vi. 5). His testimonies are mainly drawn from fiction—and the list of titles does not end here.

Gradually building up chivalry as the foundation of Europe’s culture and history, Scott casts it as the preserver of the continent’s identity, tying it for instance to Charles Martel’s successful halt to the Muslim advance at the Battle of Tours (or Poitiers) in 732 ce. Then, considering its decay, he traces its ‘effects upon the political state of Europe’, its contribution to the ‘improvement of society’, and the formation of ‘our present system of manners’, which he glosses as the ‘habits and modes of thinking in modern Europe’ (vi. 10, 49, 107). His final reflections explicitly connect the passing of chivalry to the birth of modernity, since its long-term consequences must


[ … ] be sought in the general feeling of respect to the female sex; in the rules of forbearance and decorum in society; in the duties of speaking truth and observing courtesy; and in the general conviction and assurance, that, as no man can encroach upon the property of another without accounting to the laws, so none can infringe on his personal honour, be the difference of rank what it may, without subjecting himself to personal responsibility. (vi. 124–125)



Unsurprisingly, the 1824 essay on romance harks back to that on chivalry, as well as drawing on the scholarship of Percy, Joseph Ritson, and Dunlop (Scott knew him and advised him on revising his History of Fiction). After defining romance by way of Samuel Johnson as ‘a tale of wild adventures in love and chivalry’, Scott turns to emphasizing its European contours: ‘romance’ initially designated the ‘popular dialects of Europe’ based on Latin and now describes works originating from the milieu of ‘European Chivalry’ (vi. 129, 130, 133). As the essay traces ‘the History of the Romance of Chivalry in the different states of Europe’, it overtly reworks the central claim of the essay on chivalry (to which Scott refers as ‘our article on that subject’) that it formed the basis of the European system of manners, culture, and civilization tout court (vi. 133, 171).

The essay explores several types of romance (temporal, spiritual, serious, and comic) and their rise, evolution, and decline across the entire European tradition. Scott mentions Eastern romances, praising the recent translation of the Arabic Antar, a Bedoueen Romance (by Terrick Hamilton, 1819), yet does not expand on the question of the genre’s Oriental origins. His eye is firmly on ‘European Romance’ and how it issued from a combination of the history of the early nations with the wonderful and the fabulous. This outlook squares neatly with Scott’s reinvention of historical fiction through a mixture of antiquarian ethnography, historical verisimilitude, and romance; and so the essay implicitly reiterates that his mode of intersecting history and fiction is in line with the earliest manifestations of the European literary imagination. In turn, the body of the essay traces the contributions of individual areas from Scandinavia and Germany to Italy, Spain, and especially France, the core of European romance culture because of its propagation of the Arthurian and Carolingian cycles. Instead, by presenting England as a subset of the French tradition, Scott eschews ideas of national primacy in favour of a transnational outlook. With this shift from a panoramic to an analytical approach, he reinforces the underlying principle of his narrative as one of circulation within a continuum by demonstrating that individual traditions ‘appear[] to have borrowed from other countries the themes of their own minstrels, or to have made use of materials common to the whole’ (vi. 189).

Because of its topic, the essay on drama inevitably follows a different pattern from those on chivalry and romance. In it, Scott is more visibly attuned to eighteenth-century notions of cultural universals and general aesthetic tenets: the dramatic impulse ‘seems to be inherent in human nature’, while ‘taste’ and ‘public decorum’ are crucial evaluating criteria (vi. 219, 252). Based on a model of translatio theatrii from Greece and Rome to the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, and present times, the essay explores theatrical conventions, spaces, and performance traditions, as well as representative authors and works. Modern drama is that of ‘the nations of Europe’, yet, unlike the other two essays, Scott’s narrative here is not primarily concerned with tracing a shared cultural space (vi. 266). Instead, it tends to adjudicate on which country boasts the earliest manifestations and, then, examine single national traditions and verify their adherence to the so-called Aristotelian unities of place, time, and action. This results in a split panorama: the regularity favoured by Italy and France, on one side, and the irregularity of England and Spain, on the other. Insights into cross-cultural exchanges are provided, such as those linking English theatre with the Spanish, the French, and more recently the German; but Scott is more concerned with national traditions, the essay’s country-by-country structure being modelled on that of August Wilhelm Schlegel’s Lectures on Dramatic Art and Literature (published in an English translation in 1815), a source Scott mentions and cites several times.

Compared with the essays on chivalry and romance, that on drama is a more rigidly orchestrated, less lively text that sidelines the idea of a Europe-wide interface of exchanges and transits to emphasize local features of drama and theatre: rule-bound in France; marked by excess in Germany; irregular and truly ‘popular’ in Spain and England; and so on. This focus inevitably yields a different view of Europe as a common cultural space. Scott presents chivalry and romance as a solid system of institutions, manners, and fiction, which, originating in the Middle Ages as the cradle of modern Europe, cuts across all continental traditions. Drama and theatre, instead, develop differently. Because of the medieval gap, they are Renaissance phenomena linked to the beginning of modern national histories. Consequently, Scott’s narrative is less about transversal and transnational features, than national lines of evolution. The idea of a European continuum is still in place, but local variations are the actual centres of interest—an interpretation that compares and contrasts with William Hazlitt’s contemporaneous remarks on the relations between Continental and English drama, theatre, and culture more broadly.

Hazlitt and the European Contours of English Culture

Between 1817 and 1820 Hazlitt produced a number of works with an explicitly or implicitly ‘English’ title: Characters of Shakespeare’s Plays (1817), Lectures on the English Poets (delivered and published in 1818), A View of the English Stage (1818), Lectures on the English Comic Writers (delivered in 1818–1819, published in 1819), and Lectures on the Dramatic Literature of the Age of Elizabeth (delivered in 1819, published in 1820). In them, he addresses the nation’s cultural heritage as its interpreter and adjudicator, a fact that was singled out by his enemies and detractors, who denounced him as unfit to speak for the national culture on the grounds of his un-Englishness. In a piece entitled ‘Hazlitt Cross-Questioned’, John Wilson vituperatively asked him: ‘Do you know what is English, or what is not English, any more than you know that Latin is not Greek [… ]?’; later, in a ‘Letter from an Absent Contributor on Hazlitt’s Spirit of the Age’, the London Magazine accused him of ‘masking nothingness with wordy frippery, like an Irish orator’.19 Hazlitt’s authoritativeness was then complicated further by his regular engagements with foreign cultural phenomena in his evaluations of the English (and British) context. Because of this sustained attention to other national traditions, his explorations of Englishness result in complexly dialectical critical constructs, and most clearly so in the case of drama and theatre.

As with Scott’s essay on drama, Hazlitt’s Characters of Shakespeare’s Plays, written in the winter of 1816–1817, is indebted to Schlegel’s Lectures. Hazlitt reviewed the latter work for the Edinburgh of February 1816, in a piece that, after a typically sharp opening (‘This work is German [ … ] however, it will be found a good work’), expounds the spirit of German culture and, implicitly, its distance from the English.20 But far from polarizing this distance into extremes, Hazlitt carries out repeated comparisons, advancing a discourse of cultural enmeshing made up of dialogues, borrowings, and exchanges. He offers readers an account of the classic/romantic diatribe raging in Continental literary circles, guiding them through this conceptual ‘labyrinth’ with the help of other figures from the Coppet circle like Madame de Staël and J. C. L. Simonde de Sismondi (i. 274). Defying cultural self-referentiality further, he suggests reading Shakespeare with the help of Schlegel, whose account will be particularly ‘gratifying to the English reader’, since it is ‘the best account which has been given of the plays [ … ] either among ourselves, or abroad’ (i. 272).

The opening of the ‘Preface’ to Characters reworks these points by once again enlisting Schlegel to envisage the national Bard through a prismatic, both national and foreign, focus. Indeed, though Characters adopts Schlegel to correct the predominance of Samuel Johnson’s critical pronouncements, which have ‘not been so favourable’ to Shakespeare, Hazlitt also admits that ‘some little Jealousy of the character of the national understanding was not without its share’ in inspiring his critical analyses (i. 88, 86). As in the review for the Edinburgh, he combines gratification of national pride with jealousy over a foreigner’s handling of ‘our own’ tradition, a foreigner moreover whose idolatry makes him overlook the playwright’s defects, whereas the English ‘show [their] respect for Shakespeare by loving him in spite of his faults’ (i. 299). With this balancing act, Hazlitt moves away from the patriotically intransigent tone of earlier, anti-Voltairean defences of Shakespeare, and towards an overlap between the German Schlegel’s and his own English, or rather Anglo-Irish, critical voice. Making the Shakespeare of Characters a product of collaboration, correction, agreement, and disagreement, he identifies a way of reading the national tradition that is inter-cultural and multi-perspectival, internal and external, insular and continental—in a word, European.

This dual approach also informed his lecturing on literary topics, which he inaugurated with Lectures on the English Poets (Surrey Institution, January–March 1818). His opening talk ‘On Poetry in General’ is organized around statements such as ‘Poetry is the language of the imagination and the passions’ and ‘the high-wrought enthusiasm of fancy and feeling’, which, though far from unusual at this time, Hazlitt iterates with an insistence and intensity that detractors saw as typical of his ‘un-English’ style and method (ii. 165, 168). For instance, the Quarterly Review denounced the opening lecture as marred by an incoherence and extravagance ‘scarcely [ … ] equalled, in the whole compass of English prose’.21 Hazlitt’s un-English pronouncements on poetry effectively re-echo de Staël’s definition of the spirit of German literature in chapter XVII of De l’Allemagne (he reviewed this work for the Morning Chronicle of 13 November 1813; his four-part ‘Madame de Staël’s Account of German Philosophy and Literature’ appeared in the same newspaper between 3 February and 8 April 1814). Similarly, his definition of Dante as ‘the father of modern poetry’ reworks an idea advanced in Friedrich Schlegel’s History of Ancient and Modern Literature (translated into English in 1815), which he develops further by noting that Chaucer and Spenser, two of the greatest poets of ‘this country’, were ‘much indebted to the early poets of Italy’ (ii. 179, 181).22 In turn, implicitly calling into question ideas of cultural intactness and supremacy, he declares that those who ‘first transplanted the beauties of other languages into their own’ were also ‘the founders of a national literature’ (ii. 181).

Hazlitt returned to this conception of the nation’s heritage in his subsequent Lectures on the Dramatic Literature of the Age of Elizabeth, a cycle sustained by the idea of the pivotal importance of theatre and drama in England’s cultural evolution and the need to instruct audiences about this essential part of their identity. In this light, his public lecturing on theatre shared the aim of his theatrical criticism, which, as Jonathan Mulrooney remarks, he saw as a means to ‘extend theater’s effects to a wider reading audience’.23 Accordingly, the Lectures discuss the Renaissance stage as the defining art form in the nation’s cultural history. In this period ‘[t]he stage was a new thing’, a site of experiments unburdened by classical or other precedents, where the nation’s creative powers could flourish unhindered (v. 170). Renaissance authors, Hazlitt observes, ‘did not look out of themselves to see what they should be’; instead, nurtured by the distinctive character of ‘a nation of islanders’, England’s ‘natural genius’ generated a literature that was ‘Gothic and grotesque; unequal and irregular; not cast in a previous mould, nor of one uniform texture, but of great weight in the whole, and of incomparable value in the best parts’ (v. 159, 173, 174).

However, while insisting on the ‘firmly organic basis’ of Elizabethan culture,24 Hazlitt cannot overlook the impact of other traditions and the fact that it drew upon ‘the rich and fascinating stores of the Greek and Roman mythology’, ‘those of the romantic poetry of Spain and Italy’, and even ‘some few French authors, [such] as Ronsard and Du Bartas’ (v. 168). Inevitably, his narrative of a blossoming national genius free from extraneous influences converges into that of its evolution through contacts and exchanges. With another of his balancing acts about the nation’s position in the European cultural space, Hazlitt replaces insular self-generation with a vision of Elizabethan drama as ‘not overwhelmed but invigorated’ by Continental traditions.25

This dual focus justifies the otherwise incongruous presence of the closing lecture titled ‘On the Spirit of Ancient and Modern Literature—On the German Drama, Contrasted with that of the Age of Elizabeth’. Here, sharply turning away from the Renaissance, Hazlitt returns to the Schlegelian contrast between classic and modern literature to introduce a survey of present-day drama and theatre as the endpoint of an uninterrupted cultural traffic with foreign traditions. Reviewing the forms of tragedy in the national dramatic history, he concludes that recent works produced in England are ‘only a branch’ of ‘German tragedy’, though he curiously does not mention any home-grown plays, but rather the works of Friedrich von Schiller (especially The Robbers and Wallenstein), August von Kotzebue, and Goethe (v. 336). And contra habitual lamentations about the current decline of the nation’s stage, he celebrates this hybridized drama as a ‘good thing’, which testifies to the vitality of the English stage: ‘it is better to be alive than dead’, Hazlitt claims, even as a ‘branch’ of the German school (v. 336). Transitioning abruptly from the Renaissance to the present, the closing lecture advances an interpretation of the nation’s dramatic and more broadly cultural heritage based on the contradiction of being both integrally national and fissured by the foreign—an interpretation in which the patriotic jealousy Hazlitt mentioned in his earlier review of Schlegel combines with the need for a transnational outlook to produce an appropriate reading of one’s own cultural identity.

This fraught position was consonant with the polemical tone of Hazlitt’s contemporary cultural analyses marked by post-Waterloo political and cultural tensions. From his radical vantage point, Britain’s place in post-Napoleonic Europe seemed compromised by its links with the Holy Alliance and policy of non-intervention in the affairs of the Continent, in contrast to its newly acquired international primacy. Against these tendencies, Hazlitt avoids triumphalist patriotism and, instead, highlights the hybrid features of the national tradition. Thus, in his lecturing he significantly counters conservative discourse as exemplified by the Blackwood’s Magazine essay ‘On Public Lectures on Works of Imagination at Literary Institutions’ (November 1819), where lecturers are defined as mirrors of the ‘national character of our literature’, one that ‘comprehend[s] that spirit of thought, feeling, and moral sentiment, which makes it English, and England the better for it’.26 Hazlitt, who in that month was delivering his Elizabethan talks, is an unnamed but obvious target of this piece, which mentions many authors from his lectures, such as Chaucer, Spenser, Shakespeare, John Fletcher, and John Milton (in August 1818, the magazine had already made a savage attack on Hazlitt in Wilson’s ‘Hazlitt Cross-Questioned’). His popularization of high culture, as well as his delineation of a hybridized cultural past informing the present, did not fit Blackwood’s Burkean proclamation that ‘that which is of the land, which is old and hereditary, has the deep power of the land breathing in every word’.27 For Hazlitt, the cultural heritage ‘of the land’ is an admixture of the ‘proper’ and the foreign and Continental—in other words, a European combination.

De Quincey and European Bildung

It would be wrong to associate ideas of insular organicism solely with conservative assessments of the nation’s cultural history and identity. An exemplary case in point is that of De Quincey, whose contributions to contemporary periodicals oscillated between Tory and more liberal positions, and who addressed the multiple components of this identity, also in light of the country’s future, in his five ‘Letters to a Young Man Whose Education Has Been Neglected’, published in the London Magazine between January and July 1823.28 These essays are best known as the location of his definition of literature strictu sensu as imaginative literature and the attendant distinction between a ‘literature of knowledge’ and a ‘literature of power’. This distinction emerges as he outlines a new kind of young (English) man by consistently drawing inspiration from European literature and philosophy: Europe as a common cultural dimension is fundamental to the intellectual and technical formation of this new individual. Foreshadowing Victorian notions of an engaged masculinity central to the stability and progress of nation and empire, De Quincey’s project is possibly best approached through the German concept of Bildung, that process of (self-) education aimed at producing a person who is culturally, socio-politically, and economically useful to the collectivity. This concept originated in late eighteenth-century Germany and developed throughout the early decades of the nineteenth century, becoming increasingly associated with bourgeois notions of identity and agency. Johann Gottfried von Herder was among its first theorizers, while Goethe’s novel Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre (Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship, 1795) is widely considered as the model Bildungsroman (Thomas Carlyle’s translation appeared in 1824, one year after De Quincey’s ‘Letters’; De Quincey scathingly reviewed it in the London for August and September 1824).29 A fervid promoter of German literature and culture (though not an admirer of Goethe, as the London review makes clear), De Quincey awards them a central role in his educational plan, which benefits from the contribution of other Continental traditions, too.30

Basing the young man’s education on logic, languages, and the arts of memory, De Quincey shapes his plan on the medieval trivium of grammar, rhetoric, and logic, which prepared students for the quadrivium of arithmetic, geometry, astronomy/astrology, and music (iii. 51). As in Scott, the Middle Ages function as a pan-European foundation on which De Quincey grounds his project for regenerating England by (re)forming its male youth. And if the rejuvenation of the country and its projection into modernity hark back to this original European educational model, the nation’s new generations must be beneficially exposed to Continental cultures, and that of Germany in particular as a culturally young and vigorous nation. Thus, De Quincey once again celebrates Germany and especially its ‘philosophic researches’ with their ‘great originality and boldness of speculation’ as a source of new energies, an antidote to stagnation and involution (iii. 85, 84). German culture is a force against atrophy, which in his earlier essay on ‘John Paul Frederick Richter’ (London Magazine, December 1821) he associated with a French culture diseased with ‘phthisis—dotage—palsy, or whatever image will best express the most abject state of senile [ … ] imbecility’ (iii. 18). As, in the same essay, he also significantly enquires, ‘what should we English do?’ to avoid this terrible fate, it is clear that his interest in cultures that cultivate ‘alliance[s] with exotic literature[s]’ is primarily a function of his concern with the health of the national culture (iii. 19).

De Quincey starts sketching out his modern trivium from languages, which, in the two letters he dedicates to the subject (three and four), he considers from an overtly Eurocentric perspective. In time, all the ‘barbarous languages of the earth’ (those without a literature) will be ‘strangled and exterminated’ by four European languages: English, Spanish, Portuguese, and Russian—the languages of the four largest modern empires (iii. 60). Other European languages will be spared this kind of extinction in so far as they have literatures. As a result, Europe constitutes a privileged linguistic and literary mosaic, and ‘the universal library of Europe’ an inexhaustible archive and a repository of regenerating powers (iii. 64).

Linguistic competence gives access both to the literature of knowledge (practical, factual) and of power (fictional, imaginative). To be sure, they have different degrees of relevance in De Quincey’s Bildung plan: the former is not genuine literature (‘all, that is not literature, [seeks] to communicate knowledge’), unlike the latter, which can make the reader ‘feel vividly, and with a vital consciousness, emotions which ordinary life rarely or never supplies occasions for exciting’ (iii. 71). However, both can serve to educate De Quincey’s young man, and different languages can provide him with different intellectual, emotional, and practical benefits. Thus, echoing the Schlegels’ endorsement of Spain’s literary heritage and praise of Pedro Calderón de la Barca, the author observes that, ‘if you are in quest of science or philosophy, no language in Europe at this day (unless the Turkish) is so slenderly furnished as the Spanish; on the other hand, for literature, I am disposed to think that after the English none is so wealthy (I mean in quality, not in quantity)’ (iii. 69). De Quincey highlights further the centrality of the literature of power by proclaiming the need for a group of individuals dedicated to nurturing the nation’s literary store, which ‘must decay, unless we have a class wholly dedicated to that service, not pursuing it as an amusement only with wearied and pre-occupied minds’; this ‘garrison’ of intellectuals ‘on permanent duty’ will prevent England from becoming fully a ‘nation boutiquiére’ [sic]—a nation of shopkeepers (iii. 48). Though not necessarily envisaged as a member of this group or any quasi-Coleridgean clerisy, De Quincey’s young man is nonetheless advised to absorb Kantian philosophy to reach a ‘truth’ that is a kind of ‘seed which must be grown, and pass through the several stages of growth’ (iii. 97).31 Since truth is organically inherent to the individual mind (‘it must arise by an act of genesis within the understanding itself’), it is just as organically bound to spread and fertilize the national mind (iii. 97).

De Quincey’s ‘Letters’ signal a meaningful break with earlier visions of Germany as a land disseminating noxious literature and politics, a mixture of ‘wild and visionary as well as logical speculation’, because of its ambivalent ‘proclivity toward both system and theory and libertine self-indulgence’.32 They point to a post-Napoleonic, conservative-led re-evaluation of the country as a source of thinking that could counteract ‘the postwar threats of utilitarianism and popular democracy’, and in contraposition to what Marilyn Butler identified as a liberal and radical cult of the South promoted by Hazlitt’s Cockney-school acolytes Thomas Love Peacock, Percy Bysshe Shelley, and John Keats.33 This remaking of Germany into a land of ideas was developed further by Carlyle and, later, George Henry Lewes, who in the 1830s was one of Carlyle’s converts to German literature, a new generation of young intellectuals conversant with Continental culture and thought, and especially Germany as an inspiration to rethink the present and effect a regeneration of England.34

The ‘Letters’ belong to a tradition of instruction in epistolary form associated with such classics as Lord Chesterfield’s Letters to His Son (written from 1737), Dr John Gregory’s A Father’s Legacy to His Daughters (1774), or Catharine Macaulay’s Letters on Education (1790), and still popular in the Romantic decades. This form enables De Quincey’s voice (indeed, that of his pseudonym ‘X. Y. Z.’) to be both conversational and authoritative. Moreover, in creating a dialectical space between ‘X. Y. Z.’ and the ‘young man’, the ‘Letters’ set up a conversation between the English/British and other cultures. Even as they bear witness to significant changes in the perception of Germany, they confirm its central place within Europe’s cultural nexus and, on this basis, propose a radical rethinking of English/British culture. The light shed by Germany clarifies what the nation needs for the future: which of its components need to be contained, reduced, or jettisoned, and which must be fostered and reinforced through beneficial hybridizations. In the essay on ‘John Paul Frederick Richter’, De Quincey calls this process ‘inoculation’ (iii. 18), thus adopting a viewpoint opposed to the fear of contagion prevalent in other parts of his output (most notably Confessions of an English Opium-Eater, 1821) and, through this operation, he designates the ‘universal library of Europe’ as the driving force for a regenerating Bildung of young Englishmen and, by extension, the nation.

The works examined in this chapter throw light on various ways of dealing with Europe’s cultural context. The several nonfictional prose formats they exemplify—volumes, scholarly essays, encyclopedia entries, lectures transcribed into essays, and periodical essays in epistolary form—are harnessed to convey different ways of envisioning Europe as a common cultural matrix and discussing England’s or Britain’s relation to it. In particular, the three contributions from the post-Waterloo period abandon panoramic aspirations in order to open up specific insights that, in turn, reveal specific uses of Europe. In regard to chivalry and romance, Scott views the continent as a cultural continuum predicated on medieval cohesion, whereas drama and theatre reveal the local inflections succeeding upon this cohesion with the early modern affirmation of national monarchies and vernacular literatures. Hazlitt sees drama as the site where Europe becomes visible as an area of encounters, exchanges, and divergences. Focusing on the stage, he highlights the ambivalences of a European cultural space caught between overarching trends and local trajectories, as well as assessing the development and current position of England’s heritage within it. In De Quincey’s ‘Letters’, Europe and Germany enshrine a formative energy capable of reinvigorating young men who may then contribute to strengthening the nation, its traditions, and institutions, as well as ensuring its future expansion. Jointly, these works present Europe as a central locus for Romantic-period reflections on the contours of national culture, its transnational features, and international projections. They throw into relief a wide-ranging scholarly and intellectual effort to measure the nation’s proximity and affinity to its continental context, and simultaneously testify to a lively, multiform engagement with the meaning and import of Europe as shared cultural space.
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Chapter 4


Latin America



Porscha Fermanis

Coined in the mid-nineteenth century, the term ‘Latin America’ was not one used by Romantic-era writers on either side of the Atlantic, who generally refer to Spanish, Portuguese, and French America, or to Mexico, South, and Central America. In an 1804 memorandum written before the Spanish American wars of independence (1808–1833), the Venezuelan military leader Francisco de Miranda alludes to ‘the great Continent of South America’, adding that he describes parts of the Spanish possessions as meridional ‘because in a geographical division the line between North and South is drawn I believe across the Isthmus of Darien’. Miranda uses an alternative term, ‘Continente Colombiano’ or ‘Colombian Continent’, in an earlier 1801 proclamation, linking continental solidarity to Christopher Columbus’s non-recognition by Spain and thus to a longer history of Spanish imperial obscurantism and violation of an implicit contract between the Castilian Crown and the conquistadors. While not conforming to any consistent pattern in the years between 1788 and his imprisonment in 1812, Miranda’s most widely used terms are, however, ‘Hispano-América’ and ‘América’, a practice that makes more explicit the hemispheric and transcontinental scale of his original aspirations.1

As Miranda’s fluid nomenclature suggests, the desire for a fraternal link between independent Latin states across the north–south continental divide pre-dates both independence and the term ‘Latin America’ itself. Following the expulsion of the Jesuit order by the Spanish imperial government in 1767, the exiled Peruvian Jesuit Juan Pablo Viscardo y Guzmán’s Letter to the Spanish Americans (written 1791) first articulated the idea that ‘the national glory [would] be reborn in an immense empire’ after independence. Published in French in 1799 and translated into Spanish and English in 1801 and 1808 by Miranda, Viscardo’s quasi-imperialist sentiment was repurposed in Miranda’s hemispheric vision of an ‘Inca federation’ stretching from Cape Horn to the Mississippi River in the 1800s, General Simón Bolívar’s ‘Confederation of Spanish American Nations’ in the 1820s, the Mexican Lucas Alamán’s idea of a regional ‘pacto de familia’ or ‘family covenant’ in the 1830s, the Venezuelan–Chilean Andrés Bello’s transcontinentalism in the 1840s, and the Chilean Francisco Bilbao’s formulation of ‘América Latina’ in the 1850s. By the 1860s, French strategists behind the invasion of Mexico (1861–1867) were using ‘Amerique Latin’ to refer to peoples living in the former Iberian colonies of the western hemisphere, arguing that they had a natural affinity with Latin European countries rather than with ‘expansionist Anglo-Saxons’.2

French references to Anglo-Saxonism foreground the extent to which the etymology of Latin America is embedded in the legacies of Romantic ethnonationalism and the division between the so-called Teutonic and Latin races. The idea of a Latin race was first linked to the Roman Republic and then to those European countries where much of the population practised Catholicism and spoke a Romance language. Over the following centuries, the Latin states became symbols of religious and political intolerance, intellectual backwardness, and mixed Jewish/Moorish bloodlines, culminating in the ‘Black Legend’ of Spanish cruelty propagated by imperial rivals such as the English and Dutch.3 The projected medievality of both Iberia and its Ibero-American colonies is, as Nadia Altschul has argued, ‘predicated on an invidious contrast with a core of Europe that had successfully progressed into modernity and left the Middle Ages behind’, a medievalizing and orientalizing trope of instability and underdevelopment that still plagues Mediterranean Europe and Latin America to this day. The surprising longevity of a racially inflected term such as ‘Latin America’ can therefore best be explained by its anti-imperial reinvention by criollo elites, who wanted to preserve what the Panamanian Justo Arosemena would in 1856 call ‘Latin-American democracy’ in the face of ongoing imperial rivalry in the Americas.4

Rivalry over Ibero-America escalated just before and during the Peninsular War of 1807–1808 and the subsequent Spanish American wars of independence, when the Americans, French, and British saw an opportunity to create new spheres of influences in the South Atlantic world.5 In a notoriously proprietary letter written to his private secretary in December 1824, the British Foreign secretary George Canning declared: ‘Spanish America is free, and if we do not mismanage our affairs sadly, she is English.’ If a month later he described Britain’s recognition of an independent Argentina and Colombia as ‘an act which will make a change in the face of the world almost as great as that of the discovery of the continent now set free’, Canning’s intention was not to celebrate new world republicanism, as self-determining Creole intellectuals forged a ‘hemispheric membership in la raza latina’ out of Spain’s former colonies. Rather, he articulated what is now a neo-colonial commonplace: that commercial control is ‘tantamount to possession’.6

Britain had only three formal colonies in the South Atlantic (British Honduras, British Guiana, and the Falkland Islands), but its commercial and political influence in the region was considerable. British investment peaked in the 1810s and 1820s, particularly in relation to extractive industries such as gold, silver, and diamond mining; went into decline in the 1830s due to heavy mining losses; and regained momentum in the 1850s, when it extended beyond trade and finance capitalism to the building of railways, public utilities, and other immovable interests. By the 1880s, Argentina, Chile, and Peru had become something close to economic dependencies of Britain, and by the beginning of the twentieth century British merchants controlled 60 per cent of Brazil’s foreign coffee sales.7 Whether or not British influence in the region in the first half of the nineteenth century is best described as ‘informal empire’ has an extended historiography. Current consensus suggests that between 1812 and 1860, Britain aspired to some sort of informal imperialism, exerting fiscal, political, and military influence—in other words, some combination of debt and intimidation—such that the ‘political independence of new nations was accompanied from the start by a condition of non-independence in the sphere of global market relations’.8

British Romantic writing on Latin America tends to internalize what Jessie Reeder has identified as the ‘paradox’ of informal empire: an idea of the region as ‘free but not free of European control’.9 The exoticism that characterized earlier works such as Phillipe Rambeau’s Les Indes Gallantes (1735) remained a pervasive trope, reigniting during the early 1820s when the British investment boom encouraged cultural productions such as William Bullock’s Mexican Exhibition (1824–1825). Before this speculative excitement, British writers deployed Spanish and Portuguese imperialism to provide patriotic commentary in the context of war with France, as in Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s popular drama Pizarro (1799); to offer an indictment of European colonial violence, as in John Thelwall’s opera The Incas (1792) and Helen Maria Williams’s poem Peru (1784); and to deflect criticism from Britain and thus to endorse liberal British expansion, as in Robert Southey’s counterfactual epic poem Madoc (1805), in which ‘compensatory fantasies’ of replacing Spain in the new world are ‘writ large’.10 In prose writing, too, British authors veer between depicting Latin America as a ‘backward’ site in need of British intervention and as a reformist utopia, shifting ‘uncomfortably between assertions of revolutionary solidarity … and schemes of colonial domination’.11

In order to navigate the vast array of British prose writing on South and Central America, Mexico, and the Caribbean vortex, this chapter focuses on three key ideas about Latin America that were reproduced for a nineteenth-century British audience in the highly permeable genres of travel writing, periodical essays, and written history: first, the medievalization and orientalization of Ibero-America; second, the region’s role in Britain’s movement towards free-trade liberalism and informal empire; and third, the relevance of new world republicanism for British conceptions of nation-state formation. In each case it situates British interests and perspectives on Latin America within a global framework that recognizes the overlapping legacies of competing empires. Even before the emergence of pan-Latinism, the political geography constructed by multiple forms of imperialism requires a transimperial approach that accounts for Euro-Afro-Indo-American interrelations. Concepts such as Global South Atlantic and pan-Atlanticism, for instance, usefully disrupt ‘monolingual transatlanticism’, and broaden still further paradigms such as transatlantic, circum-Atlantic, Black Atlantic, and American hemisphere, which can sometimes be limited to ‘systems of transatlantic exchange’ or refer primarily to relations between Europe and the US.12

From Edenic Visions to the Capitalist Vanguard

Sixteenth-century travel writing on the Americas tended to focus on discovery and conquest narratives, edenic or paradisical descriptions of untouched landscape, and lurid accounts of either passive or savage American Indians. From the early to mid-seventeenth century, emphasis shifted from discovery and conquest to pacification and conversion narratives, as well as towards ethnographic and scientific accounts of exploratory journeys into the American interior by travellers such as Charles Marie de la Condamine. As Mary Louise Pratt has noted, the turn from navigational discovery to interior exploration coincided with a global classificatory project based on a Linnaean model that sought to systematize and explain, as well as appropriate, the natural landscapes of the new world. Despite an official rhetoric of enlightened cosmopolitanism, international scientific expeditions became one of the most important instruments of European expansionism by the second half of the eighteenth century, linked to the quest for commercially exploitable resources, territorial surveillance, and administrative control.13

Within this new planetary paradigm, theories of heredity, racial variation, and climatic determinism combined to generate the querelle d’Amerique that fermented in France between the 1770s and 1790s, during which naturalists such as Georges Buffon and Cornelius de Pauw framed the new world as inferior or degenerate due to the racial composition of its population and the debilitating effects of its climate.14 In Britain, the querelle was taken up by Scottish Enlightenment naturalists, historians, and stadial theorists such as Adam Smith, John Millar, and William Robertson, who situated theories of climatic determinism within four distinct stages of historical progress that linked agential capacity to various modes of economic subsistence. Robertson, for instance, combined stirring accounts of discovery and encounter with stadial anthropological descriptions of Amerindian societies in his influential History of America (1777), which encompasses the explorations of Columbus, the conquests of Mexico and Peru, and posthumously, a history of the colonies in Virginia (to 1666) and New England (to 1652).

In the second decade of the nineteenth century, Alexander von Humboldt’s Researches Concerning the Institutions and Monuments of the Ancient Inhabitants of America (1814) and Personal Narrative of Travels to the Equinoctial Regions of the New Continent, During the Years 1799–1804 (1814–1829), both translated into English by Helen Maria Williams, reinvented popular imaginings of Latin America as a place of primal nature and exploitable resources. Fashioning himself as a ‘Second Columbus’, Humboldt united science and sentiment, information and experience, and objectivist and subjectivist strategies, deliberately interweaving classificatory and technical language with visual and emotive language. Despite being endorsed by Spain, Humboldt’s work was well received within Latin America. Responding to Humboldt’s accounts of the horrors of slavery, the oppression of Indigenous peoples, and the injustices of the colonial system, Bolívar pronounced Humboldt the true ‘discoverer of the New World’ and a friend to the emancipatory aspirations of the ‘South American peoples’, albeit primarily as a means of emphasizing Spanish misrule.15

While Robertson and Humboldt’s accounts of the Americas remained influential well into the nineteenth century, British economic investment in Latin America increasingly encouraged eyewitness reports of socio-economic conditions and exploitable resources, particularly during the investment bubble of the 1820s. Travelling mining consultants, engineers, and mineralogists formed what Pratt has called a ‘capitalist vanguard’, whose ideological task was ‘to reinvent América as backward and neglected, to encode its non-capitalist landscapes and societies as manifestly in need of the rationalized exploitation the Europeans bring’. In 1812, the mineralogist John Mawe neglected to describe the wild landscape of La Plata, exclaiming instead: ‘What a scene for an enterprising agriculturalist!’ Similarly, the naturalist, antiquarian, and travel writer William Bullock considered Mexico’s antiquities from the perspective of the future economic resources that the country could provide to British investors.16

These travellers replaced the ‘spectatorial aestheticizing’ of Humboldt’s accounts with a ‘modern extractive vision’, combining a negative aesthetic of belatedness, ruin, and neglect with a racialized contrast between British industriousness and Creole torpor.17 This was particularly the case in relation to Peru, where the ‘wretchedness’ of Peru’s current cities and infrastructures was contrasted with the splendid monuments of Inca rule. In his Journal of a Voyage to Peru (1828), Charles Brand noted that ‘[Lima] is, without exception, the dirtiest [city] in South America—filth, dirt, and rubbish are to be seen in the streets all day long.’ Extending his racialized gaze to Peru’s inhabitants, he maintains that ‘[t]he men of Lima appear to be a different race from all others I met with in South America, for they are dirty and indolent to an amazing degree’, while the women exhibit an ‘extreme laxity of morals’ across ‘all classes of society’.18

Creole writers formulated their own version of this orientalizing and negative aesthetic, depicting regions where local ‘others’ were in need of criollo guidance. Written slightly later in the century, the Argentinian Domingo Sarmiento’s Facundo: Civilización y Barbarie (1845) and the Peruvian Juan Bustamente’s Viaje al Antiguo Mundo (1849) partly construct a dual society thesis to explain how premodern Iberian colonies were to be brought into the modern age by an internal ruling class. Yet Creole writers simultaneously appropriated pre-conquest Aztec, Inca, and other ancient Indigenous cultures in order to create an ‘indianesque nationalism’ that could buttress distinctive ethnonational pasts, as well as manufacturing a convenient conflation of criollo and Indigenous interests in independence discourse. Viscardo, for instance, sought to secure British support for the uprising of the ‘last Inca’, Túpac Amaru II (José Gabriel Condorcanqui), in Peru in 1780–1781 by comparing the Inca Empire to the ancient republics of Athens and Rome, as well as positioning the 1781 Comunero uprising in New Granada as the beginning of a wider struggle for independence.19

Notwithstanding these indigenizing and orientalizing tropes, some British writers strategically attempted to emphasize the similarities between Britain and the new Latin American republican nation-states. Rather than always encoding Latin America as Iberian and therefore as ‘backward’, British travel writing could seek to domesticate Latin America within a Protestant ‘Greater Britain’, representing ‘British identity to itself through the collective image of being a model … that entails future likeness’. This act of projection is evident in Basil Hall’s Extracts from a Journal, Written on the Coasts of Chili, Peru, and Mexico, in the Years 1820, 1821, 1822 (1830), which welcomes the ‘real and solid advantages’ of the Spanish American revolutions in making countries such as Chile commensurate with ‘other independent nations of the world’. In particular, Hall uses metaphors of circulation to praise the benefits of free trade, which will increase the transmission of knowledge among the Chilean population.20

Hall and several other British travellers such as Francis Bond Head were guided by ideas of social reform, seeing themselves as ‘missionaries of civilization’ rather than of capitalism.21 Pratt has argued that, in general, women travellers are better categorized as ‘exploratrices sociales’ who engage with social reform rather than as part of the capitalist vanguard. It is certainly true that women travellers—such as Fanny Calderon de la Barca (Frances Erskine Inglis), Mary Seacole, Mary Lester, Maria Graham, Flora Tistan, Florence Fixie, Fredrika Bremer, and Adela Breton—explicitly engage with the social condition of women. However, such writers were also well-versed in the discourses of feudalism and orientalism. Graham’s Journal of a Residence in Chile (1824), for instance, represents the British as agents of modernity within the ‘premodern’ new republic, offering a narrative of ‘benign domination’ in which the British Lord Cochrane is represented as ‘the embodiment of her civilizing model’, whereas the Creole republican José de San Martín is ‘an indolent, Napoleon-like foil’.22

Graham’s obvious (and class-inflected) preference for the parliamentary monarchy in Brazil over the republican Chile also problematizes her attitude towards slavery, on which she is sometimes silent and thus complicit in British ownership and trade of Brazilian slave-produced commodities such as sugar. Occasionally, despite her stated aversion to slavery, she even descends into what has been characterized as ‘plantation pastoral’.23 British writers could also, however, critique the persistence of a ‘second slavery’ in Brazil and Cuba via a ‘retrograde idealization’ of a preindustrial pastoral existence. Matthew Brown has drawn attention to an alternative canon of British travel writing that counters the undue prominence of vanguardist texts and instead emphasizes acts of transculturation, such as Richard Vowell’s Campaigns and Cruises in Venezuela, and New Granada and the Pacific Ocean (1831).24 Yet while British travel writing did not always endorse the epistemological mastery of Pratt’s vanguardists, travelogues undoubtedly contributed to the image of Latin America as resource-rich and exploitable, as well as foregrounding an exceptionalist image of Britain as a liberal empire grounded in the principles of imperial trusteeship.

From Emancipation to Free-Trade Liberalism

James Mill’s essay ‘Emancipation of Spanish America’ in the Edinburgh Review for 1809 sets out the terms for British support of independence in Spanish America. Developed in consultation with Francisco de Miranda, the essay argues that the region has the potential to provide a vast market for British commodities, as well as free access to the Panama Canal and a re-routing of dangerous navigational routes via Cape Horn, thereby further developing trade with China and the Pacific. Cannily aligning Spanish American independence with the emancipatory discourses of the abolitionist cause, Mill and Miranda simultaneously uphold Creole freedoms and provide a potential solution to the looming labour shortages associated with the campaign for abolition, noting that Spanish American independence will allow for a more ready access to the ‘laborious Chinese’ who already ‘swarm’ the ‘Eastern Archipelago’ in search of labour. They outline, too, Miranda’s view of the ideal conditions for political liberty in Spanish America, which should resist as much as possible ‘the inconveniences of the ignorant’ and the ‘passions of the vulgar’ by limiting the people’s constituent power: ‘as much as possible should be done for the people,—but nothing by them’.25

While French aggression during the Peninsular War had by 1809 mitigated some of Britain’s hostility towards Spain and Portugal, Mill and Miranda’s essay lays bare several themes in British political writing on Ibero-America: first, the emerging idea of a ‘moral’ or ‘benevolent’ imperialism, in particular the relative moral superiority of the British colonial project over the Black Legend of the Iberian one; second, the region’s potential role as part of Britain’s informal or economic empire, which simultaneously depended on encouraging and curtailing new world freedoms; third, the ambivalent relationship between independence movements and Britain’s anti-slavery agenda leading up to the ameliorative decades of the 1820s and 1830s; and fourth, the emerging shift from mercantilism to free-trade liberalism that accompanied Britain’s loss of their North American colonies. Arguments in favour of independence thus opened up a new space for Britain to represent herself as the ‘liberator’ of Ibero-America, who would abolish the twin evils of slavery and trade monopoly inherent to Spanish and Portuguese colonialism, while also securing for herself all of the benefits of empire with few of the costs.

Mill’s emphasis on the economic potential of non-territorial empire drew heavily on Jeremy Bentham’s earlier rationale in Emancipate Your Colonies! (written 1793; published 1830) that colonial dependencies were economically unviable, oppressive, and jeopardized the national security of the metropole. Bentham’s own interest in Spanish America had begun in the early years of the nineteenth century. In 1802 he met Miranda in London, who introduced him to Simón Bolívar and Andrés Bello in 1810. In 1808, Bentham wrote to Lord Holland to ask for assistance in gaining Spain’s permission to emigrate to Mexico as part of Aaron Burr’s scheme to establish an independent country in parts of Mexico and the south-western United States. By the 1820s, Bentham was involved in several projects in Latin America, advocating legal reforms for Venezuela and sending a copy of his ‘Codification Proposal’ to Bernardino Rivadavia in Argentina, José de San Martín in Peru, and Jean-Pierre Boyer in Haiti. In consultation with José del Valle, he produced a plan for the Civil Code in Guatemala. In the 1820s, he wrote a set of letters directly to the Spanish people asking them to forgo their American possessions, collated in 1821 and 1822 as Rid Yourselves of Ultramaria.26

Closely allied to the elite group of hispanophone intellectuals who converged in London between 1780 and 1830, Bentham, Mill, and their circle actively shaped British public opinion, offering ‘the vision of a huge Spanish American market’ to the heterogenous British alliances that supported independence.27 Their periodical writing is, however, only the best known of a much larger number of review essays, articles, and pamphlets. Alongside the Examiner and the New Monthly Magazine, the Morning Chronicle was the most persistent promoter of Spanish American affairs. Its editor from 1789, James Perry, was an enthusiastic supporter of British involvement in Spanish American independence, combining a rhetoric of liberty with advocacy of British commercial interests. Following the financial crash of 1825, the Morning Chronicle drastically changed its view of the Southern Cone republics, a change of perspective that Marcelo Somarriva argues was probably instigated by the social reformer Francis Place, who denounced the Chilean Loan as fraudulent during the second half of 1824. By 1825, South American mining companies were under attack in several periodicals, with the imperial careerist John Barrow attributing the escalation of ‘multifarious projects’ to ‘a mania for speculation’.28

Miranda himself was heavily promoted in the British press. With his long-term collaborator, the Irish publicist William Burke, Miranda published South American Independence: Or, the Emancipation of South America, the Glory and Interest of England (1807) and Additional Reasons for our Immediately Emancipating Spanish America (1808), as well as articles and letters (sometimes under pseudonyms such as ‘Conciliador’ and ‘A Peruvian’) in the Annual Register, the Edinburgh Review, the Morning Chronicle, and the Statesman. In 1801 and 1808, he translated Viscardo’s Letter to the Spanish Americans into Spanish and then English. With the Ecuadorian José María Antepara, Miranda published an English version of his personal collection of papers, South American Emancipation (1810). Also in 1810, the first of five issues of a journal edited by Miranda and Antepara, El Colombiano, was published in Spanish with English translations in London, although it was considered incendiary by the Spanish and (under diplomatic pressure) British governments.29

As the publications and collaborative print networks of ‘El Precursor’ suggest, the ideological blueprint for informal empire was developed and sustained by transnational elite cooperation across the Atlantic, particularly after the establishment of provisional governments or juntas in South and Central America in 1810, which coincided with a significant peasant uprising in Mexico. Yet if for the elites of Europe Latin American independence was bound up with expansionary prospects, the position of Creole elites was a more ambiguous one: as an ethnic group that privileged their European roots they were powerful domestically but could be marginalized as civil war ‘rebels’ or ‘insurgents’ within international society. It was precisely for this reason that the exiled Spanish liberal cleric José Blanco White advocated the equality of españoles americanos and españoles europeos in his magazine El Españo, published in London between 1810 and 1814. The Mexican preacher Fray Servando Teresa de Mier more vigorously rejected accusations of Latin American insurgency in his first ‘Letter from an American to El Español’, published in London in 1811, instead characterizing France and Spain as the initial and primary aggressors.30

As Mier’s invocation of a collective ‘American’ identity intimates, Creole politics contained its own paradox: Creole elites both at home and abroad invoked republican and emancipatory ideals to contest the inequalities of colonial rule while simultaneously buttressing their own colonial-derived social and racial privileges against the rights of enslaved Black and Indigenous peoples. Miranda, for instance, repeatedly emphasizes the differences between himself and non-white revolutionaries such as François-Dominique Toussaint Louverture, strategically disavowing the Haitian Revolution in favour of a ‘Burkean narrative of “ordered” liberty’, as well as being complicit in the formulation of imperium as liberation. Similarly, in his Historia de la Revolución de la República de Colombia (1827), the Colombian Minister of the Interior José Manuel Restrepo elides the role of Haiti and Afro-Venezuelans in the history of Colombian independence.31

In his ‘Jamaica Letter’ written in exile in Kingston in 1815 and partly addressed to a British audience, Bolívar recognized that the Creole existed within ‘a most extraordinary and involved situation’, rejecting his European forebearers while bolstering the conquest of the Americas: ‘[w]e are … neither Indian nor European, but a species midway between the legitimate proprietors of this country and the Spanish usurpers’.32 Identifying himself with Bartolomé de las Casas, Bolívar’s attention to Indigenous peoples points to the demographic realities of early nineteenth-century Latin America when the white Creole population was only 5 million out of a total population of around 16.9 million. Yet if early revolutionaries such as Bolívar and his mentor Simón Rodríguez were strategically predisposed to celebrate the ‘common heritage’ of the Indian past, Richard Gott argues that a few decades later scientific racism had influenced attitudes to the extent that Creole elites in 1850s Argentina could contemplate the extermination of pampas Indians, just as in Chile, Creoles began advancing on the Araucanians (Mapuche). José Gaspar Rodríguez de Francia’s project of state-mandated miscegenation in Paraguay in 1814 may have lasted for nearly 60 years, but by 1870 the Guaraní-speaking Indigenous peoples of Paraguay had been decimated during the War of the Triple Alliance with Brazil.33

The idea that the Spanish American wars of independence represented a clear break with the colonial past has by now been substantially contested. Gott maintains that the enthusiasm for bringing in fresh settlers from Europe, for ‘whitening’ the continent, for slaughtering Indigenous peoples, and for intimidating Black people had already begun in the 1820s. In Bernardo O’Higgins’s Chile, a law of 1824 encouraged immigrants from Europe. In Argentina, Bernardino Rivadavia attempted to recruit white European settlers. In Cuba, a Junta de Immigración Blanca was established in 1817, and new immigrants were provided with land grants and tax relief. Peru, Venezuela, and Colombia also began subsidizing immigrants in that decade with travel funds and tax breaks. While many of these organized immigration schemes failed to attract European settlers, nineteenth-century Latin America nonetheless promoted a nationalist whitening project rooted in hierarchical colonial race relations. Walter Mignolo and others have accordingly argued that pan-Latinism is a reactionary colonial concept that carries the heavy burden of excluding African and Indigenous peoples from its remit.34

Creole populations are not usually described as ‘white settler’ by Latin Americans. M. Bianet Castellanos has noted that it is rare to find settler colonialism applied to Latin America, primarily because ‘nation-building projects have framed criollización/creolization as “an indigenizing process” ’. Yet theorizing mestizo subjectivity as a site of decolonial resistance can erase the life-worlds and experiences of Indigenous peoples, just as efforts to distinguish regimes of colonialism in the Americas by their method of dispossession (i.e. as rooted in either land or labour appropriation) can have the unfortunate effect of masking structural similarities between colonized sites. Without suggesting that Anglosphere settler colonialism can be moulded to fit any space, the eliminationist and dispossessive logic of settler colonialism has increasingly been recognized as relevant to Latin America, particularly in the Southern Cone and Western South Atlantic or the land mass stretching from southern Brazil to Patagonia.35

From Anti-Conquest to Anglo-Saxonism

Joselyn M. Almeida has pointed to the nationalist subtext of William Robertson’s History of America, which ‘displaces Britain’s failure in the United States with the narration of the decline and collapse of a historically older and spatially larger empire’, a substitution that she argues offers Ibero-America as an alternative site for British enterprise and ‘helps to legitimize the ideological purchase of British expansion against the evidence of events that subvert it’. At the same time, Almeida rightly identifies a ‘shadow counterhistory’ within the History that pushes against its own imperial ideology: the stadial sections of the History of America uphold a racialized view of social and agential capacity, but its narrative portions suggest a disjuncture between the behaviour of the conquistadors and the ideal of commercial character, drawing on the narratives of Las Casas and others to depict the Spanish reversion to barbarity in the new world.36

As well as inspiring an ongoing interest in Columbus and the contested legacies of 1492 in works such as Joel Barlow’s The Columbiad (1807) and Washington Irving’s A History of the Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus (1828), Robertson’s narrative was highly influential on Romantic-era ‘anti-conquest’ narratives, such as Williams’s Peru and Southey’s Tale of Paraguay (1825). Yet sentimental narratives of loss and mourning can remain deeply embedded in imperial ideologies of possession. However sympathetic, Robertson’s portentous representations of the melancholy forms of Atahualpa and Moctezuma suggest the inevitability of their coming fate, and work to reaffirm the telos of British expansionism. As Almeida has shown, a number of prose works sought to redress Robertson’s account. The Mexican Jesuit Francisco Javier Clavijero’s Storia antica del Messico (1780), for instance, reassesses Moctezuma’s passivity in the face of Cortés, using Indigenous sources to redefine Cortés’s behaviour as an act of treachery, while the Afro-British Ottobah Cugoano’s Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil and Wicked Traffic of the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species (1787) interrogates Robertson’s version of the encounter between Pizarro and Atahualpa, writing from the perspective of one who had himself been enslaved.37

Published before Brazil’s declaration of independence from Portugal in 1822, Robert Southey’s three-volume History of Brazil (1810–1819) likewise provides a narrative that tempers the romanticism of Robertson and Humboldt’s accounts of discovery and conquest by focusing more squarely on the longue durée processes of European settlement.38 While initially representing Brazil as a negative site of pan-European gold-lust, exploitation, and enslavement, Southey increasingly characterizes the Portuguese settlers (or moradores) as hardy and vigorous, primarily through their successful intermarriage with Indigenous Brazilians: the mixture of ‘native blood’ ‘improved the race’ and in the mamelucos (or mixed-race children of white men and Amerindian women) ‘the European spirit of enterprize developed itself in constitutions adapted to the country’.39 It is the acclimatized settlers, rather than the mother country, who undertake exploratory journeys into the colonial interior and secure for Portugal vast frontier territories in South America, as well as defending Brazil against the English and Dutch in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

Although he does not actively support revolutionary violence, Southey’s History intimates the ways in which uprisings with some degree of popular legitimacy can encourage attachment to the embryonic nation rather than fragmenting it. Southey praises, for instance, João Fernandes Vieira, a mixed-race revolutionary who rebels against the Dutch, as well as taking an interest in African marronage culture in Brazil—particularly the large quilombo of Palmares, which was a kind of organized republic or federation of various Maroon communities of escaped slaves and their descendants. While he accepts that it had to be defeated, the racially mixed republican Palmares reflects Southey’s optimistic view that Brazil would eventually be blended into a racial democracy: ‘the remaining savages will soon be civilized; and Indians, Negroes, and Portugueze, be gradually blended into one people, having for their inheritance one of the finest portions of the earth.’40

Just as in the intermarriages in the second part of Madoc, Southey represents successful models of nationhood as dependent on acclimatization, racial amalgamation, and emancipation from imperial control. Yet his History can also be described as legitimatory in that it represents the process by which nations assert religious, racial, and governmental hegemony. By presenting Brazil as a model for the productive cohabitation of races, Southey detaches nationhood from racial purity while simultaneously making it heavily contingent on a fused ethnicity and eventual homogeneity—a narrative that rests on the foundational assumption of Portuguese/British benevolence and the myth of harmonious race relations. Moreover, Southey is prepared to champion the Portuguese settlers only as they become gradually more refined, liberal, and open to free trade: in other words, as they align themselves with British colonial agendas rather than with Iberian ones.

Southey’s Anglocentric subtext was more pronounced in later Anglophone histories of Latin America, such as the American historian William H. Prescott’s best-selling History of the Conquest of Mexico (1843) and History of the Conquest of Peru (1847), which provide a narrative account of the sixteenth-century conquests, but also examine the more philosophical questions of the ‘right to conquest’ and the nature of ancient civilizations. Prescott’s racial equivocation in the Conquest of Mexico is well documented, with his narrative wavering between depicting the Aztecs either as a civilized people akin to the Saxons under Alfred or as savage barbarians. However, the Spanish adventurers are equally racialized. Although Prescott admires the adventurous spirit of the conquistadors, he is quick to point out their difference from the Anglo-Saxon colonizers in North America:


What a contrast did these children of Southern Europe present to the Anglo-Saxon races who scattered themselves along the great northern division of the western hemisphere! For the principle of action with these latter was not avarice, nor the more specious pretext of proselytism; but independence,—independence religious and political.41



Prescott, thus, resituates in the conquests of Mexico and Peru an American heroic nationalism that rests on the idea of Spain and its colonies as America’s inferiors. The Anglocentrism that pervades Southey’s account is here a more explicit form of ethnocentric Anglo-Saxon racialism, resulting in the persistence of what has become known as ‘Prescott’s paradigm’ or the idea that Spanish decadence was attributable to the forces of racial intermixture, religious bigotry, and political despotism, as well as contributing to the emergence of globe-spanning ‘Greater Britain’ discourses in the second half of the nineteenth century.42

From the Margins to the Periphery

Leslie Bethell has dubbed the nineteenth century in Latin America the ‘British century’. If this seems a perversely Anglocentric label to apply to the century during which Latin American states achieved their independence, it nonetheless foregrounds the extent to which Britain was ‘the dominant external actor’ in the economic and political affairs of the region.43 Britain’s relationship with Latin America was, however, mutually informing and multidirectional. While Latin American participation in the so-called ‘Age of Revolutions’ is often ignored or minimized, James E. Sanders has rightly argued for a distinctive type of Latin American republican modernity, one that provided Europe and North America with a model to which they could look for inspiration. If most European states following the Congress of Vienna (1814) saw a reversion to reactionary regimes, Latin America kept alive Enlightenment republican ideals that might have dissipated in the following decades. Moreover, the popular classes in Latin America embraced republicanism much earlier than in any other region of the world, mobilizing political consciousness among diverse constituencies and contributing significantly to the global persistence of republican values.44

Arguments for Latin American political modernity counteract longstanding narratives of the backwardness of Latin America as the product of a second Black Legend of caudillo-style dictatorships, coups d’état by white oligarchies, and civil wars. They also begin to redress the elision of Latin America in global history paradigms, which tend to characterize Latin American states either as passive dependents of globalization or the losers in divergence models of history. As Matthew Brown has noted, even those global histories that bring ‘Latin America back from the margins’ tend to leave it ‘on the periphery of global processes’, rather than seeing it as a constituent part of those processes. Part of the problem with seeing the British–Latin American relationship solely in terms of dependency and/or world-systems theory is that Creole identification with the West complicates east-west and north-south binaries, as well as proliferating a negative view of the supposed apathy of subaltern actors.45

The familiar story of Latin American independence is that it is largely a ‘Europhile, neo-colonial affair among rival elites that effectively excluded the lower or subaltern classes’, who until relatively recently were rarely taken seriously as more than just ‘pawns or fodder for Creole plots’. Yet the groundwork for Latin American independence was laid via insurgencies by Indigenous, Black, and mestizo peoples, particularly in the slave societies of Brazil, Cuba, and the Caribbean, where runaway slaves and uprisings helped to undermine the image of submission that attached to African slaves, culminating in what Michel-Rolph Trouillot has called the ‘unthinkable’ manifestation of a sovereign Black nation following the Haitian Revolution of 1791–1803. While Haiti is often seen as part of Afro-Caribbean or Atlantic rather than Latin American history, the American, French, Haitian, and Spanish American Revolutions are better understood as interconnected with each one helping to radicalize the next.46

To some extent, Romantic-era writers such as Southey understood that Latin America was at the vanguard of political modernity. If the patriotic narratives of later nineteenth-century liberal historiography by J. R. Seeley and others became increasingly immersed in Anglo-Saxon exceptionalism, Romantic-era prose writers could represent Latin America both as an orientalized ‘other’ and as a more productive model for British national self-understanding. Certainly, Latin America was never simply a provider of raw materials: gold, silver, sugar, coffee, rubber, oil, and copper. As Robert Aguirre has shown in his examination of Panama in the Anglo-American imagination, the region was increasingly seen as a site of incipient globalization in the second half of the nineteenth century.47 British Romantic writing on Latin America must therefore be situated within global history frameworks that acknowledge the importance of Latin American revolutionary, republican, and subaltern experiences in the paradigm of political modernity rather than just seeing the region as the site of informal empire.
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Chapter 5


The Levant



Stephen Minta

Chambers Cyclopaedia of 1728 offers perhaps the most logical definition of the Levant: in geography, it says, it ‘signifies any Country situate to the East of us’.1 The definition firmly anchors the idea of the Levant in a spatial relationship with Great Britain, denoting whatever lies eastwards, towards the rising of the sun. The word came into English at the end of the fifteenth century. The High Levant used to be applied to what is now often called the Far East; and the ‘Romantic Levant’ has been applied to countries as far east as Syria, Persia, the Holy Land, and Afghanistan. The entry in Chambers defines the Levant in very broad terms geographically, as we have seen. But it narrows the definition when it comes to what it calls ‘Matters of Commerce’, where ‘the Word is generally restrain’d to the Mediterranean Sea, or the Country on the Eastern part of it’.

The Levant as constituted by the Eastern Mediterranean, or the Mediterranean east of the Adriatic, is well established as an idea, both historically and in some twenty-first century writing, though it is inevitably contested. One of the obvious limitations is that it often reduces the area of the Levant to the key port cities: Thessaloniki (Salonica), Izmir (Smyrna), Beirut, and Alexandria. A more complex modelling would stress the push and pull which the hinterlands of these great port cities exerted: the Anatolian steppe (Smyrna), the Syrian desert (Beirut), or the Nile Delta (Alexandria). Ultimately, it has been suggested, ‘it was from the deeper hinterlands of those port cities that arose the forces that determined their fate.’2 As an imagined or nostalgic space, the idea of the Levant still has a certain power. The glory days of life in Alexandria, Smyrna, and Beirut are all relatively recent, and certainly post-Romantic. As Philip Mansel suggests, Beirut was, or possibly is, the last Levantine city to retain something of the diversity of Levantine culture.3

That sense of diversity is central to nearly all writing about the Levant. The area shares some of the obvious characteristics of the Mediterranean at large. Almost everywhere in the Mediterranean—with the important exception of Italy—has been, at some point, pagan, Christian, and Muslim.4 In the Romantic tradition, the Levant held a promise of diversity that would allow the traveller to escape from what Mansel calls ‘the prisons of nationality and religion’ (2); an escape, too, from the industrializing world of the North, into a distinctive culture which, it was easy to imagine, had hardly changed since Antiquity. C. W. Thompson writes of ‘the essentially religious search by secularized romanticism for the origins of our lives and of the powers of nature, a quest most often directed towards the Mediterranean and the East’.5 The Levant had been governed by a succession of empires: Persian, Hellenistic, Roman, Byzantine, Ottoman; it remained an area of extraordinary pluralism in terms of religion, language, and much else. In what follows, I have largely maintained a focus on Constantinople and on what is now Greece, with the intention of avoiding a simple plethora of names and dates.

The foundations of European engagement with the Levant lie in the Capitulations. These were a series of treaties or concessions, first with Venice, then with France, and Britain (1582). They gave specified immunities to foreign nationals, allowing them to trade under the protection of their own consuls. As Mansel writes: they ‘enabled the cities of the Levant to become, by the nineteenth century, experiments in coexistence between different races and religions’ (9). This is the context that would eventually give us T. S. Eliot’s seedy Mr Eugenides, ‘the Smyrna merchant / Unshaven, with a pocket full of currants’,6 the embodiment of a host of prejudices, about trade, cleanliness, the multicultural, sex, and the Levant.

The Levant, through the eighteenth century, became a site of prestige and attracted an increasing volume of travellers. The process was aided, in the early years of the nineteenth century, by the Napoleonic Wars, which closed a good deal of traditional Europe to the traveller. This was the main reason why Lord Byron set his sights on the eastern Mediterranean, after he left England in July 1809. Increased travel in the Levant was also a reflection of geopolitical changes: the loss of the American colonies in 1783 focussed British attention on alternative imperial ambitions. A number of those who wrote about the Levant in the Romantic period were primarily military men, like William Martin Leake, a professional solider from 1792 to 1823, and one of the most knowledgeable writers on Greece, its languages, and its ancient topography.7 In some minds, the Levant became almost synonymous with the idea of a gateway to India. John Macdonald Kinneir, a captain in the service of the East India Company, wrote, uncompromisingly, in the introduction to his Journey through Asia Minor (1818): ‘It was my determination, on quitting England, to visit all the countries through which a European army might attempt the invasion of India’.8

As a site of prestige, the Levant became a source of desirable relics, fragments of the past, and bits of ancient sculpture: what is now often called plunder.9 When William Turner and his party passed through the Greek island of Milos in 1812, one of them carried off ‘a large altar of brown stone, weighing 12 cwt’ [610 kg or 3/5 of a ton].10 Turner mentions it as a simple matter of fact. The propriety or otherwise of such acts became a central issue (though not the only one) in the wake of Byron’s denunciation of Lord Elgin. Michael Greenhalgh notes that scholars in the West had been troubled by the rapid destruction of ancient monuments from the early fifteenth century (17), but the formulation of a general principle that sculpture collections like those on the Parthenon should be left in place was a gradual process across the nineteenth (398).

The other key prize of adventuring into the Levant was, of course, the chance to bring home something that could be turned into publication: memories and impressions of buildings, towns, or landscapes, details of prices on the road to Damascus, estimations of distance between obscure locations, useful stereotypes. Such fragmentary knowledge served a variety of books, from those designed to be utilitarian—the forerunners of modern travel guides—to those specializing in the allegedly unknown. Even the loss of information, in the right circumstances, could take on its own heroic value: ‘This work … would have been much more perfect had I not lost many valuable notes taken by the pirates with my baggage in the Persian gulf’ (Kinneir, pp. viii–ix).

There was ample pleasure to be had among generations of travel writers in denying the value of information brought back by others. Here is an early example (17 June 1717) from Lady Mary Wortley Montagu:


Tis a particular pleasure to me here to read the voyages to the Levant, which are generally so far remov’d from Truth and so full of Absurditys … They never fail giving you an Account of the Women, which ’tis certain they never saw, and talking very wisely of the Genius of the Men, into whose Company they are never admitted, and very often describe Mosques, which they dare not peep into.11



Almost a century later, John Galt describes the tyranny of travel, the way travel narratives accumulate and force each generation to recreate them, a point underscored by the fact that the Levant was teeming with tourists/travellers at the time he was there: ‘Of all the miseries of travelling, I do think that one of the greatest is to be obliged to visit those things which other travellers have happened to visit and describe’.12 He remembered, with obviously little pleasure, visiting the marble quarry of Mount Pentelicus. He says he probably would not have bothered with the three-hour journey from Athens, ‘but Lord Byron and Mr. Hobhouse, with whom I happened to come from Gibraltar to Malta, being at present in Athens, and having chosen this as the object of one of their excursions, I was induced to accompany them’ (106).

Byron brought home from his travels the ‘broken’ [i.e. ‘fragmentary’] tale of The Giaour (1813), a story he claimed to have picked up from one of the ‘coffee-house story-tellers who abound in the Levant’.13 His stress on its fragmentariness played into a fashion for the exotically incomplete, a literary counterpart of the marble fragments sought by so many others. But Byron very early on, in English Bards and Scotch Reviewers (1809), had set himself against the general trend of turning the experience of travel into literary form. He imagined his imminent departure from Britain in some lines that first appeared in the second edition of the poem, published in May 1809, before adding: ‘But should I back return, no tempting press / Shall drag my Journal from the desk’s recess’ (Poetical Works, i. 261). It is an interesting fact that the English Romantics published far fewer travel books than the French Romantics. Byron, Percy Bysshe Shelley, John Keats, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Leigh Hunt, Charles Lamb, Thomas De Quincey: none of them published travel books in their lifetime. Whereas in France there were important contributions from some of the central figures in the movement: François-René de Chateaubriand, Gérard de Nerval, Stendhal, and Victor Hugo (Thompson, 307).

Travel Writers in the Romantic Levant

Greenhalgh summarizes the range of those who came to the Levant at this time: ‘ambassadors, scholars, clerics, doctors, pilgrims, soldiers, engineers, explorers and nascent archaeologists’ (p. xv). Many, perhaps most, of those who left a record did so without a conscious sense of the techniques needed to engage with the reader, beyond the simple accumulation of detail, often over hundreds of pages. Many of the publications were in multi-volume series and now overwhelm the reader with their all-inclusive ambitions, a tendency reflected in many of their titles. But, as part of a generalized fashion for sharing in the unfamiliar and the unexpected, they often sold well.

For travellers in the Levant, the key material and cultural challenge to be negotiated was the fact of the Ottoman Empire. This affected almost every aspect of what they saw and how they saw it. The nineteenth century continued a long, uneven process of comparative decline in the empire, one that presented the European powers with a set of problems summed up in the phrase the Eastern Question. At the heart of that question, which entered European politics in the first decades of the eighteenth century, was the political and economic instability of an Empire that, in 1800, controlled, with varying degrees of efficiency, around three million square kilometres of territory, reduced by 1914 to 1,300,000 square kilometres. The empire achieved its greatest territorial extension in the late seventeenth century, and a general sense of decline set in from that point onwards. Gradually, for the Ottoman Empire, a Western Question became unavoidable: to what extent it should follow European ways and innovations, as a means of stemming the seemingly inexorable decline.14

The ambiguous power of a declining Empire, and its often ambiguous attraction to Europeans, is at the heart of some of the most interesting writing on the Levant in the Romantic period. Many travellers were fascinated by the closed nature of Ottoman society, at the same time as they were often frustrated by it. A fine example of this is the description, which turns out hardly to be a description at all, of the Ottoman Sultan in the Travels of Lady Hester Stanhope (1846).15 By tradition, the Sultan performed his public devotions at a mosque every Friday. This was, ostensibly, a moment when he could be seen by his subjects, and the author of the Travels suggests that it had the status of a ‘charter of rights’ (i. 52). On one such occasion, Lady Stanhope’s party took up a position in the street to watch the procession pass by. First of all, they see dozens of water-carriers, who lay the dust as the procession moves forward; then, after a time, they see ‘a fierce-looking Turk, with a black beard’ (i. 53). They think it must be the Sultan, but it turns out to be only his coffee-bearer. Then suddenly there is a hush in the crowd (‘A solemn and really an awful silence prevailed’). All the local people look down at the ground. The Stanhope party try to see the Sultan as he finally passes by, ‘but could hardly obtain a glimpse of him. His person, too sacred to be gazed on, was almost hidden …’. The Sultan disappears and they are left with the sight of fifty Black eunuchs bringing up the end of the procession, along with three hundred pages, all dressed in white (i. 54).

The narrative builds towards what, retrospectively, appears an inevitable sense of anti-climax, one willed by all the power structures that are seen to be in play; yet the disappointment is also the confirmation of the mythical quality of the scene. While all the Sultan’s subjects have their eyes on the ground, the Europeans also learn that it is not for them to look on the face of the god. Lady Hester Stanhope’s response is an interesting one. On another Friday, she ‘rode on horseback on a side-saddle to witness the procession. There is probably no other example of a European female having ridden through the streets of Constantinople in this manner on that day; and it may be reckoned as a proof of her courage that she did so, and of her conduct that she did so without insult’ (i. 55). The gesture undoubtedly took courage and the risk of ridicule was no doubt real, not least because it was a claim to independence, not simply on behalf of a foreign land but of a woman.

Edward Daniel Clarke, one of the best stylists among the travel writers, also recorded attending a procession in Constantinople, when the Sultan went to one of the great mosques of the city, on the occasion of the opening of the Bairam, the religious feast following the fasting of Ramadan. Clarke was invited by the British ambassador to join a group from the embassy which included the ambassador’s family. Clarke emphasizes the ridicule and exclusion directed at even the highest levels of the foreign diplomatic service in the Ottoman Empire. The ambassador’s party, Clarke writes, ‘were all stationed within the stall of a blacksmith’s shop, which looked into one of the dirty, narrow streets … It was amusing to see the representative of the king of Great Britain, with his family and friends, squatted upon little stools, among horse-shoes, anvils, old iron, and horse dung’.16

The closed circles of Ottoman power, the exclusions, the humiliations, all worked to frustrate travellers, and often to repel them. The situation renders suspect much of the travel writing about Constantinople and its place at the heart of the Empire, simply because outsiders had so little meaningful access to it. Lady Mary Wortley Montagu had suggested as much at the beginning of the eighteenth century.17 At the same time, the unreadability of Ottoman life became one of the most successful themes in travel writing: ‘A Turk would as soon receive a viper as an infidel into his house. The women, as they pass, cover themselves to the very tips of their fingers, lest the poisonous eyes of a Christian should bring evil upon them’.18 Mansel (10) notes that Muslims called the janissary guards who attended foreign ambassadors ‘swine-herds’. Even so, he is right to emphasize that there was more interaction between races and religions in Constantinople than in places such as Morocco or Iran: ‘In nowhere but the cities of the Levant did large numbers of Muslims, Christians, and Jews live together over many centuries’ (11).

Many foreigners clustered for security in the enclave or interzone of Pera (from the Greek meaning ‘beyond’), separated from the old city by the Golden Horn. Some hardly ever ventured into old Constantinople. But there are a number of memorable passages in the writings of travellers that bring out the alienating quality of life in the Ottoman capital, as experienced by those who did not belong to it. Constantinople was, in 1800, one of the largest cities in the world, but it was the silence that William Turner remembered: ‘Amid the novelties that strike the European on his arrival, nothing surprises him more than the silence that pervades so large a capital. He hears no noise of carts or carriages rattling through the streets, for there are no wheeled vehicles in the city’ (i. 81–82). By 10.00 p.m., he records, ‘every human voice is hushed’ (i. 83).19 Turner was there in the savage winter of 1812–1813: ‘The starving populace resorted to tumultuous meetings and robbery … scarce a night passed in which numerous burglaries were not committed … the number of executions was frightfully great. In a circumscribed walk about Pera at this time, I counted one morning sixteen decapitated bodies lying in the streets’ (i. 79).

If visitors to Constantinople were often fascinated by the invisibility and inaccessibility of power, in other parts of the Empire the attraction was the opposite. Mohammad Ali, the creator of modern Alexandria, drew many travellers to Egypt.20 His palace of Ras el-Tin, on the Mediterranean coast, was open to all-comers, and the audience chamber, along with the other magnificent apartments, was freely accessible to visitors. Sometimes he would drive out in his carriage, stop by the banks of the canal, and have his carpet spread on the ground, where he would conduct his official business in sight of all.21

A more primitive and harsher example of this open display of power is recorded by Lord Broughton (formerly John Cam Hobhouse) in his Travels in Albania (1813).22 In October 1809, Hobhouse and Byron went to Tepelenë in Albania, where they met Ali Pasha, at that time nominally a servant of the Sultan in Constantinople, but increasingly independent of him. The meeting made a great impression, both on Hobhouse and on Byron, who began Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage (1812) a week after they left Tepelenë. Hobhouse evokes the excitement and the almost costume-drama effect of that first glimpse of a martial scene that for him belonged to a distant past: ‘The court at Tepeleni … presented us at our first entrance with a sight something like what we might have, perhaps, beheld some hundred years ago in the castle-yard of a great feudal lord. Soldiers, with their arms piled against the wall near them, were assembled in different parts of the square … Several horses, completely caparisoned, were being led about’ (i. 92–93).

Byron, in a letter to his mother, said more or less the same. He, too, used the word feudal to describe the effect of what he saw, and he wrote at length on the epic energy of the scene: ‘The Albanians in their dresses … the Tartars with their high caps, the Turks in their vast pelises & turbans, the soldiers & black slaves with the horses … two hundred steeds ready caparisoned to move in a moment … the kettle drums beating, boys calling the hour from the minaret of the mosque’.23 The world they had entered could easily be read as a backward step in time. Johannes Fabian notes how nineteenth-century anthropology ‘sanctioned an ideological process by which relations between the West and its Other … were conceived not only as difference, but as distance in space and Time’.24 Movement through space opened the enticing possibility of movement through time. So it was that the Bedouin Arabs were cast in this period as the ‘true Arabs’, embodiment of the biblical virtues of classical Arabia, living representatives of the golden age of Eastern antiquity.25 This space/time illusion was long one of the most powerful psychological drivers of travel, and has only been relatively recently marginalized by the reality of globalization.

If the manner of Ali Pasha’s rule in Albania lent itself easily to thoughts of an altogether remote past, it also belonged to a thoroughly contemporary European world. Two aspects of the Levant were here simultaneously engaged. There was the feudal world and there was the world of Ali’s intensive diplomatic manoeuvrings with the great powers of Europe. Ali began as a brigand, continuing the career of his father and grandfather. Then, for a time, he sought to play competing European nations against each other, in the context of a possible partition of the Ottoman Empire, from which he might have hoped to benefit. K. E. Fleming writes: ‘It is certain that Ali had some knowledge not just of the European political climate but also of the cultural and intellectual one.’26 The ‘Mahometan Buonaparte’ (Letters and Journals, i. 228), as Byron called him, sits easily with the butcher of Tepelenë, the autocrat who allegedly had one of his pages fired from the mouth of a cannon, and whose end was, according to his biographer Richard Davenport, irresistibly ‘Oriental’ in style: ‘[his] head was enclosed in a silver box, and sent to Constantinople, where, placed in a dish, it was exposed to the popular gaze, before the gate of the Seraglio’.27

As power fascinated travellers in the Levant, both through its concealment and its open exhibition, so did sex. The Mediterranean at large was long associated with two opposing stereotypes:28 it was a world of almost fanatical honour and shame—and, in particular, sexual shame—on the one hand; and, on the other, it was a place of easy, and often unorthodox, sex, both heterosexual and homosexual. This latter element was often ascribed to the influence of its great ports, though the general suspicion of seaborne travel and commerce is already there in the Odyssey. Byron flippantly acknowledged the reputation of the East, writing to Henry Drury, from Falmouth, as he waited for the boat to take him on the first stage of his grand tour. He says his travelling companion, Hobhouse, is going to write a book about their travels, to which he, Byron, has promised ‘a chapter on the state of morals, and a further treatise on the same to be entituled “Sodomy simplified or Paederasty proved to be praiseworthy from ancient authors and modern practice” ’.29

The visibility of gay sex freely available is something Byron seems to have encountered at Tepelenë, in Ali Pasha’s court, to judge by some cancelled lines from Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage: ‘For boyish minions of unhallowed love / The shameless torch of wild desire is lit, / Caressed, preferred even to woman’s self above’ (Poetical Works, ii. 63). Inevitably, there are very few moments of such clarity in the travel writing of the period. Occasionally, writers are less guarded about heterosexual customs that seemed to them strange or enticing. Here, for example, is Aeneas Anderson, writing about the inhabitants of Malta, the gateway to the Levant:


Though all ranks of people are devotees … yet chastity does not appear to maintain its due rank among the virtues of their religion. It certainly is not to be found in this island; while prostitution, from the familiar and open manner in which it is carried on, both by married as well as single women, and with the knowledge of their husbands and relations, is not, unless attended with some peculiar degree of enormity, considered as a crime.30



Sexual concealment, however, was a far more common interest amongst writers on the Levant, and accounts of sexual voyeurism were an inevitable product. In one of the earliest, contained in the Diary (1599–1600) of Thomas Dallam, the model is already established. Dallam claims that he was invited ‘to goo to a graite in a wale’, through which he saw ‘thirtie of the Grand Sinyor’s Concobines’, a sight that ‘did please me wondrous well’.31 Edward Daniel Clarke has a long version of the same story, with much circumstantial detail. He meets the chaplain of the Swedish mission, along with the Sultan’s German gardener, and describes how they both gain sight of the women of the seraglio, as they go out to take the air in the gardens. Ahead of the women, the Black eunuchs ‘examine every part of the garden … calling out to all persons to avoid approaching or beholding them, under pain of death’. But through ‘two small gimlet holes, bored for that purpose, they [the gardener and the Swedish chaplain—though not, apparently Clarke himself] beheld very distinctly the features of the women, whom they described as possessing extraordinary beauty’. The Swede said that he was almost sure the women suspected they were being observed, which gave him and his friend, the gardener, ‘no small degree of terror’ (Clarke, 8–9). The archetypal power of these stories is obvious. They link to Christian and classical myths about the forbidden and its attractions, to a long romantic tradition associating sex and death, and to the extraordinary privilege of being able to gaze on what is never seen.

Two women, whom I have already mentioned, are amongst the most interesting of all the Romantic travellers in this period. The first of these is Elizabeth Lady Craven. Her account of her travels was published as a series of letters, in an expensive and self-financed edition, in 1789. She was one of relatively few travel writers who wrote with some degree of stylistic self-consciousness. On recalling her visit to the leaning tower of Pisa, she noted that it was ‘a proof, among many others, that in all ages fancy is too often mistaken for taste’; or, from St Petersburg, 18 February 1786: ‘Mine at present is a geographical intercourse with the world; and I like to find the road I travel smooth’.32 Efterpi Mitsi’s chapter on Craven makes a number of interesting suggestions: that Craven’s letters are a sort of ‘literary contest’ with Lady Wortley Montagu’s Turkish Embassy Letters (1716–1718); that Montagu’s Neoclassical values are transformed in Craven into a concern for the picturesque, in line with general eighteenth-century developments; that there is a movement in Craven which is gender-driven, towards the private and the domestic (Women Writing Greece, 22–24).

There is something in all of these suggestions, but the idea of a contest between the two women writers is not sustained in any obvious way by Craven’s letters. They are very different writers, very different women, and writing from very different personal circumstances. The alleged opposition between categories like the sublime, the beautiful, and the picturesque is never evident in Craven.33 On the contrary, there is an easy slippage between terms: she writes ‘gay and picturesque’, ‘beautiful and sublime’, ‘graceful and sublime’, ‘romantic and pittoresque’, etc. Finally, Craven is a confident actor on the public stage. One of her best stories is in Letter XLIV, written from Pera on 20 April 1786. She describes an approach to Constantinople; she and her party had been at sea for seven days. The Greek pilot of the ship was so drunk that he was incapable of speech, and he was the only one on board who had ever been in Constantinople. The officers were alarmed. Craven rises to the occasion, dresses in a riding habit, takes out an umbrella, and, as she ‘luckily had a small map of the Black Sea’ with her, saves the day (Craven, 260).

A comparison of Montagu and Craven, in their account of a visit to the public baths, is perhaps less revealing of a contest between them than might appear at first sight. Montagu writes about her visit to the baths in Sophia (then part of the Ottoman Empire). The letter is dated 1 April [1717]. She encounters 200 women at the baths and says that she was very politely received; she compares them to the beauties of Titian (Letters, i. 312–314). Her conclusion from her general experience of the Ottoman Empire is that ‘I look upon the Turkish Women as the only free people in the Empire’ (Letters, i. 329).34 Craven visited the ‘Turkish Baths’ in Athens (Letter LVI) in 1786. She reports that there were more than 50 women bathing. She comments on the heat and says that when the women came out of the baths ‘their flesh looked boiled’ (341–342), and she adds that, ‘I think I never saw so many fat women at once together, nor fat ones so fat as these.’ This might seem unpromising, but Craven’s overall view is much the same as Montagu’s: ‘I think no women have so much liberty, safe from apprehension, as the Turkish—and I think them, in their manner of living, capable of being the happiest creatures breathing’ (305). The idea that Islam, by its subjection of women, gives them greater freedom than women in the West, remains controversial today. More immediately problematic here are attempts to generalize on the relatively narrow exposure to the lives of women that characterize both Montagu’s and Craven’s experiences of the Ottoman Empire.35

The other woman traveller of note is Lady Hester Stanhope. One of the challenges of reading her Travels is that they are mediated through the voice of her physician, Charles Lewis Meryon, and were published in 1846, seven years after Stanhope’s death. Meryon’s standpoint is suggested by his own myth-making description in the Preface (Stanhope, Travels, i. p. vi): the Travels are, he says, ‘a faithful narrative of her extraordinary adventures’ and ‘show the rise and growth of her Oriental greatness’. At the same time, he offers a plausibly constructed narrative. It starts from Stanhope’s apparent initial response to the East: ‘There are many things revolting to a European when he first travels in the east, and nothing more so than the filth of the natives’ (i. 47); or, from Alexandria, quoting one of Stanhope’s letters of February 1812: ‘This place I think quite hideous, and if all Egypt is like it I shall wish to quit it as soon as possible’ (i. 140).

The narrative then moves on towards Stanhope’s rejection of British culture and gender assumptions. When she and her party were shipwrecked off Rhodes, at the end of 1811, Meryon says that she made the decision to dress as a man and a Turk. The reason he gives is that no one on Rhodes could make ‘European female dresses’. In his words, she ‘unavoidably made choice of the Turkish costume’ (Stanhope, Travels, i. 110). His attempt to explain it all away in this manner is understandable. For a woman to dress as a man was shocking: ‘this assumption of the male dress was a subject of severe criticism among the English who came to the Levant’. At the same time, Meryon shows that he understood the advantages: Stanhope was henceforth able to travel unveiled. She was ‘generally mistaken for some young bey [‘gentleman’] with his mustachios not yet grown’, while strangers ‘would frequently pass her without any notice at all’ (i. 193). The narrative of cultural rejection traced by Meryon finally confirms Stanhope as one of the classic renegades: no longer a simple traveller through the Levant, she eventually becomes, in Syria, a ‘sojourner’; ‘abandoning Europe and its customs altogether’, she ‘conforms herself entirely to the modes of life of the Orientals’ (Travels, ii. 304–305).

One final traveller, Edward Daniel Clarke, deserves further mention because he was one of the most stylistically interesting of all the English writers in the Levant. The Quarterly Review reported that ‘[W]e cannot help noticing Dr. Clarke’s strange fondness for the auxiliary verb’,36 hinting at a certain old-fashioned formality, but, at the same time, the reviewer recognized that Clarke’s achievements set him apart from the general run: ‘Few men have seen so much as he has done, still fewer have described what they have seen so well’ (217). The Quarterly suggested (207) that Clarke’s description of Parnassus was ‘in spirit and beauty only inferior to the apostrophe of Childe Harold to the same venerable mountain’ (Byron, Poetical Works, ii. 31). Clarke’s description of the Pyramids particularly caught the attention of the reviewer. Here we see the full intensity of the Burkean concept of the sublime in action. Clarke writes: ‘The formality of their structure is lost in their prodigious magnitude: the mind, elevated by wonder, feels at once the force of an axiom, which, however disputed, experience confirms,—that in vastness, whatsoever be its nature, there dwells sublimity …’. He goes on to say that some people have described the Pyramids as ‘deformed and gloomy masses’, failing to recognize that, in so doing, they were falling under the awesome power of the sublime. Others, on the contrary, have been elevated by their engagement with the Pyramids, opening themselves to ‘ideas of duration, almost endless; of power, inconceivable; of majesty, supreme; of solitude, most awful; of grandeur, of desolation, and of repose’ (Heber, 166).

The most important political development during the period of Romantic travel in the Levant was the rise of Greek nationalism and the eventual achievement (by 1830) of Greek Independence from the Ottoman Empire. The Greek Revolution broke out in 1821. Few travellers in the Levant in the years before the Revolution saw what was coming, though that was true of many Greeks also. Byron, famously, in the notes to Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage I and II (1812) was adamant: ‘The Greeks will never be independent; they will never be sovereigns as heretofore, and God forbid they ever should!’ (Poetical Works, ii. 201). At the same time, he was partially right in his view that ‘the interposition of foreigners alone can emancipate the Greeks’ (ii. 202). In fact, the success of the Greek Revolution depended both on the ability of Greeks to continue fighting against improbable odds, and on the intervention of the British, French, and Russians against the Ottomans in Navarino Bay (October 1827), a battle which changed the course of the Revolution and in which no Greeks took part.

Byron, as a result of his travels, was sympathetic to the Greeks and saw them as downtrodden to a degree that made their coming liberation implausible. John Galt was more perceptive, or simply met different sorts of people. In Argos, he noted that those he encountered were knowledgeable about current affairs and that there was an ‘uncommon proportion of intelligent men’ (Galt, Letters [22 February 1810], 95). Observing some shepherds, he thought: ‘The time may come when this class of men shall be induced to turn their weapons against their oppressors’ (77–78). In a letter of 8 March, he wrote: ‘Greece has been so long ruined, that even her desolation is in a state of decay, and, like her fields after winter, the frame of her society begins to show symptoms of revival’ (126); while from Smyrna, he noted that, as in Greece, ‘the general sentiments of the Greeks are governed by the hope of their deliverance’ (268). It is true that he was even more impressed by the Albanians than the Greeks (‘the Albanians alone possess the solid qualities essential to the founding of a state’, 147), but many of the travellers in Greece at the time took the view that the Greeks were beyond redemption, failing even to express the kind of sympathy we find in Byron.

Recently, there has been a marked shift in scholarship relating to the Greek Revolution.37 The title of Mark Mazower’s The Greek Revolution: 1821 and the Making of Modern Europe is a good indication of the nature of this shift. Over a long period, there was a tendency, outside Greece, to see the Revolution as a marginal event within the much larger context of the decline of the Ottoman Empire. Increasingly, a view has prevailed that what happened in Greece mattered because it was the first example of a nationalist uprising in Europe to succeed. In Roderick Beaton’s work, Greece appears as a pioneer in the long history of self-determination and democracy. He points out that the Constitution of 1864 gave the vote to almost all adult males, establishing one of the most democratic political systems in the world.38 In this evolutionary perspective, Byron’s commitment to the Revolution, and to the liberal modernizing tendency within it that triumphed in 1830, is now seen as shrewd and positive, rather than a desperate, romantic, and self-destructive gesture.39

Little of the pioneering nature of the Greek Revolution was captured in the writings of travellers at the time, though there were impressive British contributions to the history of the war from some of those who took part in it.40 There was, however, as there remains, a fascination with the politics of art and its relationship to ideas of sovereignty. This underlies the controversy of the so-called Elgin Marbles.41 Lord Elgin, who was appointed Ambassador to the Ottoman Empire in 1799, used his influence to secure the removal of about half of the surviving Parthenon sculptures on the Acropolis in Athens. This took place over a period of eleven years. Byron made his opposition clear in his poetry (English Bards and Scotch Reviewers, The Curse of Minerva, begun in Athens in March 1811), but he is very sparing of reference to Elgin in prose. Before even going to Greece, Byron’s humanizing of the ‘maimed antiques’ (in English Bards, line 1030; Poetical Works, i. 261) opened a controversy that is still without end. The arguments for and against Elgin’s actions have hardly changed, except for the disappearance of the particularly early nineteenth-century satisfaction, often expressed by travellers, that Elgin had at least prevented the marbles from falling into the hands of the French. The identification of the sentient marbles with the very soul of Greece played into a growing nationalism that found its full political expression in the Revolution.

Thomas Hope and Anastasius

If the modern reader can learn much from the voluminous travel writings devoted to the Romantic Levant, the value of Thomas Hope’s novel Anastasius (1819) is in a different category altogether. Praised by such large figures as Byron, Shelley, De Quincey, Eugène Delacroix, and Duke Metternich,42 the work is now unfashionable, possibly because of its length. Though it is not an insider’s view of the Levant, it derives from Hope’s Grand Tour of 1787–1795, and offers a context that is unusual. The novel as a whole is seen through the eyes of a Greek, Anastasius, and his story is both one of deep attachment to the Levant and a constant reflection on what it means to live, as a Greek, under the colonial authority of the Ottoman Empire. Very early in the novel, Anastasius identifies himself with Achilles, with the god-like exuberance of a character who is always constrained by the limitations of the mortal world. He comes to Smyrna, but quickly tires of the trading possibilities of the Levant; all other avenues for his immense energy are blocked. The empire undermines the traditional values of family, friends, home, and religion. For all that, when he finally comes to the West, his disappointment is intense:


There [in the West] … whatever the eye could view or the mind comprehend … seemed unfixed, discretional, subject to constant revolution … The people of Europe seemed heartless, the virtues of the Franks frigid, the very crimes of the West dull and prosaïc; and I was like a plant which, reared in all the warmth of a hothouse, is going all at once to be launched into all the inclemency of an atmosphere, ripe with chilling blasts and nipping frosts.43



The sense of the Levant as a hothouse, a place overwhelmingly plural, in terms of language, religion, and customs, endowed with a powerful awareness of its deep, always imperial past: this survives through all the thwarted Levantine ambition of Anastasius. The Levant is here, as it was for many Romantic travellers, consciously or otherwise, a site of resistance to an ever-confident Western belief in its own superiority. Hope inverts an almost universal preoccupation with Greece as mother of Western culture; in its place he links Greece to the East, to the Levant, with immense pride in tradition and the superiority of age. Anastasius, in a moment of ethnic self-realization, writes of ‘these children of the West; whose proudest boast is to trace their names to the obscurity of ignorance and the night of barbarism; whose oldest houses only date as of yesterday, and whose highest achievements are the exploits of savages!’ (i. 299).
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Chapter 6


North America



Pam Perkins

In February 1795, Mary Wollstonecraft wrote bitterly to her lover Gilbert Imlay that he had lost sight of what mattered in life. Originally, she says, he had wanted only to acquire a thousand pounds, ‘sufficient to have procured a farm in America, which would have been an independence’. Unfortunately, she continues, his European-inspired tastes and ambitions have stripped him of the ‘uncorrupted heart’ that would have been necessary to enjoy the life of an American farmer.1 Wollstonecraft’s vision of America as a place offering weary Europeans a pastoral or agrarian refuge in which they could live in ‘uncorrupted’ independence is familiar; it was one that was shared by a number of her contemporaries. Yet other writers of the era, including both those who had visited the continent and those who had only dreamed about it from a distance, had very different perspectives. For some, it offered merely a degenerate version of Europe (a perspective reinforced for at least some readers of the day by accounts of slavery and of the extirpation of Indigenous cultures); for others, it was a place of adventure and terror in which European settlers and travellers could prove themselves against the backdrop of sublime or harshly barren landscapes. While the Romantic-era prose literature of North America is too vast and varied to be summarized in any straightforward way, one element that runs through a considerable amount of it is a fascination with questions about what might happen to Europeans and their cultures in those vast transatlantic territories. In their narratives of emigration, travel, exploration, and trade, Romantic-era writers use North America to raise wide-ranging questions about both their own culture and the terrors and temptations of transculturation.

Perhaps the most straightforward way that North America figured in the cultural imagination of Romantic-era Britain was, as Wollstonecraft implies in her phrasing, as a sort of blank space in which the ‘traditional’ virtues of a sturdy British yeomanry could flourish anew. This was particularly true of the part of the continent that became the United States—both the original thirteen colonies and some of the territories, including Kentucky and Ohio, that were being opened up to European settlement in the aftermath of the American Revolution. The political tumult of the 1780s and 90s sparked what Caroline Robbins long ago called a ‘rage for going to America’,2 a ‘rage’ that both produced and was reinforced by a flurry of emigration pamphlets and travellers’ narratives offering a highly romanticized version of transatlantic life. According to such works, America not only provided all the rational comforts and pleasures that one could expect in Britain but was far preferable in terms of climate, opportunity, and freedoms. As early as 1775, Samuel Johnson was mocking an emigrant who had published a letter telling his stay-at-home compatriots how much ‘the climate’ of Nova Scotia ‘put him in mind of Italy’.3 Imlay might not have been all that amenable, in real life, to the idea of abandoning Paris and London for an American farm, but in his writing he was even more egregiously optimistic than Johnson’s unnamed pamphleteer. Indeed, at times his account of 1790s Kentucky seems to shift genre, slipping from a practical guide to transatlantic migration into a pastoral idyll. After briefly acknowledging the challenges faced by the original European settlers in the territory, Imlay rhapsodizes about how Kentucky has, in the course of a very few years, blossomed from a wilderness frontier into a land of ‘fertile fields, blushing orchards, pleasant gardens, [and] luxuriant sugar groves’.4 In this account of emigrant life, Kentucky becomes a world of almost pre-lapsarian rural pleasure, as the settlers gather ‘in the sugar groves, where inchantment seems to dwell’:


The lofty trees wave their spreading branches over a green turf, on whose soft down the mildness of the evening invites the neighbouring youth to sportive play; while our rural Nestors [ … ] contemplate the boyish gambols of a growing progeny, they recount the exploits of their early age, and in their enthusiasm forget there are such things as decrepitude and misery. Perhaps a convivial song or a pleasant narration closes the scene.5



In effect, Imlay is offering a prose inversion of Oliver Goldsmith’s famous accounts of the horrors of emigration in ‘The Deserted Village’ (1770), relocating the vanished innocent pleasures of ‘sweet Auburn’ to the American frontier.

Despite the implausibly Arcadian elements of Imlay’s version of North America, at least some of his contemporaries were willing to suspend any disbelief: the minor novelist Frances Jacson, for example, concludes her Disobedience (1797) with a wholesale incorporation of Imlay’s picture of carefree evenings dancing in the sugar groves. Nor was Imlay alone in holding out the ‘promise’ of ‘a Rousseauesque return to nature in the pristine wilderness of the New World’;6 Imlay’s biographer Wil Verhoeven credits him, along with Joseph Priestley and the Manchester emigrant Thomas Cooper, with helping to shape the pantisocratic fantasies of the 1790s. Granted, most of Imlay’s contemporaries did not go quite so far as to promise a wilderness Arcadia. Cooper’s Some Information Respecting America (1794) rather more temperately presents America as a land of promise, but only for those who are industrious and independent-minded. In the same year, Benjamin Franklin’s ‘Information to Those Who Would Remove to America’ (1784) cautioned against extravagant expectations of a life of ease. Even so, he praised the ‘salubrity of the air, the healthiness of the climate, [and] the plenty of good provisions’ available there, and he assured his readers that anybody prepared to do honest work would win the respect of the locals and would have ‘a solid prospect of ample fortunes hereafter.’7 The pervasiveness in the literature of the time of this rhetorical move—playing down expectations of an American utopia even while insisting that the country offered every prospect of ‘rational’ happiness to the British emigrant—is emphasized by its appearance even in some narratives that play up the exotic, the unfamiliar, or—from a British perspective—the dangerously unappealing aspects of the transatlantic world, both in what became the United States and in the parts of the continent that remained British colonies. Thomas Douglas, Lord Selkirk, for example, warns would-be emigrants of the ‘more than savage solitude’ they will face in North America and of the ‘horror’ of the ‘howling wilderness’. Even so, his rhetoric is designed less to discourage emigration than to promote his own planned settlement on Prince Edward Island, where, he claims, in an echo of Franklin’s and Cooper’s writing about the United States, his Highland emigrants would be able to attain a level of security and material comfort ‘superior to the utmost wishes they would have formed in their native country’.8 If not as implausibly sanguine as Imlay, Selkirk is still imagining North America as a site that could, eventually, be transformed into an improved version of Britain, especially for those who had little hope of finding any such ease or comfort at home.

Such relatively modest accounts of the ‘happy mediocrity’9 of North American society, in which emigrants can supposedly escape the extremes of both wealth and poverty to be found in Europe, are anticipated or echoed by a number of other, more conventionally literary, writers from that era, particular in reference to what is now the United States. In his novels Mount Henneth (1782), The Fair Syrian (1787), and Hermsprong (1796), the Midlands reformer Robert Bage presents virtuously self-sufficient pre- and immediately post-Revolutionary Americans who are variously shocked or amused by, or contemptuous of, the decadence of the Europeans they encounter both at home and in Britain. What Bage suggests throughout these novels is that his American-born or domiciled characters have the freedom of thought and action to embrace traditional ‘British’ values more fully than the typical stay-at-home Englishman or woman. In this respect, Bage was offering a fictional counterpoint to the semi-autobiographical narrative of his contemporary Hector St John de Crèvecoeur, whose Letters from an American Farmer (1782) opens with a picture of contented self-sufficiency, as the eponymous Farmer James draws physical, moral, and intellectual sustenance from his freedom to own and work marvellously fertile land on his own terms. In Farmer James’s hands, America is, at least initially, a place in which the physiocratic theories of contemporary European intellectuals can be brought to flourishing life. A generation later, the Scottish writer Anne Grant presented a similarly idealized picture of America; in her Memoirs of an American Lady (1808), she draws upon her childhood memories to present pre-Revolutionary Albany as a site of untainted agrarian virtue.

Grant and Crèvecoeur are, however, far more sceptical than writers such as Bage, Franklin, or even Selkirk, about imaginative visions of America as a necessarily safe or stable site for the restoration or reinvention of European culture. The pastoral worlds that open their books are ultimately destroyed by the intrusion of politics and violence. Farmer James’s idyll cracks when he travels south and witnesses the horrors of slavery, then shatters when approaching war forces him and his family to flee across the frontier. Memoirs of an American Lady likewise offers an elegiac vision of pastoral innocence shattered by war and its aftermath: Grant blames both British soldiers and what she presents as the corrupt and greedy ‘Yankees’ pushing westward from the more settled eastern seaboard for the destruction of the idyllic world of the pre-Revolutionary Albany Dutch. Even if Grant is more reluctant than Crèvecoeur to abandon entirely the pastoral dream—she suggests that the new settlements of Upper Canada might still offer the chance of recreating an idealized version of European culture in a transatlantic setting—her work, like his, raises questions about the degree to which America can productively be envisioned as a blank and innocent space.

Such questions highlight an obvious problem with these late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century representations of an American pastoral, which is that even in the parts of the continent most amenable to such fantasies—the mid-Atlantic American states that were, by then, established parts of the British transatlantic world—the existing settler communities did not necessarily live up to European fantasies. Grant’s distaste for the ‘Yankees’ pouring south and west from New England is anticipated by the flurry of pamphlets that, by the mid-1790s, were enthusiastically debunking more rosy views of emigration. Around the same time as Imlay and Franklin were offering their versions of a more or less idyllic America, the author of the forebodingly titled Look Before You Leap (1794) was printing what were supposedly the letters of disenchanted emigrants revealing the ‘real’ America. One P. B., a ‘Master Carpenter’ who had been ‘distempered with the AMERICAN MANIA’ before seeing America for himself, reports that Norfolk, Virginia ‘is not fit for an English dog’. The ‘provisions’ are ‘mere carrion in comparison to ours’, he grumbles, and the water ‘unwholesome’. Far more seriously, he claims that the reliance on slavery erases ‘that humanity [ … ] which is the peculiar characteristic of the English’. Later, P. B. also attacks ‘extravagant and luxurious descriptions’ of Kentucky, asserting instead that it is a nightmarish trap, in which speculators lure in the unwary in order to work them to death in the unhealthy climate, and that it is only ‘with great difficulty and hardship’ that a lucky few manage to escape the territory.10 Like Grant’s dastardly ‘Yankees’, the Americans in this version of the emigration narrative are degenerate parodies of Britons, rather than exemplars of sturdy, old-fashioned virtue.

Such scepticism about American settlers and their society carried through into other genres as well. The optimism about American settlement expressed by English Jacobin writers such as Bage is mocked and inverted in the anti-Jacobin fiction that was coming into vogue in the second half of the 1790s. Novels such as the anonymous Berkeley Hall (1796) or George Walker’s The Vagabond (1799) depict naively idealistic emigrants seeking an earthly paradise in America, only to suffer poverty, violence, or (in The Vagabond) gruesome deaths. The periodical writing of the following decades is less melodramatic but hardly more admiring in its assessment of Anglo-American culture: at best, according to writers in venues such as the Edinburgh Review and Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, Anglo-Americans are imitators and transmitters of an intellectual heritage that is no longer properly theirs. For example, the author of an Edinburgh Review article on Thomas Ashe’s 1806 American travels (tentatively identified by the Wellesley Index as Macvey Napier) takes for granted that Americans are ‘destined to carry our language, our arts, and our interests [ … ] over regions more vast than ever acknowledged the sway of the Caesars of Rome’. Even so, he insists at the same time that the Americans themselves have ‘done nothing, either to extend, diversify, or embellish the sphere of human knowledge’.11 Other writers for the Edinburgh were even harsher; indeed, despite its Whiggish politics, it rapidly developed a reputation for anti-American biases. An American visitor to Scotland complained, in 1822, about the Edinburgh’s ‘avowed enmity to our glorious country’, an enmity manifested in its supposed unwillingness to recognize American literary and scientific achievement, while an article on American travels in Blackwood’s, possibly by John Neal, mocks Francis Jeffrey for ‘undervalu[ing] genius and originality’ merely because they were of American origin.12 Yet Jeffrey hardly bore sole responsibility for the Edinburgh’s sceptical treatment of American culture. Writing in the second volume, Henry Brougham proclaims that ‘our kinsmen in North America’ are distinguished from Europeans by both a ‘want of refinement in the arts and belles lettres’ and a deficiency ‘in scientific attainments’; he then adds that ‘Providence has denied to their race’ the ‘eloquence and power of fine writing’.13 Nor was the Edinburgh alone in this attitude. Notably, after his ebullient attacks on Jeffrey and the Edinburgh, the Blackwood’s writer on American travels makes a point of stating that in its past praise for American writers, Blackwood’s might have ‘over-rated mediocrity’, and that the United States itself ‘present[s] few objects of interest’ in the areas of ‘learning’ or ‘taste’.14

As the Blackwood’s article also makes clear, part of this hostile British literary treatment of the United States was political. But Romantic-era British anxieties about North America also go well beyond such political and ideological rivalries with the United States and involve other parts of the continent as well. Most basically, perhaps, there is a range of material depicting the world beyond the European settlements (whether in the United States or in what became Canada) as a place that is not just physically but even existentially threatening. When Crèvecoeur’s Farmer James abandons his land to flee into what he sees as terrifying wilderness, he fears not only the approaching armies but also the potential dissolution of his children’s cultural identities. Crèvecoeur’s younger contemporary Charles Brockden Brown takes that motif even further: in his Edgar Huntly (1799), the ‘wilderness’ becomes a site of quite literally nightmarish self-alienation for the sleep-walking eponymous hero. There are at least two main strands of thought underlying such concerns. On the one hand, the era’s biogeographical assumptions about climate and culture helped fuel concerns about the potentially damaging effects that North American landscapes and climates would have on European minds and bodies. On the other, anxieties about the threats—or attractions—of Indigenous cultures infuse even some of the more triumphalist narratives about explorers overcoming the challenges of geography and climate with subtextual anxieties about the potential fragility of those explorers’ cultural values.

It was a commonplace of late-eighteenth-century thought that cultural identity was shaped by climate, an idea that took on particular urgency in the context of accounts of the European settlements in North America because of the overlapping philosophical concept of American degeneracy. The best-known proponent of this theory, the Comte du Buffon, notoriously argued that ‘America was an inferior environment where “animated nature is weaker, less active, and more circumscribed” ’, a view that, as Alan Bewell notes, is decisively at odds with the more familiar ‘pastoral myth’.15 Even so, Buffon’s ideas shaped the views of at least some travellers in America into the nineteenth century, travellers who made clear that in their opinions such ‘degeneracy’ was at least as much moral as physical. The Irish visitor Thomas Ashe, whose work prompted some of the critical remarks on America in the Edinburgh, explicitly cites Buffon when he claims that even throughout the ‘civilized parts’ of America ‘it may be said with the greatest truth: “Man is the only growth that dwindles here.” ’ He later illustrates this claim in an account of a Kentucky family, in which the hapless wife and neglected children (whom Ashe reports, puzzlingly, were ‘worrying a kangaroo on the floor’ when he arrived) suffer under the ‘stern brutality’ of the father and husband. Significantly, Ashe adds that ‘’tis a fact that the women do not degenerate in proportion to the men’,16 a view in which he had been anticipated by Janet Schaw, a Scotswoman who visited North Carolina in 1775. Schaw offers an explanation for this supposed phenomenon, suggesting that the outdoor skills demanded by frontier life, passed down from father to son, have led to the gradual erasure of interest in or knowledge of ‘every art or science’ in the men. In contrast, girls trained up in household values under the eyes of their mothers maintained the ‘genteel manners’ of Britons.17 In effect, what Schaw and Ashe are offering is a biogeographical explanation for the supposed cultural failings of the Americans noted by Grant and the writers for the Edinburgh: physical interactions with the land have atrophied the cultural interests and identities of ethnically European men.

Of course, not all observers who assumed that culture was an effect of geography saw that as necessarily implying North American degeneracy. Crèvecoeur, for one, famously proclaimed that a ‘great metamorphosis’ transformed Europeans into Americans, making them part of ‘one of the finest systems of population which has ever appeared’—and that superiority, he implies, would only strengthen as Americans ‘become distinct by the power of the different climates they inhabit’. As he adds, ‘the air we breathe, the climate we inhabit’ shape the character as much as government and culture.18 A generation later, writing about his experience in Newfoundland, the Anglo-Swiss clergyman Lewis Amadeus Anspach likewise took for granted that while the Anglo-Newfoundlanders were no longer truly European, such a change was not necessarily a bad thing. The cultural changes ‘arising from the difference of climate and the mode of living’, he writes, have produced a population marked by ‘bravery, insensibility of fear, and contempt of danger’. ‘Where the land is barren’, he concludes, ‘and the necessaries of life are not acquired without toil and labour, little leisure is left for the indulgence of vicious passions.’19 Yet Anspach was very much in the minority in his idea that the parts of North America beyond the temperate mid-Atlantic zones were conducive to sustaining, or even improving upon, European culture. Optimistic as he was about the prospects open to emigrants, Thomas Cooper warns that climate severely circumscribes an emigrant’s options. According to him both ‘the seven months winter of New Hampshire and Massachusetts and the parching summers of Georgia and the Carolinas’ make them unfit for British settlement—except perhaps for those who are truly desperate.20

Yet if in some contexts, the North American landscape is understood as transforming—whether for good or bad—the Europeans who settle it, in others, European encounters with harsh, dangerous, or unfamiliar American landscapes become a way of asserting the strength of European culture—even if that assertion is difficult to sustain. That is the case in much of the era’s exploration literature, which tends to use encounters with an unforgiving land to insist upon the European visitor’s exceptional toughness and endurance. Jen Hill and others have demonstrated the ways in which nineteenth-century polar explorers came to embody, in the popular imagination, a flattering version of tough British masculinity, and to some degree the same might be said of exploration narratives focusing on other parts of the continent. This can be the case even in works in which the focus is on matters other than the wilderness skills of the traveller and on territories far removed from the polar regions. For example, William Bartram’s Travels through North and South Carolina, Georgia, East and West Florida (1792) was popular at the time mainly for its dazzlingly poetic evocation of what David Higgins has called ‘North American environmental plenitude’.21 Yet even so, Bartram depicts himself moving through and overcoming the challenges of a world that can be unsettlingly unfamiliar, with the landscape shifting precipitously between phantasmagoric beauty and terror. At one moment, Bartram is tranquilly watching fish ‘floating like butterflies in the cerulean ether’, at another, he is transfixed by terror as alligators transform themselves into nightmarish monsters, belching ‘water and smoke [ … ] like rain in a hurricane’, while their ‘terrifying roar’ causes ‘the earth to tremble’.22 Even while looking around him with a poet’s eye, Bartram implies his mastery over the exotic landscape, not only through his ability to draw that natural ‘plenitude’ into the framework of European scientific and aesthetic language, but also—and just as importantly—through his success in overcoming the threats posed by weather, water, and (above all) alligators.

Bartram notwithstanding, however, much of the Romantic-era writing that depicted explorers struggling through territory assumed to be utterly hostile to ‘civilized’ Europeans was set in the more western and northerly parts of the continent, in part because such ‘barren’ landscapes invited readers to concentrate more on the explorer than on the things that he was seeing. As Jeffrey writes in his review of Alexander Mackenzie’s Voyages from Montreal … to the Frozen and Pacific Oceans (1801), even though the book offered very little ‘important information to the geographer, the naturalist, or the statesman’, it would still be read ‘with very general interest and satisfaction’ because


There is something in the idea of traversing a vast and unknown continent, that gives an agreeable expansion to our conceptions; and the imagination is insensibly engaged and inflamed by the spirit of adventure, and the perils and novelties that are implied in a voyage of discovery. [… Such narratives] exhibit a spectacle that is well calculated to excite our curiosity and attention.23



In other words, exploration journals focusing on the more remote and supposedly inhospitable areas of North America are fascinating almost entirely because they function as a site for reinforcing cultural narratives of European exceptionalism. Yet as a number of twenty-first century critics have suggested,24 such narratives can also simultaneously reveal some of the contemporary anxieties about the fate and the resilience of British cultural values in an environment that is dramatically un-British.

That anxiety is evidenced perhaps most strongly in the representations of Indigenous peoples and cultures. In the contemporaneous literature of emigration and settlement, Indigenous people tend, at best, to be left on the fringes of the narrative, appearing mainly as either tragic figures vanishing into the past or as lurking threats marking the edges of ‘European’ North America (Grant’s Memoirs of an American Lady provides an example of the former trope and Brown’s Edgar Huntly of the latter). In contrast, exploration journals tend to highlight the cultures and practices of local Indigenous nations, but they generally do so in a manner that turns the members of those nations into foils for the values of the ‘heroic’ explorer, who ostensibly demonstrates his strength of character by maintaining his European attitudes. This remains true even in cases in which the narrative acknowledges, implicitly or explicitly, the explorer’s dependence upon his First Nations guides, hosts, and companions. Samuel Hearne, whose Journey from the Prince of Wales Fort in Hudson’s Bay to the Northern Ocean (1795) became one of the era’s most popular and influential accounts of the sub-Arctic Barrens, makes very clear that he was able to cross the Barrens and reach the shores of the Arctic Ocean only because his Denesuliné guide and companion Matonabbee took Hearne with him on his own travels. Yet even as he acknowledges his reliance on Matonabbee and his people, Hearne portrays himself as understanding and responding to the unfamiliar territory in a very different manner than do his companions. In effect, he implies that his European sensibilities transform what is for them a fairly routine mode of inhabiting the land into an epic, heroic endeavour.

There is no question that Hearne attracted the attention of Romantic-era British readers at least in part because of his dramatization of the gap between his own affective and emotional life and those of his Indigenous companions, especially where women were concerned. The British Critic’s lengthy review, for example, consists mainly of three long excerpts focused on Indigenous women: an account of Dene customs around menstruation, marriage, and childbirth; an anecdote about a young woman who had escaped from captivity by an enemy nation and survived, even thrived, alone in the wilderness; and an account of an Inuit girl who was supposedly stabbed to death at Hearne’s feet during a Dene raid on an Inuit camp—perhaps the single most notorious episode in the book and one that was frequently quoted in reviews, magazines, and collections of extracts. (As Robin Jarvis has noted, Hearne’s discussions of Indigenous culture, and particularly Indigenous women, ‘proved irresistible to reviewers’.)25 The decision to single out such episodes is significant, because it is in part through the literary choices that he makes in writing about women that Hearne establishes both the thoroughly un-European aspects of this part of North America and his ability to sustain his own cultural identity—his ‘aesthetic sensibility’ in the words of Tim Fulford26—in the face of what he presents as terrifyingly harsh landscapes and social practices. In the case of the escaped captive, Hearne juxtaposes what he implies is the ‘correct’ attitude towards an admirable young woman—he comments on ‘the comeliness of her person, and her approved accomplishments’27—with the deadly conflict that breaks out as his Indigenous companions attempt to decide who will claim her. Hearne likewise differentiates himself from the other men in his reaction to a woman struggling to keep up with the rest of the party immediately after a difficult childbirth. ‘Her sighs pierced me to the soul’,28 he writes, imaginatively displacing both himself and her into a world of genteelly sentimental distress, a type of distress very much at odds with the grim physical misery of trudging through wet snow immediately after fifty-two hours in labour.

Most striking, however, is the lurid account of the massacre of the Inuit, which most of Hearne’s critics treat as the climax of his narrative. It is structured around the deaths of two women—an elderly blind woman who is unaware of the attack until mortally wounded by warriors creeping up to her while she is fishing and a young girl who clings, uselessly, to Hearne for protection. There has been considerable scholarly debate about the content and tone of the published version of this episode, in which Hearne presents himself both as the ethical, emotional centre of the episode and as a figure who literally stands apart from the Dene with whom he is travelling. (This isolation is reinforced by Hearne’s apparently unquestioned assumption that it is both natural and inevitable that the Inuit girl will single him out from his companions as a potential source of aid.) The self-consciously literary elements of this scene are underscored as well by critical discussions about whether or not the events took place in anything like the way depicted by Hearne. As Robin McGrath pointed out more than a quarter of a century ago, the manuscript account of the event is very different, not mentioning any individuals, and displaying much less affect, with the narrator expressing ‘no pathos, no pity, no grief, no regret’.29 (McGrath also notes that the Inuit oral traditions about the event differ markedly from either version of Hearne’s narrative.) Yet the argument that Hearne chose deliberately to heighten the emotional impact of the episode in the printed version of his text raises some challenging questions. Superficially, his emotional response to the dying woman reinforces his European values, just as do his reactions to the escaped captive and the new mother. At the same time, however, his reactions to these women underscore how useless those values are. His sympathy for the new mother does more for him than her—his emotional response to her ‘sighs’ might highlight his gentlemanly impulses, but that emotion also underscores his failure to do anything practical to alleviate her distress. The stakes of such inaction are of course far higher in the case of the dying Inuit girl, and his inability either to save her life or shorten her suffering highlights the merely performative elements of his European sensibilities. As Kathleen Venema and others have argued, this episode depicts Hearne’s aestheticized emotions as being not just useless, but worse, as a form of weakness—and perhaps even as a source of potential danger to himself and others.30

What might initially appear to be a narrative about the strength and value of European culture thus becomes an expression of anxiety about its potential fragility. Nor is Hearne’s book the only Romantic-era exploration narrative to complicate the idea of heroic European exceptionalism in this way. In their discussions of the disastrous first Arctic expedition led by John Franklin, which took place from 1819 to 1822 and followed in part the journey that Hearne had made a half century earlier, both Ian MacLaren and Adriana Craciun have argued that Europeanized aesthetics ‘helped doom the expedition’,31 leading the explorers not only to choose an inappropriate location for their camp by focusing on its picturesque aspects, but also to assume that ‘an imaginative response to the external world’ could enable the explorer ‘to subdue nature rather than to be subdued by it’.32 While this sort of error, which Franklin himself never acknowledges or addresses directly, differs in significant ways from Hearne’s dramatization of his own helplessness, the impact is similar in both. It is their failure to thrive in a hostile North American landscape that becomes the marker of the explorers’ ‘superior’ European values and culture. Unlike emigrants who either succeed in imposing their own culture on their transatlantic home or (in the less optimistic narratives of emigration) have their original identity eroded by the challenges of their new world, these explorers present their failure to adapt as an ironic mark of the enduring strength of their original cultural identities.

There were also more direct expressions of anxiety about the potential fragility of European culture in the face of unfamiliar geographical and climatic conditions. Jeffrey, for one, was horrified to learn from Mackenzie’s Journey from Montreal that there was a ‘multitude’ of ethnically European fur traders who, while living at a distance from the settler colonies, had quickly lost ‘all relish for their former habits and native homes’. Jeffrey singles out this passage for dismayed comment in his review, reassuring his readers—and presumably himself—that such ‘renegadoes’ could only have belonged to ‘the lowest rank of society’.33 That was a view shared, decades later, by the traveller and naturalist Robert Brown. Writing in the Cornhill Magazine in 1870 to mark the ending of the Hudson’s Bay Company monopoly, Brown looked back to the fur trade posts in the early part of the century, when, he claimed, all too many traders succumbed to ‘the wildness of their surroundings’ and sank into what Brown describes as a ‘barbarous mode[] of life’.34

This anxiety about ethnic Europeans ‘going native’ was not of course confined either to the Romantic era or to writing about the fur trade territory; James Axtell, writing about colonial American settlement patterns, has explored such fears in the context of the frontier wars of the seventeenth and early- to mid-eighteenth centuries. Even so, the issue occupies a particularly significant place in late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century British writing about territory that had not been fully absorbed into the European colonial world but that was, at the same time, being economically exploited by temporary or permanent European settlers, primarily fur traders or fishers. Such areas range from the territory around the trading posts on Hudson’s Bay to the fisheries and trapping settlements in Newfoundland and Labrador. While the Romantic-era literature about these parts of North America probably remains less familiar today than do either the narratives of emigration and settlement or the tales of wilderness exploration, they still deserve attention. Arguably, they suggest an even more complex, if vexed, treatment of transculturation and transatlantic identities than do those more familiar accounts of either confident European resettlement or the desperate preservation of the self in the wilderness.

That said, the dividing line between such narratives and more familiar exploration writing can be tenuous. When, in 1792, the merchant and fur trader George Cartwright published a journal recording his experiences over a decade and a half in Labrador, reviewers treated it much as they did Hearne’s book, mining it for anecdotes about territory beyond the boundaries of ‘European’ North America. Unlike Hearne, however, Cartwright was a settler, if not an emigrant (he returned to Britain and visited regularly during his years in Labrador), and in his journal he makes very clear the ways in which he has had to adapt himself to the demands of Labrador’s very un-British landscape and climate. For one thing, he makes no attempt to conceal the degree to which he and his companions had to adapt the practices of the local Innu and Inuit, relying on subsistence hunting to keep themselves alive while overwintering. Nor does he spend much time assessing his own emotional or sentimental responses to the harshness of life in a northern climate. When an acquaintance, a young surgeon, freezes to death on the way to Cartwright’s settlement, Cartwright’s reaction is a perfunctory tribute to the young man’s ‘amiable disposition’, mild regret at the loss of a potential ‘ornament to his profession’, and—not long after—relief at having acquired a medical book salvaged from the body.35 Perhaps most arrestingly, the drawing that Cartwright uses as a frontispiece further emphasizes his adaptations to the local climate, as in a note he proudly calls attention to the varied cultures that he has drawn upon in putting together his outfit. While the ‘hat … cuffs, breeches, and buskins, are English’, he explains, his jacket, made of ‘Indian-dressed deer-skin, and painted’, is Innu, and his shoes are Inuit. Even allowing for some possible visual/verbal echoes of Robinson Crusoe’s famous description of his goat-skin outfit, the point remains that Cartwright opens his book by inviting his readers to dwell upon the ways in which Labrador has modulated his tastes and appearance (see Figure 6.1). The reaction of at least some contemporary readers reinforces this sense that Cartwright himself had somehow been made exotic by his North American residence: Robert Southey, for one, noted that both he and Samuel Taylor Coleridge had been fascinated by the ‘strange simplicity’ of both the book and its author.36

Granted, Cartwright stresses European/North American cultural difference in what is perhaps the most famous episode of the book, his account of bringing four of his Inuit acquaintances to Britain, where he presents them as awed by or incredulous about new things they see around them. Yet even in that case, there are points at which he suggests the continuities, rather than the contrasts, between North American and British cultures. During a country house visit, he reports that the women, ‘according to the universal disposition of the fair sex’ quickly display a taste for ‘visiting and dancing’, while the men immediately become adept at fox hunting.37 The latter point is particularly noteworthy, as Cartwright uses his taste for hunting as a means of tacitly assuring readers that his ability to adapt to Labrador has not involved any real loss of European identity. Throughout his stay in Labrador, he frames his frequent hunting expeditions—for fur, for food, or for safety—in terms of gentlemanly British sport. In the entry for 22 July 1778, for example, he describes a wilderness encounter with six black bears (all of which he kills), but instead of presenting the experience as an act of survivalist heroics, he exclaims that it was ‘the noblest day’s sport I ever saw’.38 In effect, by merging Labrador and England, Inuit and English, in a shared taste for hunting, Cartwright implicitly challenges ideas about the fragility of European culture in the face of harsh North American landscapes, but he does so by implying that it is possible to adapt his European tastes and values to the local climate and cultures rather than attempting to shore them up, at all costs, against the world around him.
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Figure 6.1 Frontispiece to George Cartwright, A Journal of Transactions and Events During a Residence of Sixteen Years on the Coast of Labrador (1792). By permission of the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, University of Toronto.



Nor was he the only Romantic-era fur trade writer to suggest this idea. The journals of the Hudson’s Bay Company trader Peter Fidler are even more clearly shaped than Cartwright’s by the Indigenous cultures around him. While Hearne emphasizes the ways in which he stands apart from his Denesuliné travelling companions, and Cartwright quietly assimilates Inuit practice to his European tastes, Fidler depicts himself actively seeking to participate in his companions’ cultural world. Perhaps most basically, he presents himself as wanting to communicate on their terms, not his. In his journal entry for 7 February 1792, he reports, with what appears to be a mixture of pleasure and wistfulness, that ‘this night I dreamed in the Chepawyan Language for the first time and I appeared to have a more extensive command of words when asleep than when awake’.39 According to Barbara Belyea, Fidler quite literally adapted Indigenous ways of seeing in his journal; as she writes, ‘Fidler regularly supplemented his own geographical record with Native reports and maps’, employing ‘essentially incompatible cartographic conventions, neither of which is dominant’.40 His journals also suggest that this willingness to bring together European and Indigenous forms of knowledge extended even to the most practical levels. ‘Made a small vessel of Buffalo horn to contain my Quicksilver for the Artificial Horizon’, he writes in March 1792, adding, ‘it answers extraordinarily well, being much preferable to either [… Glass?] or earthenware, as not so subject to break’.41

Yet despite the worries of observers such as Jeffrey and Brown—and even some of his HBC contemporaries, who thought him unusually willing to pursue ‘the rigours of life with nomadic hunting bands’42—Fidler’s absorption of Indigenous modes of reading, recording, and traversing the land did not mean that he abandoned his European culture. On the contrary, even as he made a life for himself and his Indigenous wife in what became Canada, Fidler maintained an interest in European culture, particularly its literature. He built up a library of imported books ranging from scientific pamphlets through popular histories to periodicals such as the Monthly Review. In addition to all the books he owned, he borrowed and read others, keeping detailed notes that he later bound into a commonplace book. He also missed books when they were unavailable: in March 1792, while travelling to Lake Athabasca, he wrote wistfully that he longed for ‘some Book or other to read as the Days are now become pretty long & mild, & I rather think long for want of something to read’.43 Fidler’s account of keeping quicksilver in a buffalo horn might have been a tidy solution to a very practical and messy problem, but it can also be read as a quietly poetic metaphor for his tendency, both in his journal and in his wider cultural practice, to depict his original British culture as enclosed by or continuous with, rather than a buttress against, the North American cultures in which he spent his adult life.

Of course, even though Fidler’s work has been attracting attention in twenty-first century studies of the British literature of Romantic-era North America, he was completely unknown to his contemporaries. Unlike Cartwright, Hearne, or the many contemporary writers on emigration and settlement, he did not directly shape the Romantic-era discourse on North America. Yet examining the ways in which perspectives such as Fidler’s complicate what are still the more familiar Romantic-era anxieties around ideas of transculturation and transatlantic settlement can help twenty-first century readers to see more fully the complex place that North America occupied in the British cultural imagination. Fidler is neither the idealized ‘new man’ of the more optimistic narratives of European settlement, nor the ‘degenerate’ emigrant that observers such as Ashe warned against, nor the cultural ‘renegado’ feared by Jeffrey and others. Instead, his journals offer a picture of North America, its landscapes, and its cultures that moves well beyond ideas of America as being simply either a refuge or a testing-ground for European ideas and values.
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Chapter 7


Polar Prose



Siobhan Maria Carroll

What may not be expected in a country of eternal light? … I shall satiate my ardent curiosity with the sight of a part of the world never before visited, and may tread a land never before imprinted by the foot of man.

—Mary Shelley, Frankenstein

In Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818), Captain Walton is famously infatuated with the North Pole, which, whether it turns out to be a land of abundance or a ‘seat of frost’, represents a limit on human knowledge that he is eager to surpass. While Walton’s pole has yet to be ‘imprinted’ by explorers’ footsteps, it has already been marked by other kinds of print, most prominently in the ‘accounts of … [polar] voyages’ that inspired his journey.1 Though Walton is a fictional character, his prose-induced fascination with the poles would have rung true for many Romantics, whose reading of voyage narratives and periodical articles—the two main genres of polar nonfiction—fuelled their own geographical speculations.

Distant and remote, the polar regions fascinated in part because they evaded the direct gaze of explorers and reading publics alike. Even when visited, the challenging nature of Arctic and Antarctic space threw into relief problems with European claims to knowledge, showing up the limitations of navigation, instruments, and people. As such, the poles posed a peculiar challenge to what Mary Louise Pratt has characterized as ‘planetary consciousness’: the European project of understanding the natural world as a unified whole. This project, by which ‘the planet’s life forms were to be … rewoven into European-based patterns of global unity and order’ demonstrated not only the authority of the explorer, but also, as Pratt has argued, ‘the authority of print, and thus of the class which controlled it’.2 In the nineteenth century, planetary consciousness laid the foundation for what Thomas Richards has called the ‘imperial archive’—the prose-collated knowledge invoked by imperialists to sooth anxiety over ‘the problem of imperial control at a distance’.3 As spaces that challenged Britons’ ability to know at a distance, the poles came to preoccupy some of Britain’s most determined imperial planners. As we shall see, over the course of the Romantic period, John Barrow, Second Secretary of the Admiralty, reduced the multiplicity of polar viewpoints suggested in Frankenstein’s opening frame to a unified narrative. This narrative would have an outsized influence on the Victorian era, shaping not only British attitudes toward polar exploration, but also towards empire, Indigenous knowledges, and the ecology of the Arctic.

Phipps, Equiano, and the 1773 Voyage to the North Pole

Britain’s first significant Romantic-era polar expeditions took place in 1773, their exigency created and advocated for in prose. Daines Barrington, a judge and antiquarian, persuaded the Royal Society that a route to India might lie in the far north. To build support for an expedition, Barrington published a series of pamphlets in which he accumulated testimonies from historical narratives and from whalers regarding the navigability of polar waters. His arguments implicitly positioned polar geography as a matter of textual inquiry and evidence, constructing the mysterious poles as the frustrating centre of a gradually expanding archive.

Written at the outset of a new age of exploration, Barrington’s pamphlets capture the uncertainties of an era lacking standardized practices in data collection. In Instances of Navigators Who Have Reached High Northern Latitudes (1774), Barrington admits that it is not clear whether his sources’ coordinates are based on ‘observation or … reckoning’. The reckonings of officers of uncertain mathematical talent might be of dubious accuracy; nor were mathematical errors the only possible corruptors of data. In some cases, Barrington’s sources misremembered facts, as in the case of an ‘intelligent seaman’ whose captain ‘remembered having had this conversation … but said [the sailor] was mistaken in supposing that they had reached 84 ½ N latitude’. Memory, individual and archival, is an important source for Barrington, but as such anecdotes illustrate, memory can be unreliable.

Despite such examples, Barrington is adamant regarding the utility of the testimony he presents. Even when the information comes ‘second hand … at the distance of thirty years from the conversation’, he insists that it is reliable. ‘No one … forgets what is highly interesting to him’, he explains, adding, ‘if I should live thirty years longer … I shall recollect with precision every latitude which I have already stated in this paper’.4 In this remarkable statement, the proof of Barrington’s claim is projected into the future and onto his own body: an imaginary, stable, but subjective observer, enduring across decades to bear witness to the truth about the poles. The prose writer’s interest in polar space becomes a guarantor of the interest (and therefore accuracy) of a traveller’s first-hand observations.

Barrington’s arguments persuaded Britain to dispatch an expedition to explore the northern seas. However, the ships commanded by Constantine Phipps were soon hemmed in by ice and turned back, having discovered no new routes to India. This development naturally generated additional polar texts, most notably Phipps’s account of the expedition, which had a trickier rhetorical situation to address than if his voyage had been a resounding success.

Like all official voyage narratives, Phipps’s account addressed itself to multiple audiences: a scientific audience scouring his account for data; an audience of aristocrats and bureaucrats looking to evaluate officers’ performance; and a general audience looking to satisfy its curiosity. Given its disappointing results, Phipps also needed to defend the expedition itself. A Voyage Towards the North Pole Undertaken by His Majesty’s Command (1774), thus begins with a flattering address to the monarch, praising George III for making a ‘liberal Addition to the half pay of the Captains, [which] relieved the Necessities of many’—a subtle reminder of the financial needs of naval personnel in peacetime, and of one of the rarely advertised rationales for polar exploration. In the rather dull narrative that follows, Phipps reviews the history of the quest for ‘a Passage to the East Indies by the North Pole’, praises the conduct of his men, and moves past his voyage’s underwhelming conclusion to suggest the ‘probability … of finding the sea open to the Northward’.5 Phipps is careful that the final pages of his narrative keep the door open for future polar expeditions.

Such was not the interpretation offered by competing accounts. Drawn from the journal of one of the expedition’s participants, Journal of a Voyage undertaken by Order of His Present Majesty, for Making Discoveries towards the North Pole (1774) features more social comedy, and details officers’ fights with bears and geese that do not always lend themselves to the Royal Navy’s ethos of dignity. More problematically, its conclusion veers from the party line, expressing scepticism about ‘expensive expeditions fitted out solely for the purposes of … discovery’. In contrast to Phipps’s optimistic assessment, Journal concludes that the voyage had ‘proved … that no passage would ever be found practicable in that direction’.6 Rogue publications such as this one would serve as a spur to the Admiralty’s efforts to control the polar narrative.

The relative freedom of this era of polar writing also provides us with more diverse perspectives than that which would follow in the nineteenth century. The Interesting Narrative of Olaudah Equiano (1789) is usually discussed as an exemplar of the early slave narrative, but can also be read as an example of polar prose. In 1773, the ex-slave leapt at a chance ‘to find, towards the north pole … a passage to India’. While Equiano resolved to ‘keep a journal of this singular and interesting voyage’, his polar writing faced challenges because of his status as a servant, as a person of colour, and as an ‘unauthorized’ writer on board the vessel. Noting that he ‘had no other place [to write] … but a little cabin … stuffed with all manner of combustibles’, Equiano nearly came to a dire end when his lantern set some material alight. Trapped by the rapidly spreading blaze, Equiano ‘expected to be the first to perish’. Luckily, the fire was put out, and Equiano ‘was severely reprimanded and menaced … and strictly charged never more to go there with a light’. However, as a Black servant on board a crowded ship, there were no other places where Equiano could focus on writing without interruption. For the remainder of the voyage, he secretly defied the officers’ instructions so that he could continue writing under conditions of ‘considerable fear and dread’, worrying not only about punishment but also about a reprise of the accident that had nearly killed him.

If Equiano’s narrative testifies to the challenges faced by writers who did not belong to privileged classes, it also makes visible those classes’ contributions to scientific writing. Equiano had joined the voyage as a servant to Dr Charles Irving, the inventor of a desalination device to be tested in the Arctic. In his Narrative, Equiano reports his labour in the service of Irving’s experiments. ‘On the 20th of June we began to use Dr. Irving’s apparatus’, he notes, using the collective voice, before using the first person to draw attention to his own role in this endeavour. ‘I … purified’ between ‘twenty-six to forty gallons a day’ of water that proved ‘perfectly pure … and free from salt’.7 Equiano moves from the authoritative language of scientific writing to that of individual autobiography and back again, concluding with a pronouncement on the efficacy of Irving’s device. In such passages, Equiano presents himself as an authoritative scientific speaker, reporting to his readers on the results of the experiment, and laying claim, not only to his labour, but also to the right to share knowledge with a public audience.

Elsewhere, Equiano similarly blends his own observations with the authoritative language of the Phipps narrative, relying, as Vincent Carretta has noted, on Phipps’s account for some of his ‘details and phrasing’.8 In merging his voice with that of the official account of a government-sponsored expedition to the North Pole, Equiano legitimizes himself as an observer, not only of the dangers he encounters in the ‘waste of ice’, but also of the horrors of African slavery. Indeed, immediately before his polar excursion, Equiano reports on his racial harassment in Jamaica and on hearing of ‘a negro man to be burnt alive’, in a paragraph that flows seamlessly into his departure for the pole. While Equiano’s autobiographical narrative is arranged chronologically, his reliance on the voyage narrative form underscores the reliability of his observations regarding slavery, while his description of the polar voyage affords him a rare opportunity to speak as part of an official national inquiry into truth.

Perhaps that is why Equiano strikes a different chord than Phipps regarding the feasibility of polar exploration, declaring that ‘we fully proved the impracticability of finding a passage that way to India’. This pessimistic conclusion is in keeping with Equiano’s depiction of the ‘extreme dejection’ and ‘despair’ that so often plagued him and his crewmates in the Arctic, and which is mostly omitted from the official narrative. In Equiano’s Arctic, he and his shipmates are alternately menaced by providentially ordained ice or saved by ‘the good God in heaven’—a depiction that resonates with other Romantic depictions of the poles as providential limits on human experience.9 As in Frankenstein, where Walton’s attempt to penetrate the secrets of the North Pole sets the stage for Victor Frankenstein’s tale of Promethean ambition, Equiano’s pole serves as a geographical limit on Britain’s imperial aspirations. If Britain violates geographical limits at its peril, perhaps the nation should be equally cautious when it comes to violating the moral limit that Equiano wants set on slavery.

As Matthew Alexander Henson would do more than a century later, Equiano’s account of the Phipps voyage jams open the door of the imperial archive, inserting into the expedition narrative the commentary of one of its marginalized participants. It also demonstrates how Equiano, as a Black writer, could turn European planetary consciousness to his own ends, weaving the language of scientific observation into his narrative to support his arguments against the slave trade. Equiano’s commentary is enabled, however, by his access to the journal he kept during the voyage. In the Barrow era, journals kept by officers and sailors would be confiscated in an attempt to ensure the Admiralty’s control over the narrative generated by an expedition.

The New Age of Polar Exploration

In his caustic review of Frankenstein, John Wilson Croker lists as among the novel’s many absurdities its representation of polar exploration. Taking advantage of the fact that ‘our Review had not yet enlightened mankind upon the real state of the North Pole’, the novel outrageously relies on the knowledge claims of polar prose in weaving its fantastic tale. The monster flees across a landscape familiar to readers from the Quarterly Review’s popular Arctic articles, while the titular scientist, who ‘probably had read Mr. Daines Barrington’, pursues his creation to his own destruction.10 In relating Frankenstein’s Arctic scenes, Croker sarcastically situates them within the contemporary debate surrounding the 1818 expeditions to the North Pole, repositioning the conflict between scientist and monster as an extension of a conflict between the overland exploration route suggested by William Scoresby and the navigational route argued for by the late Daines Barrington and, more significantly, by the unnamed John Barrow. Croker’s speculations regarding Frankenstein’s reading habits (and Shelley’s research) suggest that the novel is yet another opportunistic entrant into a sphere best left as the preserve of the Quarterly, which alone can ‘enlighten’ readers as to the real state of the poles.

Founded by John Murray in 1809, the Quarterly Review had a close relationship with Croker and John Barrow (respectively the first and second secretaries of the Admiralty). The two secretaries relied heavily on the Quarterly to manage public discourse surrounding the Royal Navy, its infrastructure, and its expeditions. The latter was the primary concern of Barrow, the Quarterly’s ‘most prolific contributor’, whose reviews of travel narratives would, as Jonathan Cutmore has noted, come to play a ‘significant part in creating the nineteenth-century enthusiasm for exploration literature, and, indeed, popular and official interest in world exploration itself’.11 Although Barrow’s articles were published anonymously, his role in creating them was a secret that he had no serious interest in keeping. In his immensely popular Arctic articles Barrow wove together quotations from privileged sources such as Joseph Banks’s personal correspondence and Admiralty reports, signalling his position at the centre of Britain’s scientific–imperial network. The ethos of his articles is less that of a scientific commentator than that of the ideal reader of the British empire’s data flows, the spider at the centre of a web of information that he curates, assesses, and analyses for the benefit of the Quarterly’s readership.

Barrow had a long-standing interest in polar exploration, not only because of his association with the Royal Navy, but because he was a fervent supporter of settler colonialism who saw the act of building Britain’s imperial archive as shaping the course of the empire’s expansion. In ecocritical terms, we might say that Barrow saw Britain’s imperial success as riding on its ability to interpret and manage media (both human-made communications and natural elements).12 From 1816 to 1840, he composed a series of Arctic articles that posited Britain’s ability to read, interpret, and act on polar prose more adeptly than its European rivals. In so doing, he began to consolidate not only a narrative about Britain’s imperial character, but also about the nature of polar space itself.

Barrow’s first Arctic article for the Quarterly, his February 1817 review of Selkirk’s A Sketch of the British Fur Trade in North America, is notable for the degree to which it associates Britain’s imperial future with Arctic exploration.13 The article opens by commenting on the tension between British subjects who view colonies as sites of settlement and those who view them solely as sites of resource extraction. Thomas Douglas, the fifth Earl of Selkirk, had seen Britain’s Canadian holdings as a solution to the destitution created in Scotland by the Highland Clearances. To Selkirk’s horror, his philanthropic endeavour triggered a violent backlash from the North West Company, which saw the arrival of settlers affiliated with the rival Hudson’s Bay Company as a threat. In his lengthy review of Selkirk’s book, Barrow uses this intra-British conflict to suggest the necessity of the greater involvement of the State in the evolution of the British empire. He disapproves of Selkirk’s plan of Canadian colonization, not because it is overly idealistic, but because it would be more useful for destitute Scots to settle in ‘[our] valuable possessions [in] the Cape of Good Hope and Ceylon’ that are ‘almost without a population’ (read: a population of white Britons). Like Selkirk, who in responding to the Highland Clearances was responding to the devastating consequences of human-initiated environmental transformations, Barrow is also attentive to the ecological problems that can arise when unchecked capitalism has its way with landscapes. While he does not agree with Selkirk’s assertion that the North West Company is engaging in a ‘war of extermination against … all fur-bearing animals’, Barrow is sceptical as to whether the fur traders can be trusted to manage the resources of Britain’s possessions. Nor is the North West Company the only one at fault, Barrow declares, for the Hudson’s Bay Company has, in the interests of preserving profits, thwarted northern exploration ‘by every means in their power’. In this matter too, the ‘baneful influence of monopoly’ has worked against Britain’s long-term interests, hindering the search for a Northwest Passage.14

Britain’s imperial future is too important, Barrow concludes, to be left in the hands of ‘mercantile speculators’. The time has come for those who have ‘the interests of science at heart, or … national honour and fame’ to take charge of the exploration of the Arctic and, by extension, the growth of Britain’s empire.15 As characterized in this early article, polar exploration is thus aligned with Barrow’s vision of an increasingly centralized British imperial state, which plans, directs, and oversees colonial settlement and resource extraction. It is an empire built, not in a fit of absence of mind, but deliberately, informed and shaped by careful reading of an imperial archive.

Barrow almost immediately faced a backlash that called into question the Admiralty’s ability to ‘know’ polar space. In Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, a commentator (most likely James Wilson) argues that the search for the Northwest Passage cannot ‘be undertaken by any one, however skilful in seamanship, who had not been accustomed, from his boyhood, to navigate among the floating icebergs’. Therefore the only ‘individual … qualified to be placed at the head of such an arduous enterprise [is] Captain William Scoresby’.16 As far back as 1815, Scoresby, a Scottish whaler and scientist, had campaigned for a polar expedition under his direction, envisioning a light, swift overland expedition that would employ dogs drawing ‘sledges … in the form of boats’.17 While the information Scoresby had provided on sea ice had instigated Britain’s renewed interest in the poles, Barrow had preferred a naval officer to Scoresby for command of the expedition. To Scoresby supporters such as James Wilson, the decision to place a naval officer in charge threatened the success of the scientific expedition. In the polar regions, he warns, ‘the land presents itself under a new and disguised form; the prognostics to be derived from the phenomena of the atmosphere are altered; and … can only be advantageously understood by those who have made such studies the object of … habitual attention’.18 Wilson represents the high Arctic as a protean landscape that resists the comprehension of amateurs, and which can be usefully known only by those who are habituated to its strangeness. This suggestion that the polar regions were better understood by people familiar with them was a concept that Barrow would reject, both in the case of whalers like Scoresby and in the case of the Arctic’s Indigenous peoples.

Barrow’s next Arctic article responds, not by denying the challenges posed by the poles, but by celebrating the Admiralty’s technological capacity to comprehend polar space. On approaching the pole, he writes, even the most experienced navigator will find himself entering a zone in which ‘all his ideas, respecting the heavens and the reckoning of his time, will be reversed’. Unmoored by ‘the general hazy state of the atmosphere’, the explorer will have no means of ‘determining his course … [except with] a correct knowledge of time’. And at the pole, ‘the only time he can have with any degree of certainty, … must be that of Greenwich, and this he can only know from good chronometers’. In Barrow’s projection, ‘certainty’ exists only in relation to the centralized imperial knowledge represented by Greenwich time. The experience of whaling captains such as Scoresby is not mentioned as a possible asset, as individual ‘observation’ cannot be counted on in such strange territory. Elsewhere in the same article, Barrow elaborates on the Admiralty’s extension of Britain’s planetary knowledge, declaring that ‘since the general introduction of chronometers into the navy … the numerous currents of the ocean have been more correctly ascertained … [and] they will, no doubt, speedily be reduced to something like system’. The mapping of the northern part of the globe is a project worthy of a scientifically minded nation but also, of course, of a ‘naval power’.19 For, as the conclusion of yet another Arctic article would remind Barrow’s readers, ‘knowledge is power’.20

Although the mechanism by which northern exploration would translate into British power was not always clear in Barrow’s arguments, his certainty that it rested on Europeans’ superior comprehension of the planet was always manifest. His faith in the importance of centralized imperial knowledge is paired with a disdain for writers who trust the (often for Barrow, inconvenient) testimonies of Indigenous peoples. Thus, he takes one writer to task for his faith in the Chukchi (an Indigenous people within the Russian Federation), asking why a ‘miserable people whose territory produces not a tree nor a shrub’ are to be relied on for information. Unlike Europeans, Indigenous people are not interested in planetary knowledge, he explains. Neither the ‘Hottentots of the Cape … the more civilized tribes of African negroes, [nor] the Eskimaux of Greenland … know the extent of their respective countries’. As with the Chukchi, this lack of cartographical ambition mires these groups in poverty, or at least in a static stage of non-improvement. As per usual in Barrow’s arguments, his dismissal is not only aimed at Indigenous peoples, but also at Europeans who work closely with them, such as the ‘Hudson’s Bay Company’, who, because of their mercantile interests, ‘know no more of the country twenty miles to the northward … than they do of Terra del Fuego’.21 Although Barrow does not employ the anachronistic rhetoric of whiteness at such junctures, it is possible to see his arguments as lending themselves to the privileging of racial as well as scientific purity, given that trading companies such as Hudson’s Bay were known for forging kinship connections with Indigenous peoples as a means of expanding trade dominance. Olaudah Equiano might have seen himself as a seeker after scientific truth, but the world that Barrow was forging would be even less inclined to acknowledge the perspectives of people of colour.

This is not to say that Barrow’s British audience was universally receptive to his claims. Indeed, Barrow’s February 1818 article triggered a backlash from those who perceived him as wandering into outrageous territory in his pronouncements on climate change. In ‘Narrative of a Voyage to Hudson’s Bay’ Barrow had declared that ‘our climate has been … affected, in the course of the last three years, by the descent of the ice into the Atlantic’.22 While Barrow was wrong regarding the cause, he was correct in believing that Britain’s climate had been worsening: during the Romantic period, Britain was still in the grip of what historians refer to as the Little Ice Age, a centuries-long period of cooling that had been exacerbated by 1816’s notorious ‘Year Without a Summer’. While the global climatic disturbance of 1816 was actually caused by a volcanic eruption, many, including Joseph Banks, Barrow’s mentor, attributed the ‘increasing Coldness of our Climate’ to an ‘increase in polar ice’ at the North Pole.23 However, Barrow’s statements in 1818 contradicted those he had made in his 1817 article, in which he had insisted that it was ‘not the climate that has altered, but we who feel it more severe as we advance in years’.24 In 1817, Barrow had had a stake in denying negative climate change, as contemporary theories of climate suggested that alterations could be caused by the agricultural mismanagements of the State.25 His scepticism vanished, however, when the news was positive. In a flight of unusually poetic utopianism, Barrow envisions what Britain, free of the harmful influence of polar ice, might become: a land of agricultural plenty, in which Britons can ‘once again [enjoy] the genial warmth of the western breeze, and those soft and gentle zephyrs, which, in our time, have existed only in the imagination of the poet’.26 In embracing climate change only when it augured a new Golden Age for the Tory government, Barrow invited the scorn of those who, like the Scotsman, felt his declaration tantamount to arriving at ‘the comfortable conclusion, that we had put an end to the dominion of frost and French principles on the same day’.27

Beginning in February 1818, Barrow’s critics went on the attack, singling out for ridicule his deployment of a politically advantageous vision of the British climate. Led by John Leslie of Edinburgh University, the conflict between liberal Scottish scientific circles and a conservative Admiralty was presented as a conflict between an emerging scientific professionalism and ‘literary’ readers of science. In an article written for the Edinburgh Review, Leslie acknowledges the ‘jealousies or official punctillos’ that had interfered with the appointment of ‘Mr. Scoresby … whose talents and science … afforded assuredly the best promise of [the expedition’s] ultimate success’. From there, however, he launches into an attack on Barrow’s ‘Literary speculation’ on geography and climate. ‘Glowing anticipations are confidently formed of the future amelioration of climate, which would scarcely be hazarded even in the dreams of romance’, Leslie declares, adding the complaint that ‘Every person possessing a slight tincture of physical science, conceives himself qualified to speculate concerning … weather’. Far from being something that the average Briton could opine on, ‘meteorology’, Leslie declared, ‘is a complex science’.28 While Leslie’s immediate target was Barrow, his larger argument is for the privileging of the voices of scientific experts over those of educated generalists.

Leslie miscalculated in making his arguments. Barrow’s statements on climate change had raised eyebrows even among supportive Tories, but Leslie’s proclamations were not tailored to win the hearts of periodical readers, many of whom were also educated generalists. Nor did it help that meteorology was still a nascent science at the time, and one in which many ordinary Britons participated as amateurs. The backlash to Leslie’s article was swift: as ‘a refutation of that excellent article in the Quarterly Review … it appears to us to be a failure’, the Literary Gazette declared.29 Regarding Leslie’s assertion that winds are incapable of carrying ‘the Polar influence to our shores’, the Gazette observes that ‘people will think that a North wind is cold … and if the atmosphere should absorb all of the cold … our senses bear evidence that it does not perform its duty’.30 Rather than relying on the elaborate theories of scientists, Britons should appeal to their own physical experience of the world for guidance, the Gazette implies—a statement suggesting, at least on this point, the superiority of phenomenological experience to the planetary consciousness performed by Leslie. As for Leslie’s geographical pronouncements, the Gazette observes that, ‘profoundly as the northern sages philosophize, we believe they know as little of the … Pole as those [in a] more southern situation’.31 Other periodicals repeated this point, with more cautious writers observing that the nature of climate change should be left ‘for wiser heads than our own’. In the midst of scientific uncertainty, the British Critic declares itself unwilling to support either party, but resolves to support the members of the polar expedition, in whose fate ‘we must, in common with every other Englishman, feel the warmest interest’.32

Unfortunately for Barrow, the 1818 expeditions did not return with news of a Northwest Passage. Of the ‘total failure’ of the expedition led by John Ross, Barrow wrote in an 1819 Quarterly article, ‘we hardly know in what terms to speak, or how to account for it’. Ross had turned back after entering Lancaster Sound, at what Barrow insisted was the ‘very moment which afforded the brightest prospect of success’. Ross claimed to have seen a mountain range blocking the end of the strait, but other members of the expedition had seen only open water, meaning that Ross’s mountains were likely an optical illusion. Having insisted on the aptitude of naval officers for polar exploration, Barrow was embarrassed by Ross’s decision, which appeared to validate the criticisms made by Scoresby’s supporters. ‘Captain Ross, we understand, complains of imperfect vision’, Barrow fumed, and ‘this should naturally have increased his anxiety to correct or confirm his own observations by the testimony of his officers’.33 As it was, Britain’s own vision of the existence or non-existence of a Northwest Passage would now have to remain unresolved until the next expedition.

In the wake of the 1818 debacle, Barrow came into greater prominence as a writer, as much because of the accusations hurled his way as because of his writing. His disagreement with Ross devolved into a feud waged in a variety of print sources, with Ross accusing the lower-class Barrow of violating his ‘proper sphere’ in ‘presuming to give orders’, and drawing attention to Barrow’s tendency to ‘quote [his] own writings, to prove [his] own assertions!’34 A letter in the Monthly Magazine criticized the Admiralty’s funding of a ‘wild-goose expedition’ and suggested that Barrow’s statements on climate change had made the Quarterly ‘a laughing-stock’. The same letter also expressed alarm at reports that ‘the gentlemen who kept journals or made drawings of remarkable objects’ had been obliged to surrender their documents to ‘persons connected with the Admiralty, and the Quarterly Review, to furbish up a catch-penny account’.35 In expressing its outrage at the Admiralty’s monopoly of expedition writing (and therefore of the expedition’s narrative), the letter registers what was to become the most important shift in Romantic polar prose.

From 1817 onward, Barrow and John Murray worked in concert to streamline the production of official voyage narratives. While the practice of publishing a synthesized, ghostwritten official narrative was hardly new, Barrow and Murray were unusually effective at monopolizing expedition papers and promoting the official narrative. As a result of these practices, polar prose was, as Adriana Craciun has argued, set on a ‘different trajectory than that of contemporary commercial print culture’, providing a model of state-controlled authorship that is far from the autonomous model of Romantic authorship typically celebrated in literary histories.36 The consolidation of this model allowed Barrow to script a narrative that would shape subsequent generations’ attitudes towards polar exploration. His vision of polar space as a ‘proving ground’ for British imperial character would dominate exploration well into the twentieth century, when the debacle of Robert Falcon Scott’s last expedition and the post-war collapse of Britain’s empire would erode support for polar forays.

In crafting this polar narrative, Barrow received substantial help from the voyages of William Parry and John Franklin, both of which commanded the attention of the public, albeit for different reasons. Parry’s 1819 Arctic voyage had proven a success, both in terms of exploration and in terms of literary production. Parry was the first naval explorer to deliberately winter in the Arctic, proving that British crews could withstand the strain of a prolonged expedition. Parry’s critically praised Journal of a Voyage for the Discovery of a North-West Passage (1821) was also the first to portray polar prose as essential to exploration (see Figure 7.1). As Parry explained in his narrative, to entertain his men, he introduced ‘a weekly newspaper … called the North Georgia Gazette and Winter Chronicle … supported by original contributions from the officers of the two ships’.37 While this experiment in polar publication was presented as a success in Parry’s narrative, as Hester Blum observes, the North Georgia Gazette’s pages display tensions stemming from certain officers’ refusal to contribute writing to the newspaper.38 Polar writing was a type of maritime labour to which not all were eager to contribute.
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Figure 7.1 Iceberg in Baffin’s Bay in William Edward Parry’s Journal of a Voyage for the Discovery of a North-West Passage from the Atlantic to the Pacific (1821). The Admiralty collected participants’ sketches and journals at the conclusion of the expedition to retain control over the representation of the voyage. By permission of the University of Delaware Library, Newark, Delaware.



If Parry’s expedition provided Barrow with the kind of polar prose he had been looking for, John Franklin’s disastrous 1819–1821 overland expedition threatened to undo much of his work. Ignoring the advice of the Indigenous people on whom he relied for supplies, Franklin had pressed his undersupplied party to travel into lands already afflicted by famine, losing eleven out of twenty men on a journey that found no promising northern waterway. In the expedition’s most notorious episode, an Iroquois voyageur allegedly turned to murder and cannibalism, killing Robert Hood, one of the British officers, and being killed in turn by Dr John Richardson, the expedition’s naturalist. Because the voyageur had been supplying the camp with meat, the implication of Richardson’s account (an excerpt of which appeared in the official narrative) was that he and some of his fellow officers had themselves eaten human flesh before realizing its source. John Franklin’s Narrative of a Journey to the Shores of the Polar Sea (1823) therefore had a great deal to manage when it came to this particular polar venture.

Narrative of a Journey to the Shores of the Polar Sea responds to the crisis in a mode familiar from the genre of the shipwreck narrative, positioning its officer-narrators as objective documenters of scientific phenomena whose story can be read, if one is so inclined, as illustrating the operations of ‘Divine Providence’. As with previous narratives, Franklin is careful to pay tribute to the Britons who served under him, including the murdered Hood, whose ‘careful and accurate drawings’ testify to his potential as an imperial observer.39 As Jen Hill has argued, Franklin’s narrative constructs ‘a British male national character uniquely suited to imperial mapping projects’: stoic, judicious, and brave in its pursuit of national goals.40 This character is also, as Craciun argues, evangelical in nature. Sustained by the ‘consolations which the Christian religion never fails to afford’, Franklin and his fellow officers endure hardships while also noting the possibilities for missionary work in Canadian territories. The latter project makes the narrative more sympathetic in its portrait of Indigenous peoples than we might expect; nevertheless, when it comes to the expedition’s most controversial episode, Richardson suggests racialized motives for Terraohauté’s crime, noting that Terraohauté had made ‘several expressions of hatred towards … white people’. In contrast, Hood is given an aura of martyrdom: an open copy of ‘Bickersteth’s Scripture Help’ is reported to be lying beside the body, suggesting that Hood ‘was reading it at the instant of his death’.41 The expedition’s pursuit of geographical truth thus becomes available to evangelical readers as a symbolic narrative, in which a racialized struggle between good and evil is recast in Arctic form.

As with Parry’s narrative, Franklin’s text positions polar explorers as part of an imperial writing community. While wintering at Fort Enterprise, the Franklin party ‘read again and again’ ‘newspapers and magazines … received from England’, which they ‘commented upon’ at meals. This prose-generated sociality extends to an imaginary interaction with newspapers, as the men entertained themselves by ‘conjecturing the changes that might take place in the world before we could hear from it again’.42 In reporting these conjectures, Franklin portrays his team as participating in scenes similar to those taking place in British homes, as British newspaper readers speculated about the success of his expedition.

But this community of print is not available to everyone. When ‘by the newspapers’ Franklin’s party learned of the January 1820 death of George III, they ‘concealed this intelligence from the Indians’. The decision to censor information was a strategic one, as the party was entirely reliant on native peoples for guidance and supplies. News of the ‘death of their great Father’ might ‘lead them to suppose that we should be unable to fulfil our promises to them’, Franklin explains in a sentence that patronizes the Dené as children of the empire even as he acknowledges the economic nature of their transactions. Elsewhere, Franklin portrays Akaitcho, the Dené chief, as ‘a man of great penetration and shrewdness’. That shrewdness filters through in Akaitcho’s comments on imperial prose culture. ‘I know’, he said, ‘you write down every occurrence in your books; but probably you have only noticed the bad things we have said and done, and have omitted to mention the good’. Just as he uses a careful combination of shaming and negotiation to ensure that the expedition pays its bills, Akaitcho’s all-too-accurate analysis of anthropological writing is paired with a request that Franklin ‘represent the character of his nation in a favourable light to our countrymen’.43

Akaitcho’s words apparently had some effect. When a North West Company clerk blames the Dené for the absence of a crucial food cache, the clerk’s explanation is offset from the official narrative, which is fulsome in its praise for the Dené’s generosity. Regarding the clerk’s declaration that he had left a message for the expedition ‘on a plank, in pencil’ where it was probably destroyed by ‘some Indians’, Franklin footnotes this statement, noting that the clerk had been given a pencil and ‘offered some paper when he quitted us’.44 Implicitly, the narrative ends up blaming the white clerk rather than the Dené for the missing supplies, with his failures evidenced in part by his unwillingness or inability to write in the service of empire.

Barrow’s review of Franklin’s bestselling narrative does its best to present the expedition as a shining exemplar of polar exploration. He praises the expedition for supplying Britain with ‘authentic information’ in place of the ‘premeditated misrepresentation’ of fur-trade associated explorers. While his review echoes Franklin’s praise of the Dené, Barrow also portrays Indigenous peoples as ineffective ecological managers. Whereas his first Arctic article had denied Selkirk’s claim that animal populations were in decline, Barrow now suggests that ‘Indians’ have ‘destroyed or frightened away those vast herds of the moose, the rein-deer, and the bison, which once frequented the wide plains’. Barrow even turns the expedition’s high death toll into a virtue, reporting that while ten voyageurs gave ‘themselves up to indifference, insubordination, and despair … of five English seamen, unaccustomed to the severity of the climate … one only fell, and he—by the murderous hand of an assassin’. Conveniently omitting the fact that the Englishmen were entitled to more rations, Barrow declares the expedition a ‘triumph of mental and moral energy over mere brute strength’ that proves British superiority.45 In such passages, Barrow is primarily arguing for Britain’s social superiority to European, rather than Indigenous, rivals. Nevertheless, in his presentation of Indigenous populations as anthropological curiosities incapable of managing their local ecologies, he lays the groundwork for future colonizing efforts.

While the Franklin expedition had been supported by the Colonial Office, the bleak landscape Franklin describes invites questions on the utility of such ‘uninteresting’ lands. As usual, Barrow was ready with answers. Noting that the explorers encountered ‘coal … petroleum and sulphur springs’, Barrow suggests that these energy sources might play an important role in Britain’s future. Given ‘the mighty part which steam seems destined to play’, it was also worth asking, ‘whether the polar sea may not in process of time be navigated by steam boats’. Always willing to venture into strategic speculation, Barrow correctly anticipated that mapping petroleum sources might one day be an asset, not only to the empire at large, but to his own Arctic projects. On the latter point he continues to assert the importance of the search for the Northwest Passage, insisting that the qualities displayed by Franklin’s officers indicate that no ‘reasonable ground of alarm for their safety need be entertained’.46 As late as the 1840s, Barrow was still claiming that in ‘the whole of the expeditions … not more than three lives were lost’.47 It was a distorted version of the Arctic narrative that would be dramatically revised by the disappearance of John Franklin’s 1845 Arctic expedition. The subsequent mythologizing of the vanished expedition would shape Victorian polar exploration, inspiring a decades-long search that would map much of the Arctic. Barrow, dead in 1848, would not live to see it.

For much of the Romantic period, the poles were spaces known mainly through text. Prose forms such as the periodical article and the voyage narrative were essential in forming—and, in the nineteenth century, controlling—the reading public’s view of polar space. Whereas eighteenth-century examples of polar prose offered more diverse perspectives on the extremities of the planet, Barrow’s efforts to produce a unified vision of the poles accentuated the marginalization of people of colour and laid the groundwork for Victorian imperial expansion. In asserting both British planetary consciousness and the imperial archive’s capacity to manage the mysterious polar environment, nineteenth-century polar prose anticipated an era of European planetary dominance, the miseries and ‘impracticability’ of which would, as Equiano foresaw, be disproportionately felt by people of colour.
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Chapter 8


Voyaging in the Pacific



Deirdre Coleman

This chapter examines three major works published over a span of almost five decades: John Hawkesworth’s An Account of the voyages … for making Discoveries in the Southern Hemisphere (1773), George Keate’s Account of the Pelew Islands (1788), and Dr John Martin’s Account of the Natives of the Tonga Islands in the South Pacific Ocean (1817). The ‘authors’ named here were not authors but editors, professional literary men who edited, rearranged, compiled, and often embellished the journals, logbooks, and charts of the original travellers. My aim is to see how each of these editors produced the experience of travel textually for Romantic metropolitan audiences. Hawkesworth, the best known, edited the first of James Cook’s three voyages, drawing principally on the journals of Cook and the naturalist Joseph Banks. Keate, a friend of Voltaire, shaped the thirteen-week encounter between a shipwrecked British crew and the people of Palau, and Martin took charge of William Mariner’s tale of his four years on Tonga.

Travel writing enjoyed immense popularity in the last quarter of the eighteenth century. As a genre it was second only to fiction in selling power, and the further the destination from Britain, the greater the public interest. Many questions arise from these works and their reception. How did the editors see their task, and what did the process of editing involve? Was Britishness the norm by which they measured Pacific cultures? Did they prompt their first readers to question the morality of British expeditions to the South Seas? And what relevance do these works have for readers in a decade simultaneously commemorating and condemning Cook’s three voyages into the Pacific? The Endeavour set sail for Tahiti in 1768, just over 250 years ago, and at the ship’s many stops for water, timber, and fresh food, Cook and his landing parties shot and killed Indigenous people. The east coast of New Zealand’s North Island saw clashes in 2019 between Pākehā settlers, proud of their achievements, and Māori protesting the killing of their ancestors in 1769. At Botany Bay on Australia’s east coast, site of another bloody encounter between the British intruders and Indigenous people, a pandemic stopped the many demonstrations planned for 2020. Cook’s feats of navigation and mapping, assisted by the experienced Polynesian navigator, Tupaia, may have answered long-standing questions concerning terra australis incognita, but at the cost of introduced diseases and firearms and the dispossession of native peoples.

In the case of Cook’s writings, it is important to note that his journals were largely unavailable until J. C. Beaglehole’s magisterial editions appeared in the 1950s and 1960s. These editions ushered in a major reassessment of the voyages. One of the finest biographies, Nicholas Thomas’s Discoveries: The Voyages of Captain Cook (2003; 2018), draws principally on the navigator’s journals, highlighting those passages of self-doubt which had embarrassed earlier editors, keen to uphold the heroic and patriotic stance of the Admiralty’s official publications. It is in the journals that we find Cook’s now well-known reflection on Australia’s Indigenous peoples. Instead of regarding them, like William Dampier, as ‘the most wretched people upon Earth’, Cook viewed Australia’s first peoples as ‘far more happier than we Europeans; being wholy unacquainted not only with the superfluous but the necessary Conveniencies so much sought after in Europe … They live in a Tranquillity which is not disturb’d by the Inequality of Condition: The Earth and sea of their own accord furnishes them with all things necessary for life.’ Confronted by repeated failures at establishing friendly contact, Cook struggled to understand their indifference and hostility. Not only did they reject all his ‘presents’; they also repudiated exchange. They would not ‘ever part with any thing of their own for any one article we could offer them’. In the end Cook concluded: ‘all they seem’d to want was for us to be gone’.1

In the Dedication to King George III of his Account of the Voyages (1773), Hawkesworth patriotically claimed that a new era of exploration had been inaugurated with the king’s reign. Expeditions of discovery to the Pacific and elsewhere were now conducted, ‘not with a view to the acquisition of treasure, or the extent of dominion, but for the improvement of commerce, and the increase and diffusion of knowledge’.2 This canard regarding the ‘more liberal motives’ propelling global exploration was perpetuated in the works of later naval men and voyage editors. But despite Hawkesworth seizing the high ground of enlightened imperialism, his Introduction raised a number of challenges posed by his primary materials.3 One was the problem endemic to travel writing: the boastful lies and exaggerations of travellers, or (as Hawkesworth put it more politely) ‘the natural propensity of mankind to assume importance, by pretending to have seen wonderful things’. The genre’s unreliability in this regard was linked to a worrying permeability between fact and fiction. After all, who could authenticate the truth of what was told? Another problem was ‘the destruction of poor naked savages, by our firearms … when they endeavoured to repress the invaders of their country’. The idea of invasion was provocative, as was Hawkesworth’s depressing conclusion that the violence of first contact was unavoidable given that ‘resistance will always be made’. On balance he was in favour of expeditions; loss of life was to be counted ‘among the partial evils which terminate in general good’ (Hawkesworth, i. pp. x, xvii, xix).

This somewhat unsatisfactory conclusion was then followed by a paragraph which baldly and with great insouciance denied that any special providence was at work in rescuing the Endeavour from the Great Barrier Reef:


It is true that when the Endeavour was upon the rock off the coast of New Holland, the wind ceased, and that otherwise she must have been beaten to pieces; but either the subsiding of the wind was a mere natural event or not; if it was a natural event, providence is out of the question, at least we can with no more propriety say that providentially the wind ceased, than that providentially the sun rose in the morning.

(Hawkesworth, i. p. xxi)



Critical escapes from danger, attributed to the ‘particular interposition of Providence’, were a mainstay of voyage texts. Such an unapologetic departure from convention, emphasizing coincidence and unpredictability instead of an all-seeing and benign providence, was seen as an attack on revealed religion. Despite the outcry, Hawkesworth doubled down in the Preface to his second edition, arguing that since ‘the Supreme Being is the cause of all events’, to attribute to him ‘those only which appear to be good in their immediate effect, implies a denial’.

The return of Cook and Banks to London from the first Pacific voyage in 1771 created a public sensation, as did James Bruce’s return from Abyssinia in 1774, prompting Horace Walpole to quip that Africa was ‘coming into fashion’ while ‘Otaheite and Mr. Banks are quite forgotten’.4 But travel writing’s popularity went well beyond a certain faddishness or taste for the exotic. In 1782 the clergyman Vicesimus Knox championed travel literature precisely because it was not fiction. Whereas the novel offered ‘sweetened poison’, travel literature was praised for its ‘plain and wholesome food’. Instead of rendering the mind ‘effeminate and debauched’, voyage books make it ‘usefully inquisitive, and furnish it with matter for reflection’. Clearly, for Knox, the best travel writing was manly—‘plain, simple, perspicacious, and unaffected’—a belief which persisted.5 In 1817, in a brief Quarterly Review notice of James Burney’s Chronological History of the Voyages and Discoveries in the South Sea, Robert Southey praised the work’s ‘manner’ for being ‘plain and seaman-like, as it should be; there is no affectation of any kind, and the liberal and humane spirit which it breathes is honourable to his profession and his country’.6

Many readers also shared Knox’s view that, in order to underscore the ‘native hue and complexion of truth’, the travel account should be written on the spot and ‘to the moment’.7 Samuel Johnson was adamant that delays of just a few hours injured strict accuracy. Although a published travel writer himself, Johnson did not, like Knox, hold the genre in high esteem, principally because the very remoteness of places such as the South Seas meant that reports could only, at best, be ‘mere conjecture’, at worst pure fiction.8 A reading of Cook’s first voyage confirmed Johnson’s worst suspicions. It was bad enough that Hawkesworth had never voyaged to the Pacific. Worse was his disparagement of the seamen’s ‘naked narrative’ of nautical details, preferring to entertain his readers instead with descriptions of countries ‘which no European had before visited, and manners which in many instances exhibit a new picture of human life’ (Hawkesworth, i. pp. v–vii). But for Johnson, Hawkesworth’s worst editorial decision was to adopt the novelistic innovation of impersonating Cook’s voice. This piece of stagecraft struck him as a fundamental ‘lye’ (Boswell, Life of Johnson, 1312), a fiction confirmed by Hawkesworth’s boast that he had injected his own personal ‘sentiments and observations’ into his ventriloquizing (Hawkesworth, i. p. v). For Johnson, this was taking editorial prerogative too far.

James Boswell described Cook as ‘a plain, sensible man with an uncommon attention to veracity’, a declaration supported by the following anecdote. When it was reported to Cook that Lord Monboddo liked his claim of having seen a nation of men like monkeys, Cook contradicted the statement, making a careful distinction in the process: ‘I said their faces put me in mind of monkeys’. Unsurprisingly, Cook was mortified by Hawkesworth’s re-working of his journals. Instead of being a faithful ‘amanuensis’, his editor was all too prone to draw ‘a general conclusion from a particular fact’. Sometimes these ‘facts’ were no more than speculations—what the travellers ‘had only heard’ and not seen for themselves. Cook candidly admitted to Boswell that difficulties in communication often meant that voyagers ‘could not be certain of any information they got, or supposed they got’. The scope for error was limitless. One ‘fact’ which was endlessly aired in the press was the licentiousness and promiscuity of the Tahitians. That this claim was designed to increase sales can be seen in Boswell’s comment to Cook that ‘Hawkesworth has used your narrative as a London tavern keeper does wine. He has brewed it.’9 The myth of Tahiti as a paradise of free love stuck, despite rumours (and Cook’s own certainty) that the British had spread venereal disease throughout the Pacific. This was a catastrophe with the potential to damage the prestige of all three of his voyages.

For his work as editor–narrator Hawkesworth was paid £6000. This unprecedented sum, plus the public outcry over impiety, inaccuracy, and indecency, left Cook determined to own his second voyage. Vowing that he would produce a plain, unvarnished tale, without Hawkesworth’s ‘flourishes’, Cook argued that his writing would ‘speak for itself’, the story unfolding ‘as it was written during the voyage’.10 To off-set this plainness, the two-volume work had sixty-three elegant copper plate illustrations by leading artists, taken from drawings ‘made on the spot’, with a sale price heavily subsidized by the Admiralty. The Admiralty kept a strict guard over voyage records in order to prohibit rogue publications from predating their official accounts, but with a public hungry for tales of exotic places and people, materials were often rushed out or pirated. In the scramble by booksellers to subsidize anyone who could produce a connected narrative about the Pacific, eye-witness accounts and accuracy were thrown to the wind, further undermining the genre’s credibility.11

Despite the offence caused by Hawkesworth’s narrative, many episodes made compelling reading. For instance, the ‘dreadful circumstance’ of the near shipwreck is brilliantly dramatized. Ventriloquizing Cook, Hawkesworth describes how ‘all command and subordination’ would disappear as the men scrambled for the few available boat places, a struggle which could only end ‘in the destruction of us all by the hands of each other’. As for those who might succeed in getting to shore, these would suffer an even worse fate, being ‘condemned to languish out the remainder of life in a desolate wilderness, without the possession, or even hope, of any domestic comfort, and cut off from all commerce with mankind, except the naked savages who … perhaps were some of the most rude and uncivilized upon the earth’ (Hawkesworth, iii. 144–145). The inspiration here was Banks’s journal, but Banks says nothing about the possibility of a tumultuous and murderous scramble. Instead, he praises the officers’ ‘inimitable coolness’ and the seamen’s ‘chearfullness and alacrity’.12 As for Cook’s journal, there is nothing sensational at all in it, merely a brief mention of the ‘terrible Circumstance’ of the water rising in the hold, threatening ‘immidiate destruction’ (Cook’s Journal, i. 345).

Of the killing of Indigenous people which accompanied almost every landing, both Banks and Cook state simply that they were ‘obliged to fire’. Having had his overtures of friendship spurned in New Zealand, Cook determined to kidnap the Maori out of their boats so that friendship could be foisted on them. Of the deaths which followed, Cook felt some remorse, conceding that ‘most humane men’ would censure him for firing, adding ‘nor do I my self think that the reason I had for seizing upon [the boat] will att all justify me’. In this bloody encounter Hawkesworth sympathized with the natives’ decision to trust to their ‘paddles’ rather than to Cook’s ‘promises’, a nicely balanced antithesis which slyly intimates that Cook’s hopes of friendship were extremely unrealistic. As to Cook’s ‘reason’ for firing, while his journals argued simple self-defence—‘I was not to stand still and suffer either my self or those that were with me to be knocked on the head’ (Cook’s Journal, i. 171)—Hawkesworth invents a justification, namely the Admiralty’s instructions. The nature of Cook’s service ‘required’ him to obtain knowledge of the country as well as convince the natives that the British were there ‘to contribute to their gratification and convenience’. Of the killing which resulted, Cook (voiced by Hawkesworth) states: ‘my intentions certainly were not criminal; and though … our victory might have been complete without so great an expense of life; yet in such situations, when the command to fire has been given, no man can restrain its excess, or prescribe its effect’ (Hawkesworth, ii. 289–290). The bleakness of this reflection is striking. It finds no parallel in the journals of either Banks or Cook. Banks ruefully notes that the massacre ‘ended the most disagreable day’ of his life, ‘black be the mark for it’. He then added the wish: ‘heaven send that such may never return to embitter future reflection’ (Banks’ Journal, i. 403). Seven years later, in his official account of the second voyage, Cook conceded that native hostility was understandable and justifiable. Once landed, and using the advantage of firearms, was it not as reasonable for the natives to think ‘that we come to invade their country, as to pay them a friendly visit?’ Nevertheless, his frustration at their refusal to recognize friendship led him to judge them negatively as ‘in a rude state’. Furthermore, deflecting all blame from himself, they were ‘frequently at war, not only with their neighbours, but among themselves’. It was the barbarous aggression of Pacific nations that stopped the British from advancing ‘far into their country’.13

J. C. Beaglehole, Cook’s biographer and editor, described Samuel Wallis’s ‘discovery’ of Tahiti in 1767 as ‘a foundation stone of the Romantic Movement’ (Cook’s Journal, i. p. xciv). Tahiti’s physical beauty and fertility were well captured by Hawkesworth but he also elaborated on certain unique ‘manners and customs’ which underscored the moral ambiguity of what ‘discovery’ might uncover. There were the orgies and infanticides of the élite group, the Arioi, and the highly sexualized Timorodee dance ‘consisting of motions and gestures beyond imagination wanton’. Indeed, the Tahitians exhibited ‘a scale in dissolute sensuality … wholly unknown to every other nation … and which no imagination could possibly conceive’ (Hawkesworth, ii. 206–207). The ostensible reason for Cook’s stay on Tahiti was, ironically, to observe the Transit of Venus, and for this purpose he and his men built Fort Venus, but the fort also functioned to negotiate the dangerous and slippery terrain of misunderstanding and distrust, the cause of so much conflict and murderous violence in cross-cultural encounter. Notably, it was on the threshold of Fort Venus that a grotesque copulation took place between a very young girl and an older man, a public spectacle orchestrated by ‘Queen’ Oberea for Cook and his men. As though this was not scandalous enough for the British reading public, there were more shocks and horrors after Cook left Tahiti—the fierce antagonism and cannibalism of the Maori and the complete nakedness of the women of New Holland. Although Elizabeth Carter had not read the voyage herself, she wrote to Elizabeth Montagu complaining of Hawkesworth’s ‘outrage against decency’.14 There were also several damning reviews in the journals and newspapers.

George Keate’s Account of the Pelew Islands appeared fifteen years after An Account of the Voyages. Like Hawkesworth, Keate was an editor who constructed his narrative out of the oral accounts of Henry Wilson, Captain of the Antelope, an East Indian Company packet ship carrying despatches to China via the Pacific route. In order to underscore his authority, and the authenticity of the ‘startling’ events he is about to narrate, Keate goes to some length to assure his reader that he has interviewed the ship’s officers, cross-checked their various oral and written accounts, and tested the reliability of Wilson’s memory. The book opens by repeating the canard concerning benign imperialism, with European knowledge immeasurably advanced through Cook’s fixing of ‘the Geography of the Southern world’. Keate confesses that the voyage he is about to narrate is not, like Cook’s, heroic, being the story of a shipwreck, but it nevertheless contains the exciting discovery of a ‘new people’.15 The belief that these people had never before encountered white people offered Keate a blank canvas on which he could paint ‘children of nature’ who would dispel some of the negatives of earlier Pacific voyaging, such as the violence, the diseases, the mistrust, and the endless misunderstandings.16

Unlike Hawkesworth’s dramatic vision of the murderous mayhem which might have unfolded from the Endeavour’s crash into the reef, the exit from the shipwrecked Antelope is orderly, with all on board cooperating. During their stay of thirteen weeks the British are supported and befriended by the natives and their chief, Ibedul. Keate gives a poetic spin to the chief’s name, calling him ‘Abba Thulle’, suggestive of ‘Ultima Thule’, the ancient name for the outer edge of the known world (see Figures 8.1 and 8.2). Unlike Tahiti, there is nothing luxurious about the Pelew islands and yet, despite the ‘scanty produce’ (234), the natives provide the mariners with food and water, and help them build a boat. They even dub Oroolong, where the crew washed up, ‘Englishman’s Island’, a Fort Venus which is to be theirs in undisturbed possession. Happily, the language difficulties which plagued the Cook voyages are providentially overcome. On board the Antelope is a Malay speaker who communicates with another Malay, a shipwreck survivor, resident for many years amongst the natives. This ‘singular’ and happy accident of the two Malays is an ‘unlooked-for source of consolation’, obviating the risky reliance on ‘signs and gestures’ (77–78). This is just one of many instances in the text where Keate alludes pointedly to ‘the mercies of Providence’ (215).
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Figure 8.1 Arthur W. Devis, engraved by H. Kingsbury, Abba Thulle King of Pelew, in George Keate, Account of the Pelew Islands (1788), facing 55. Rare Books, Archives and Special Collections, The University of Melbourne.



Keate was a cosmopolitan who championed liberty, egalitarianism, and republicanism. Throughout the Account he invokes the popular slogans of the revolutionary years leading up to the fall of the Bastille, such as universal benevolence and philanthropy. Following Rousseau, he champions ‘native simplicity’ and ‘useful labour’ over ‘the comforts of civilized nations, the advantages of arts, or the blandishments of luxury’, all of which awaken anxieties, passions, and crimes (210). But the contrast here is not simply between Europe and the Pacific, but between different Pacific cultures. Johann Forster, naturalist on the second Cook voyage, castigated the Tahitian chiefs for their idleness, sensuality, and opulence, describing them as living like ‘drones’ off the ‘fat of the land’ (254). Ibedul, on the other hand, is regarded by his subjects as ‘the best workman in his dominions’, reigning more like a father than a sovereign. But the chief’s most distinguishing feature is his heart ‘tutored in the sentiments of refined honour’ (210–211), evident in the ‘extreme delicacy of sentiment’ he displays towards the vulnerable strangers (104). Nevertheless, Keate does not miss the paradoxical loss and gain involved in the encounter between Pelew’s ‘children of nature’ (197) and the sophisticated British. Whereas Ibedul and his people had lived ‘as sovereigns of the world, unconscious that it extended beyond the horizon that bounded them’, they must learn for the first time that the world is composed of ‘a variety of nations’. This leaves Keate to speculate: ‘what might not be the sentiments that burst on a mind thus suddenly awakened to a new and more enlarged notion of nature and mankind’ (97–98). In this delicately open but fraught question, metropolitan readers are asked to consider how a newly expanded world might prove a challenge for the local cultures and identities of Pacific nations.
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Figure 8.2 Arthur W. Devis, engraved by H. Kingsbury, Ludee one of the Wives of Abba Thulle, in George Keate, Account of the Pelew Islands (1788), facing 187. Rare Books, Archives and Special Collections, The University of Melbourne.



In his eagerness to emphasize a single, shared humanity, Keate is uninterested in ethnographic explorations of ‘the varied gradations of human existence’. This rejection of racial distinctions and exotic otherness anticipates Wordsworth’s assertion a dozen years later that ‘we have all of us one human heart’.17 In support of his argument Keate adduces cultural affinities and similarities. For instance, when Captain Wilson is invested by Ibedul with the Order of the Bone, Keate urges his reader not to sneer at this badge of honour; ‘a bone upon the arm’ was no different from ‘a strip of velvet tied round the knee, a tuft of riband and cross dangling at the button-hole, a star embroidered on the coat’ (197). Human passions are also declared to be ‘much the same in every climate’; and where cultural and technological differences do exist, Ibedul asks for pencil and paper so that he can emulate the ship’s artist (122). Of this Keate comments: ‘He approved in the stranger those talents he would himself have been ambitious to possess, and in his manner of testifying his approbation, exhibited in captivating colours that which no pencil could display—the urbanity of a noble mind’ (122). Ibedul also gave the lie to those like the Scottish historian William Robertson who, despite never having travelled anywhere, argued that savages had ‘no solicitude about futurity, and little curiosity concerning what is past’.18 When the British are about to depart, Ibedul insists that they sail past ‘the aged, the women, and the children’ so that their visit can be ‘preserved’ in the memory of his people (199).

Ibedul’s nobility is figured in a paradoxical combination of simplicity and grandeur, traits which Keate believed would be instantly recognizable to his ideal ‘speculative reader’. This reader is one who ‘considers human nature, however unadorned, when dignified by virtuous simplicity, as one of the noblest objects of contemplation’ (117). Wordsworth’s aim was to find the same reader, one who could accept ‘delicate and refined feelings ascribed to men in low conditions of society’.19 Ironically, Keate uses the figure and voice of a cultural ‘other’, the Chinese crew of the Antelope, to press home this message about a single, shared humanity. The Chinese despise the Pelew Islanders for their simple lives—‘very poor place, and very poor people; no got clothes, no got rice, no got hog, no got nothing, only yam, little fish, and cocoa-nut’. The British seamen are no better, judging the Islanders by ‘the prejudices and arrogance of polished life’. These prejudices include a large dose of ‘suspicion and distrust’ (52), negative emotions which threaten social stability. While the Islanders are ‘unconscious of deceit’, the British seaman’s ‘fatal knowledge’ fences ‘the human heart against the inlets of its own happiness, by weakening confidence, the most valuable bond of society!’ (204). Indeed, it is precisely because Ibedul’s every action breathes ‘perfect good-will’ that most of the shipwrecked crew judge him to be insincere and treacherous. Fearful that they might be prevented from departing, the ungrateful British even plan to murder their benevolent host and his brothers. In narrating this, Keate’s hand ‘shrinks from the paper’ but he is duty-bound to tell us the truth, being our ‘faithful historian’ (194–195).

Thieving, with often serious consequences, runs throughout the Pacific narratives. Keate assures his reader that only ‘little trifling thefts’ occur on Pelew, with goods returned promptly because Ibedul believed that thieving violated the sacred ‘laws of hospitality’ (212). The subject of sex and its associated diseases is also canvassed, the topic having been explicitly addressed just two years earlier in David Samwell’s Narrative of the Death of Captain James Cook … and Observations respecting the Introduction of the Venereal Disease into the Sandwich Islands (1786). In a section chastely headed ‘Their Marriages’, Keate informs us that polygamy is confined to just a few wives, and that women enjoyed a high position in society, evident in their roles as tattoo artists and chief mourners at funerals. Conspicuous by its absence on Pelew is the ‘nails for sex’ traffic which was such a prominent feature of the Wallis and Cook voyages. As a sign of the modesty prevailing amongst the Islanders, when a sailor paid a ‘marked assiduity’ to a woman, he was promptly informed that ‘it was not right to do so’. Finally, there is no elite society equivalent to the Tahitian Arioi whose most notorious practice was infanticide. Pointedly, we learn that Palau’s pregnant women are treated with the ‘utmost attention’ (245).

As a parting gesture and token of his trust in the British, Ibedul sends his second son Lee Boo [Lebuu] to England. There, as Captain Wilson’s adopted son, Lebuu is to be made into an Englishman, after which he will return to Palau with new knowledge of Western art and technology (205). But within six months of arriving in London, Lebuu is dead of smallpox. It is Ibedul’s poignant question about when his son will return that excited so many British poets, including Jane West, William Lisle Bowles, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and Joseph Cottle. When Captain Wilson answers ‘about thirty moons’ and perhaps six more, Ibedul makes thirty evenly spaced knots on a piece of cord known as a teliakl. He then leaves a long space before adding six more knots (268–269). Numeration, the division of time, and the extent to which non-literate people could count were topics of great interest to Europeans. William Robertson argued that, ‘among savages … arithmetic is a superfluous and useless art’, a perception fuelled by Cook, Johann Forster, and others who believed that most Pacific Islanders could not count beyond ten, and that only a few could count as far as two hundred.20 For contemporary readers, aware that Lebuu had died six months after arriving in London, the image of Ibedul on the shoreline counting the months with his teliakl made for a poignantly sentimental vignette, one which spoke of an absent son and the passing of time.21 In the end, with so many moons returning after reaching his final reckoning, Ibedul is wearied out of hope (268–269).

The figure of the forlorn father on the beach, retracing his son’s last footsteps on the sand, stands at the centre of Bowles’s poem ‘Abba Thule’ (1794). The entire poem is spoken by a morose Ibedul: ‘Methought the wild waves said, amidst their roar / At midnight, Thou shalt see thy son no more!’22 Bowles’s poem impressed Coleridge deeply, inspiring lachrymose reflections on his own schoolboy exile to London in which he describes himself weeping in the twilight by the grave of Lebuu.23 Coleridge’s switch of focus from Ibedul to his son Lebuu can be attributed to a tiny book which appeared the year after Keate’s narrative entitled The interesting and affecting history of Prince Lee Boo (1789). With twenty editions of this anonymous text published between 1789 and 1850, the author’s desire to make ‘this beautiful character … live in the hearts of children’ was fully answered.24 In fact, the Lee Boo franchise was extensive, crossing several genres, from schoolboy primer to the melodramatic romance, ‘Prince Lee Boo’, performed at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane in 1833. Ironically, given Keate’s determination to eschew exotic difference in favour of our shared humanity, Lebuu’s life came to be lumped together with those of other ‘exotic’ people such as the ‘man of colour’ Paul Cuffee, and the ‘Esquimaux’ John Sackhouse.25

Keate’s sentimental tale of Pelew hospitality and British gratitude strives for balance and symmetry, but it is underpinned by a Faustian pact. In return for protection and support, Captain Wilson agrees to lend men and firearms to assist in Ibedul’s wars against his enemies, the Artingalls. Of course conflict amongst the Islanders predated the shipwreck, but an American sea captain’s book, published three decades after Keate’s narrative, reveals the appalling impact of guns on the Pelew Islanders, causing ‘unending wars’. The same observer also noted that Madan Blanchard, a sailor who, in remaining behind, counterbalanced the departure of Lebuu, was murdered by the Islanders three years later. Instead of Captain Wilson’s hope that Blanchard would prove a model of British virtue, he had become ‘arrogant and licentious’.26 In 1931 E. M. Forster published an anti-colonial satire on the sentimental tale of Lebuu’s tragic early death in London. In a fictional letter to Blanchard, updating him on news from London, Forster dispels the myth of Lebuu’s death as a missed opportunity for cementing intercultural friendship between Britain and Pelau, declaring that Lebuu was no more than a hostage in the East India Company’s planned territorial expansion in pursuit of imperial trade:


The Company’s plan was to educate him in England, and send him back to rule the islands for us; he was to take with him horses, dogs, cows, pigs, goats, seeds, clothes, rum, and all that makes life bearable; he was to oust Qui Bill from the succession, conquer the Artingalls with musket fire, and reign over corpses and coconuts in a gold-laced suit.27



Entertaining as this is, Forster’s satire carries a nugget of truth. In 1790, the East India Company sent a return expedition to Palau to inform Ibedul of his son’s death. Ostensibly a goodwill voyage, it masked a continuing quest to discover if any of the islands in the Western Pacific could be used as waystations in the lucrative Moluccan spice trade.28

By 1803 there was a fifth edition of Keate’s book, but even with its Lee Boo sequel the story could not compete with the popularity of the better-known Pacific narratives of Tahiti and Tonga. References to Tahiti were pervasive. In 1816 Claire Clairmont, having pursued Byron sexually, warned her lover that ‘the whole tribe of the Otaheite philosopher’ was about to descend on him in Geneva.29 Here Percy Bysshe Shelley is the Tahitian philosopher Orou, Denis Diderot’s imaginary sage with his creed of untrammelled free love, including incest. The ‘tribe’ included the two young women, Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin and Claire who, together with Byron and Shelley, were demonized as the ‘League of Incest’.30 Byron, more usually associated with Eastern tales, was a keen reader of Pacific voyages, framing his poem The Island (1823) with two prose narratives, William Bligh’s account of the ‘Mutiny of the Bounty in the South Seas’ and ‘Mariner’s Account of the Tonga Islands’.31 The 1789 mutiny on the Bounty enjoyed (and still enjoys) an extraordinary afterlife in scholarship and popular culture, spawning countless re-tellings, principally because interpretations vary widely, from those who blame the mutiny on Captain Bligh’s tyranny to those who blame Fletcher Christian or the seductions of Tahiti. What is interesting about the story’s afterlife is that, while mutiny could never be condoned by contemporaries, the romance of Tahiti and other South Sea islands was so powerful that many accounts sided with the mutineers. Bligh himself fed this interpretation by attempting to deflect blame, claiming that Christian shouted ‘Huzzah for Otaheite!’ as the renegades disappeared over the horizon with his ship. Byron’s poem reflects these differing interpretations. In Canto I, Bligh is the ‘gallant Chief’ (vii. 27) but the remaining three Cantos drop his story altogether in favour of the intoxicating beauty of the Pacific islands and the love affair between the mutineer, Torquil, and his beautiful lover Neuha, ‘infant of an infant world’ (vii. 39).

The British public’s remarkably quick switch of focus and sympathy from Bligh to the mutineers can be seen as early as 1793 in George Hamilton’s Voyage Round the World in His Majesty’s Frigate Pandora. The Pandora was despatched to the Pacific to round up the mutineers from their Tahitian families, but the sight of the ‘poor captives in irons, weeping over their tender offspring’ moved Hamilton to pity. Of Christian, who had disappeared with fourteen beautiful Tahitian women, Hamilton fantasized that he would colonize and populate ‘some undiscovered island … so that, at some future period, a British Ilion may blaze forth in the South with all the characteristic virtues of the English nation’.32 This vision of a new empire rising from ‘the Pacifick’s billowy loneliness’ to replace a decayed Britain captured the imagination of many Romantic writers, such as Bowles in his The Spirit of Discovery (1804).33 Mary Russell Mitford’s poem, Christina, the Maid of the South Seas (1811), also reproduces this fantasy, reinventing the terrible tale of Pitcairn Island as a romantic and sentimental story about Christina, daughter of Christian and his Tahitian wife Isabella. Despite recording the biracial community’s descent into murderous lawlessness in copious prose notes and extracts, Mitford presents her heroine as the happy and harmonious fusion of British and Polynesian cultures. Her only concession to Bligh’s side of the narrative was to present Christian as so haunted by his mutinous betrayal that he commits suicide. This was not enough to stop some reviewers from accusing her romantic tale of Jacobinical support for mutiny.34

Dr John Martin, our third editor, authenticates his Account of the Natives of the Tonga Islands through advertising his close collaboration with William Mariner, the 15-year-old survivor of a shipwreck and massacre who lived on Tonga for four years, 1806–1810, under the protection of a powerful chief, Finow [Finau Ulukalala].35 Taking a swipe at missionaries as too self-preoccupied to study the people they lived amongst (i. p. vi), Martin presents Mariner as a true insider, an adopted son who speaks the native language and is tattooed. Whereas some might dismiss a ‘barbarous language’ as a mere curiosity, Martin claims it is ‘the master-key’ to going beyond ‘bare descriptions of outside appearances’ and the ‘mere conjecture’ derided earlier by Samuel Johnson (i. pp. xiv–xv). In composing and arranging his narrative Martin says he has consulted Mariner ‘in regard to every little circumstance or observation that could in the smallest degree affect the truth of the subject under consideration’. Martin’s editorializing is nevertheless conspicuous in his lengthy vocabulary of Tonga and English and his interest as a physician in the Pacific’s Indigenous medical practices. His wide reading in voyage literature also enabled comparisons between different Pacific cultures, such as his contrast between the ‘noble and manly’ Tongans and Tahiti’s ‘soft effeminate race, strongly addicted to voluptuous habits’ (ii. 301). Timeless though these stereotypes might be, Martin nevertheless distinguishes between Cook’s visit to Tonga in 1777, when there was supposedly no cannibalism or war, and the late 1790s when civil strife raged on the islands, precipitated by the Fijians (i. 117).

Impressed by the natives’ fulsome welcome and their courteous disposition, Cook had dubbed Tonga the ‘Friendly Islands’. He also admired their strict hierarchy, especially the deference paid to powerful chiefs such as Finau’s father. But it was not long before other visitors decided that ‘Friendly’ was a ‘perfect misnomer’.36 Mariner’s tale provides good evidence for this reassessment. The massacre of his shipmates which opens the book makes for grim reading, and throughout his sojourn of four years, Finau behaves with wanton violence, killing his people on a whim, slaughtering missionaries, and sacrificing children. One of his most egregious acts of violence is perpetrated against a rival chief’s wives and mistresses, butchered as they slept, ‘perfumed with the aroma of sandal wood, and their necks strung with wreaths of the freshest flowers’. The fate of these ‘matchless beauties of Tonga’ moves Martin to infer that there was regret—that Finau’s ‘sanguinary’ brother, his accomplice in these murders, might have ‘wept over their fate, but the freedom of his country was at stake’ (i. 78). Martin’s editorializing here infuriated Southey, author of a detailed review of the Account in the Quarterly. Scorning the idea that the ‘savage’ Tongans had any ‘polity’, Southey bridles at the ‘abominable abuse of language’ deployed to create a ‘patriotic colouring’. ‘The freedom of Tonga! Supposing freedom had ever been thought of or dreamt of in these islands, or that any person there knew any thing about freedom.’ There was ‘bombast’ too in Martin’s description of Finau as a warrior ‘standing like a rock and rushing like a torrent’. In Southey’s eyes, Finau’s ‘utter disregard for human life’ made him another Bonaparte, a resemblance further reinforced by the chief’s drowning of his enemies after ‘the French fashion of a noyade’, an allusion to the Jacobin executions by drowning in Nantes during the Terror (1793–1794) and later in St Domingo (1802–1803).37

Although Southey judges the Tongans as a ‘most inhuman people’ he nevertheless wants to claim for them a ‘sense of right and wrong’. After they have executed their enemies by tying them naked to stakes and leaving them to starve, Martin reports that the Tongans later imagined the sounds of their victims’ dying groans at night, a claim which he dismisses as no more than the roaring of the distant surf or the sea rushing through subterraneous caverns. Southey is impatient with Martin’s dismissal, universalizing the imagined sounds as belonging ‘to the inner world which is in the mind of man,—they are the echoes of conscience,—and are, indeed, dreadful realities’.38 But the book’s most startling revelation, not mentioned by Southey, perhaps out of deference to Cook’s high reputation, is that Finau’s father, while showing ‘every external demonstration of friendship’ to Cook, secretly planned to kill him, together with his officers and all the marines (ii. 64–65). In case his readers miss this startling revelation, Martin not only repeats it but adds a jarring excerpt from Cook’s third voyage which describes the munificence of the Tongans’ welcome to the British, laden with ‘yams, bread-fruit, plantains, cocoa-nuts, and sugar cane’, plus numerous pigs and fowls (ii. 304–305). It would appear that Cook did indeed seriously misread his Tongan welcome.

Conclusion

By the mid-1820s, many writers felt that a great era of exploration, genius, and liberty had passed, never to return. William Hazlitt described his age as one of talkers, not doers, chattering away in a world that was growing old.39 Mary Shelley also felt disillusioned. In the wake of Cook’s voyages all mystery had disappeared. Instead of imperial fantasies of a resource-rich southern landmass, the only terra incognita was now New Holland’s interior; the only mare incognitum was the Northwest Passage. Compared to the grandeur of what the speculative geographers had once envisioned, there were now only ‘tame wonders, lions in leash’. The very ‘empire of the imagination’ had shrunk.40 Coleridge, an enthusiastic reader of voyage literature, also reflected the prevailing gloom. Whereas thirty years earlier he had penned the haunting lines, ‘We were the first, that ever burst / Into that silent sea’,41 he now pontificated that Christianity had brought ‘immense advantages’ to ignorant natives. In particular he praised the missionaries for counteracting the harm done by Cook’s Voyages. Of the Pacific Islanders Coleridge sweepingly declared, ‘there never were such dear, good, kind, amiable people! We know now that they were more detestably licentious than we could have imagined. And then the Romance of the Pellew Islanders—there scarcely ever existed such a set of blood-thirsty barbarians.’42 So much for the gentle, tragic figure of young Lebuu whose London grave had once elicited his schoolboy tears.

Exploration and discovery did not of course cease with Cook. In the early twentieth century a north-west sea passage was finally achieved, and with the melting of the polar icecaps, this once fabled passage may soon be fully open for commercial shipping. In the southern hemisphere, the ancients’ belief in a large landmass, counterbalancing that of the north, is now much more than ‘mere conjecture’, with scientists recently discovering the world’s seventh continent, Zealandia, a vast submerged plateau of continental crust lying more than a kilometre deep beneath the south-west Pacific Ocean.
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Part II

Nation and Region


Chapter 9


Landscape



David Stewart

The interaction between writing and landscape is central to Romanticism. Nonfictional prose plays a crucial role in this relationship. When in Northanger Abbey (1818) Henry Tilney bossily instructs Catherine Morland on how to view a landscape—instilling a due appreciation of ‘fore-grounds, distances, and second distances—side-screens and perspectives—lights and shades’—he is displaying knowledge gained in reading prose handbooks by the likes of William Gilpin, Uvedale Price, and Richard Payne Knight.1 Walter Scott’s accounts of Scottish landscapes in poetry and fiction provoked a tourist boom; his work drew not just on aesthetic theories of the picturesque and sublime, but also on recent developments in geology, cartography, speculative history, and other fields prodded into new life by the Enlightenment. Lord Byron’s intermingling of place and personality in Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage (1812–1818) became a transnational phenomenon; this is buttressed, but not aesthetically challenged, by John Cam Hobhouse’s prose notes to Canto IV. William Wordsworth’s poetry had a transformative effect on how landscape is seen and cared for, but in his own lifetime the book for which many people knew him best—at least according to Matthew Arnold—was his prose Guide to the Lakes (1810).2 Prose, then, plays a supporting role in the creation of Romantic landscapes. Prose presents fact, which poetry and fiction transform into cultural landscapes. This chapter reconsiders the relationship between prose and landscape. Rather than seeing prose as a factual backdrop to the creative transformations of place that characterize Romanticism, it considers a series of innovations in prose forms that think through the complex ways in which land is shaped in a period deeply concerned with that very process.

Shaping Landscape in the Long Eighteenth Century

A simple definition of landscape opposes the term to land. Just as geographers distinguish place from space through reference to human intervention or imagination—place is embodied space—so land becomes landscape by being viewed by humans.3 The word enters English from Dutch, and has roots in landschap; as Tim Ingold notes, landscape derives from shaping rather than scoping, from a creative bringing into being rather than observation.4 Landscape is inherently historical and cultural: it does not (indeed cannot) exist separately from human modes of envisioning it, or even creating it. These two elements—shaping and scoping, creation and description—cannot be securely separated. The combination has particular relevance for Romantic prose.

The long eighteenth century is recognized as having a powerful influence on the way that landscape is understood in the West. Three crucial (if complex) developments are especially worth noting. First is the codification in new ways of a set of frames for seeing the land culturally, notably the sublime, the beautiful, and the picturesque. Second is Enlightenment philosophy and science. Third is the expansion of empire that brought new kinds of landscape into focus and changed how landscapes ‘at home’ were seen. These three developments were not distinct, and their combination in the period meant that writers and readers saw landscape in a different way.

Edmund Burke’s A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful of 1757 was amongst the most influential of a new breed of treatises that attempted to account for the way that different kinds of landscape affect viewers differently. Burke and others like him who codified in new ways how to categorize landscape offered readers frames for viewing land. Most famously, searching for picturesque landscapes became a cultural phenomenon. Volumes like Gilpin’s Observations, Relative Chiefly to Picturesque Beauty (1789) provided guidelines for middle-class tourists keen to acquire the new ‘taste’ for picturesque landscape. As the word indicates, the visual arts played an especially important role, both as model and method: viewers were looking for the land to replicate the landscapes painted by Continental European artists, especially Claude Lorrain, Salvator Rosa, and Nicolas Poussin, images their own watercolours and tour journals sought to evoke. These guides helped shape the boom in tourism to mountainous locations like the Lake District, the Scottish Highlands, and North Wales, as well as locations beyond Britain. Landowners would—in a much more direct way—shape their land. Following the guidelines to landscape gardening by Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown (and his successors and critics like Humphry Repton), rivers were redirected, lakes were drained, hills dynamited, cottages moved to be out of the prospect commanded by the landowner’s pile. The classic landscape perspective in literature and the visual arts—the observer placed high above a scene that can be taken in at a glance—is an explicit celebration of the ownership of that land by a single landlord. When people in the Romantic period viewed a landscape, they did so in the context of debates and discussions about how to view land, and which lands were worth viewing.

Viewing land in the period was not solely a matter of taste. At the same time as ideas like the picturesque and the sublime were being codified, geologists and other natural historians were making new claims about what the land was, how it had been formed, and how it could be formed in future. Miles Ogborn and Charles W. J. Withers note that ‘[b]y the end of the century, the globe was immeasurably older than it had been in 1700’.5 Geologists like James Hutton told new stories about the formation of the rocks that picturesque tourists were looking at. The seemingly static image of sublime mountains took on another kind of sublimity, as their immense age, but also their dynamism, became apparent.6 Investigations of changes in the climate, and human capacity to change the climate altered, as T. M. Devine argues, ‘man’s relationship to his environment. No longer was nature accepted as given and pre-ordained; instead it could be altered for the better by rational, systematic and planned intervention.’7 We are unlikely now to see such intervention as positive, but the idea that the relationship between the human viewer and the viewed landscape was two-directional and fundamentally alterable proved important. Studies of plant and animal species advanced considerably and were often driven by an interest in the relation between the differentiation of species and the land on which they thrived. Carl Linnaeus did not simply document species in Lapland: he was also fascinated by the possibilities of transplanting species, and in doing so altering the land and the climate.8 Readers of popular magazines like the Gentleman’s Magazine read articles on topics like the use of lime in agriculture; such ‘improvers’ began from the view that land could be shaped, with significant consequences for the humans, animals, and indeed the look and foundations of the land.9 Theories—often simply racist—developed about the way that landscape shaped human communities, so that tourists would expect Native Americans or Scottish Highlanders to be warlike, hardy, poetical, and culturally and historically ‘backward’.10 Some prose tour guides described landscapes and offered guidance on how to shape the land aesthetically; others by ‘Enlightenment savants’ like Thomas Pennant mapped the land’s natural history and offered guidance on how to shape it physically, how to ‘improve’ it.

Romantic-period readers encountered a landscape that was much older than it had been at the beginning of the century. It also felt much larger, and much more fully mapped. The ways in which the Enlightenment provided new knowledge of land cannot be considered separately from different kinds of power, and in particular the developing European imperial powers. The Ordnance Survey provided incredibly detailed knowledge of Britain and Ireland, and it did so with particular urgency in Ireland and the Scottish Highlands because such maps were a tool used to ‘modernize’ and quell these rebellious districts. Sir Joseph Banks, as a leading natural historian and president of the Royal Society, helped shape how landscapes in Iceland, in the South Pacific, and elsewhere, were imagined. The scientific voyage to track the transit of Venus—in Captain Cook’s HMS Endeavour (1768–1771)—offered great literary and imaginative pleasures to Banks and his readers, transformed views of natural history, but also took the first step towards the colonization of New South Wales, a move Banks vigorously supported.11 The periodical press, as David Higgins has shown, played a crucial role in bringing about new ways of imagining the interconnectedness of a global climate.12 Readers in the period showed great enthusiasm for reading about ‘exotic’ landscapes in forms of writing that were largely factual. These books also began increasingly to base their claim on the reader’s attention on their imaginative thrills, making the question of credibility (the division between fact and fiction) especially significant, as Nigel Leask has shown.13 Spectacular accounts of distant landscapes by Mungo Park, James Bruce, and Alexander von Humboldt introduced readers to new landscapes while often drawing on literary conventions of the sublime, the picturesque, and the beautiful to do so.

Critical Views of Romantic Landscape

The Romantic period had new ways of shaping and seeing land, of transforming land into landscape. This has been the subject of critique from a number of perspectives. Raymond Williams is, perhaps, stating things too baldly when he claims that ‘a working country is hardly ever a landscape. The very idea of landscape implies separation and observation’, but he captures a crucial tension. The picturesque viewpoint was, as critics such as John Barrell, Ann Bermingham, and Tim Fulford have considered, an inherently political act.14 The lofty prospect demanded of a landscape—a prospect that removes the viewer from those who work to physically shape the land—supports and encodes the possession of that land by the landowning aristocracy. The politics of this was not simple; as Fulford puts it, the prospect view revealed ‘a divided scene cloaked in apparent order’.15 That Romantic landscapes are inherently bound up with acts of power has been explored in more detail by postcolonial, feminist, and ecocritical views.16 The best of these critics have insisted that Romantic landscape perspectives do more than simply create a hegemonic fiction that might be unveiled by the sharp-eyed critic; it is rather that the very nature of landscape in a period so concerned with land and its shaping prompted complicated, self-reflexive investigation.

Less historically minded theorists in fields such as philosophy, anthropology, and geography have often seen the Romantic theorization of landscape—the ‘separation and observation’ it entails—as a problem to be overcome. For these thinkers, landscape cannot be detemporalized: landscape is the mobile mesh of encounters formed in any given moment between a range of elements (weather, soil, rocks, buildings, humans, insects, and so on). As Ingold puts it, ‘[t]he forms of the landscape are not … prepared in advance for creatures to occupy’; the ‘processual unfolding of a total field of relations’ between all of these elements should lead us to think, in Karen Barad’s terms, of ‘entanglement’ rather than individualism, of process rather than fact.17 Landscape is, by nature, unpredictable in the effects it will have on us and the effects we will have on the other elements that compose it, something the picturesque viewpoint seems to wish away.

The Romantic period developed a new fascination with the facts of land, and a parallel fascination with how land might be shaped physically, aesthetically, and ideologically. Prose forms were well placed to interact creatively with this context. Prose is expected to be factual, and yet is frequently and transparently fictional. Tour guides principally concerned with ‘improved’ farming often became aesthetic, and vice versa; and both are concerned quite self-consciously to shape a living reality. Prose allows a testing out of experience; it encourages looser modes of thought that turn an idea over, seeing it from other angles. Contemporary theory values ideas of place that are composed of ‘entangled’ lines of motion, engaged with reality but capable of imagining other relations with land. The very generic and formal messiness of prose accounts of landscape in the Romantic period is worth prizing for the entanglement it reveals.18

Stations of Romantic Prose

Charles Lamb, in an essay inspired by the exotic literary landscapes of Thomas De Quincey, Barry Cornwall, and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, complains that he cannot conjure up an Oriental, ‘romantic’, or ‘even rural’ landscape. Instead, he subsides ‘into my proper element of prose’.19 Rural or imaginative flight requires the writer to ascend into another element, that of fiction, of poiesis, writing that makes a new place come into being; prose records dull, everyday fact. Of course, Lamb’s semi-fictional essayistic persona, Elia, is being playful, and prose’s capacity for play permits, as he well knows, the capacity to shape land. The Romantic period presents a variegated terrain of prose interpretations of landscape. Alongside the major genres—aesthetic treatises, tour guides, travel writing, natural history—there were a wide range of forms of landscape writing. Indeed, those genres tended to stray into each other’s territory. In all of them, prose does more than simply provide factual context. Lamb’s ‘proper element of prose’ often proved disarmingly fluid.

Lamb’s essay appeared in the London Magazine, and the periodical press produced diverse forms of writing about landscape. Review periodicals such as the Edinburgh Review and the Quarterly Review were especially keen on reviewing travel literature, and reviews often became essays on landscape. Magazines offered readers book reviews alongside new discoveries in natural history, personal essays, short fiction that strayed close to reportage, or literary criticism on landscape aesthetics. The personal essay offered a way of connecting personal subjectivity with place in a form of writing that encouraged, to adapt Samuel Johnson’s definition of ‘essay’, ‘loose sallies of the mind’ into unfamiliar territory. Notable prose accounts of landscape such as William Hazlitt’s ‘On Going a Journey’ (1822), Leigh Hunt and John Keats’s ‘A Now, Descriptive of a Hot Day’ (1820), Mary Russell Mitford’s Our Village (begun in 1819) and Thomas De Quincey’s Confessions of an English Opium-Eater (1821) all appeared in periodicals, and all benefit from the generic mixture these venues encouraged. The political valence of landscape was never far away. William Cobbett’s radical journalism collapsed any distinction between landscape and politics. Cobbett’s pounding prose, with its delight in the physical encounter with land, its insistence on fact, exposes how financial power has warped the rural landscape. He shapes a hidden landscape before his thousands of readers’ eyes and asks them to join him in reshaping it along new lines.20 Cobbett’s prose, just as much as the prose of a more ‘literary’ figure like De Quincey, was a creative method for transforming how land is seen.

Tim Fulford, Debbie Lee, and Peter Kitson emphasize that our contemporary distinction between imaginative ‘literature’ and factual forms had little meaning in the period’s writing, especially in the fields of science and exploration.21 Each form of writing began in encounter with fact, but each transformed those facts in the encounter. Elizabeth Kent’s natural history writing, for example, depends on close prose observations of garden flowers, but it also includes a collection of ‘literary’ accounts of flowers.22 The distinction between the two kinds of writing in her Flora Domestica, or The Portable Flower-Garden (1823) was far from clear, a fact equally apparent to one of the poets she quoted at length, John Clare. Clare’s natural history writing has been occasionally—patronizingly—praised as offering an earthy authenticity secured by his labouring-class status. But Clare was very consciously writing in a tradition of local observation of natural history, his most famous predecessor being Gilbert White of Selborne. When Clare writes of the night hawk, he draws on his own observations, includes the testimony of others, and reflects on how other naturalists have observed the bird. But he also allows his imagination to take flight. Wondering whether the ‘creeping & danger haunting cry’ heard at night while crossing ‘wild heaths’ might prompt fears of being stalked by robbers, Clare produces a landscape for his readers, one in which we attempt, supported by the props his writing provides, to step out at dark onto the quiet moor, hearing sounds that we must then compose into meaningful shape. Facts in the landscape—like the ‘trembling sort of crooing sound’ the night hawk makes—are never simply facts, but tremble on the edge of fiction.23

Fiction of the period frequently deploys prose accounts of landscape that claimed a basis in fact secured in the reality outside of the novel. Claire Connolly has written insightfully about the intermingling of ‘abstract’ and ‘intimate’ forms of knowledge that muddied the distinction between ‘landscape’ and ‘map’ in Irish fiction of the period, appropriately given that Ireland was the subject of many anxious attempts to map it and to shape its land.24 Novels were involved in a tussle about the way ‘facts’ about land were represented. George Dekker points out that ‘Romantic tourism and Romantic fiction had close affiliations from the outset’, and the complexity of that relationship is apparent in the work of Ann Radcliffe.25 Radcliffe’s Gothic novels are among the most important and influential deployments of Burke’s sublime landscapes; towering Alps are imbued with the thrilling terror experienced by her heroines. The criticism might be that this is—however psychologically and politically complicated—a backdrop, not an encounter with land. Radcliffe also wrote nonfictional prose, and her encounters with land helped develop an understanding of land that emerges out of the crossover between fact and fiction. Looking north from Skiddaw in the Lake District to the Scottish border, she hopes to see an Ossianic landscape. But the border—the Solway Firth—is disappointingly obscured by the weather (a ‘gray horizon’), and her guide tells her not of ancient warriors, but that on a clear day one can see the boats on what was a very busy shipping channel.26 The fact of commerce with Ireland, the rest of Europe, and the world beyond cannot be squared with a view of Scottish mountains as the picturesque backdrop of clannish violence, but it offers a landscape with similar elements to those found in her novels: a scene marked by the traces of vivid human life, vulnerable to and traversed by power.

The prose tour guide, similarly, should not be seen as merely a backdrop to such creative refashionings of land. Thomas West’s A Guide to the Lakes was first published in 1778 and reached a seventh edition in 1799.27 It was among the most popular of the many prose guides to the region, following the Lakes’ rise into popularity as the taste for new kinds of landscape spread. West’s tour of the Lakes is divided up into a succession of ‘stations’, viewing spots from which the landscape appears most ‘picturesque’. At each station on the tour the world is frozen, the Claude glasses come out, and tourists gasp as they acclaim the neat fit between what they see and what their tour guides told them they would see. Yet, even here, prose proves a more subtle medium. West’s prose tends to meander, picking up strange deposits. He mentions how much the ferryman at the River Kent gets paid, recent changes in land ownership, that Lancaster has a ‘prosperous trade’ with Guinea and the West Indies, that a battle was fought at a particular site in Roman times, describes the complicated method the dalesmen in Borrowdale have for harvesting peat for fuel, and suggests an excursion to the huge iron works at Whitrigs. West sees the land as picturesque, but he also sees the land as a depository of historical stories, as a place that is worked in agriculture and in industry, as a place buffeted by a world beyond its borders, a place transformed by commercial routes; as a place that is changing, in part because of the popularity of prose guides like his. It is not that far, in some respects, from an ‘improving’ survey of the land such as Arthur Young’s Six Months Tour through the North of England (1770). West, to return to Raymond Williams’s phrase, ‘separates’ and ‘observes’, but that is not all he does, nor is the process of observation as simple as it might seem.

For prose writers in the period, landscape was a highly textured subject that demanded flexible ways of calling it into being for readers. Prose depends on encountering fact, and writers tend to be self-conscious about their own shaping of that fact. To understand how prose writers engaged with landscape, we must follow closely the methods they develop to do so. I finish this chapter with three longer discussions of prose encounters with place by Dorothy Wordsworth, Mary Wollstonecraft, and James Hogg.

Dorothy Wordsworth in Scotland and Baghdad

Dorothy Wordsworth’s Recollections of a Tour Made in Scotland A. D. 1803 is the journal she wrote up on her return from her 1803 tour in Scotland with her brother William and their friend Coleridge. This was more than a set of private jottings, but rather an artfully produced narrative that shows her deep insight into—and a capacity to combine—a range of approaches to shaping land. She uses prose as an instrument that sees landscape as the product of many different shaping factors, testing out her own perceptions as she writes (see Figure 9.1).
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Figure 9.1 Joseph Mallord William Turner, engraved by Charles Turner, ‘Inverary Castle and Town, Scotland’ (1819), from Etchings and Engravings for the ‘Liber Studorium’. Photo © Tate.



Crossing the Anglo-Scottish border at the River Sark, the first thing Wordsworth notices is land management: the ‘unenclosed pasturage’ on the Scottish side.28 It is a constant theme of the Recollections if, perhaps, a surprising one. While her interest in the presence or absence of trees might be taken as the influence—so common in Scottish tours—of Samuel Johnson’s 1775 Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland, that she so frequently notices the presence or absence of hedgerows suggests an eye sharply attuned to the developing discourse of agricultural improvement, of which hedgerows and the fields they enclosed were one marker. They meet a stranger, and ‘C[oleridge] and he had a scientific conversation concerning the uses and properties of lime and other manures’, another hot topic for those interested in improving soil that had become acidic, a frequent property of upland areas in northern Europe.29 Wordsworth’s interest in topics like these reveals an understanding of the way that land is shaped, and also an understanding of the effect such changes have on others, especially the labouring classes. She is often disappointed on her tour, but the nature of the expectations that are let down are not exclusively aesthetic: ‘I was somewhat disappointed with the first view of the Clyde; the banks, though swelling and varied, had a poverty in their appearance, chiefly from the want of wood and hedgerows.’30 Wordsworth is conscious that poor land is not just an aesthetic matter: it means harder labour for fewer rewards; it means hungry people.

On visiting the Falls of Clyde, Coleridge is searching for the mot juste to describe the waterfall. He is delighted when a fellow tourist hits on ‘majestic’: ‘ “Yes, sir”, says Coleridge, “it is a majestic waterfall”. “Sublime and beautiful”, replied his friend. Poor C. could make no answer, and, not very desirous to continue the conversation, came to us and related the story, laughing heartily’.31 The Wordsworths and Coleridge are happy to find that ‘the tourist is the other fellow’, as Evelyn Waugh put it, and such moments of cultural distinction are important in the period.32 But Wordsworth frequently turns such scrutiny on herself. She is aware that each viewer brings a set of more or less penetrating modes of vision with them, and that each of them contains their elements of blindness. On crossing the Highland Line, she reflects that ‘[o]n going into a new country I seem to myself to waken up, and afterwards it surprises me to remember how much alive I have been to the distinctions of dress, household arrangements, etc. etc., and what a spirit these little things give to wild, barren, or ordinary places’.33 It is not just what she notices, but how conscious she is that noticing is itself a practice that is culturally conditioned: paying attention to something also means not paying attention to something else, and her writing tries with unusual self-criticism to wake itself up to what it might be missing.

As her ability to think through farming improvement indicates, she is not single-minded in her perspectives. She is fascinated by the way that society functions in the ‘sublime’ places that they visit (wondering, for example, what it must be like to have a community so scattered that attending the local church requires a walk of many miles).34 The landscape is shaped by these lines of human movement. But that process is not detached from a wider world. Forced emigration is a topic that she (in common with many Highland tourists) thinks about, but she also makes the link with the ‘Jacobinical’ views of those radicals who taught her post-Revolutionary generation to see injustice in landscapes that others saw simply as ‘natural’.35 The shape of the land is not given.

Neither is it isolated. Wordsworth’s habit of referring to places far removed from Scotland is remarkable, though not necessarily uncommon.36 The landscapes she sees call to mind a wealth of reading: Venice, London theatre shows, Joseph Addison, the Orient, alehouse pictures of the Prodigal Son, the Arabian Nights, China. Wordsworth’s range of references indicates her understanding of landscape as striated with lines of connection. Seeing Edinburgh’s Castle Rock in a mist, she says that it was ‘impossible to think of … the goings-on of trade, the strife of men, or every-day city business; the impression was one, and it was visionary, like the conceptions of our childhood of Bagdad or Balsora when we have been reading the Arabian Nights’ Entertainments’.37 Seeing something real can be as insubstantial as reading imaginative literature: landscape is a fiction, a fable. And yet this is consciously a suspended moment: it is ‘impossible’ to think of trade, and yet clearly possible too, since she mentions it. It is the same trade that linked Edinburgh, via the port of Leith, to the ocean, and to the real Baghdad; the same lines of commercial connection that enabled the printing of the books in which she read about Baghdad and Edinburgh, that made her friend ‘Jacobinical’ about Highland emigration to the colonies, and that financed the leisure that made her own journey possible. Wordsworth’s prose is marked by self-conscious experiment with form: its fascination with aesthetic frames, its deployment of everyday fact alongside imaginative sallies, its habit of tracking back and considering its own methods. The result is a book that shapes a landscape in ways that seem to surprise its author as much as its readers.

Mary Wollstonecraft in Scandinavia

Mary Wollstonecraft’s Letters Written During A Short Residence in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark (1796) is an extraordinary but also a typical example of prose landscape writing. Wollstonecraft, a prominent radical philosopher in the Revolutionary era, leaves Revolutionary France in 1795 for Scandinavia accompanied only by her young daughter and her French maid. Her task is to attempt to recover a large quantity of silver that Gilbert Imlay, her former lover and father of her child, had managed to get through the British Navy’s blockade of trade with neutral Scandinavia (an aspect of the wider European Revolutionary wars). Wollstonecraft—for much of the journey a solo female traveller—is far from the typical author of a tour guide. Her manner of writing often departs radically from the mainstream of landscape writing. She notes with pride that one of her hosts states that she is a ‘woman of observation’ who asks ‘men’s questions’.38 At the core of the book is a potent feminism that challenges exactly those conventions about what women should concern themselves with, and where women should go. The questions she asks and the styles of writing that she adopts form a picture of place that is in many respects radically new. Yet equally her interests—rocks, farming, gardening, aesthetics, improvement, labour, commercial networks, sensibility, climate, national identity—draw on and engage with a set of approaches to viewing and framing land that she found in her era. She is pleased to be seen as one who transgresses expectations of gender, but equally pleased to be marked for her powers of observation. Commenting on rocks, she notes that she had not realized that this ‘simple object, rocks, could have admitted of so many interesting combinations’.39 Her encounter with the Scandinavian landscape prompts its own ‘interesting combination’ of frames through which land is shaped.

A glimpse of this can be found as she passes through some scenery in Norway. The large pine and fir forests are a cultivated as much as a natural part of the land and play an important part in the Norwegian economy. But they are wearisome for the traveller searching for the picturesque. In the evening, however, they change their aspect:


nothing can be more picturesque, or, more properly speaking, better calculated to produce poetical images. Passing through them, I have been struck with a mystic kind of reverence, and I did, as it were, homage to their venerable shadows. Not nymphs, but philosophers, seemed to inhabit them—ever musing; I could scarcely conceive that they were without some consciousness of existence—without a calm enjoyment of the pleasure they diffused.40



This is something more than the coincidence of actual landscape and picturesque framework found in guidebooks. ‘Poetical images’ (a conjunction of the verbal and the visual) are produced by the land: the land surprises the viewer into new creativity. But the kind of creativity is itself surprising, as mobile as the landscape. Wollstonecraft reveals her openness to the land: her feelings are soothed by what she sees. Yet what she sees is also—and self-consciously, even humorously—a fiction. She becomes a pagan pilgrim, rendering homage to these scenes; or, rather, her ‘mystic … reverence’ is ‘as it were’ paid to the shadowy trees, the subjunctive mood permitting a dalliance with possibilities rather than an assertion of definite facts. The words she ends with—‘enjoyment’ and ‘pleasure’, feelings she imagines are shared by the scenery—indicate how knowing this moment of fictional indulgence is. Her prose is a product of the landscape: she is pushed into new modes of writing by what she sees. Those modes of writing draw on existing cultural models: classical mythology, Laurence Sterne, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, William Gilpin, and others. But these ‘literary’ pleasures do not exclude other modes of vision.

The next paragraph moves on to historicize such ways of viewing place: the ‘origin of many poetical fictions’ lies in this interaction of solitary individuals with particular places. And, again, her tone and style shift:


But I have almost forgotten the matters of fact I meant to relate, respecting the counts. They have the presentation of the livings on their estates, appoint the judges, and different civil officers, the crown reserving to itself the privilege of sanctioning them. But, though they appoint, they cannot dismiss. Their tenants also occupy their farms for life, and are obliged to obey any summons to work on the part he reserves for himself; but they are paid for their labour. In short, I have seldom heard of any noblemen so innoxious.41



The sentences are sharp and precise, as befits the move from ‘poetical images’ to the realm of fact. Yet the two moments share more than may be apparent. Poets, philosophers, and priests make their ‘fictions’ of landscape, but then so do landowners, tenants, and governments: they too make something out of the land, materially and ideologically. As the final comment on the ‘innoxious’ noblemen indicates (and the Revolutionary context is never forgotten in Letters), this current system of government is not inevitable or ‘natural’. The land—how many trees there are on it, a fact that will change the constitution of the soil—is something that might be shaped by commercial speculators in Hamburg, New York, or London, or by Revolutionary governments in France, or reactionary ones in Austria or Britain. It might also be changed by theorists of agriculture: Wollstonecraft reflects on the common Enlightenment view that ‘improved’ agriculture begun by clearing forests will ‘meliorate’ the climate.42 It is not, then, that fact trumps fiction, or even that fact provides the material context in which these fictions exist, but rather that each of these are methods of seeing and shaping land, each links creativity and fact, and all of them are linked together as part of a mobile network of relations.43 Landscape is revealed as something that cannot be neatly separated out into types of experience; nor can a single power structure contain it. Prose allows her to work through a landscape in motion, and to think of land as something that is always both a matter of fact and something fabricated, formed, by those who look at it and live in it.

James Hogg in North America and Lewis

James Hogg undertook three tours of the Scottish Highlands between 1802 and 1804. Hogg went north with a clear financial purpose: he was prospecting for land, with the aim of establishing a sheep farm (a scheme that, in the end, fell through). He was also assessing the land and its farming practices with a keen eye. As a Borders farmer, Hogg was up to date with the ‘improved’ agricultural methods developed during the eighteenth century, including the use of the Cheviot breed of sheep that many hoped to introduce into the Highlands. He wrote the travels up as a series of letters for the Scots Magazine. Hogg’s letters are a dramatic production, drawing, as Alex Deans has explored, on aesthetic modes such as pastoral and the picturesque, linking these in ideologically conflicted ways with debates about farming improvement and Enlightenment theories of historical progress. Hogg’s writing takes its place in what Penny Fielding has shown is a complex set of post-Enlightenment debates in Scotland about land and the technologies used to represent and shape it.44 ‘Improved’ sheep farming would have, as Hogg acknowledges, an enormous impact on the people and the ecology of the region. Hogg was implicated—and he registers the fact uneasily—in what we now call the Highland Clearances.45

As Meiko O’Halloran and others have explored, Hogg was relentlessly experimental with the forms of writing made available by the print culture of his era.46 He wrote not just poetry and fiction, but also magazine essays, travel writing, and a respected treatise on sheep. More than anything, though, he tends to mingle the capabilities of these forms together. Hogg’s Highland Journeys gave him an experience of place—and writing place in prose—that shaped later work classified as fiction, including his short story ‘The Renowned Adventures of Basil Lee’ (1820).47 Basil Lee tells a life story of extraordinary mobility: he careers around Scotland gaining and losing fortunes, flees his creditors and joins the army during the American War of Independence, sails across the Atlantic, gets into adventures in Canada and America, returns via the Outer Hebrides to Edinburgh, becomes a fortune hunter, and eventually gets married. Money, migration, emotion, and landscape are the driving factors of Basil’s life.

Hogg is fascinated throughout his work with optical illusions and the technologies that create them. He is interested, in other words, with the way that our angles of vision distort, and in so doing create, the landscapes we see. This comes to a head in an encounter on the Isle of Lewis. It is a story, says Basil, ‘which will not be believed’. Others may be able to ‘account’ for it as an ‘optical illusion’, but he can only relate ‘what I saw’.48 A group of touring southerners have heard from the Highlanders that the ‘Great Shade’, a spectre, will walk the earth. As they gaze across the land from a cottage, a shadowy band appears, which seems to be a group of men arrayed like a ‘troop of warriors’ in tartan, walking slowly across their line of vision. Dr Scott, ‘a rough, rash, intrepid fellow, proposed that we should fire at them’.49 The narrator objects, but the insistence of their Highland guide that these are not substantial men leads them to fire. Their bullets pass through, and the visions keep marching: ‘when they approached near to the group of tall obelisks, they rushed in amongst them, and we saw no more, save a reeling flicker of light that seemed to tremble through the stones for a moment’.50

It is a moment self-consciously shaped by an understanding of the methods used to see landscape. The encounter seems to be an isolated episode: some remarkable happening that the reader might enjoy in its thrilling supernaturalism. Highland tourists, following Thomas Pennant (1772) and Samuel Johnson (1775), were often fascinated by such ‘primitive’ beliefs as ‘second sight’ nurtured by these ‘wild’ lands. This is a way of framing experience and framing place: the landscape is made visible to us as a pleasing moment that can be enjoyed and passed on, just as one might pause at a picturesque ‘station’ identified by a guidebook. But Hogg probes at such landscape viewpoints.

The story deals with fictions of place, but hints in subtle ways at what is just beyond the angle of vision. The southern tourists are part of a picture too: the landscape looks back at them. Placing them comfortably in the poor Highlanders’ cottage, guns at the ready, hints at the power dynamics and violent economics that underlie the presentation of the Highlands as a ‘wild’ land ready for consumption by the weary metropolitan wishing to bag grouse or paint pictures. Hogg’s use of prose form tests out how land is framed aesthetically, politically, and historically. The story’s puzzling intermingling of fact and fiction is buttressed by an uneven narrative structure that affects any attempt to shape land securely. The story rushes between Ettrick, America, Lewis, and Edinburgh. These are not mere ‘stations’: Basil finds he cannot rush over the land, which sucks the narrator in, causing the story to dally unexpectedly, sometimes for a page, sometimes for several. This long, imbalanced, curiously inconclusive story makes it impossible to isolate places or moments from each other. The story’s form reveals that seemingly remote places like the Outer Hebrides are given shape by (and help shape) imperial and commercial networks, often in disturbing ways. We do not forget that Lewis is connected to North America, the place from which Basil Lee has just returned, a place that involves him in the patterns of migration that affected the Highlands, including many post-Culloden Highlanders serving (like Basil) in the British Empire’s army. The land refuses to serve as simple backdrop and provokes those who think they have it mapped. His style of writing—its mixture of modes, its mingling of fiction with autobiography and tour journal, its unpredictable shifts of mood and tempo, its lack of a comfortingly succinct structure, its sense that what ‘will not be believed’ might well be true—evokes an experience of place that is disturbingly unpredictable.

Hogg’s account of Lewis is formed quite consciously in the shadow of the complex ways in which land was shaped in the period. The experience of land discovered on his Highland Journeys haunts this seemingly fictional ‘tale’. His prose draws—and comments subtly—on the methods of shaping land developed in the period by picturesque tourists, aesthetic theorists, natural historians, cartographers, novelists, poets, historians, and others. The prose landscape that he develops is composed of multiple, divergent lines of movement. Hogg’s work is, I suggest, typical of the rich variety of methods prose writers found in this period to shape the land and to reflect on its shaping. More than something just to be looked at or straightforwardly represented, landscape emerges in Romantic prose as something that writers experience on the move. Prose writers dealt closely with the facts of land—the rocks, the people, the insects, the peat—that they encountered. But they also recognized that land is always shaped, and their prose draws on the resources of fiction, travel writing, natural history, periodicals, and much else, to bring their landscapes into being.
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Chapter 10


Metropolitanism



Matthew Sangster

Discussing authorship in The Rambler in 1750, Samuel Johnson depicted the shift between perusing writings and pursuing a personal acquaintance using a striking simile of urban experience:


A transition from an author’s books to his conversation, is too often like an entrance into a large city, after a distant prospect. Remotely, we see nothing but spires of temples, and turrets of palaces, and imagine it the residence of splendour, grandeur, and magnificence; but, when we have passed the gates, we find it perplexed with narrow passages, disgraced with despicable cottages, embarrassed with obstructions, and clouded with smoke.1



For Johnson, while written discourses allow for comprehensive views that emphasize high points and sublimity—associated in his model with classical regularity and historically proven status through his evocations of temples and turrets—conversation is analogous to stepping into the confusing and repulsive chaos of the modern metropolis. Like William Wordsworth, Johnson evokes a tranquil distance as a prerequisite for writings that resolve, modelling the tumult of the city as antithetical to the production of lasting worth and meaning. While Johnson’s description contains an implicit contradiction in that the distant prospect presents a partial and idealistic view, it nevertheless seems clear that for him a positive appreciation of a metropolis was best enabled by a healthy degree of perspective.

However, writers of the Romantic period often tended to find, like Lord Byron’s Don Juan on Shooter’s Hill, that cities would no longer sit comfortably and be observed. When Juan attempts to take in the metropolitan scene, the ferment of London’s encroaching streets is clearly discernible despite his ostensible distance; mediating transport technologies are an unavoidable context; and the noise of the city echoes up to his viewpoint, providing insistent reminders of urban excess. When he tries to rhapsodize on London as ‘Freedom’s chosen station’, he is swiftly ‘interrupted by a knife, / With, “Damn your eyes! your money or your life!” ’2 Byron thus accurately satirizes the increasing difficulties of taking an all-encompassing view of metropolitan prospects. These difficulties were becoming more and more apparent as both old and emerging cultural genres struggled to represent cities’ growing complexities. Read in this context, Johnson’s Rambler essay can be seen as an early expression of the intense anxieties that would become the stock-in-trade of many urban recorders who sought to cultivate and create literary sensibilities. The growing focus on particular lived experiences in poetry, novels, and belles-lettres meant that these forms were developing specialized ways of turning inward at the same time as older strategies for epitomizing cities—such as synoptic lists and representative types—were becoming increasingly inadequate.

The difficulty of representing the scope of urban development was especially acute for Britain’s largest city, which had grown to contain over one hundred thousand buildings and a million people by the late eighteenth century. In considering urban life in Britain during the Romantic period, it is important to recognize that London was operating on a unique and largely unprecedented scale. As Edward Royle puts it, ‘By the time of the first census in 1801, the five largest [English] towns—Manchester/Salford, Liverpool, Birmingham, Bristol and Leeds—had populations in excess of 50,000, but no town other than London had a population exceeding 100,000.’3 In Scotland, Edinburgh and Glasgow had also broken the 50,000 mark, but they too had populations less than a tenth of London’s. By contrast with many European states, where major cities specialized in different kinds of activity, London retained its long-established role as the central node of British politics, culture, law, sociability, logistics, economics, fashion, art, publishing, and conquest. While important Enlightenment networks operated in smaller cities, including William Roscoe’s circle in Liverpool and the Lunar Society and its affiliates in and around Birmingham, and while Edinburgh was beginning to position itself as a distinctive cultural capital, London’s scale and prominence warped, dominated, and largely determined Britain’s sense of what a city could be.

Writers’ struggles with representing London’s scale have often been registered by critics as strategies of avoidance. In her 1992 essay ‘Hidden Metropolis’, Marilyn Butler writes of the 1790s, 1800s, and 1810s that ‘It seems puzzling that London as an environment, a society, an idea, received so little written attention at a time when the London printing industry and those who lived by it were fashioning themselves so successfully.’4 Butler’s observation is in some respects correct. Cities in general, and London in particular, are often occluded in the kinds of ‘Sentimental and Romantic Writing’ that she delineates in her subtitle. Her contention might even be strengthened by asserting that when cities do appear in Romantic-period poetry and novels, they are often inflected negatively, described either as places of incomprehensible profusion (a criticism often—although far from exclusively—levelled by conservatively inclined writers like Johnson) or of rampant inequality and corruption (a more liberal kind of critique). While Wordsworth allowed that he had occasionally enjoyed metropolitan spectacle, in his long-gestating autobiographical poem The Prelude (finally published in 1850), he ultimately portrayed the city as overwhelming and enervating, describing it memorably as a ‘monstrous ant-hill on the plain / Of a too busy world’.5 When Samuel Taylor Coleridge imagined ‘gentle-hearted Charles’ Lamb from his lime-tree bower, he saw him as someone who had ‘pined /And hunger’d after Nature, many a year, / In the great City pent’.6 For Percy Shelley ‘Hell [was] a city much like London’ and for William Blake, the metropolis was a place of ‘charter’d street[s]’, ghosted through with ground-down citizens restrained by ‘mind-forg’d manacles’.7 Novels were less likely openly to abominate London, but they often presented it as alienating, shallow, or lacking in resolutions. When William Godwin’s oppressed and curious truthseeker Caleb Williams flees from his persecutors into the city, he finds only temporary and melancholy succour, from which he is soon dragged away. Jane Austen’s novels touch lightly on London; she employs it as a place for complications, for retreat, or—in Emma (1816)—for haircuts, but not often as a location for conclusions or contentment. Frances Burney’s Evelina spends a considerable amount of time in the city—some of this enjoyable, some less so—but it is only after she leaves that the nature of the deceptions practised upon her becomes fully apparent and her own feelings become legible. In Maria Edgeworth’s Belinda (1801), London is a place of hyperactivity and overstimulation. The novel’s model of virtue, Lady Anne Percival, tells its eponymous heroine that


[T]he world at Oakly-park and in London are two different worlds. In London if you and Mr Vincent were seen often in each other’s company, it would be immediately buzzed about, that miss Portman and Mr Vincent were going to be married; and if the match did not take place a thousand foolish stories might be told to account for it’s being broken off. But here you are not surrounded by busy eyes and busy tongues.8



For Lady Anne, the speed and scale of communications within London, along with its large class of facile gossipers, mean that it is a place where falsehoods multiply, rather than a site where truths can clearly be determined. In Belinda, the city is a place of propagation and production, but it propagates and produces gewgaws and deceptions, rather than truths, insights, or progress.

However, once we look beyond poetry and fiction, Butler’s claim about the paucity of urban representations starts to look rather shaky. While novels and poems were rejecting the metropolis, political disquisitions, antiquarian studies, works of urban topography, guidebooks, literary gallimaufries, journalistic accounts, and city periodicals were being produced in unprecedented numbers. Bernard Adams’s invaluable catalogue London Illustrated (1983) shows that during the thirty years Butler identifies as a low point for London writing, more illustrated books on the city were produced than in the previous two centuries.9 While some works Adams covers were plate series with minimal text, many were mixed-media extravaganzas that provided comprehensive prose accounts that characterized the metropolis as a unique national treasure or a solvable problem. Attitudes to London in the period occupied a nuanced spectrum. The positions of works on this spectrum were determined not only by the attitudes of their individual creators, but also by the conventions of the modes, genres, social frameworks, and disciplinary contexts within which they were produced. While the imaginative resources of novels and poetry found the city increasingly alienating, for those working in more extensive, collaborative, and multifarious forms, its complexities could provide valuable commercial, social, and aesthetic opportunities. Such self-reflexive works laid much of the groundwork for contemporary negotiations with urban scale. In Gregory Dart’s words, it was in the city writing of this period that ‘many of the most characteristic discrepancies and disproportions of modern life were put under the microscope for the first time.’10

This is not to say that Romantic-period nonfiction found cities straightforward or wholly congenial. Much of the most familiar late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth prose about cities develops implicit or explicit critiques of the consequences of metropolitan profusion. However, against such writings can be set forms that seek to celebrate the city through processes of systematic encompassing or through developing new techniques of bricolage and compilation. Cities could be activated powerfully as imaginative spaces in order both to present unifying fronts and to promote the values of subjectivities that could see things the general populace missed. These two positions—the microcosmic view and the gaze of the proto-flâneur—established important legacies in Victorian prose as later nineteenth-century writers sought to come to terms with the fundamental social and cultural changes that urbanization entailed.

First, though, the negative. Many Romantic-period prose writings expressed a Gothically inflected and somewhat hysterical scepticism about the physical and mental healthiness of urban living. In the Preface to Lyrical Ballads (1800), Wordsworth bemoaned his belief that ‘the encreasing accumulation of men in cities’ served to ‘blunt the discriminating powers of the mind’, leading people to express a ‘degrading thirst after outrageous stimulation’.11 In his periodical The Watchman (1796), Coleridge evoked ‘crouded cities full of diseases contagious to body and mind’, arguing that lives were best spent in smaller, more close-knit communities, ‘not pent up in corrupt, and corrupting towns’.12 Robert Southey, who nursed a deep antipathy towards the metropolis, struck a number of unflattering contrasts in his Letters from England, published in 1807 under the mask of a Spanish tourist, Don Manuel Alvarez Espriella.13 For Espriella, the experience of entering London was one that triggered extreme anxiety: ‘in truth, I never felt more deeply dejected; and the more I was surprised at the length of the streets, the lines of lamps, and of illuminated shops, and the stream of population to which there seemed to be no end,—the more I felt the solitariness of my own situation.’14 While Espriella’s visit was not completely lacking in delights, the total experience of the city that he viewed from the top of St Paul’s was a chastening one:


It was a sight which awed me and made me melancholy. I was looking down upon the habitations of a million of human beings; upon the single spot whereon were crowded together more wealth, more splendour, more ingenuity, more worldly wisdom, and, alas! more worldly blindness, poverty, depravity, dishonesty and wretchedness, than upon any other spot in the whole habitable earth.15



A cursory reading of this passage might take the relatively balanced clauses as a balanced assessment, but a closer look reveals Southey tilting the scales. Awe and melancholy are both responses that sap a person’s agency to respond, and the negative plenitudes listed both outnumber the positives and position them as materialistic and superficial. Crucially, the city’s wisdom is ‘worldly’, rather than spiritual or transcendental. City virtues, such as they are, arise from surfing successfully on the wave of metropolitan excess, but this wave commonly threatens violently to drown out individual subjectivities.

Suspicion of the domineering force of cities and their populations was common in Romantic-period discourse. In his Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790), Edmund Burke sets up the French capital as a great wellspring of oppression, greed, and wrongheaded thinking, contending that ‘[t]he republic of Paris will endeavour indeed to compleat the debauchery of the army, and illegally to perpetuate the assembly, without resort to its constituents, as the means of continuing its despotism. It will make efforts, by becoming the heart of a boundless paper circulation, to draw every thing to itself’.16 Like many of his contemporaries, Burke was deeply concerned by the new practices of mixing and association that were becoming common in modern urban centres. Elsewhere in Reflections, he bemoans the ascendency of ‘clubs composed of a monstrous medley of all conditions, tongues, and nations’ and an assembly who ‘act like the comedians of the fair before a riotous audience [ … ] amidst the tumultuous cries of a mixed mob of ferocious men, and of women lost to shame’.17 Nor was such concern about urban musterings limited to conservative commentators. Godwin, in an anonymously published pamphlet written to oppose the Gagging Acts, which limited the size and content of public meetings, nevertheless expressed considerable anxiety about the violent potential of the London Corresponding Society:


The collecting of immense multitudes of men into one assembly, particularly when there have been no persons of eminence, distinction, and importance in the country, that have mixed with them, and been ready to temper their efforts, is always sufficiently alarming. We had a specimen of what might be the sequel to such collecting, in the riots introduced by Lord George Gordon and the Protestant Association in the year 1780.18



For the kinds of social elites with the leisure to write and the status to expect readers to pay attention, the possibility of mob-led uprisings was a continuing source of chagrin. Nor were such fears groundless. The Gordon Riots were only one serious example among many instances of urban violence in the period. Others include the Birmingham Riots of 1791, in which Joseph Priestley’s house was attacked and burned; the Old Price Riots of 1809, against the increased charges for tickets at the new Covent Garden Theatre; and the riots in 1810 protesting the arrest of the reformist MP Sir Francis Burdett. However, as these examples indicate, urban violence was more diverse and complicated than Burke or Godwin let on. There is strong evidence that the Birmingham Riots were encouraged by local authorities, who covertly provided state sanction in order to silence radical and Dissenting voices. By contrast, the Old Price riots protested a policy of tacit social exclusion, and the 1810 riots were in defence of a politician who sought to extend to the whole country the kind of vigorous franchise enjoyed by his electors in Westminster. While city gatherings could be biddable, they could also be politically effectual in ways that privileged prose writers often found uncomfortable. Attempts to understand such large-scale meetings resulted in the complex debates on sympathy mapped so ably by Mary Fairclough, which often figured the collective feelings of crowds as a kind of contagion.19 Competing notions of the crowd’s character were activated powerfully by concerned authorities and their radical opponents in the wave of publications leading up to and following the Peterloo Massacre, with one side seeing urban gatherings as disorderly threats, the other as a means of claiming and defending democratic rights.20 City populations provided a vision of an impending future in which print-cultural communications could address vast new audiences. Some writers—like William Hone and Thomas Wooler—jumped at the liberating potential of such opportunities, but for other authors—including the Lake Poets and most of the principal writers for the Edinburgh Review and the Quarterly Review—the main challenge of the city crowd was how its energies might safely be contained.

However, not all representations of urban scale were so vexed and contentious. In the field of London topography, collective networks of circulation and manufacture were creating a dynamically shifting range of publications, forms, and interactions that produced both a consensus view of the metropolis and a wide variety of specialized perspectives that reinflected elements of an accumulating commons. A typical example of such topographical engagement is Richard Phillips’s 1804 volume Modern London. Modern London grew out of one of the first London guidebooks, The Picture of London, anonymously authored by John Feltham and first published in 1802. It claimed to offer a helpful and wide-ranging survey, contending that its descriptions and plates ‘convey at once correct ideas of places which interest from their celebrity, and of scenes which characterize the manners of the people’.21 Phillips’s expressed intention was for his book to be of practical service to its readers by filling an unaddressed niche. In concluding, he wrote that ‘it should be remembered that the minutiae and almost innumerable circumstances which swell the folios of Maitland, Seymour, and other writers, have here been carefully avoided’.22 Naming William Maitland (author of The History of London, first published in 1739 and frequently redeveloped) and Robert Seymour (the pseudonym of John Mottley, who had issued an expansion of John Stow’s 1598 Survey of London between 1733 and 1735) allows Phillips to define his project against an older historical tradition, but his doing so also memorializes that tradition, claiming a specific role for Modern London within a larger, communally constructed project of urban recording. London has changed so much that what now seems needful is an accurate representation of the contemporary city:


Under the head “Present Manners and Police” pictures are drawn of things as they are; leaving things as they have been to a different kind of work. The hospitals, tribunals, palaces, and other appurtenances of state; the commerce, public and commercial buildings; the squares, statues, and architecture; a detail of the actual state of the prisons; the learned societies, literature, journals, and bibliography; the theatres, and public amusements; together with the state of the fine arts: under each of these heads the constant endeavour has been to afford accurate, ample, and pleasing information.23



Modern London aspired to be a comprehensive account of the forms of London’s modernity, but it was also aware that it was the latest layer of a deep palimpsest, complicit both in editing past versions of the city and in adding to a burgeoning library of interlocking views.

Rather than being credited to a single author, topographical works on London were commonly the productions of multiple hands working in different forms. Modern London is credited to Phillips as publisher, but reworks elements of Feltham’s earlier text and includes images by Edward Pugh and William Marshall Craig. The most glorious topographical account of the early nineteenth century, The Microcosm of London (published serially from 1808 to 1810), was masterminded by the innovative German-born publisher Rudolph Ackermann. Ackermann commissioned plates that were collaborations between Augustus Charles Pugin (who drew the buildings) and the caricaturist Thomas Rowlandson (who populated Pugin’s stately scenes with often-roistering figures). Their designs were engraved by five different hands and coloured by tens of others in now-obscure workshops. The watercolourist William Henry Pyne provided the text for the first two volumes, while the third was written by the satirist William Combe. The text and images were highly referential, quoting liberally and combining common sights with carefully chosen novelties. The Microcosm sought to make London in miniature, but in doing so, it had to combine consensus highlights with new and interesting perspectives. It was thus engaged in a process of self-consciously reversioning London, rather than seeking to make it wholly new.

Purchasers and readers could also play active roles in making particular Londons from common materials. The pre-eminent spine for such reworkings was Thomas Pennant’s Of London, first published by Robert Faulder in 1790, but frequently reissued with a welcomingly provisional title: Some Account of London. The original volume contained thirteen plates, including an engraved title page, and the second edition incorporated three more, but readers rapidly intervened to customize their own copies by inserting additional written and visual materials. Such processes of extra-illustration and annotation were encouraged by booksellers, who issued large-paper copies suitable for grand designs and provided their customers with old reissued plates and new custom-designed series suitable for expanding upon Pennant’s work. John Thomas Smith’s Antiquities of London (1791–1800) goes so far as to include page references to make it easier for buyers to incorporate the plates into Pennant’s book. Providing means for curating Pennant’s London proved to be phenomenally popular and lucrative; Lucy Peltz asserts that ‘no other discursive title was extra-illustrated with the same enthusiasm’.24

Pennant could be adapted on a wide range of scales. Probably the most impressive version is the copy produced by John Charles Crowle in the 1790s and 1800s and donated to the British Museum in 1811.25 This expands a relatively modest quarto into fourteen enormous folio volumes containing 3,347 separate plates. These include most of the major London series of the previous century, as well as valuable seventeenth-century survivals. However, Crowle did not limit his project to obvious London topography. He illustrated Pennant’s introduction with images of the author’s home at Downing and took pains to include portraits, heraldry, and satires alongside images of buildings and monuments. When Pennant discusses John Hanbury Beaufoy’s manufactory for sweet wines and vinegar, he writes of the containment vessels that ‘The boasted ton at Heydelberg does not surpass them’.26 At this point in Crowle’s copy, three separate images of the Heidelberg Tun are included to provide full context for Pennant’s remarks. Where Crowle could not find an appropriate print, he commissioned new images from watercolourists, including John Thomas Smith, who provided pictures including the interior of the Lollards’ Tower at Lambeth Palace, the timber yards along the Thames, and Mrs Eleanor Coade’s Artificial Stone Manufactory. Once Crowle’s copy was placed in the British Museum, images that he had gathered or commissioned could be copied, printed, and circulated. A watercolour purporting to show Shakespeare’s Globe, artfully aged up, possibly by the noted forger William Henry Ireland, was engraved from the Crowle Pennant in 1812 by Robert Wilkinson and subsequently found its way into later extra-illustrated versions, including the copy curated by John Sterry, now held in the Lewis Walpole Library.

The Crowle Pennant is a very particular case, but book owners commonly intervened in Pennant’s work on smaller and more private scales. A surviving copy of the 1805 quarto edition signed by Maria Womersley includes eighty additional illustrations as well as numerous annotations that update Pennant’s references and contradict some of his wilder contentions. Against Pennant’s assertion that ‘Guy Faux, or Vauxe’ was an inhabitant of Lambeth, who ‘lived in a large mansion called Faux-Hall, and, as Doctor [Andrew] Ducarel imagines, was lord of the manor of the same name’, Womersley has written ‘Doubtful—Faux was an Officer in the Spanish Service in Flanders’.27 She also cross-references Pennant’s assertion that the ‘Pyed Bull Inn’ in Islington was a former house of Sir Walter Raleigh’s with Daniel Lysons’s Environs of London (1792–1796), siding with the latter based on the evidence it provides.28 Writing about twenty-five years after Pennant’s original period of composition, Womersley notes changing space use in the Palace of Westminster after the union with Ireland; records that the house formerly owned by the Earl of Fife was ‘Sold in 1809 to the Earl of Liverpool for £12,000’; and writes that the Customs House to the west of the Tower of London ‘lately burnt down’.29 As well as adding her own plates and periodical clippings, Womersley chose to eliminate one of the book’s original images. Against the entry for the plate of the bust of Charles I in the directions to the binder, an explanation is provided: ‘very bad’, crossed through and followed by ‘erased’ (see Figure 10.1).30 Womersley obviously valued the work of Pennant and his collaborators, but their London did not necessarily have to be accepted in toto into hers. While her modifications are not as substantial as Crowle’s, they nevertheless reflect her investment in the city as a living, changeable, negotiable space that could be shared by its inhabitants as well as activated and collated imaginatively in particular and personalized manners.
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Figure 10.1 The Directions to the Binder in Maria Womersley’s copy of Thomas Pennant, Some Account of London (1805). Private Collection.



While topographical accounts and their readers sought to record the city collaboratively, reformist writers sought to engage with urban scale using the emerging abstracting power of statistics. In his Treatise on the Police of the Metropolis (1796), Patrick Colquhoun, the founder of the Glasgow Chamber of Commerce and Manufacturing and a former Lord Provost of Glasgow, ‘submitted to the consideration of the Reader, a variety of evils of great magnitude’. In presenting his carefully collected evidence, Colquhoun was aware that the ‘accumulation of delinquency [ … ] must excite a considerable degree of astonishment’. His response to such astonishment was to suggest a rationalizing model based on imaginative engagement with the consequences of scale:


This astonishment will perhaps create a desire to investigate how far the amazing extent of the depredations upon the public, stated in this Work, can be reconciled to reason and possibility.

Should any doubts be entertained on this subject, the Reader is referred to the general view given of the vast magnitude and proud height to which the commerce of the Metropolis has advanced.—By which it appears that about 13,500 ships and vessels, and 40,000 waggons, (including their repeated voyages and journies,) annually bring and carry away a moving property, estimated at One hundred and twenty Millions.31



Colquhoun goes on to add a further fifty million pounds ‘in constant transit’ before arguing that ‘acts of delinquency and the corruption of manners, have uniformly kept pace with the increase of the riches of the Capital’. Establishing the vast scale of London’s moveable wealth assists Colquhoun’s argument by performatively demonstrating his data-gathering competence and providing a plausible correlative for the estimates that follow, which propose that London contains 115,000 delinquents in twenty-four carefully delineated categories. For Colquhoun, London’s prosperity has a direct causal and proportional link with its propensity towards vice; as he puts it, ‘London is not only the grand magazine of the British Empire, but also the general receptacle for the idle and depraved [ … ] where the temptations and resources for criminal pleasures—gambling—fraud and depredation, as well as for pursuits of honest industry, almost exceed imagination’.32 However, the ‘almost’ here is important. For Colquhoun, metropolitan problems are essentially graspable and, once grasped, they need not be a source of despair. At the end of his book, he provides neat solutions under eight different heads, addressing public morals, crime prevention, thefts from ships, fraud in the military supply chain, counterfeiting, suitable punishments, the creation of a police force, and ‘Remedies for certain Evils which are not sufficiently provided for by existing Laws.’33 In Colquhoun’s model, London’s size creates new issues, but it also plays a major role in explaining and addressing them:


[Criminality] must be measured by the scale of a large metropolis [ … ] when compared with the vast property that is constantly afloat, the evils are, perhaps, not to be imputed so much to the encreased or general depravity of the human character, as to the deficiency of the laws, in not advancing progressively in the means of prevention, in proportion to the introduction of luxury[.]34



Rather than presenting an insurmountable obstacle, Colquhoun is very clear that London’s issues can be addressed through political action once they are measured and acknowledged. In his form of proto-sociology, numbers are the appropriate means both for comprehending the city and for saving its inhabitants from themselves through the imposition of agreed systemic solutions. Colquhoun’s approach has strong consonances with the new science of political economy as advanced by David Ricardo. Both are examples of the professionalizing forms that became newly urgent as the scale and speed of urban communications allowed for and increasingly mandated the development of specialized expertise. While dedicated literary forms often defined themselves against the city, other forms were able to justify themselves as shareable means of decoding its complexities.

One form that was particularly associated with the rich rush of information accessible in modern cities was the periodical. Newspapers were key signifiers of connected knowledge, and Reviews positioned themselves as essential communicators of and filters for metropolitan culture. However, as David Stewart has rightly argued, the magazine—a form that self-consciously catered to the heterogeneity of emerging readerships—was the periodical type most suited to reflecting and reflecting on urban experience.35 While London was the key centre of periodical publishing, it was not uncontested in this sphere, with other cities increasingly using periodicals as a means of asserting their own vigour and vibrancy. As Ian Duncan has shown, during the early nineteenth century, the home of Walter Scott and the Edinburgh Review was being carefully positioned by its advocates as an alternative cultural capital, with the writers for Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine playing crucial roles in this repositioning.36 The multifariousness of their periodical gave Blackwood’s writers access to numerous registers through which to promote their metropole. Writing in a high and serious style, Archibald Alison drew on classical precedents to establish his city’s bona fides by analogy:


[W]hile London is the Rome of the empire, to which the young, and the ambitious, and the gay, resort for the pursuit of pleasure, of fortune, of ambition, Edinburgh might become another Athens, in which the arts and the sciences flourished, under the shade of her ancient fame, and established a dominion over the minds of men more permanent even than that which Roman arms were able to effect.37



This vision of intellectual ascendency was brought home even more forcefully through the convivial style of the Noctes Ambrosianae (1822–1835), in which the magazine’s editorial character, Christopher North, enthusiastically sought to counter London’s pre-eminence. ‘The London people’, he contended, ‘with their theatres, operas, Cocknies, &c &c are wholly unintelligible out of their own small town. The truth must be told them—London is a very small insignificant place. Our ambition is, that our wit shall be local all over the world.’38 As Richard Cronin has pointed out, this clever rhetoric positions Blackwood’s ‘as at once a global publication and as something more like a parish magazine’.39 This move leaves London stuck in the middle: too big for sociable knowledge and too insular to reach for wider truths. For North, communicating a strong identity of its own makes Edinburgh a genuine world city, with its cosmopolitanism striking a marked contrast with London’s arrogant self-obsession.

In these debates about pre-eminence, Edinburgh could not be allowed to have everything its own way. Introducing the revived London Magazine in 1820, John Scott opined that it was ‘singular, that, while secondary towns of the Kingdom give name and distinction to popular Journals, the Metropolis should remain unrepresented in the now strenuous competition of Periodical Literature’. He hoped that his magazine would serve to ‘convey the very “image, form, and pressure” of that “mighty heart” whose vast pulsations circulate life, strength, and spirits, throughout this great Empire.’40 Scott rhetorically searched for unity in his city, but London was not Edinburgh, and its scale meant that its communities could not easily be constituted in a connecting and glorifying light by magazine contributors. The most popular London writers presented more individual, idiosyncratic, and often negative urban experiences. In Confessions of an English Opium-Eater (1821), Thomas De Quincey’s entry into the city begins what he describes as ‘the latter and fiercer stage of my long-sufferings’.41 For De Quincey, London is a place of deprivation, enervation, and despair, rendered almost empty by his agonies and lack of connections. Mercies, when they come, are small and attenuated. When he is granted a place to sleep, it is by a benefactor whose life requires him to flicker from location to location, and the house into which De Quincey is admitted is notably sparse:


Unoccupied, I call it, for there was no household or establishment in it: nor any furniture, indeed, except a table, and a few chairs. But I found, on taking possession of my new quarters, that the house already contained one single inmate, a poor friendless child, apparently ten years old; but she seemed hunger-bitten; and sufferings of that sort often make children look older than they are.42



De Quincey’s original readers in the London would not have had access to Wordsworth’s Prelude, from which the ‘hunger-bitten’ echo of the Book of Job may be lifted, but they would easily have recognized the Gothicizing mode through which De Quincey pictured the city as a miserly enforcer of divisions and keeper of secrets. Nor is this hunger-bitten girl the only sepulchral female presence in De Quincey’s London. He makes clear that Ann of Oxford Street, long sought for at the bottom of Great Titchfield Street but never found, continues to haunt him:


If she lived, doubtless we must have been sometimes in search of each other, at the very same moment, through the mighty labyrinths of London; perhaps, even within a few feet of each other—a barrier no wider in a London street, often amounting in the end to a separation for eternity! [ … ] I sought her, I have said, in hope. So it was for years; but now I should fear to see her; and her cough, which grieved me when I parted with her, is now my consolation. I now wish to see her no longer; but think of her, more gladly, as one long since laid in the grave; in the grave, I would hope, of a Magdalen; taken away, before injuries and cruelty had blotted out and transfigured her ingenuous nature, or the brutalities of ruffians had completed the ruin they had begun.43



While writers like Colquhoun placed suffering in the contexts of prosperity and potential improvement using statistics, De Quincey focuses remorselessly on alienated individual agonies and on the many ways in which London’s spaces and profusion serve to separate its inhabitants from one another. His methods draw on the fantastical, relying in part on imaginative projections, but he also employs the confessional tradition to ground his account in assertions of emotional truth. De Quincey’s London is eerie, disjointed, and discomforting: a cold, unfeeling maze, rather than Scott’s mighty heart.

De Quincey’s particular experiences were unusually disagreeable, but he was not the only London writer to present himself as sensitively out of sync with the modern metropolis. Charles Lamb is now considered to be a quintessential London writer, but his essays often take oblique approaches, considering forgotten corners (‘Recollections of the South-Sea House’ (1820)), past times (‘On Some Of The Old Actors’ (1822)), or elements of the city displaced by the onrush of what Colquhoun would consider progress (‘A Complaint Of The Decay Of Beggars In The Metropolis’ (1822)). When Lamb encounters modernity, he often finds this a discombobulating experience, as in this rather anxious coach ride, taken with a fellow passenger who insists on discoursing on urban associations:


We were now approaching Norton Falgate, when the sight of some shop-goods ticketed freshened him up into a dissertation upon the cheapness of cottons this spring. I was now a little in heart, as the nature of my morning avocations had brought me into some sort of familiarity with the raw material; and I was surprised to find how eloquent I was becoming on the state of the India market—when, presently, he dashed my incipient vanity to the earth at once, by inquiring whether I had ever made any calculation as to the value of the rental of all the retail shops in London. Had he asked of me, what song the Sirens sang, or what name Achilles assumed when he hid himself among women, I might, with Sir Thomas Browne, have hazarded a “wide solution.” My companion saw my embarrassment, and, the almshouses beyond Shoreditch just coming in view, with great good-nature and dexterity shifted his conversation to the subject of public charities; which led to the comparative merits of provision for the poor in past and present times, with observations on the old monastic institutions, and charitable orders;—but, finding me rather dimly impressed with some glimmering notions from old poetic associations, than strongly fortified with any speculations reducible to calculation on the subject, he gave the matter up; and, the country beginning to open more and more upon us, as we approached the turnpike at Kingsland (the destined termination of his journey), he put a home thrust upon me, in the most unfortunate position he could have chosen, by advancing some queries relative to the North Pole expedition.44



Lamb later realizes that his companion is a schoolmaster, which in his view accounts for the extensive but synoptic knowledge displayed. ‘The modern schoolmaster’, he writes, ‘is expected to know a little of every thing, because his pupil is required not to be entirely ignorant of any thing. He must be superficially, if I may so say, omniscient.’ However, for Lamb, the kind of understanding that the schoolmaster demonstrates is necessarily limited by its very voraciousness; tellingly, he opines that such an intellect ‘cannot relish a beggar-man, or a gipsy, for thinking of the suitable improvement.’45 The schoolmaster is thus aligned with men like Colquhoun, who believe in the value of seeing the city entire, a resonance compounded by the invitations to count and compare in the recalled dialogue. While Lamb does not wholly dismiss such modern ways of knowing, he is keen to assert that they are not the same as his. This move is in part conservative in its clinging on to older models and traditions (signified by the sirens, Achilles, and Sir Thomas Browne), but it is more radical in its asserting that the city can never be wholly a consensus experience. For Lamb, imposing a unity is precisely that: an imposition, and one that can damagingly elide or overwrite personal experiences of the metropolis. While maps and statistics gestured towards a common understanding of London based on agreed scales and conventions, De Quincey, Lamb, and their literary contemporaries took another tack, asserting that although Johnson may have been right to see the city’s streets as perplexing, dirty, and distasteful, eyewitness accounts nevertheless remained valuable for carving out new registers of experience and for demonstrating the enduring cultural and social importance of individualized subjectivity.

While Romantic-period metropolitan writing often focused on the difficulties of navigating urban scale and space, a few writers did work to construct unabashedly positive accounts through bricolage and collaboration. One of the most prominent works to attempt this kind of fusion was Pierce Egan’s enormously successful Life in London (1820–1821), which spawned numerous imitations, sequels, and theatrical interpretations. Egan’s project was an inspired mishmash of guidebook, novel, and compilation. It was published, like the Microcosm, in a series of monthly numbers before being issued as a single volume. Like the Microcosm, it included plates; Egan commissioned the brothers George and Isaac Robert Cruikshank to depict the progress of Tom and Jerry through London’s high society and shadier corners (see Figure 10.2). It was thus fully engaged with London’s collaborative publishing practices, creating a work that celebrated the metropolis by capturing its potential for juxtaposition.

Heterogeneous mixing is a key characteristic of Life in London, employed both in its narrative and as a formal strategy. Tom and Jerry rub shoulders with the rich at Carlton House and Almack’s and with the poor in East End boozers and debtors’ prisons. Similarly, scandalous songs by Thomas Moore sit alongside substantial sections from Alexander Pope’s Essay on Man (1733–1734), and Peter Pindar’s verse jostles against Charles Dibdin’s songs, lines from Shakespeare, and chunks of Oliver Goldsmith’s Deserted Village (1770). In his opening ‘invocation’, Egan bends his knee to Laurence Sterne first, followed by Henry Fielding and Tobias Smollett. As this grouping indicates, the rumbustious mid-eighteenth-century novel was a key touchstone for Life in London, but so was the latest flash cant and gossip, and so were other discourses. The first chapter invokes London publishers including Rudolph Ackermann and John Murray; the professors of the Royal Academy; the auctioneer James Christie; the boxer Tom Cribb; and one of the archetypal men-about-town, the politician, playwright, and theatre owner Richard Brinsley Sheridan. For Egan, London is most valuable as a place of many different registers and types of interest, and he passes between them with uninhibited relish.
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Figure 10.2 Isaac Robert Cruikshank and George Cruikshank, White Horse Cellar, Piccadilly, from Pierce Egan et al., Life in London (1821). Private Collection.



Rather than reducing London to one moral position, Egan contends that what makes it distinctive is that it contains both the best and the worst that Britain can offer:


The extremes, in every point of view, are daily to be met with in the Metropolis; from the most rigid, persevering, never-tiring industry, down to laziness, which, in its consequences, frequently operates far worse than idleness. The greatest love of and contempt for money are equally conspicuous; and in no place is pleasure and business so much united as in London. The highest veneration for and practice of religion distinguishes the Metropolis, contrasted with the most horrid commission of crimes: and the experience of the oldest inhabitant scarcely renders him safe against the specious plans and artifices continually laid to entrap the most vigilant. The next-door neighbour of a man in London is generally as great a stranger to him, as if he lived at the distance of York. [ … ] Yet, notwithstanding this dark and melancholy part of the picture, there are some of the worthiest, most tender-hearted, liberal minds, and charitable dispositions, which ornament London, and render it the delight and happiness of society.46



Life in London does not directly rebut negative characterizations, but Egan is keen to stress that these constitute elements of an overall panorama. His writing style reflects the city in its celebration of excess. Giant rolling sentences spill down into page-long footnotes, and where his prose proves insufficient, it is supplemented with promiscuous borrowings, inserted images, a fold-out musical score, and the vibrant colours of the Cruikshank plates. There is considerable darkness in Life in London, both acknowledged and unacknowledged by Egan’s privileged subjects, but its most distinctive quality is its insistence that being swished around by the city’s powerful tides might just as easily exhilarate as attenuate.

For Life in London, as for many positively inflected metropolitan representations, the ability to master a kaleidoscope of perspectives was essential for dealing with the Romantic-period city. Those that relied on their own eyes alone were at a considerable disadvantage when compared with those prepared to draw on the eyes of others, or on new media or conceptual technologies. The paradigm of Romantic authorship often occludes such representations, as their patchwork forms and artificialities sit uncomfortably within the boundaries of literariness that emerged during the nineteenth century. However, if we are looking for a metropolitanism that takes the city’s measure, rather than abominating its excesses, it is in media as neoteric and as mixed as the burgeoning urban sprawl that we are likely to find the most compelling evocations.
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Chapter 11


Nature Writing



David Higgins

Introduction

The story of Romantic nature writing has been told many times. Perhaps the longest-standing narrative is that Romantic poets, reacting to the Enlightenment’s rationalistic and mechanistic approach to the more-than-human world, found in nature a quasi-religious sense of communion. Despite the huge body of scholarship revealing the complexity and heterogeneity of both the Enlightenment and Romanticism, this narrative continues to resonate. Others have suggested that when the Romantics claim to be writing about Nature, they are really writing about History.1 More recently, scholars have shown how emerging fields of knowledge such as geology influenced Romantic literature and vice versa.2 Important work has been done on the complex relationship between natural science, literature, exploration, race, and empire in the Romantic period.3 Romantic writers have been celebrated for articulating a new ecological consciousness resisting capitalistic forces such as industrialization and enclosure.4 They have also been criticized for valorizing ‘the egotistical sublime’, with its legacy in contemporary nature writing of the figure of the ‘lone enraptured male’ colonizing wild space.5

This chapter sheds new light on an old story by focusing on Romantic prose rather than poetry. How did prose writers mediate between specific natural–historical knowledge and broader theological–philosophical ideas about nature? How did they balance self-expression with external observation? To what extent did they develop nature writing as an identifiable literary form? The story that I uncover has its limitations, like all the others, but it at least gives the lie to any lingering notions of Romantic nature writing as straightforwardly naïve, idealized, or exclusionary. What emerges, instead, is its complexity, diversity, and rhetorical self-consciousness: as much an interrogation as a performance of mimesis.6 In the twenty-first century, prose nature writing has become a popular genre within Anglophone culture, but remains hard to define due to its amalgamation of different strands: travel writing, natural history, cultural geography, antiquarianism, autobiography, and so on. Romantic prose nature writing is even more porous, but can nonetheless be usefully distinguished from the more encyclopaedic and technical natural histories that were widely available in the period.7 While all the writers discussed in this chapter were knowledgeable about the natural world, this knowledge was expressed in an innovative form of writing that—in contrast with more totalizing projects—was personal, occasional, local, and understood nonhuman nature as an active force rather than a passive object of study.

Nature and the Self: Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Gilbert White, Dorothy Wordsworth

It is commonplace to view Gilbert White’s The Natural History and Antiquities of Selborne (1789) as a foundational text in the development of modern nature writing. But in one important respect it differs from many subsequent texts in the genre; White shows relatively little interest in what encounters with nonhuman nature do to the self. The Romantic paradigm for this was offered not by White but by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who in his philosophical and autobiographical works presented alienation from nature as key to the ills of modern life. Rousseau’s turn to confessional prose later in life coincided with his development of an obsession with botany, which he was to explore in depth in the ‘Seventh Walk’ from Les rêveries du promeneur solitaire (1782). Like White, Rousseau emphasizes first-person experience and fieldwork rather than abstract taxonomy. But the ‘Seventh Walk’ also has three connected elements that one would expect to find in the work of present-day nature writers. The first is a detailed account of the writer’s self. The second is an emphasis on the therapeutic potential of encounters with nonhuman nature. Botanizing walks, for Rousseau, offer ‘recreation for the eyes, which in misfortune relaxes, amuses, and distracts the mind and lifts the feelings of pain’.8 He understands botany as a form of askesis: a treatment for the soul’s maladies.9 The final element is formal self-consciousness: an awareness of the contradictions of writing nature, the irony of the writer’s own subject position, and the limitations of imagining nature as separate from culture.

All three elements are encapsulated by a key passage that describes a solitary botany expedition:


I went deep along the winding paths up the mountain, and [ … ] finally reached a refuge that was so hidden that it was wilder than anything I have ever seen in my life. Black fir trees [ … ] formed an impenetrable barrier around this refuge; all that could be seen through the few gaps in this dark wall was sheer rock faces and terrifying chasms. (79)



Rousseau’s description seems exemplary of the sublime mode, presenting the solitary individual escaping from social life into superlatively ‘wild’ space: an experience that is both frightening and enthralling. For modern nature writers and ecocritics, such invocations are to be treated with scepticism, in part because of the inequalities of class, race, and gender that they occlude. The reflections prompted by Rousseau’s walk seem almost designed to trigger ideological alarm bells: ‘I compared myself to those great travellers who discover a desert island, and I said complacently to myself: “I am undoubtedly the first mortal ever to have reached this place”; I considered myself a second Columbus’ (80). This passage might seem at first glance to represent the ne plus ultra of the imperializing sublime male for which Romanticism is sometimes criticized. Rousseau imagines himself as an explorer and a conqueror of apparently untouched space, and compares himself to a figure now associated with colonial genocide.

However, the passage quickly becomes more complicated. There is a strong sense of connection to the flora and fauna around the autobiographical subject: Rousseau hears the cries of ‘the horned owl, the little owl, and the barn owl’ (79), and notes with botanical exactitude that he encountered ‘seven-leaved toothwort, cyclamen, nidus avis, the large laserpitum’ (79–80). Even as he falls into a ‘reverie [ … ] imagining that I was in a refuge unknown to the whole universe’ and forgets about ‘botany and plants’, he notes that he was ‘sitting on cushions of lycopodium and mosses’ (80). The split between the self who experiences sublime reverie, and the more observant narrator who views the scene in retrospection also appears earlier in the passage, when Rousseau notes that he ‘complacently’ imagined himself as a ‘second Columbus’ (80). Thus the rapturous self who goes on the walk is ironized. Similarly:


While I was strutting about [ … ] I heard not far off a certain clicking noise [ … ] I got up, pushed my way through a thicket of undergrowth in the direction of the noise, and, set in a little valley twenty yards from the place that I thought I was the first person to have reached, I saw a stocking factory. (80)



Like ‘complacently’, ‘strutting’ suggests self-mockery. Rousseau’s discovery of the penetration of human industry into the supposedly wildest of spaces elicits contradictory emotions. Initial ‘joy’ at the prospect of company is followed by fear that the workers are co-conspirators in a plot orchestrated by an enemy. But he quickly moves to a different view: ‘I ended up laughing to myself both because of my childish vanity and because of the comic way in which I had been punished for it’ (80). If the passage begins by valorizing the sublime experience of wilderness solitude, it develops into a fluid and self-aware reflection of the limitations of sublimity. It ends with the kind of ironic juxtaposition of human activity and ‘wild’ space that is characteristic of present-day nature writing.

For Rousseau, botany is superior to other forms of natural history because it encourages fieldwork in the outdoors, does not require the dismemberment of specimens, and does not necessitate social performance. Its genre is not the theatre (unlike anatomy), but a kind of book: the herbarium (a collection of preserved plants). On the final page of the ‘Seventh Walk’, Rousseau evokes the capacity of the herbarium to function as a lieu de memoire:


Now that I can no longer roam about those glorious places, all I have to do is open my herbarium and it quickly transports me there. The pieces of plants that I gathered there are enough to remind me of the whole magnificent spectacle. This herbarium is for me a diary of my botanical expeditions which makes me set off on them again with renewed delight and which produces the effect of an optical chamber, showing them again before my very eyes. (82)



If nature writing is frequently troubled by its own textuality—the problem being that words may alienate us from nonhuman nature even as they try to connect us—then the herbarium offers a potential solution. Unlike a standard book, the herbarium is a hybrid form, combining human technology (the book itself; chemicals used for preserving and mounting), forms of mediation (language used to classify specimens; principles of visual composition), and the plants themselves. It might therefore exemplify Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s claim that ‘the book is not an image of the world. It forms a rhizome with the world’ in a way that is not true of other forms of nature writing.10 That is, the herbarium functions as an assemblage connecting human and nonhuman rather than as a mere representation of nature. If, as Jacques Derrida has famously argued, Rousseau had a deep distrust of writing (predicated on absence) in contrast to the supposedly more natural intimacy of speech (predicated on presence), then the herbarium may have seemed a peculiarly effective form of ecomimesis.11 By bringing the reader into direct contact with ‘pieces of plants’, it enables him or her to be transported, through memory, into a living ecosystem.

Gilbert White is often celebrated for his innovative depiction of a ‘living nature’, as opposed to ‘reproducing the textual equivalent of a library or museum’.12 He presented—perhaps for the first time in British culture—nonhuman creatures as forming a dynamic ecological community.13 Selborne comprises two sets of letters to his fellow naturalists, Thomas Pennant and Daines Barrington. White takes full advantage of the opportunities provided by the epistolary form, offering lively vignettes and personal reflections. Despite its narrow geographical focus, Selborne provides a great variety of observations and narratives; a variety that is enabled by the familiarity and occasionality of its letters. Although he was well versed in Linnaean nomenclature and taxonomic natural history, White self-consciously distanced himself from that approach by focusing on the dynamic processes of nonhuman nature, based on empirical experience. On the face of it, White’s localism might seem in opposition to the grand schemes of imperialistic natural history, exemplified most strongly in the late eighteenth century by the career of Sir Joseph Banks. However, these apparently distinct forms of nature writing were really two sides of the same coin. White used similar fieldwork techniques to colonial travellers, adopted similar writing conventions, and related the natural history of Selborne to global natural history.14

The sheer energy of White’s book is encapsulated by a letter of August 1778. ‘A good ornithologist’, he notes at the start, ‘should be able to distinguish birds by their air as well as by their colours and shape; on the ground as well as on the wind; and in the bush as well as in the hand’.15 This process of identification would have been particularly important to naturalists in the late eighteenth century, who did not have access to the powerful binoculars that are now taken for granted. White suggests that ‘Put a bird in motion … Et verâ incessu patuit …’ (213); the Latin can be loosely translated as ‘and it reveals itself’. The letter itself exhibits a kind of motion, swooping rapidly through kites, buzzards, kestrels, hen harriers, owls, ravens, rooks, crows, jackdaws, woodpeckers, parrots, magpies, jays, herons, pigeons, and many other birds. Like later nature writers, White generates dynamic prose through parataxis: ‘Rooks sometimes dive and tumble in a frolicksome manner; crows and daws swagger in their walk; wood-peckers fly volatu undoso, opening and closing their wings at every stroke, and so are always rising and falling in curves’ (214). Here the parallel syntax of ‘opening and closing’ and ‘rising and falling’ suggests an attempt to capture the woodpecker’s movements at the level of style. Different bird species emerge in this letter as having distinctive idiosyncrasies and personalities expressed through flight.

The most self-consciously poetic image in the list of ‘birds in motion’ is of the ‘fern-owls, or goat-suckers, [which] glance in the dusk over the tops of trees like a meteor’ (215). White is referring to the European nightjar, a subject of popular superstition for supposedly suckling nanny goats and hurting weaning calves. The comparison to the ‘meteor’ [shooting star] is therefore apt, as such phenomena were popularly seen as ominous portents. In a 1771 letter, he describes the nightjar’s movements in more detail:


On the twelfth of July I had a fair opportunity of contemplating the motions of the caprimulgus, or fern-owl, as it was playing round a large oak that swarmed with scarabæi solstitiales, or fern-chafers. The powers of its wing were wonderful, exceeding, if possible, the various evolutions and quick turns of the swallow genus. But the circumstance that pleased me most was that I saw it distinctly, more than once, put out its short leg while on the wing, and, by a bend of the head, deliver somewhat into its mouth. If it takes any part of its prey with its foot, as I have now the greatest reason to suppose it does these chafers, I no longer wonder at the use of its middle toe, which is curiously furnished with a serrated claw. (87–88)



This passage is characteristic of White’s prose in several respects. First, and most importantly, it is concerned with nonhuman nature in action. A true understanding of the nightjar comes not from studying it as a decontextualized specimen, but from watching its movements within a habitat and in relation to other creatures. The second characteristic aspect of the passage is its use of terminology. White knows the bird’s and the insect’s Linnaean names, but also provides the vernacular designations by which they are known in a particular place. Thirdly, the passage is based around personal observation, rather than laboratory work, and emphasizes the pleasure of field study. Fourthly, White seeks to extrapolate general principles from his specific observation: in this example, an understanding of the purpose of the nightjar’s ‘serrated claw’.

White’s book also derives energy from the mobility of the narrative perspective, which switches deftly between different scales. One of the key shared characteristics of Romantic nature writing is its willingness to find excitement and significance in apparently trivial creatures and occurrences. For example, writing over a century before Charles Darwin’s celebrated monograph on the subject, White recognized the vital ecological significance of earthworms (196). In the final few letters of Selborne, he examines larger-scale natural forces by addressing the extreme weather that has affected the parish over the years. The potentially invasive and destabilizing power of nonhuman nature is evoked most strongly in a letter about the ‘amazing and portentous’ summer of 1783 (265). One of these portents was a ‘peculiar haze, or smokey fog’ across Europe, which (unknown to White) was caused by a lengthy volcanic eruption, leading to famine in Iceland and respiratory problems and deaths throughout Europe.16 Although White sees himself as ‘enlightened’ in comparison to superstitious ‘country people’, he also implies that there is something ominous, perhaps even apocalyptic, in the coincidence of various ‘horrible phaenomena’ (265). Nonhuman nature is not always domesticated in White’s book; in his final letter, a local storm causes ‘great damage’ to buildings and farmland, and leaves ‘the hollow lane toward Alton’ so ‘torn and disordered as not to be passable’ (267). Concern with the catastrophic, inhuman power of the elements is apparent in much Romantic writing.17 But whereas poets tended to be interested in the philosophical ramifications of such power, prose nature writers such as White and, as we shall see, James Hogg, tended to focus more on its effects on everyday life.

Dorothy Wordsworth’s journals offer a kind of mid-point between Rousseau’s confession and White’s natural history: more outward-looking than Rousseau, and more personal than White. Both the Wordsworths were fascinated by the agency of elemental forces, as shown in this chapter from Dorothy’s Grasmere journal:


We amused ourselves for a long time in watching the Breezes some as if they came from the bottom of the lake spread in a circle, brushing along the surface of the water, & growing more delicate, as it were thinner & of a paler colour till they died away—others spread out like a peacocks tail, & some went right forward this way & that in all directions. The lake was still where these breezes were not, but they made it all alive. I found a strawberry blossom in a rock, the little slender flowers had more courage than the green leaves, for they were but half expanded & half grown, but the blossom was spread full out. I uprooted it rashly, & I felt as if I had been committing an outrage, so I planted it again—it will have but a stormy life of it, but let it live if it can.18



The ‘Breezes’, here, are not personified; nor are they represented by the kind of conventional neoclassical apparatus that William railed against in the preface to Lyrical Ballads (1800). They are, however, active forces: given body by their unpredictable effects on the surface of the water, but understood to exist separately from those effects. Thus Dorothy imagines from the ripples that some breezes themselves are ‘thinner’ and ‘paler’ than others; the emphasis on the second term suggesting her awareness that this is a kind of poetic licence, as breezes are not normally imagined as having colour, but nonetheless appear embodied via the lake. Crucial to this passage, as in so much Romantic nature writing, is close, personal observation of apparently insignificant phenomena, apparent in the move from the breezes rippling on the water to the discovery of the ‘little slender flowers’ of the ‘strawberry blossom’. Also typical of the form is the ambivalent role of the self: capable of destructive interference (‘I uprooted it rashly’), but also of a more benign wise passiveness (‘let it live if it can’).

Experiments in Form: Charlotte Smith

Representations of the more-than-human world are crucial to Charlotte Smith’s oeuvre: her poems, her educational works, and her fiction. She is particularly fond of two techniques: the inclusion of nature poems in the body of prose nature writing as a way of extending its moral and imaginative reach; and the inclusion of expansive prose annotations alongside the poetry as a way of grounding and evidencing its claims.19 A significant aspect of Smith’s nature writing is its critical engagement with White and Rousseau. Like White’s, her work is based on careful observation and knowledge of her locale. Indeed, her depictions of birds, animals, and plants have a specificity not always apparent in writings by the canonical male Romantic poets. Like Rousseau, she understands immersion in nonhuman nature and especially botany as offering a cure for the ills of modernity. Although women were involved in all aspects of botany in the Romantic period, they had to negotiate both the long-standing ‘iconographic tradition that rendered women as passive flowers’ and the conservative suspicion that such studies—particularly when based on the Linnaean system, with its emphasis on sexual parts—had a corrupting effect on femininity.20 Theresa M. Kelley notes the strategic ‘decorousness and moral fervour’ with which Smith wrote about botany but also the playful way in which she combined Linnaean taxonomy with vernacular names that emphasized repetition rather than differentiation.21 Botany is a key component in the natural–historical education outlined in the Conversations Introducing Poetry: Chiefly on the Subjects of Natural History. For the Use of Children and Young Persons (1804), a hybrid text which presents itself as both an anthology of poetry and a kind of collection of plants and animals.22 Like Selborne, it emphasizes nature in motion, and is suspicious of more static taxonomy. Reflecting on a visit to the Leverian Museum in London, the book’s main interlocutor, Mrs Talbot, suggests that


The birds, or insects, or quadrupeds, though they may be very well preserved, lose that spirit and brilliance, which living objects only can possess. The attitudes of the birds are stiff and forced, and without their natural accompaniments [ … ] Their formal or awkward appearances, when stuffed or set on wires, always convey to my mind ideas of the sufferings of the poor birds when they were caught and killed, and the disagreeable operations of embowelling and drying them.23



Mrs Talbot identifies two related problems with displays of taxidermy. One is ethical; taxidermy reminds one of the deaths and ‘sufferings’ of the creatures portrayed, as well as the indignities inflicted on their bodies. The other problem is representational; static taxidermic constructions of animals and birds outside their habitats, even if visually arresting, do a poor job of capturing what is important about them. The implication is that their ‘spirit and brilliance’ can be better represented through writing.

The Conversations shows Smith’s knowledge of the technical natural history of the eighteenth century, including the works of Linnaeus and his popularizers. But her work is also usefully understood in relation to the more localized, unsystematic, and personal nature writing tradition. For example, the sixth conversation begins with Mrs Talbot and her young charges George and Emily journeying on horseback (153). This leads to a reflection on the expense of keeping horses and the decline of the middle-class standard of living, due to ‘the accumulation of wealth, which has made a great deal of difference in the value of money; and wars, which have cost such immense sums to the nation’ (154). In such straitened circumstances, Mrs Talbot notes, it is particularly important to develop ‘a taste for those pure and innocent enjoyments that are always to be found’ and teach us—and here she is quoting Alexander Pope and emphasizing Smith’s adherence to the natural–theological tradition—‘To look thro’ Nature up to Nature’s God’ (154). It is early morning, and George notices ‘those fine cobwebs covered with dew-drops, like so many globes of silver—how the net work is spun from one of those furze bushes to the other!’ (154). Mrs Talbot informs them that ‘webs of the same fine structure [ … ] carry those minute spiders into the air, and that also weave the substance which sometimes is said to fall in showers [ … ] and is called gossamer’ (154). Smith provides a footnote, in which she transcribes a passage from Selborne that describes the same phenomena. In the main text, Mrs Talbot quotes Smith’s sonnet ‘To the Insect of the Gossamer’. Like some of her other poems, it begins with a precise description of a natural phenomenon: ‘Small, viewless Aeronaut, that by the line / Of Gossamer suspended, in mid air, / Float’st on a sun-beam’. It then asks questions that imply the limits of human understanding of nonhuman ‘design[s]’, a key theme in Smith’s work. The sonnet turns in the sestet by finding an analogy between the spider’s vulnerability and ephemerality, and the ‘radiant dreams’ of ‘the young and visionary poet’ (155). This might be read as a kind of anthropocentric shift in which describing the insect of the gossamer turns out to shed light on human experience (metaphor). However, given that the bulk of the poem concerns the spider, the final lines are more usefully interpreted as emphasizing the connection between human and nonhuman experience (metonymy).

Indeed, this connection is highlighted when the passage moves from inset poetry to reflexive literary criticism, as Emily asks why the spider is referred to as an ‘aeronaut’ in the sonnet’s first line. Mrs Talbot points out that the word does not mean simply a balloonist, but ‘those adventurers who have learned to float in the air, by means of the air’ (155). It may therefore be applied to a spider as well as a person. Aptly, the poem is recited as they ascend a hill and the discussion of it concludes as they reach the top and contemplate the English Channel. Ballooning had been pioneered by the French in the early 1780s, with the first Channel crossing achieved in 1785. The term ‘aeronaut’ had been given a pointedly political charge by Edmund Burke in 1790, when he imagined the French Revolution as the ‘desperate flights’ of ‘the aeronauts of France’.24 Smith’s sonnet is not in itself a commentary on politics, but it exists within a geopolitical context that the format of the Conversations allows her to acknowledge. As in later nature writing, travel through a landscape provides a metonymic structure in which physical movement enables discursive shifts and imaginative leaps. From the top of the hill, Smith’s characters see some ships far away, and Mrs Talbot alludes to the contemporaneous Anglo-French conflict. She reflects on British commercial superiority over other nations, but also on the toll that this takes on the families (including Smith’s) of those who go to sea and to ‘garrison’ colonies (156). Then there is another shift; prompted by the sight of the ‘small white sails’, she reminds George of a poem on ‘The Nautilus’ (quoted in full), which imagines that sea creature as a ‘mimic ship’ (157).

This short passage passes through a rich set of natural–cultural connections. Travelling on horseback leads to reflections on the state of the nation and natural theology. Encountering the gossamer recalls White’s observations and Smith’s poem. The spider is like a human aeronaut and the prospect that Mrs Talbot and her charges see is like that which would be viewed by a balloonist. The ships remind them of the suffering caused by conflict, but also of the peculiar natural history of the nautilus: a ‘mimic ship’ that carries an edifying moral message. Ships, balloons, aeronautical spiders, scudding nautiluses, and Smith’s writing itself all share a peculiar and arresting buoyancy. The didacticism of the Conversations marks it out as a late eighteenth-century educational text, but its fluent shifts between nature and culture—enabled by the physical and imaginative mobility of its characters—are akin to what we would expect from modern nature writing.

On the Border: John Clare, Thomas Bewick, James Hogg

As Raymond Williams has influentially discussed, nature writing tends to look backwards to a lost time of plenty, often identified with the author’s childhood and the experience of the previous generation of rural dwellers. While being attentive to the real histories of change and dispossession in the countryside, Williams pointed to a structural nostalgia in nature writing that he related to the interplay of pastoral and counter-pastoral.25 One of his examples is John Clare, an author who celebrated and loved the more-than-human world, but who also articulated an agonizing sense of loss that was conditioned in part by the enclosures affecting his home parish of Helpston, which started in 1809, when he was 16 years old. Clare’s writing is often elegiac and analeptic. For Fiona Stafford, both Clare and James Hogg, as authors with backgrounds in agricultural labour, ‘offer a lament for a world under threat from modernity but, in doing so, they develop exciting new literary styles which are perfectly suited to the demands of a modern, predominantly urban reading public’.26 Williams, Stafford, and virtually all other writers on Clare focus on his poetry; this is entirely understandable, and yet his prose is equally remarkable. It has not had the impact it deserves, in part because it comprises a set of fragments rather than a coherent book like White’s Selborne and was not published during Clare’s lifetime. But, just like his poetry, it reveals Clare’s remarkable capacity for observation; his interest in the apparently insignificant aspects of nonhuman nature; his deep love and sympathy for flora and fauna; his extensive knowledge of natural history, particularly that of his local area; his concern with the environmental politics of land ownership and access; and his self-consciousness about the challenges of nature writing and the limits of ecomimesis.

Clare was particularly interested in how language could go beyond representing the more-than-human world by connecting us to it. He admired authors whom he thought ‘went to nature for their images’ rather than relying on ‘the old thread bare epithets’ that he associated with the tradition of ‘Pastoral & descriptive poesy’.27 Among those authors was Charlotte Smith; in his essay on the nightjar, he writes of having ‘the pleasure to meet with [her sonnets] in a friends book case’. The image of him ‘meet[ing] with’ Smith’s poems suggests his fascination with the idea that nature writing could be constituted by presence rather than absence through generating a poetics of encounter. The fantasy is of a nature writing that is as transparent as an open window:


I have amusd my self heartily sitting under Waltons Sycamore tree hearing him discourse of fish ponds & fishing what a delightful book it is the best English Pastoral that can be written the descriptions are nature unsullied by fashionable tastes of the time they are simply true & like the Pastoral Ballads of Bloomfield breath of the common air & the grass & the sky one may almost hear the water of the river Lea ripple along & the grass & flags grow & rustle in the pages that speak of it I have never read a happier Poem in my time. (174)



The first allusion is to Izaak Walton’s The Compleat Angler (1653), a formally complex text that was a product of the turbulent political period after the English Civil War. Walton’s discoursing anglers shelter under a sycamore during a rain shower; the power of good nature writing is to allow the reader to share such experiences. The truest pastoral, for Clare, is not an idealized picture of an imagined past, but an evocation of what is best and most beautiful in the more-than-human world. Walton’s book does not only represent nature. The process of reading and turning its pages connects the reader metonymically to natural processes: the rippling flow of the River Lea and the growth of the grass and water irises (‘flags’).

Clare self-consciously rejected sublime representations of the natural world in favour of what he described in ‘The Flitting’ as writing ‘that mild and bland / breathes of green fields and open sky’.28 Much of his nature writing is conducted at ground level, finding great significance in precise observations of apparently unimportant natural objects such as birds’ nests and snail shells. Clare understood Helpston and its environs as constituted by a complex set of entanglements between people, birds, animals, plants, objects, and landscapes. He was concerned with the localized meanings and affinities associated with birds, animals, and plants, rather than any universal taxonomy. As Theresa M. Kelley has argued, his rejection of the Linnaean system was strongly connected to his resistance to enclosure and his scepticism about grammatical rules.29 Clare was fascinated by the ‘instability and variability of common names’ and their capacity to slip away from the taxonomist’s ‘fixed positions in a systematic grid’.30 In Clare’s nature writing, the reader encounters a multitude of vernacular names (often several for a single species) that go beyond mere representation by offering metonymic connection: for example, ‘the long taild Titmouse called with us Bumbarrel & in yorkshire pudding bags & feather pokes’ (48). He relishes the richness of these localized names, and is particularly fascinated by instances of onomatopoeia. For example, in a note on the ‘butter bump’, Clare gives an account of ‘a thing that makes a very odd noise morning & evening [ … ] it is difficult to describe what it is like its noise has procurd it the above name by the common people’ (89). He is describing the booming of the bittern, an elusive wading bird that is much easier to hear than to see. Appropriately, most of the note attempts to describe its distinctive call, through a shifting set of analogies. ‘The first part of its noise’, Clare states, ‘is an indistinct muttering sort of sound very like the word butter uttered in a hurried manner’ (89). Clare’s language not only attempts to describe the call, but also to replicate it through the internal rhyme of mutter-butter-utter. We are told that ‘bump comes very quick after’ and ‘bumps a sound on the ear as if echo had mockd the bump of a gun’ (89). But Clare does not stop there: we are further informed that ‘putting ones mouth to the bung hole of an empty large cask & uttering the word “butter bump” sharply would imitate the sound exactly’ (89). A person can sound like a bittern just as the best nature writing can replicate the more-than-human world. At the end of the note, there is only a brief description of the bird ‘on the wing’, which reflects the fact that the bird was experienced more through sound and story than through sight. Clare’s approach is therefore the opposite of a taxonomical one: it’s based on multidimensional localized experience, rather than the visual observation of a static specimen in a laboratory.

In this and in other respects, Clare had much in common with Thomas Bewick. In his most important work, the two-volume British Birds (1797–1805; written with Ralph Beilby), he created an encyclopaedia that combined lively visual and verbal representations. His mastery of wood-engraving techniques allowed him to create images with remarkable detail and flow. Bewick was a highly self-conscious artist and one of the pleasures of British Birds is its playfulness with form. As Katey Castellano points out, ‘many of Bewick’s engravings depict other engravings, whether of mile markers, boundary stones, or memorials’, reflecting his belief in the communal and ‘social potential of engraving and inscription’, including his own work.31 There are also moments in which ecomimesis is deliberately broken through explicit artifice. Particularly noteworthy is the image in which a miniature rural scene is largely blotted by a thumbprint, which ‘functions as a parabasis, a disruption of the artistic illusion’ (see Figure 11.1).32
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Figure 11.1 Proof of tailpiece from Ralph Beilby and Thomas Bewick, A History of British Birds, vol. 1 (Newcastle, 1797). By permission of the British Museum.



The entry for each species begins with an engraved image, with its common name, other local variants—for example, ‘Bog-Bumper, Bitter-Bum, or Mire-Drum’ for the bittern—and its Latin names in Linnaeus and Buffon.33 There usually follows a physical description of the bird, and then an account of its habitat and habits: what we would now call its ecology. Bewick’s birds, generally depicted in profile on a branch or a rock, are presented as very much alive and in localized environments. Absolutely crucial to Bewick’s aesthetics, and his understanding of natural history, is his inclusion of tailpieces—tiny, detailed vignettes of rural life—after nearly every entry in both volumes of British Birds. They bring human beings into natural history, showing nature and culture as entangled even as they reverse anthropocentric polarities by miniaturizing the human world and enlarging our view of birds.34 They are not always decorous. As Diana Donald has argued, they perform many functions, including challenging the aesthetics of the picturesque, drawing attention to the failures of paternalistic governance, indicting human cruelty to nonhumans, and celebrating the independent spirit of rural people.35 Bewick, like Clare, saw birds as repositories of freedom at a time when the rural people’s customary practices and common access to land were under threat from the forces of modernization.36 Part of this freedom was epistemological. A key way in which Romantic nature writing differs from technical natural history is its emphasis on the limits of human knowledge and the mysterious, withheld core of wild creatures.

Like Clare and Bewick, Hogg brought a distinctive labouring-class sensibility to his accounts of rural life. His concern was with the culture and traditions of the Scottish borders and he was much more interested in agriculture than in wild creatures. However, he can be usefully understood as a nature writer: he articulates a mode of existence, in which human and nonhuman forces intertwine, that is simultaneously modern in sensibility and resistant to the forces of modernity. His two-part tale-essay ‘Storms’ (1819) encapsulates this articulation.37 Like much of Hogg’s work, it is highly self-conscious and plays with its own textuality and generic roots.38 It is about a relatively isolated rural life, but written for a predominantly urban audience and reflects on that tension, which is both spatial (metropolis vs periphery) and temporal (modernity vs tradition). Hogg describes the local effects on a sheep-farming community of an unusually violent storm that affected Scotland in 1794 and killed many sheep and other animals, as well as some people. The events are grim, even tragic, but in the telling are mingled with the self-parodic comedy which was the stock-in-trade of Hogg and the coterie of writers for Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine with which he associated. The autobiographical narrator is somewhere between a pastoralist and an author, part of a group of ‘young shepherds’ who ‘had formed themselves into a sort of literary society that met periodically’ (5). He sets off to the meeting, a twenty-mile walk over rugged countryside in winter, ‘with a flaming bombastical essay in my pocket’ (5). This is more than incidental detail: later in the essay, a mysterious relationship develops between the young Hogg’s melodramatic writing and the tragic drama of the storm itself.

As the narrator walks, he observes an ominous scene that is proleptic of the catastrophe to follow: the wind has subsided into ‘a dead calm’. The flakes of snow ‘hover and reel in the air as if uncertain whether to go upward or downward’. They may be ‘uncertain’, but the word implies a decision-making capacity; they are ascribed a kind of agency that presages the enormous nonhuman force that is about to be unleashed. Similarly, the ‘heaped and crushed together’ fog in the ‘cloughs’ [gorges] is later echoed by the groups of sheep buried deep in the snow. And the ‘fleecy’ fog is a reminder, not only of the danger to Hogg’s own sheep, but to a rural community that was dependent on sheep farming. As a result, the narrator decides to return home. The account that follows combines visceral descriptions of the storm’s power and effects with moments of comic bathos. The narrator is terrified: ‘so completely was the air overloaded with falling and driving snow that but for the force of the wind I felt as if I had thrust my arm into a wreathe of snow. I deemed it a judgement sent from heaven upon us’ (7). But, when he hears his bunkmate Borthwick crying out ‘in a shrill desperate tone of voice’ having got stuck in the snow while trying to cross a ‘large dunghill’, he cannot ‘refrain from laughing immoderately notwithstanding the dismal prospect that lay before us’. The two shepherds and their master leave before dawn to try to rescue their sheep. Conditions are appalling, with the darkness, ‘eddying wind’, and deep snow combining to slow and confuse them. Hogg finds humour even in this potentially deadly situation as he describes falling headfirst over a precipice and getting caught between it and the snow: ‘for all our troubles I heard Borthwick above convulsed with laughter’. These moments of comedy, and the abnormal power of the storm, give the story a surreal air, making it akin to some of Hogg’s more obviously supernatural tales. Having rescued some of his own sheep, the narrator, in a state of terror and fatigue, attempts to reach home before dark, and experiences an ‘optical delusion [ … ] so like enchantment’, thinking that he sees ‘trees over my head flourishing abroad over the whole sky [ … ] to the utmost verge of the visible heavens’. This reinforces his interpretation of the storm ‘as a great judgement sent on us for our sins’ somehow connected to the ‘strange phantasy [ … ] effected by evil spirits’ (10). The first part of ‘The Storm’ ends situated a long way from civilization, both geographically and temporally.

The second part complicates the apparent dichotomy between country/past and city/future. News gradually reaches the narrator of the devastation wreaked by the storm, including the deaths of ‘thousands of sheep’ and several shepherds. His view of the storm as divine punishment is widely shared, and the innocent meeting of the literary society becomes an object of suspicion: that ‘some horrible rite, or correspondence with the powers of darkness had been going on’ (15). This is expressed in the measured, standardized language of Edinburgh literary culture; the same point is made more forcefully in the reported local dialect speech: ‘ “It seems that a great squad o’ birkies [fools] that ye are conneckit wi’, had met that night at the herds house o’ Ever Phaup, an had raised the deil among them” ’ (16). The narrator’s embarrassed fellowship with these ‘birkies’ is a self-reflexive reference to Hogg’s uneasy position within the literary coterie surrounding Blackwood’s, in which the essay was first published. The reference is emphasized a little later on, when the narrator states that ‘if the effects produced by the Chaldee Manuscript had not been fresh in the minds of the present generation, they could have no right conception of the rancour that prevailed’ (17). ‘The Chaldee Manuscript’ (1817) was a controversial satirical article published in Blackwood’s, to which Hogg contributed. Like the use of pastoral elegy in ‘Storms’, the ‘Manuscript’ retooled ancient tropes (biblical prophecy) in a definitively modern context.

The narrative’s self-referentiality is typical of the Blackwood’s coterie, and continues at the conclusion with ‘an extract from a poet for whose works I always feel disposed to have a great partiality’ (19). The extract is from Hogg’s most celebrated poem, The Queen’s Wake (1814) and represents an incursion into the tale of the sublime language of poetic personification. Ron Broglio is right that Hogg ‘reminds the reader of forces that will not be co-opted’ into mechanisms of biopolitical power. But he is only half-right when he states that ‘Hogg’s sheep stories [ … ] are [of] another world and a different temporality from that of Edinburgh and even by extension the larger national interests’.39 Hogg’s writings straddle the two worlds and reveal parallels between them through textual heterogeneity and allusion. Like the other texts examined in this chapter, ‘Storms’ is concerned with the power of nature in motion, and the entanglements of nonhuman and human forces. But, like those texts, it is ultimately most interested in the power of nature writing itself, with its refusal to follow conventional narratorial or generic patterns, its dialectic of empirical observation and self-referentiality, and its ironic attempts to cross the border between text and world.
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Chapter 12


Regionalism

England



Alex Broadhead

There is a version of the Romantic narrative in which its writers are driven from the capital by centrifugal force and come to find a new sense of belonging and community in the English provinces. One form of this narrative occasionally creeps into the writing associated with the ‘regional turn’ taken by Romantic studies in the past two decades: ‘in this endeavour’, Nicholas Roe writes, ‘geographical distance from the metropolis becomes one measure of cultural vitality’.1 Separately, Jonathan Bate has argued that William Wordsworth was ‘a poet of Lakeland more than a poet of England’, one bound to the village of Grasmere by a ‘sacramental attitude to place’.2 Comparably idealized understandings of locality and community can, in fact, be found large in Romantic ecocriticism, as Simon Kövesi has pointed out with reference to the critical reception of John Clare.3

Certainly, there are persuasive arguments for reading the environmental impulse in Romantic writing in regional terms. In this volume, for instance, David Higgins, in chapter 11, observes that local ways of thinking and writing about plants and animals offered Romantic writers a more respectful, less anthropocentric and less objectifying language for describing nature than the ‘more encyclopaedic and technical natural histories that were widely available in the period’.4 Even so, I want in this chapter to make a case for an alternative reading of Romantic regionalism: one that attends to its more conflicted and ambivalent side—a side that is most visible in its nonfiction prose. This Romantic regionalism is divided in spirit, pulled between two opposing impulses: the first, the drive to survey an area or its culture exhaustively; the second, a personal response to place, characterized by a heightened sensitivity to the discontents of ‘belonging’ to (or being driven from) a regional community.

At the turn of the nineteenth century, the era of the great English regional novel was still a generation away. The Brontës’ treatment of Yorkshire, George Eliot’s relationship with the Midlands, Elizabeth Gaskell’s representation of northern England, and Thomas Hardy’s rendering of Wessex would, in the Victorian period, transcend the simple function of setting. These places, which each novelist revisited, respectively, across a lifetime of work, became instead an integral part of the authorial identity of these writers, as fundamental to their oeuvres as their respective politics, religion, or literary influences.

This was not the case in the Romantic period. While the English provinces occasionally came under close scrutiny in fiction—for instance, Bath and Lyme Regis in Jane Austen’s Persuasion (1818)—the Romantic-era novel, driven in part by the ongoing popularity of Gothicism, was more typically set in continental Europe, particularly Italy and France. For Matthew Lewis, Ann Radcliffe, Mary Wollstonecraft, and others, the fascination of perceivedly exotic, typically Roman Catholic, overseas settings exerted a stronger pull than the English regions. It may be true that, as Fiona Stafford argues, ‘the local was foundational to any sense of Englishness or Britishness’ in the period,5 but when provincial English village life was central to the plot and effects of a novel, as in William Godwin’s Caleb Williams (1794), its precise location tended not to be dwelt upon at any length. And although it is possible for an author to write about an area without representing the dialect of its inhabitants, it is nevertheless telling that representation of English regional dialects in novels lagged far behind the use of Scots, Welsh English, and Irish English in the novels of this period.6 Indeed, Anthony Jarrells observes (in this volume) that ‘regionalism in Scotland became almost synonymous with the category of region itself in this period’.7 Whether this was a cause or an effect of the tremendous popularity of Walter Scott and, to a lesser degree, John Galt and James Hogg, is difficult to say. Equally difficult to answer is the question of whether the English regional novel was stymied by the popularity of its Scottish counterpart or simply had yet to catch up.

In fact, the most striking English regional prose of the Romantic period can be found not in its novels, but on its textual, geographical, and canonical margins: in prefaces, footnotes, and appendices; in those works produced by local printing presses; in unpublished journals and letters; in tour guides; and in the ephemera of magazines and newspapers. It is in these contexts that we see a growth of English regional consciousness, which would ultimately reach its apex in the Victorian period, with the very different golden ages of the English provincial novel and the English dialect writing tradition respectively.

In his study of national and regional identity, David Higgins has made a case for a version of ‘Romantic localism’ that is ‘potentially outward looking’.8 His observation that ‘narratives of localised selfhood in English Romantic writing’ take place in the context of ‘broader national and transnational formations’ (2) runs parallel to recent work in the field of dialectology. Research into the formation of dialects by scholars working in this field has brought into sharper focus the ways in which ideas about place, community, and localness are shaped by historical processes of mobility and globalization. As Michael Silverstein puts it: ‘the very concept of locality as opposed to globality presupposes a contrastive consciousness of self-other placement that is part of a cultural project of groupness’.9 In other words, it is only once people have become aware of the wider world that they start to develop a sense of where ‘home’ is and who does, and does not, belong there. Their growing sense that they are a part of this community but not that community is not a natural occurrence, but rather a ‘cultural project’: that is to say, the result of political, economic, and ideological developments.

In the late eighteenth century, several such developments occurred both within and without England, which together contributed to the rise in regional consciousness. An increase in literacy rates, aligned with improved postal services and a growth in the number of local newspapers, served to make people in the English provinces more aware of the ‘globality’ described by Silverstein, even as they defined more clearly readers’ sense of the boundaries between ‘here’ and ‘there’. The war with France from 1793 onwards resulted in the mobilization of significant swathes of the male population in the form of the army and navy being deployed on the continent; men (including John Clare) joining militias in neighbouring areas; discharged soldiers and sailors being legally compelled to return to their birthplace (as described by Celeste Langan10); and regiments being posted to different parts of the country—such as brings George Wickham into the geographical orbit of Elizabeth Bennet and her sisters in Pride and Prejudice (1813). Other factors, such as enclosures, which forced labourers to seek a living outside their native areas; improved transport by road, canal and, latterly, the railways; and, finally, the boom in domestic tourism, all served to sharpen Romantic-era people’s sense of England as a grid of separate localities, with its own topographical and linguistic peculiarities, precisely as they threatened to dissolve the boundaries between them by dispersing communities and exposing places to outside influences.

The prose regional writing of the Romantic era registered this ambivalence to differing degrees and in different ways. In a great many of its texts we find authors ranging between two antithetical poles. At one extreme is what I have termed the ‘survey’, which sought to provide an exhaustive inventory of the life or history of a city or region. In its purest form, the survey took various shapes: tour guides, enumerating a place’s sites of interest for prospective travellers; volumes of antiquities, typically focused on the historical buildings, writings, or titled families of an area; and the agricultural improvement treatise, which provided a full audit of the land management and farming of a particular county, along with suggestions for bringing it in line with new practices. Surveys such as these usually reinforced the idea of cities and regions as discrete zones, each with their own identity and character, even as they drove the forces which unsettled and dispersed local communities (tourism, for instance, or enclosure). At the other extreme, we find a mode of writing about place that typically achieved its most unfettered expression in diaries, journals, and letters. These texts testify to the fact that, for many (especially women and labouring-class people), the lived experience of regionality was characterized as much by dislocation, incoherence, and the uncanny, as it was by a sense of rootedness. These personal responses to place, typically unpublished at the time, give the lie to the more idealized statements of local attachment that have occasionally been made with reference to the Romantic period. Over the course of this chapter, I examine the ways in which four writers—Thomas West, William Wordsworth, Ann Wheeler, and Dorothy Wordsworth—navigated between these two contrasting forms of Romantic regionalism, finding in their differences a deeper, unresolved division at the heart of Romanticism’s connection to the English provinces.

It should be noted that the scope of this chapter is limited to the Lake District and its surrounding environs in the north-west of England. Needless to say, there existed at this time important literary regional hubs and networks elsewhere in the country (not least the south-west, as Nicholas Roe and others persuasively argue in a 2010 essay collection)11—so many, in fact, that it would be impossible to account for them all here. My aim, in this chapter, is to divine the spirit of English Romantic regionalism in general, and thus I have narrowed my focus to an area that Keith Hanley suggests ‘became representational of regionalist ideology’ from the early nineteenth century onwards.12 It was through the idea of the Lake District, suggests Hanley, that the wider nation came to rethink the role of local areas in the life of Britain more generally. I make no such claims for the Lakes in this chapter: as we will see, the ideological emphases of each of the four writers differ broadly. Nevertheless, wider British interest in the Lake District meant that it was the site of intensive regionally focused writing during the Romantic period, and it is this that makes it an especially suitable site to lower a quadrat and take a sample of what was occurring in the period at large.

I want to begin by focusing on a text which, according to John Vaughan, ‘established the conventions for reacting to the English Lakes and provided a vocabulary in which to describe them’.13 Thomas West, the author of A Guide to the Lakes (first published in 1778), had already surveyed the historical remnants of a local area in The Antiquities of Furness or An Account of the Royal Abbey of St Mary (1774). In the dedication to that work, West, a Jesuit priest, frames his detailed inventory of the ruins and annals of Furness in terms of the ‘connected view’ it gives the ‘Gentlemen, and Customary Tenants, of Furness’ of their ‘ancient customs, rights, privileges, and bye laws, upon which [their] tenures depend’.14 Put another way, attending to the minutiae of local history helps to fortify the social and economic relationship of local tenants with their land. In A Guide to the Lakes, however, West justifies his attention to detail with reference to the future of a locality, rather than its past. Introducing the Guide, West writes


Since persons of genius, taste, and observation, began to make the tour of their own country, and give such pleasing accounts of the natural history, and improving state of the northern parts of the BRITISH Empire, the curious of all ranks have caught the spirit of visiting the same.

The taste for landscape, as well as for the other objects of the noble art cherished under the protection of the greatest of kings and best of men, in which the genius of BRITAIN rivals ancient GREECE and ROME, induce many to visit the lakes of CUMBERLAND, WESTMORLAND, and LANCASHIRE, there to contemplate, in Alpine scenery, finished in nature’s highest tints, what refined art labours to imitate; the pastoral and rural landscape, varied in all stiles, the soft, the rude, the romantic, and sublime. Combinations not found elsewhere assembled within so small a tract of country. Another inducement to making the tour of the lakes, is the goodness of the roads; much improved since Mr. GRAY made his tour in 1765, and Mr. PENNANT his in 1772. The gentlemen of these counties have set a precedent worthy of imitation in the politest parts of the kingdom, by opening, at private expence, carriage roads, for the ease and safety of such as visit the country[.]15



The Lakes here are both an object of improvement and the means by which ‘all ranks’ might improve themselves. West’s emphasis is unabashedly aspirational. The desire of visitors to the Lakes to imitate the growing taste for domestic landscapes; the desire of art to imitate nature; the (projected) desire of the wider kingdom to imitate the roadbuilding projects of local gentlemen—in each case, West’s readers here are invited to the Lakes not so much to ‘find themselves’, in the parlance of modern travelling, but rather to remake themselves, just as the north is being remade, and just as the carriage roads that will spirit them there have been remade. By locating the Lakes within ‘the northern parts of the BRITISH Empire’, West makes clear that the improvement offered by and exacted upon the Lakes is not the international, European kind that young gentlemen were once encouraged to find on the grand tour. Rather it is a form of improvement bound up with the reinvention of the world in the image of imperial Britain.

It is within the frame of imperial improvement that we might understand West’s exhaustive listing of details. Even by the standards of the tour guide genre, which, according to John Vaughan, presupposed ‘short descriptive inventories of the places, institutions and monuments likely to be of interest to their users’, West’s eye for minutiae is remarkable. Consider, for example, the entry for Kendal:


The approach to it from the north is pleasant, a noble river, the KENT, is discoverd [sic] flowing briskly through fertile fields, and visiting the town in its whole length; it is crossed by a bridge more venerable than handsome, where three great roads coincide, from SEDBERGH, KIRKBY STEPHEN, and PENRITH. The main street leading from the bridge slopes upwards to the center [sic] of the town, and contracts itself to an inconvenient passage, where it joins another principal street, which falls with a gentle declivity both ways, is a mile in length and of a spacious breadth. Was an area for a market-place opened at the incident of these two streets, it would give the town a noble appearance. The entrance from the south is by another bridge, which makes a short aukward [sic] turn into the suburbs, but after that the street opens well, and the town has a chearful [sic] appearance.

In this town is a workhouse for the poor which for neatness and œconomy exceeds most of the kind in the kingdom. The inns are genteel and commodious, plentifully served, and the usage civil.

The objects most worthy of notice are the manufactures: The chief of these are of the Kendal-cottons, a coarse woolen cloth; of the linseys; of knit worsted stockings; and a considerable tannery. The lesser manufactures are, of waste silk, which is received from LONDON, and after scouring, combing and spinning, is returned; of wool cards, in which branch considerable improvements have been made by the curious machines invented here; and of fish-hooks. (184–185)



At this point in the Guide, West’s readers have travelled far beyond the sublime landscapes promised at the outset of the text. West’s attention roves over Kendal’s points of entry, the vagaries of its urban topography, the source materials and trade routes of its manufactures and, most surprisingly, its workhouse, which is described jarringly in the language of aesthetic appreciation. It is not uncommon in the tour guides of this period for a place to be introduced via the different routes by which it may be approached. This, in fact, is how Wordsworth begins his own Guide to the Lakes (1810–1835). But what is perhaps remarkable about this passage is the extent to which West’s imagination continues to branch out at further angles, as he follows the northern and then the southern roads into the town. Crossing a bridge, West pauses to name the destinations of ‘three great roads’ which converge there. Later he traces the journey of the waste silk from London to Kendal and back again. And West’s oblique tangents are not solely geographical: in imagining how the addition of a marketplace ‘at the incident’ of two streets might ‘give the town a noble appearance’, he seeks to encompass the counterfactual within the wide scope of his Guide. There is an extreme triangulation of sorts taking place here: West is situating Kendal not only within the geography and economic structure of the British Empire, but within its history: from its ancient origins to its possible futures. In West’s Guide, the towns, villages, and landmarks of the Lakes are not simply labelled and divided up; rather, they are being positioned carefully within the map and story of the British Empire. By folding his account of the Lakes within a narrative of British imperial progress, West is able to resolve the implicit tension between the tour guide’s need to preserve the distinctiveness of England’s regions, with its complicity in the forces of upheaval (tourism, in particular) which threaten that distinctiveness.

Wordsworth’s Guide to the Lakes adopts a very different position in relation to this tension. Throughout the Guide, suggests Lisa Ottum, Wordsworth’s ‘deep suspicion of tourism’ is reflected in his ‘rejection of the genre [of the tour guide] itself, particularly its conventional gestures toward usability. [ … ] the Guide is not especially conducive to field consultation in the way that, for instance, West’s Guide is. With its focus on history and the harmful effects wrought by “new settlers” to the Lakes, it discourages browsing.’16

Ottum reads the Guide’s simultaneously welcoming and unwelcoming approach towards tourists through Wordsworth’s ‘ambivalent relationship to mass tourism and the genre of travel writing’ (169). I would suggest, however, that it is bound up with a more long-standing paradox in Wordsworth’s attitude towards regionality, that can be detected in his work as early as Lyrical Ballads (1798). This paradox is perhaps most apparent in the fact that he predominantly writes in Standard English for a national audience, while claiming in the 1800 Preface to Lyrical Ballads to have adopted the language of ‘low and rustic life’, in part because the isolation and traditional occupations of rural speakers have ensured they speak a ‘plainer and more emphatic language’ than the poets and city dwellers to whom he compares them.17 Wordsworth’s linguistic balancing act in the Lyrical Ballads has been critiqued repeatedly in the last two centuries, most notably in Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria (1817),18 and as such it would be redundant to revisit the debate here. Suffice it to say that, for Wordsworth, the desire to (as he saw it) preserve the Lakes’ distinctiveness and the desire to repackage and share its language and landscape for the national good was a lifelong conflict which he never fully resolved. Consider the following passage from the section titled ‘Directions and Information for the Tourist’, in which Wordsworth describes the approach to Ullswater:


The opening on the side of Ullswater Vale, down which this Stream flows, is adorned with fertile fields, cottages, and natural groves, that agreeably unite with the transverse views of the Lake; and the Stream, if followed up after the enclosures are left behind, will lead along bold water-breaks and waterfalls to a silent Tarn in the recesses of Helvellyn. This desolate spot was formerly haunted by eagles, that built in the precipice which forms its western barrier. These birds used to wheel and hover round the head of the solitary angler. It also derives a melancholy interest from the fate of a young man, a stranger, who perished some years ago, by falling down the rocks in his attempt to cross over to Grasmere. His remains were discovered by means of a faithful dog that had lingered here for the space of three months, self-supported, and probably retaining to the last an attachment to the skeleton of its master.19



As in West, we find here an accumulation of details, both of the expected, picturesque kind as well as the more incongruous variety. And, as West does, Wordsworth traces out the journey that his readers might take in following him to the Lakes. But where Wordsworth breaks with the precedent set by West, and from the conventions of the tour guide more generally, is in his lingering over aspects of the landscape—the loss of the eagles; the mourning of a dog for an unnamed stranger—that are both largely unverifiable and difficult to recover for the casual tourist. On the surface of things, Wordsworth might seem to be appealing to the elegiac impulses of the tourist, in much the same way that tour guides typically do when inviting their readers to visit ruins, graveyards, or sites of historical battles. Yet the past that Wordsworth invokes here is a past from which his readers are shut out: details that are too private, occasional, and ephemeral to constitute local history. In this respect, Wordsworth’s compiling of details functions in an antithetical way to those of other tour guides, insofar as the things described cannot be mapped onto the tourist’s own experience nor do they serve to commoditize the landscape.

Deeper still, there is, in the stories of the eagles and the death of the young man, a warning for tourists, both of the ways in which the ecology of the Lakes is disappearing, and of the hostility of the landscape to over-eager travellers and ‘strangers’. In passages such as these there is not, I would argue, a wholesale rejection of the conventions of the tour guide, but rather a widening of its scope to take in the discontents of tourism. This is a tour guide with not only a conscience, but also a sub-consciousness—for every pleasant ‘transverse view’ there is, so to speak, a skeleton or the ghost of a threatened species which rises up incongruously, in lieu of more tourist-friendly details.

We find a similar ambivalence in a work of dialect literature from the period. Ann Wheeler’s The Westmorland Dialect in Three Familiar Dialogues (1790) can be read as a loose triptych representing three ages of woman: the first dialogue focusing on a married woman with young children; the second featuring elderly or widowed women with adult children; and the third giving voice to two young, unmarried ‘coquets’. Wheeler’s text looks back to earlier dialect writing insofar as it comprises prose dialogues after the fashion of George Meriton’s Yorkshire Dialogue (1683), Andrew Brice’s Exmoor Scolding (1727), and Tim Bobbin’s View of the Lancashire Dialect (1746) (‘Tim Bobbin’ was the pseudonym of John Collier). These earlier texts, consisting as they did of exchanges between two or more speakers, presented themselves as samples or examples of spontaneous, native conversation as it was actually spoken in a particular region. Indeed, in the dedication to the first edition of the Dialogues, Wheeler expresses the hope that her work may ‘share the laurels with Tim Bobbin’.20 However, the Dialogues also share with Romantic-era texts a tendency to oscillate between the two poles of Romantic regionalism: that is, between the desire to provide a definitive and complete account of a place and a sensitivity to the dislocated and uncanny way in which place was experienced on the ground, as it were.

Notwithstanding the relative obscurity of eighteenth-century dialect writers, both in their own time and since, Wheeler’s work has attracted a degree of critical attention over the course of the last twenty-five years: Janet Sorensen, for instance, has explored the ways in which Wheeler’s Dialogues disrupt the implicitly liberal and capitalist relegation of the provinces (and their dialects) to the past.21 Daniel DeWispelare has found in Wheeler’s work a powerfully subversive response to patriarchy and linguistic hegemony. Describing a character in Wheeler’s third dialogue, he writes, ‘not only does Wheeler name and describe the violence inherent in women’s lives, she masterfully reverses linguistic privilege and allows Mary to celebrate her own linguistic alterity’.22

DeWispelare is especially sensitive to the ways in which the Dialogues diverge from the farce of earlier prose dialect works such as Bobbin’s and Brice’s through Wheeler’s sympathetic exploration of the lives of working people, which aims more at pathos than humour. In this reading, Wheeler’s texts are characterized by conflict—a struggle between standard English ‘authority’ and non-standard ‘dissidence’, or between men and women—and DeWispelare tends not to address issues of regionality that do not lend themselves so easily to this dialectical model. Wheeler’s representation of Westmorland dialect is interpreted primarily in light of the difficulty it presents for a (presumably non-local) ‘reader’. Accordingly, DeWispelare chooses not to discuss issues of local identity or the relationship between Wheeler’s writing and the speech sounds of Westmorland to the same extent. In contrast, I would like to suggest that, just as Wheeler’s Dialogues were printed at a local press (as well as in London), and just as a significant proportion of her readers would have lived in the vicinity of Westmorland, so too is the language and the content of the text deeply embedded in the area it represents, and the idea of place more generally.

Consider the distinctive cluster of letters that recurs throughout Wheeler’s Dialogues: the <aa> of words such as ‘maander’ (miss one’s way), ‘knaas’ (knows), and ‘haad’ (hold). At one level, the odd appearance of this sequence of letters on the page marks out its difference from Standard English (there are comparatively few words in standard spelling which feature this cluster). But, at a deeper level still, Wheeler is appealing to local knowledge about the unique sounds of south Westmorland pronunciations, just as earlier and subsequent writers from the area did. Writing of the speech of Cumberland (which borders Westmorland), Simon Dickson Brown in 1899 observed that the <aa> spelling denotes a sound which is ‘most difficult either to inculcate in a non-Cumbrian or [ … ] to eradicate from the speech of a Cumbrian’.23 If Dickson Brown is to be believed, the vowel sound signified in ‘knaas’ and ‘haad’ had a shibboleth-esque quality, which distinguished speakers of the local dialect from outsiders (although the presence of this spelling in Westmorland writing suggests its provenance was a little broader than Dickson Brown assumed). What is more, in these words Wheeler is appealing to local knowledge of how certain vowels should be pronounced: the shibboleth-like quality of the sound is not inferable from the spelling alone, but acts as a cue for those who are already familiar with Westmorland speech. This is a device common to many works of dialect writing, as Patrick Honeybone, among others, has suggested.24 It may be the case that, as DeWispelare argues, ‘Wheeler’s dialect functions both as communicative medium and distractive smokescreen’, which helped to obscure some of the more subversive aspects of the Dialogues (108). However, in another sense, the <aa> spelling is the opposite of distracting, sharply focusing, as it does, the attention of local readers on an emblem of what makes their speech collectively distinctive. Alongside the compendious glossary appended to the text, and the rich variety of regional lexis and grammar, respellings such as ‘knaas’ and ‘haad’ aim to capture the richness of Westmorland speech in all of its conversational variety and subtle distinctiveness. Much as West and, in a very different manner, Wordsworth, load their travelogues with the minutiae of local topography or lore, Wheeler’s approach to language seems driven by a comparable tendency towards exhaustiveness.

And yet it would be a mistake to read Wheeler’s writing as a simple assertion or celebration of regional identity and pride, as other examples of vernacular and dialect writing sometimes seem to be (see for instance Joan Beal on Geordie writing25). It is ironic that the first dialogue, titled ‘Upon running away from a bad Husband’, seems to promise a narrative in which a wife escapes from an abusive partner, as this is precisely what the wife in question (Mary) is unable to achieve by the end of the dialogue. At the outset of the text, Mary reveals to her friend, Ann, that she has been physically and psychologically abused by her drunken, philandering husband, who steals the money she earns from spinning and denies her food and new clothes. But her plan to leave Westmorland for ‘LIRPLE’ (Liverpool) and take up work in service is challenged by Ann in the following terms:


Thau tauks terrably, whya thau wod be teerd in a lile Time was tae frae him, what cud tae dea at LIRPLE, nae yan dar tak the in, a Husband has terrable Pawer, nae Justice can bang him, he can dea what he will wie the, he may lick the, nay hoaf kill the, or leaam the, or clam the, naae sell the, an nae yan dar mell on him. (15)

[You talk terribly, well you would be tired in the short time were you to go from him, what could you do at Liverpool, no one would dare take you in, a husband has terrible power, no Justice can beat him, he can do what he will with you, he may beat you, nay half kill you, or lame you, or starve you, nay sell you, and no one dare meddle with him.] [my translation]



Throughout the dialogue, Ann is presented as a sympathetic and solicitous friend, whose advice is meant in earnest. Yet in the guidance Ann offers to Mary she reveals the extent to which she has accepted patriarchal oppression. In her study of eighteenth-century court cases surrounding marital violence, Joanne Bailey paints a picture of contemporary life that both supports but also slightly complicates Ann’s point of view. On the one hand, Bailey points out that ‘wife beating ending in death made up an increasing proportion of reported homicides by the end of the [eighteenth] century.’26 On the other, the legal examples considered by Bailey reveal ‘that people’s willingness to try and stop violence took precedence over an abusive husband’s claims that his treatment of his wife was a personal matter’ (285–286). Marital violence was widespread and often fatal during this period, and yet protection could sometimes be found either in law or from bystanders. This is not to trivialize the kind of abuse represented in Wheeler’s Dialogues, nor is it to understate the extreme social pressure felt by contemporary women in Mary’s position. On the contrary, it is to show that the fear and despair engendered by marital violence and inequality, as expressed by Ann, exerted a powerful influence on those women’s sense of place, and the possibility of escaping it.

Later in the dialogue, a male stranger appears, whose narrative describing his flight from an abusive employer offers a counterpoint to Ann’s experience. In the course of events described in the stranger’s convoluted story, he narrowly avoids being press-ganged and is threatened with transport by his master. Unlike Mary, who cannot leave her native area without extreme difficulty, the stranger presents an example of a labourer who cannot remain due to the pressures of an excessively punitive and militarized society, which systematically uproots working men from their communities. It is tempting to view the difference between Ann’s and the stranger’s fates as Wheeler tacitly expressing a ‘point about male privilege’: namely, ‘men have options women lack’ (119). Yet to do so would be to overlook the essential similarity that underlies the apparent difference between Ann’s and the stranger’s experiences. As labouring-class people, both lack the means to define a relationship with place on their own terms. Wheeler eschews a sentimental or idealized representation of regional pride and ideas of home, showing instead how working people’s relationship with their place was often one of powerlessness.

So it is that many works of dialect literature embody the broader division in Romantic approaches to regionalism. Like the authors of tour guides, dialect writers employed intensive detail in order to reify the idea of each nominal place having its own distinctive character. By the same token, the social and economic conditions of working-class life were a—if not the—central concern of dialect literature. As such, the realities of emigration and of forced as well as restricted mobility could not help but creep into its pages—those same realities which were unravelling the ties which bound working people to their communities.

Thus far I have considered those texts which lean towards the survey end of the spectrum, notwithstanding the numerous and significant instances in Wordsworth’s Guide and Wheeler’s Dialogues when those survey-esque tendencies are interrupted by moments of uncanniness, discontent, or incongruity. I want now to turn to a text in which the problems and the incoherence of ideas about place are especially pronounced—a text which, with its emphasis on private experience and subjectivity, is closer to the other end of the spectrum.

Dorothy Wordsworth began writing her Grasmere Journal in May 1800, five months after moving into Dove Cottage with her brother, William, in December 1799, and following a lifetime of displacement from one relative’s house to another’s. The return to the Lakes was, in a sense, a homecoming to the broader Lakes region in which she was born. But in the village of Grasmere, at least initially, Dorothy was an outsider, just as she had been at various points in her earlier life. This would not always be the case, and yet it is telling that, in the Grasmere Journal, we find Dorothy registering a noticeable degree of alienation and absence in her encounters with local groups of people. In the following entry, Dorothy describes a funeral which took place on Tuesday 2nd September 1800:


I then went to a funeral at John Dawson’s. About 10 men and 4 women. Bread, cheese, and ale. They talked sensibly and chearfully about common things. The dead person, 56 years of age, buried by the parish. The coffin was neatly lettered and painted black, and covered with a decent cloth. They set the corpse down at the door; and, while we stood within the threshold, the men with their hats off sang with decent and solemn countenances a verse of a funeral psalm. The corpse was then borne down the hill, and they sang till they had passed the Town-End. I was affected to tears while we stood in the house, the coffin lying before me. There were no near kindred, no children. When we got out of the dark house the sun was shining, and the prospect looked so divinely beautiful as I never saw it. It seemed more sacred than I had ever seen it, and yet more allied to human life. The green fields, neighbours of the churchyard, were green as possible; and, with the brightness of the sunshine, looked quite gay. I thought she was going to a quiet spot, and I could not help weeping very much. When we came to the bridge, they began to sing again, and stopped during four lines before they entered the churchyard. The priest met us—he did not look as a man ought to do on such an occasion—I had seen him half-drunk the day before in a pot-house. Before we came with the corpse one of the company observed he wondered what sort of cue our Parson would be in! N.B. It was the day after the Fair.27



It is inevitable that a passage such as this, so rich in the intense feeling and minute details for which Dorothy Wordsworth’s writings are rightly celebrated, would attract critical attention. Kenneth Cervelli has identified in this passage evidence of ‘Dorothy’s communion with Grasmere’s living and dead inhabitants’, which, he argues, ‘is a direct result of her daily participation in its culture of death’.28 Discussing Dorothy’s reluctance to publish her narrative concerning the death of the Greens, Cervelli describes ‘her deep, sympathetic appreciation of the Grasmere community that represented the only public sphere she cared to know’ (78).

In contrast, I want to offer an alternative reading of this passage, one which emphasizes those moments when the community of Grasmere, and Dorothy’s place in it, seem less secure and more limited than Cervelli suggests. As Cervelli notes, the ceremony described here is in a ‘pauper funeral’ (72), as indicated by Dorothy’s observation that the deceased was ‘buried by the parish’. However, unlike Cervelli, I would suggest that this aspect of the funeral is the key to understanding Dorothy’s description of it.

Although Hurren and King observe there has long been a critical consensus that pauper burials were ‘feared and loathed by those on poor relief and those on its margins’, they also contend that first-hand accounts by the families involved show a more complicated and less stark picture.29 Even so, their article testifies to a wide variation in practice, depending on the place where the burial took place, the particular overseer in charge of arrangements, and the status of the ‘pauper’ involved. In Hulme, Lancashire, for instance, ‘vagrants’, ‘sojourners’, and ‘stillborn children’ were buried in ‘large open graves’, while ‘most other paupers [ … ] were buried in individual graves in other parts of the churchyard’ (330).

In light of this historical background, Dorothy’s repetition of the word ‘decent’ takes on a new resonance. The fact that she considers it noteworthy that the coffin was covered with a ‘decent cloth’ and that the men sang with ‘decent and solemn countenances’ implies that she was sufficiently aware of the indecency and indignity with which pauper burials were sometimes conducted. Indeed, the feared indecency comes to pass at the end of the anecdote, like the punchline to a joke in poor taste, with the appearance of the hungover priest who looked not ‘as a man ought to do’. The irony of the piece is that the very person appointed to shepherd the community spiritually and morally fails to lead the funeral service of a pauper with any dignity.

Other unsaid things in the passage add further hints that Dorothy held an unidealized view of the Grasmere community—a view that, as Michelle Levy has argued with reference to Dorothy’s Narrative Concerning George and Sarah Green of the Parish of Grasmere (1808), would resurface even after she became firmly embedded in the area.30 Pamela Woof’s notes to the Oxford Grasmere Journal contain clues as to why ‘there were no near kindred, no children’ present at the funeral: the deceased woman, Susan Shaelock’s ‘ “baseborn daughter” Betty’, had died four years previously, also in a condition of pauperism.31 It is dangerous to speculate as to why there were ‘no near kindred’ present; it is possible that none remained. Yet it is clear, from William’s poetry alone, that women who had children out of wedlock often suffered from ostracism by the communities in which they lived. Regardless, the general absence of family—whether a husband, in-laws, siblings, or cousins—gives the lie to the stereotypical image of the pre-industrial countryside, in which everyday life happens in the presence of dense kinship networks and inter-dependence. This in turn raises the question of who the mourners were, and precisely how they were connected, if at all, to Susan Shaelock. Similarly, we might ask why Dorothy chose to attend the funeral. There is no explicit indication that she knows any of those present (they are all unnamed, as is the deceased) or that she interacted directly with any of the mourners. By way of comparison, consider the highly individualized way in which Dorothy renders her interactions with outsiders and vagrants elsewhere in the Grasmere Journal. That she and other villagers did attend the funeral and that it was conducted (for the most part) with dignity is, in one sense, evidence of strong community feeling and a shared sense of responsibility to the dead in Grasmere, irrespective of their links to Shaelock. Yet Dorothy’s elisions produce the curious effect of depersonalizing the event. Perhaps the most uncanny aspect of this passage is the narrator, who renders herself as a sort of ghostly presence, observing everything but participating in little.

In light of the subtly alienated perspective that Dorothy brings to her observations of the Grasmere community, other details cannot help but take on added weight. The men ‘sang till they had passed the Town-End’, then resumed their song by the bridge and stopped once more as they entered the churchyard. The deeply communal act of singing in unison is a symbol of the village’s togetherness; the moments when it stops, always taking place at thresholds (most notably the ‘Town-End’, which encompassed the boundary between Grasmere and Rydal and was, incidentally, where Dove Cottage was situated32), are likewise a reminder of the limits of togetherness. At points such as this in the Grasmere Journal, community is not so much imagined as it is see-through: web-like both in its points of connection as well as in its fragile porousness. The social networks, the regular first-hand interactions, the interdependence that constitute community are present. But the lived experience of living in the midst of that community brings regular, in some cases disconcerting, reminders of its limits.

There is, nonetheless, another side to Dorothy’s regionalism. This is the side that, as Sara Crangle puts it, has a propensity to ‘examine the minutiae of circumscribed locales’.33 It is, likewise, the part that, according to Robin Jarvis, drove Dorothy’s excursions around the area on foot: ‘walking’, in the Grasmere Journals and elsewhere, had the function of ‘reaffirming and deepening a sense of belonging to the local environment in which a sheltered space has been discovered.’34 One need only visit Grasmere in the twenty-first century, in particular Dove Cottage, to witness the extent to which Dorothy’s daily accounts of the ‘minutiae’ of domestic and local life have helped to shape the identity of the village as a heritage site and tourist destination. In their way, the Grasmere Journals have served to reify the idea of Grasmere as a place, while simultaneously encouraging mobility to and from the village, just as the more obviously survey-esque tour guides were doing at the time.

Dorothy’s tendency to shift between the two modes—between description and estrangement—reminds us that Romantic regionalism is to be found, not in one or the other extreme, but in the oscillation between the two. In different ways, the same ambivalence can be found in William’s Guide to the Lakes and Wheeler’s Westmorland Dialogues and, what is more, the English prose writing of the wider Romantic period. By necessity, this chapter has limited its attention to the Lakes, but instructive examples can be found throughout the counties of England. Consider John Clare: a writer whose work has both shaped the idea of Northamptonshire (in particular its dialect) while, at the same time, giving full voice to the confused, painful, and disoriented way in which places were often experienced (most notably in the Journey out of Essex, composed in 1841). Or take the less obvious example of William Cobbett’s Rural Rides (1830), which records in detail the farming activity and cost of living in the villages of the south of England, while relaying stories of the many tenants and workers uprooted from their homes by the machinations of landlords (and others). Here, as elsewhere, in the world of nonfiction Romantic prose, the two impulses, like William Blake’s two classes of men, the Prolific and the Devourer, are revealed as irreconcilable but interdependent opposites: one creating the idea of a place and, in so doing, driving upheaval, the other absorbing the psychological burden of provincial life at the turn of the nineteenth century.
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Chapter 13


Regionalism

Ireland



Sonja Lawrenson

From Edmund Burke’s seminal Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790) to Arthur O’Connor’s somewhat more parochial A Letter to the Electors of Antrim (1797), Irish political thinkers participated spiritedly in the revolutionary debates that erupted across Europe and the Americas in the late eighteenth century. Ireland thus entered the Romantic period in the whirl of a paper war that would soon escalate into a brutal military conflict with profound consequences. Indeed, the failed rebellion of 1798 and the subsequent Act of Union transformed Ireland’s political and economic landscape. Not only forced to confront the political fallout of the previous turbulent decade, Irish print culture also suffered a significant decline with the extension of British copyright law to Ireland.

Nevertheless, the early decades of the nineteenth century witnessed the development of alternative networks of publishers, authors, and audiences across Ireland and beyond. Whether publishing in an established London press or in one of the eclectic Irish periodicals that briefly flourished in this period, Irish writers explored Ireland’s new constitutional position from a variety of innovative perspectives and modes. This chapter charts the various means by which Irish Romantic prose sought to reconceptualize Ireland’s cultural cartography, both in historical and geo-political terms. As a burgeoning cultural nationalism articulated itself, both in the continued appeal of antiquarian scholarship and in a new fascination with figures of the recent past, Irish Romantic prose proved simultaneously introspective and global in its outlook.

Popular Politics

Commencing with William Molyneux’s The Case of Ireland’s being Bound by Acts of Parliament in England (1698), and including both the fiery Juvenalian squibs of Jonathan Swift and the polarizing polemic of Charles Lucas, political prose pervaded eighteenth-century Ireland. Nevertheless, as Padhraig Higgins observes, the Volunteer Movement of the 1780s kindled a new ‘process of popular politicization’.1 Convened in the wake of the American and French Revolutions, this makeshift assemblage of Protestant militiae soon established itself as a formidable vehicle of agitation for Irish legislative independence. Named after the Patriot politician, Henry Grattan, the new constitution of 1782 provoked a flurry of prose commentary, as did Grattan’s famous (albeit apocryphal) inaugural speech invoking ‘the Spirit of Molyneux’ and ‘the Spirit of Swift’. More nebulously, a militant cohort of Volunteers pursued a more sweeping agenda inspired by revolutionary activities abroad. In 1791, the Society of the United Irishmen was ‘constituted for the purpose of forwarding a brotherhood of affection, a community of rights, and a union of power among Irishmen of every religious persuasion …’.2

Ultimately, the United Irishmen would pay dearly for such aspirations: just over seven years later, almost all of its founding members had been imprisoned, exiled, or executed. In its early years, however, the society’s establishment of the Northern Star newspaper in Belfast stimulated a dynamic public sphere, with its sophisticated distribution networks enabling circulation across diverse readerships. On the back of this success, the Irish-language magazine Bolg an tSolair was launched in 1795 to appeal to both native Irish speakers and Northern Dissenters newly curious about Gaelic culture. As Lesa Ní Mhunghaile observes, however, its rapid demise evinced the lack of commercial demand for Irish-language prose. Despite ‘promising signs’ from writers such as Amhlaoibh Ó Súilleabháin and Dáibhí de Barra, a market for new prose in Irish ‘failed to develop’ as literate Irish-language audiences proved more ‘interested in ancient texts’.3 Nonetheless, prosaic innovations in Gaelic manuscript culture signalled the revivalist aspirations of Gaeltacht communities beyond metropolitan United Irish circles.

As the decade progressed, the society’s axis of influence shifted from Belfast to Dublin, yet its Dublin-based newspaper foundered. Whereas the Northern Star prospered for five years, its sister publication, the National Journal, lasted only five weeks in Dublin. Subsequent attempts to sustain the Press newspaper in Dublin and the Harp of Erin in Cork were likewise thwarted, in part due to governmental suppression. Mary Helen Thuente ascribes ‘the popularity and longevity of the Northern Star’4 to its harnessing of popular literary modes such as song, poetry, and satire. Conceding this, the society’s political prose remains of signal cultural and political import. Responding to the millenarian dimensions of political discourse within Belfast Dissenting circles, activists such as William Steel Dickson, Arthur O’Connor, and Thomas Russell produced zealously theo-political writings such as Dickson’s Scripture Politics (1793), O’Connor’s The Measures of Ministry to Prevent a Revolution are the Certain Means of Bringing It On (1794), and Russell’s A Letter to the People of Ireland on the Present Situation of the Country (1796). In a different vein, Theobald Wolfe Tone also appealed to a Northern Presbyterian readership. An Argument on Behalf of the Catholics of Ireland (1791) sets forth a provocative yet potent case for Catholic emancipation. Identifying as a ‘Northern Whig’, Tone’s incisive prose was instrumental in promoting religious tolerance amongst his Belfast associates.

Unsurprisingly, given the fact that their personal and intellectual networks extended from Thomas Paine to Mirabeau, the United Irishmen channelled the discourse of universal rights that permeated wider revolutionary debates of the period. Nonetheless, in their persistent juxtapositions of fraternal kinship against tyranny and slavery, they also exploited rhetorical conceits that possessed powerful political resonances closer to home. This politico-literary genealogy dates back at least as far as Molyneux, while also incorporating Swift, Lucas, and Grattan. Many United Irishmen regarded themselves as contributors to this prosaic legacy, with the Dublin Society leaders exhibiting glints of literary competitiveness. Perhaps the most prominent of the Dublin Society’s authors was the Belfast-born physician, William Drennan. Drennan previously came to public attention as the author of The Letters of Orellana, an Irish Helot (1785), a text that anticipated the political ideals enshrined in the United Irish Constitution. Though usually more vigilant than Tone in his articulation of these principles, Drennan was arrested in 1794 for having published the incendiary ‘An Address to the Volunteers’ anonymously in William Paulet Carey’s Rights of Irishmen, a newspaper subsidized by the Dublin Society.

As the newspaper’s proprietor, Carey was initially prosecuted for Drennan’s piece. A low-ranking Catholic, he felt particularly vulnerable to government intimidation.5 Disappointed by the lack of assistance provided by the United Irish leadership, Carey betrayed Drennan in a desperate attempt to extricate himself. On his ensuing expulsion from the society, he wrote An Appeal to the People of Ireland (1794) to exonerate his actions and expose the elitism of the United Irish movement. The text’s second edition included a pair of juxtaposing satirical prints that visually reinforced its prosaic assault. The first, entitled ‘Theory—Equality’, shows Drennan waving his ‘Address’ as the Dublin membership profess their support for Carey. The society’s president, Simon Butler, holds aloft balanced scales denoting ‘Aristocracy’ and ‘Democracy’ whilst surreptitiously pocketing society funds. The second image, entitled ‘Practice—Aristocracy’, is labelled ‘Farce of the Political Bubble Blowers’. Here, the Dublin leadership blow bubbles imprinted with United Irish dictums including ‘Brotherhood of Affection’, ‘Community of Rights’, and ‘Union of Power’. Meanwhile, the scales of ‘Aristocracy’ and ‘Democracy’ are overturned by ‘the Honourable President’ who thrusts his ‘clovenfoot of Nobility in the Aristocratic Scale’ (see Figures 13.1 and 13.2). Via this combination of visual satire and biting prose, Carey exposed what he perceived as a gross disparity between the class-based cronyism of the United Irish leadership and the political radicalism that underpinned their writings. Carey’s pamphlet not only underscores the tension between the society’s language and its actions, but also reveals political prose as a dynamic and pliable mode of dissent.

If the society’s class and confessional relations were conflict-riven, its gender dynamics were no less fraught. As erstwhile Volunteers, the United Irishmen projected a martial masculinity in both their writings and attire. Notwithstanding this, the society possessed an estimable cadre of female sympathizers. This included Mary Anne Holmes, Martha McTier, and Mary Ann McCracken—sisters to society leaders, Robert and Thomas Addis Emmet, William Drennan, and Henry Joy McCracken, respectively. Evidence suggests Holmes produced prose and verse for The Press while McTier was suspected of authoring material published in the Northern Star, as her brother cautioned in a letter of 1797. Though evasive in her denial, McTier shared his concerns regarding the gendered implications of this attribution. And yet, their personal letters, like those of Mary Ann and Henry Joy McCracken, have since become vital historical resources.6
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Figure 13.1 Book plate bound into the second edition of William Paulet Carey’s An Appeal to the People of Ireland (1794). By permission of the British Library, digitized by the Google Books project.
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Figure 13.2 Book plate bound into the second edition of William Paulet Carey’s An Appeal to the People of Ireland (1794). By permission of the British Library, digitized by the Google Books project.



There were, of course, female writers who chose to brave such reputational hazards. Elizabeth Hamilton, for example, successfully navigated an increasingly volatile public sphere by fusing fictional and nonfictional modes to produce politically astute prose. Although born into the same Belfast Dissenting milieu as the Drennan and McCracken families, Hamilton’s works lampooned many of the ideals that these associates espoused. Best known for satirical fictions such as Translation of the Letters of a Hindoo Rajah (1796) and Memoirs of Modern Philosophers (1800), Hamilton is often regarded as a conservative reactionary due to her caustic caricatures of British radicals such as William Godwin and Mary Hays. Recent scholarship, however, has revealed the complexities of her gender politics, which express sympathy for Mary Wollstonecraft’s position on women’s education. Enthused by the orientalist scholarship of her brother, Charles, Hamilton ventured intrepidly into this professedly masculine domain by prefixing her fictional Translation with ‘A Preliminary Dissertation on the History, Religion, and Manners of the Hindoos’. In later prose works such as Letters on Education (1801), Memoirs of the Life of Agrippina (1804), and Exercises in Religious Knowledge (1809), Hamilton similarly blurred the boundaries between the masculine realm of moral philosophy and the feminized domain of didactic fiction.

Maria Edgeworth, a writer who was later to become Hamilton’s ‘good friend’,7 also employed a daring hybrid of fictional and nonfictional prose genres to engage with contemporary debates regarding education, liberty, and progress. Arguably the most eminent novelist of Romantic-era Ireland, Edgeworth commenced her publishing career with Letters for Literary Ladies (1795). This spirited work was inspired by a correspondence between her father, Richard Lovell Edgeworth, and his friend, Thomas Day, regarding female education. Though initially careful to disclaim any intent to ‘champion [ … ] the rights of women’,8 in the second edition she amended this argument ‘to assert more distinctly the female right to literature’.9 The appended ‘An Essay on the Noble Science of Self-Justification’ is a brief yet brilliant burlesque of eighteenth-century conduct literature, in which the imperious narrator advises her readers how best to ignore, undermine, and provoke their husbands. Its deliciously double-edged irony anticipates Edgeworth’s renowned Castle Rackrent (1800).

Historical Revolutions

The 1798 Rebellion wrought profound and lasting consequences. In its frenetic aftermath, however, the pressing desire to register its impact manifested in a slew of personal testimonies. As Susan B. Egenolf notes, the rebellion ‘spawned more than twenty published narratives in the succeeding five years’.10 Furthermore, whilst John D. Beatty has excavated numerous female-authored accounts,11 only one materialized in print prior to 1820. Thus, the contemporary narrativization of the rebellion appeared a masculine endeavour. Most narratives profess incredulity at the events they witness yet reinscribe pre-existing biases. Recurring themes include the rebels’ barbarity and the treachery of Catholic ecclesiasts. Lurid descriptions of escalating violence and hairbreadth escapes heighten readerly tension, with titles amplifying this sensationalism. For example, the frontispiece of Charles Jackson’s A Narrative of the Sufferings and Escape of Charles Jackson (1798) boasts an eyewitness account ‘of several barbarous atrocities’. Conversely, George Taylor foregrounds the spectacle of his own suffering via the subtitle of A History of the Rise, Progress and Suppression of the Rebellion in the County of Wexford in the Year 1798: to which is Annexed, the Author’s Account of his Captivity, and Merciful Deliverance (1800).

One of the earliest published accounts, The Last Speech and Dying Words of Martin McLoughlin (1798), masquerades as the testimony of a Catholic rebel yet its crude caricaturing of Irish insurgents identifies it as loyalist propaganda. Despite—or, perhaps, because of—such counterfeits, most accounts emphatically declaim their legitimacy, veracity, and unassailable impartiality. Assertions of authenticity are buttressed by lengthy appendices replete with sworn affidavits, private correspondence, and official documentation. Notwithstanding this, authorial claims were heavily contested. Joseph Stock’s A Narrative of What Passed at Killala (1800) underscores these narrational—and political—fault lines: ‘As I know that inaccurate accounts of remarkable events must at length be taken for true, and be adopted by the historian, if he is not supplied with better, I feel myself drawn [ … ] to relate to you as much as fell under my observation at that critical period’.12 Of course, as the Anglican Bishop of Killalla, Stock had a clear stake in the outcome of these ‘remarkable events’. Most remarkable, in fact, is Stock’s prescient understanding of the totemic significance of the uprising. He glimpses the future salience of this military conflict in the more elusive yet enduring contest over Irish history.

Indeed, rebellion narratives rapidly became the battleground of Ireland’s historical memory. This contest for historical ‘truth’ played out with allegorical vengeance in the paper war conducted between three pseudonymous pamphleteers, Verax, Veritas, and Veridicus. In the weeks ensuing the failed rebellion, Verax wrote to The Hibernian Journal to assert that the Catholic Bishop of Ferns, James Caulfield, and his ‘Romish clergy’ had incited Wexford rebels into ‘Popish fanaticism’.13 Caulfield published a swift refutation, along with the original offending letter, in A Vindication of the Roman Catholic Clergy of the Town of Wexford … by Veritas (1798). Although Caulfield claimed that his object was ‘merely to vindicate the characters of Gentlemen’ and ‘not to provoke a pamphlet war’,14 it inevitably secured the latter. In 1799, Sir Richard Musgrave wrote a scathing response under the pseudonym Veridicus. Musgrave reasserted previous accusations against Caulfield, as well as other high-profile ‘Papists’,15 such as Edward Hay. Caulfield once again felt compelled to defend himself in print,16 whilst Hay screened his actual activities during the rebellion by ostentatiously denouncing Musgrave’s ‘slander’.17 He appended ‘An Authentic Detail of the Extravagant and Inconsistent Conduct of Sir Richard Musgrave’ to his History of the Insurrection (1803). Here, Hay disclosed details of several personal confrontations with Musgrave, including an incident where Musgrave reportedly ‘sprang out of the desk he was sitting at’ (353) and ran out of the room.

Rife with recriminations, personal invective, and a vast deal of scandalmongering, these pamphlets may appear mere ephemera. Yet, many ran into multiple editions, with some remaining in circulation for several decades. Rather than become superseded by a sedate and solemn historiography, these texts redefined the partisan contours of Irish historical scholarship. The struggle to decipher the recent past evolved into a larger battle to lay claim to Irish history itself. Observing that early nineteenth-century histories ‘treated the past ahistorically’ to serve contemporary agendas, Claire O’Halloran suggests that this also resulted in ‘interpreting historical events and actions as if they were contemporary’.18 The title of Sir John Jervis-White Jervis’s A Brief View of the Past and Present State of Ireland, Pointing out the Causes of her Backwardness in the Arts of Civilization and of Wealth, with the Means of Improvement (1813) exemplifies this argument. Musgrave similarly predicated his Memoirs of the Different Rebellions in Ireland (1801) on this ‘concept of history as, in some ways, contemporaneous’ (599). In the second edition of his Memoirs, Musgrave inserted ‘A Justification of Having Published this Work so soon after the Late Rebellion’. Defending himself against accusations that his publication ‘would revive those feuds from which it originated’,19 he counters that, having ‘establish[ed] the authenticity of the occurrences which I have related, I resolved to publish a narration of them, while the eye-witnesses of them were still living’ (i. 199). Indeed, Musgrave employs rich documentary and oral evidence. He is also the first to publish a female account of events, namely, an anonymized version of the testimony of Isabella Brownrigg. Yet, Musgrave’s Memoirs was no less sectarian for his claim to have ‘made truth his polar star’ (n.p.). Not only does he edit Brownrigg’s testimony to accentuate Caulfield’s alleged misdeeds, but he also devotes the first twenty-five pages to a sweeping critique of the evils of popery.

The rebellion served as a lit splint to Irish historiography, rendering previously archaic scholarship inflammatory. Whereas many Irish Protestant intellectuals of the 1770s and 1780s, including Charles Vallancey and Joseph Cooper Walker, had embraced the study of Irish antiquities and Gaelic chronicles, esteemed Gaelic historians of the eighteenth century were newly controversial. Having printed the first volume of his Memoirs of the Life and Writings of the Late Charles O’Conor of Belanagare (1796), O’Conor’s grandson and namesake, Reverend Charles O’Conor, suppressed its publication for fear of recriminations. Such caution proved necessary, as the work’s candid relation of his grandfather’s political activism was poorly received by the few who accessed it. Walker, for example, disapproved of the Memoir’s confessional politics despite his reliance upon O’Conor’s scholarship in Historical Memoirs of the Irish Bards (1786). O’Halloran states that ‘the rise of middle-class Catholic self-confidence’ was ‘evident long before the rebellion and only partially checked by it’.20 Even so, she acknowledges that Catholic historians exhibited a new vigilance in their engagement with Irish antiquity. Denis Taaffe, a radical sympathizer, queries the political pertinence of Irish antiquarianism in his Impartial History of Ireland (1809–1811), arguing that ‘the ancient history of Ireland [ … ] may generally be more flattering to the feelings of Irishmen’ than ‘instructive to the mixed race who now inhabit this island’.21 John Lawless’s A Compendium of the History of Ireland (1814) likewise extols ‘the ancient magnificence of Ireland’ only to concede that ‘the early period of Irish history may perhaps be considered more interesting to the curious antiquarian than to the practical politician’.22 Matthew O’Conor—another grandson of Charles O’Conor—claims his History of Irish Catholics (1813) draws extensively upon his grandfather’s correspondence with fellow Catholic historian John Curry. However, rather than acknowledge O’Conor’s antiquarian scholarship, his descendant chose only to ‘publish those [letters], which regard the later periods of catholic sufferings’.23 Similarly, John Lanigan’s Ecclesiastical History of Ireland (1822) eulogizes ‘the ancient Irish church’, yet rebukes antiquarian scholarship as ‘in great part fabulous, destitute of chronological accuracy, and often contradictory’.24 Even Thomas Moore, whose poetry drew upon Irish mythology, expresses ambivalence towards Gaelic sources in his four-volume The History of Ireland (1835–1846). Regardless of confessional background, Irish historians remained alert to the catalytic potential of both the ancient and recent past. For, if the events of 1798 had exacerbated tensions in the previously contested field of Irish history, they also precipitated a more pressing constitutional challenge in the proposed legislative union between Britain and Ireland. At the turn of the nineteenth century, Irish prose was obliged to mediate Ireland’s political future as well as its past.

Union and Disunion

Scholarship remains divided on the strength and depth of Unionist sentiment in eighteenth-century Ireland. Support for political union grew rapidly in the wake of the rebellion. Of course, given the London government’s bullish efforts to abolish the Irish Parliament, so did the reaction against Unionism. Whereas the ‘Union with Ireland Act’ passed through the British Parliament with relative celerity, the Irish Parliament vociferously contested the parallel ‘Act of Union’. Though the Act secured a comfortable majority on its second reading, accusations of bribery and corruption dogged its success. These parliamentary machinations engrossed the Irish public; as the 1782 constitution lurched towards imminent extinction, reports of key debates, proceedings, and speeches proliferated. Prominent parliamentarians such as Grattan, William Cusack Smith, and John FitzGibbon, Earl of Clare, chose to defend their political stance on the Union to the nation (and to each other) in print. And yet, the Union controversy extended well beyond the realm of this gentlemanly—and Anglican—elite. Undeniably, opposition to the Union did not engender the kind of mass political mobilization witnessed in 1782 and 1798—an unfeasible prospect at a time when the aftershocks of the rebellion were still reverberating. Nevertheless, political dissent did find a channel of expression in prose. Between 1798 and 1800, hundreds of pamphlets were produced on the subject of the Union. In addition, opportunistic publishers in both Dublin and London collated the most celebrated and notorious into multivolume editions.

The panoply of views presented within these publications attests to the recalibration of popular politics in Ireland at the turn of the nineteenth century. In contrast to the years preceding the rebellion, Belfast presses remained relatively mute in this period. Instead, the majority of pamphlets were printed in Dublin, with the remainder produced in London or Cork. Many emphasized their regional provenance via pennames such as Citizen of Cork, Student of Trinity College Dublin, or Citizen of the Isle of Man. Authorial aliases also served to signpost the writer’s sentiments, as well as the wide array of social positions the authors occupied, including Attorney, Nobleman, Irish logician, Orangeman, Farmer, Irish Catholic, and Freeholder. The diversity of authorial personas invoked by such publications corresponded to the varied readerships they targeted. Pamphlets were often addressed to specific strata within Irish society, for example the yeomanry, the merchants, the manufacturers, the country gentlemen, and, even, in one notable case, the breeches-makers.

Of course, pseudonyms could be used to disguise professional, confessional, and gendered affiliations. Female pamphleteers often felt obliged to conceal their authorship, yet to varying degrees. The celebrated poet and actor, Henrietta Battier, contributed a light-hearted satire, Address on the Subject of the Projected Union (1799), under her well-known male moniker, Patt Pindar. In contrast, the learned aristocrat Lady Mount Cashell penned three pamphlets using untraceable pseudonyms. Janet Todd argues that Mount Cashell’s pamphlets reveal the guidance of her erstwhile governess, Mary Wollstonecraft, as well as the more moderate influence of Irish Ascendancy matriarchs such as Elizabeth Rawdon, Countess of Moira.25

On first glance, the overwhelming majority of these pamphlets appear to coalesce in protest against the Union. Yet, this semblance of political accord is belied by the idiosyncratic range of perspectives and prose styles employed in anti-Union tracts. Matthew Weld’s No Union! Being an Appeal to Irishmen (1798) is as trenchant in its argument as its title suggests. Weld proudly asserts that it is ‘the duty of every Irishman to remonstrate and petition against an Union’. This populist patriotism reaches its pitch in the pamphlet’s final sentence: ‘IRELAND’S UNITED VOICE, in peals of thunder shall then be heard, IT SHALL BE HEARD—at last strike conviction, and stun the domineering Minister, with Ireland’s emphatic exclamations of—NO UNION!!!’.26 The success of Weld’s polemic is evidenced by the fact that it not only appeared in four editions in 1798 alone, but also triggered a parody by the aforementioned John Fitzgibbon. Published a year later in both Dublin and London, Fitzgibbon’s No Union! But Unite and Fall. By Paddy Whack, of Dyott-Street, London; in a Loving Letter to his Dear Mother, Sheelah (1799) mocks the pugnacity of Weld’s prose and political sentiment. It was, however, markedly less successful in hitting its target.

Written in a distinctly more elevated tone, Drennan’s A Letter to the Right Honorable William Pitt (1799) and A Second Letter to the Right Honorable William Pitt (1799) garnered praise for their author’s taste and rhetorical skill. The Analytical Review published a veritable panegyric on Drennan’s contribution to the Union debate, exclaiming that ‘we have seldom, if ever, seen, in any human composition, so many beauties in so small extent’.27 By 1799, Drennan had largely abandoned the revolutionary republicanism of the United Irishmen. He maintained, however, a broadly radical position that accorded with the Review’s editorial stance. Drennan is situated within a ‘constellation’ of ‘illustrious’ Irishmen famed for their eloquence, including Grattan and Burke, but particular import is attached to his command of language. Though displaying the influence of his Irish predecessors, he apparently ‘outvies’ even Burke’s ‘happiest performances in the happiest moments of his career’. On citing a passage from his first Letter, the Review concludes that ‘we do not know which to admire most; the justness of the sentiment, or the language and images by which it is conveyed’. This paean to Drennan’s prose style develops into an extended appraisal of his ‘fertility of imagination, richness of colouring, and accuracy and extent of thought’. Of course, not everyone shared this zeal for Drennan’s narrative technique. Even so, his political pamphlets once again serve as a reminder that even the most ephemeral of Irish prose could participate in, and contribute to, Ireland’s wider literary and intellectual legacy.

Still reeling from the revolutionary decade, Irish print culture was propelled into an entirely new political and economic landscape in the wake of the Union. Nevertheless, prose pamphlets continued to circulate vigorously in the political hothouse of post-Union Ireland. As the new constitution came into force, accompanying assurances of religious toleration veered into focus. Political economists such as Robert Torrens and Thomas Newenham argued eloquently for Catholic Emancipation as a ‘rational’ and ‘practical’ corollary of political union.28 Others regarded the Union as a travesty of Catholic aspirations. Having castigated the Act prior to its ratification in The Probability, Causes and Consequences of a Union (1798), Taaffe refused to relinquish his satirical pen on its commencement. Writing under the alias of Julius Vindex, Taaffe describes the rebellion as ‘the last political Tragedy of Ireland’29 and the Union as its catastrophe. Yet, even as pamphleteers such as Taaffe railed against the Union as a betrayal of Catholic Ireland, Irish Catholicism was becoming increasingly self-assertive. In A Letter to the Roman Catholics of Dublin (1810), an exasperated Thomas Moore laments the Catholic refusal to accept a royal veto on the appointment of bishops ‘as the price of Catholic Emancipation’.30 The debate surrounding Catholic relief would continue to incense pamphleteers until 1829, when Catholic Emancipation was finally secured without preconditions. The belated fulfilment of the early promise of Union, however, did not appease its detractors. Indeed, despite Moore’s previous plea for compromise, in a political satire written when emancipation was finally in sight, he compares the Union to ‘Frankenstein’s ghastly patch-work, made up of contributions from the whole charnel-house of political corruption’.31 For many, the venality and opportunism from whence the Union had sprung continued to haunt Ireland as the rotting remnants of a debased political system.

Navigating Irishness

At its most frenzied, the Union debate proved both insular and internecine. Yet, even in this period of national introspection, Irish writers consistently contextualized the Union in global–political terms. While supporters promoted the Union as a ‘connexion which makes Ireland a member of the noblest Empire of the globe’,32 Irish periodicals from the Anti-Union (1798–1799) to the Irish Magazine (1807–1815) repeatedly decried it as an affront to Ireland’s imperial contribution. The Irish parliamentarian, John Foster, argued that ‘exclusive of all its injuries to Ireland, the union is big with danger to the old fabric of the British constitution, and if it falls the empire goes with it’.33 Others sought to transcend this imperial nexus, despite significant challenges. For, beyond the din and swirl of paper warfare, Irish publishers were struggling. Moreover, many had been forced into exile for their involvement in 1790s radicalism. Ireland’s political émigrés nevertheless contributed to Irish prose production. For example, William MacNeven’s A Ramble through Swisserland in the Summer and Autumn of 1802 (1803) was published in Dublin following his banishment. As Patrick Vincent notes, MacNeven’s Irishness is ‘essential to his analysis of Swiss society and history’.34 Still, MacNeven prudently confined his political observations in A Ramble to continental affairs. A decidedly less circumspect act was his co-authoring of Memoirs of the Irish Union (1802) with fellow exiles, Thomas Addis Emmet and Arthur O’Connor. William Sampson’s Memoirs (1807), which details his sufferings subsequent to expatriation, offers another example of exilic Irish connections as, eventually, Sampson joined MacNeven and Emmet in New York. By participating in transcontinental and transatlantic networks, these exiles circumvented not only arrest, but also the narrowly imperial circuits of British print culture.

Overall, it was necessary to convey Ireland’s political complexities to non-Irish audiences in an accessible medium. Hence, novelists such as Maria Edgeworth and Sydney Owenson employed fiction as a vehicle to explore Ireland’s new constitutional status. Less widely documented, however, are their innovations in nonfiction prose. Written in collaboration with her father, Edgeworth’s An Essay on Irish Bulls (1802) continues in the idiosyncratic vein of Letters for Literary Ladies. Like this earlier text, Irish Bulls boldly fuses fictional and nonfictional modes to deliver a playful yet prescient rumination on Anglo-Irish relations in the wake of the Union. Eclectic and eccentric in its assemblage of anecdotes, stories, and etymological speculations, Irish Bulls displays both a dazzling generic range and an extensive geo-political register. From intrigues of the Russian court to observations upon Tipu Sultan of Mysore, Irish Bulls addresses its implied English reader via an emphatically cosmopolitan frame of reference.

Owenson, likewise, perceived Ireland within an internationalist framework. However, whereas Edgeworth’s Irish Bulls jauntily predicts that the Union will place ‘the Irish nation’ at ‘the imperial head’ of Britain’s global empire,35 Owenson embraces the possibility of new transnational alliances. For, although best known for her sentimentalized depiction of Anglo-Irish union in The Wild Irish Girl (1806), Owenson’s Patriotic Sketches of Ireland (1807) displays much ambivalence. Stephen Behrendt suggests that Sketches contributed to the ‘idealization of a “romantic” Ireland’.36 It is worth noting, however, that Sketches pre-empts Moore in its Gothic rendering of Protestant Ascendancy as ‘a species of political vampirism’.37 In later fictions—many of which were published under her married name, Lady Morgan—Owenson returns to this Gothicized vision of the Union. She also imagines an alternative imperial dynamic, refashioning the allegorical romance plot to emphasize Ireland’s colonial affinities with South America, India, and Greece as opposed to its archipelagic allegiances. Later, in a series of essays collated under the title Absenteeism (1825), Owenson condemns the Act of Union for converting absentee landlordism ‘into a national pestilence’.38

Owenson’s ‘sketches’ of an Irish landscape that is bedevilled by British corruption acts as a deliberate foil to the affected sanguinity of British visitors to Ireland. As Glenn Hooper observes, Ireland became a popular destination for British travellers in the early nineteenth century. With the Napoleonic Wars limiting access to continental Europe prior to 1816, ‘home’ travel replaced the ‘grand’ tour. Ireland held a particular appeal as ‘the Act of Union created a sense of optimism’.39 At the same time, it remained ‘a site of epistemological challenge’40 that required scientific scrutiny. Thus ensued a plethora of statistical surveys and commentaries designed to stimulate the country’s ‘development’. Absenteeism refutes this improving agenda. As Julia M. Wright observes, Owenson’s text correlates the advent of Union with Ireland’s failure as ‘an effective nation-state’.41 Despite previous attempts to reconcile her British and Irish readerships to the Union and one another, Owenson became, in her own words, ‘the bête noire’ of the political and literary establishment. However, it was not her writings on Ireland but her travelogues of France and Italy that most incensed her critics.

Owenson’s France (1817) aimed to introduce this evolving post-war nation to an Anglophone readership. Unfortunately, her variegated scenes of French society, captured ‘de vive voix’,42 were scathingly described by the British Critic as ‘unprovoked rapture[s] of patriotic sensibility’. Its reviewer cites the following extract:


Oh! where is the land so distant, the region so remote, into which I may travel, and not bear Ireland in my memory, and her misery in my heart! And, oh! when shall the pen, now employed in tracing the prosperity and civilization of another country, be devoted to record the improvement, the tranquillity and happiness of my own!43



In Italy (1821) and France in 1829–30 (1830), Owenson again mingled political and personal sentiments, thereby inviting further critical invective against her alleged Jacobinism and impropriety. Regardless, Owenson had set a precedent for Irishwomen’s travel writing, with fashionable female travellers such as the Countess of Blessington, Selina Bunbury, and Anna Brownell Jameson garnering success—and a degree of notoriety—for their voguish accounts of foreign voyages. In an act of self-fashioning worthy of Owenson, Jameson’s A Lady’s Diary (1826)—published later in the same year as Diary of an Ennuyée—concluded with the tragic demise of its protagonist, a lightly fictionalized version of the author, near a monastery in Autun. Anna Jane Thornton’s The Female Sailor (1835) raises the bar of performative Irish femininity to its zenith. A 16-year-old Donegal girl, Thornton fell in love with the captain of a ship bound for America and pursued him across the Atlantic masquerading as a male sailor.

Admittedly, none of these women partake in the political patriotism that rendered Owenson so controversial, yet neither do their narratives rest easily within a British tradition of travel writing. Nor, indeed, do The Travels (1794) of the Bengali-born surgeon, Dean Mahomet, which were published during his residence in Cork. Joachim Fischer argues that the prevailing scholarly focus ‘on home travel, especially by British writers, and on writing about Ireland’ obscures ‘the specificity of Irish travel writing’.44 He suggests that scholars pay ‘more attention to Irish travel accounts about foreign places’ (70). Invoking Maria Frances Dickson’s Souvenirs of a Summer in Germany in 1836 (1837), Fischer asserts that ‘there is perhaps no better genre in which the hybrid nature of Anglo-Irish identity expresses itself in all its complexity and inherent contradictions’ (69). Whereas the regional vagaries of the failed rebellion had attuned the Irish populace to the distinct cultural and political topography of Ireland’s separate provinces, Irish travel writing evinced a desire to reconceptualize Ireland’s location within the British Isles, the British Empire, and beyond.

The Memory of the Dead

First published anonymously in The Nation in 1843, John Kells Ingram’s poem, The Memory of the Dead, remains ubiquitous within Irish popular culture as an anthem of republican commemoration. It has become almost routine to cite its opening line, in which the speaker asks, ‘Who fears to speak of Ninety-Eight?’ This rhetorical question was proffered, not as an interrogative, but as a riposte to the politics of the Catholic Association in the 1820s and 1830s. Led by the Catholic barrister Daniel O’Connell, this populist movement espoused reformist rather than revolutionary aims and thus disassociated itself from United Irish radicalism. However, contrary to the poem’s implicit assumption, and despite the influence of O’Connellite politics, 1798 loomed large upon the cultural horizon of early nineteenth-century Ireland. Indeed, a burgeoning cultural nationalism not only articulated itself through a reinvigorated, if equivocal, interest in Celtic mythology but also encompassed figures and events that haunted recent memory. This dual relevance of the ancient and immediate past may explain Thomas Crofton Croker’s decision to append Jane Adams’s eyewitness ‘Narrative of the Rebellion of 1798’ to his antiquarian treatise, Researches in the South of Ireland (1824). In any case, as Claire Connolly notes, Irish literature of the early nineteenth century regularly offered ‘set-piece discussions or striking images of the events of that summer’,45 often depicting rebel leaders not as violent insurgents but victims of a heightened sensibility.

The years between 1820 and 1830 contributed significantly to this cultural reimagining of the United Irish inheritance. It is no coincidence that this was also a period when biographical writing flourished in Ireland, as those who had lived through the tumult of earlier decades staked a claim in narrating this history. Elizabeth Grubgeld argues that ‘the association of self with a defined historical moment appears as one of the primary tendencies of much late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century life writing’.46 Thomas Moore, for example, published no fewer than three biographical works between 1825 and 1831, each delineating a figure whose political and literary legacy remained contentious. In Memoirs of the Life of Richard Brinsley Sheridan (1825) and Letters and Journals of Lord Byron (1830), Moore struggled to memorialize his subjects without impinging upon the most controversial aspects of their personal and public lives. This tension is rendered explicit in The Life and Death of Lord Edward FitzGerald (1831), where Moore confesses his reluctance to publish his work in the wake of France’s July Rebellion of 1830. Concerned ‘lest the public should mistake my object, and consider as meant for the occasion what is intended as historical’, he asserts that he regards ‘the task of writing this Memoir as one purely historical’.47 Even so, Fintan Cullen’s argument that late Romantic visual representations of Fitzgerald transformed him ‘from an impressive political and military strategist to a tragic yet romantic innocent’,48 can equally be applied to Moore’s biography.

The posthumous reputation of Fitzgerald’s comrade, Wolfe Tone, was likewise under contest. Published in Washington, DC, Life of Theobald Wolfe Tone (1826) was compiled by Tone’s widow, Matilda Tone-Wilson, and edited by his son, William Theobald Wolfe Tone. Tone-Wilson conceived of this publication as a means to regain control of her first husband’s literary estate after a periodical published unauthorized extracts from his autobiography in 1824. A miscellany of Tone’s prose writings, including his personal diaries, political pamphlets, and private correspondence, Life of Theobald Wolfe Tone was an immensely popular work that recast Tone’s legacy. Like Moore, William Theobald Wolfe Tone exhibits a delicate reserve both with regard to his father’s ‘early amours’49 and his contemporary political significance. He assures his reader that he ‘cannot think that the publication of these memoirs, at the present day, can injure the prospects or endanger the peace of any living being’ (i. 1). Nonetheless, he quietly insists that, ‘in the eyes of impartial and uninterested posterity’, his father’s writings will prove to ‘throw a most interesting light on the political situation and history of Ireland [ … ] that even yet [ … ] in its present state, may be [ … ] of some use to that country for which he died’ (i. 2).

Other Irish biographers of this period share this sense of contributing to posterity. In the preface to his Memoirs (1820), Richard Lovell Edgeworth states that his aim is to ‘instruct and entertain those who are curious in discriminating human character’.50 Though none of the biographical works discussed here express a Rousseauvian confessionalism, Richard Lovell’s preface does evidence his professed admiration for Rousseau in its endeavour to trace ‘the circumstances which have formed [his] character, and influenced [his] conduct’ (i. 1). Admittedly, Edgeworth’s prose displays greater affinity with the self-important, if genial, style of Irish actor and dramatist John O’Keefe’s Recollections (1826), than Rousseau’s self-scrutinizing reflections. Nevertheless, Edgeworth’s Memoirs offers fascinating details of the most crucial historical events of Romantic-era Ireland. Furthermore, as Memoirs was completed by his daughter, Maria, after his death, it provides a rare female insight into Irish politics of this period. Having collaborated with her father on the aforementioned Letters and Irish Bulls, as well as pedagogical writings such as Practical Education (1798) and Professional Education (1809), Maria Edgeworth struggled to maintain the sprightly, detached, and wryly enlightened tone that they had previously contrived together. She also declares her discomfort at composing explicitly political prose. And yet, alongside the narratives of Adams and Brownrigg, her reworking of her father’s account of the 1798 Rebellion stands as one of the few female-authored narratives of 1798 to receive public attention. Alicia LeFanu’s Memoirs of the Life and Writings of Mrs Frances Sheridan (1824) represents another important female contribution to Irish biography. As the granddaughter of the eponymous subject of this work, LeFanu sought to recuperate the literary and cultural import of her grandmother’s work and wrest her reputation from the cynosure of her celebrated son, Richard Brinsley Sheridan. LeFanu’s biography marks the nascence of an Irish feminist historiography that is still under construction today.
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Chapter 14


Regionalism

Scotland



Anthony Jarrells

Scholars of the Romantic period long have claimed that a new kind of regional fiction emerged during the early years of the nineteenth century in the works of Irish and Scottish writers such as Maria Edgeworth and Walter Scott. So, for example, as Ian Duncan argues, ‘… the regional novel is effectively invented by Maria Edgeworth in Castle Rackrent (1800), and developed in regional historical fiction by Scott, [John] Galt, and their Irish and Scottish contemporaries’.1 Or in Josephine McDonagh’s words, ‘[t]he new emphasis on place in the novel at the beginning of the nineteenth century was driven by the unprecedented popularity and success of Walter Scott’. ‘His techniques’, she continues, ‘developed conventions that had been established in the “national tale”—a form of fiction that emerged in the previous century recounting the history and culture of places principally on Britain’s Celtic fringe.’2 For Cairns Craig, the fact that Scottish novels are first and foremost Scottish makes them regional almost by default. He maintains that ‘regionalism is not simply foundational to the Scottish novel’, but also that ‘regionalism in Scotland is foundational to the regional novel itself’.3 In this chapter, I will be less concerned with regionalism in the Scottish novel than with regional writing in Scotland more generally. But to better understand such writing, and to answer the question of how regionalism in Scotland became almost synonymous with the category of region itself in this period, it is useful to start with the history and features of those fictions that made Scotland so resonant a setting for novelists of the time, Scott foremost among them.

As the McDonagh passage in the preceding paragraph suggests, regional fiction takes as its subject the history and culture of a specific place. Early nineteenth-century readers of regional fiction could expect to find accounts of the geographical features and meteorological conditions that made a given place unique, as well as what Duncan labels a ‘ “thick description” of manners and traditions’.4 ‘I have been more solicitous to describe manners minutely’, writes Scott in the advertisement to The Antiquary (1816), ‘than to arrange in any case an artificial and combined narrative.’5 The Antiquary is perhaps one of Scott’s least plot-driven novels. It would probably be fairer to say of his other works that the movement of plot in them is interrupted by moments when, often to prepare the reader for what is about to happen, Scott’s narrators situate the unfolding action in relation to the details of place. When the narrator of Rob Roy (1818), an Englishman named Frank Osbaldistone, first arrives in the Highlands, for example, he pauses to describe the proprietress of the inn where he hopes to spend the night and where he and his fellow traveller are about to find themselves in a bar fight. ‘The landlady presently appeared’, he writes, ‘with a lighted piece of split fir blazing in her hand. The turpentine in this species of torch (which is generally dug from out the turf-bogs) makes it blaze and sparkle readily, so that it is often used in the Highlands in lieu of candles.’6 After effectively forcing his way into the establishment, Frank continues to note the details of the place and of the several Highlanders sitting within it:


Each of the Highlanders had their naked dirks stuck upright in the board beside him,—an emblem, I was afterwards informed, but surely a strange one, that their compotation was not to be interrupted by any brawl. A mighty pewter measure, containing about an English quart of usquebaugh, a liquor nearly as strong as brandy, which the Highlanders distil from malt, and drink undiluted in excessive quantities, was placed before these worthies. A broken glass, with a wooden foot, served as a drinking cup to the whole party, and circulated with a rapidity, which, considering the potency of the liquor, seemed absolutely marvellous. (230)



Such descriptions are everywhere in the Waverley novels, several of which borrow the national-tale convention of sending an English traveller into the seeming wilds of Scotland or Ireland to report on the customs and personages they find there. But the scene also highlights a peculiar mix that features in much regional fiction of the period: that of an almost hyper-realist attention to detail (‘species of torch’, ‘turf-bogs’, ‘English quart’) combined with a sense of the marvellous or foreign.

Adding to this sense of the marvellous is the attention the above passage pays to strange words such as ‘dirks’ and ‘usquebaugh’. Regional fiction of the period not only features characters such as Osbaldistone who report on such words, but also regional characters themselves who either speak in ‘dialect’—Scots, say, in tales from the Scottish Lowlands—or, in the case of Highland characters, in a mix of Gaelic words and fragmented English. This attention to local dialect and speech is related to yet another feature of regional fiction, one that K. D. M. Snell associates with British regional fiction more generally: namely, ‘characters usually of working- or middle-class origin’.7 Lower- or working-class characters regularly appear in works set in Lowland Scotland, such as James Hogg’s Winter Evening Tales (1819). And Galt deploys such characters to great comic effect in his tales set in the West of Scotland. In fictions set in the Highlands, however, the class character associated with region is more complicated. For while the heroes of Scott’s Waverley novels often come from a middle—or ‘mediocre’—position, as Georg Lukács famously suggested, the characters they come into contact with vary considerably in terms of class, ranging from Highland chiefs such as Fergus Mac-Ivor in Waverley (1814), or his subordinate, Evan Dhu Maccombich, whose ‘bonnet had a short feather, which indicated his claim to be treated as a Duinhé-Wassel, or sort of gentleman’, to the awkwardly classed Rob Roy, who claims gentility despite being one of the most infamous cattle thieves of his age, and his namesake in ‘The Two Drovers’, Robin Oig, whose ‘ideal birth and quality’ can only be enjoyed ‘in secret’.8 As the English judge at the end of ‘The Two Drovers’ says, speaking of Robin and his fellow Highlanders, ‘[t]hese men, from the ideas which they entertained of their own descent and of their own consequence, regarded themselves as so many cavaliers or men-at-arms, rather than as the peasantry of a peaceful country’.9

More important, perhaps, than any of the individual features that regularly appear in regional fiction of the Romantic period is the fact that their appearance in such fiction is almost always located in—or relegated to, as Duncan suggests—the past.10 ‘The editor hopes his readers will observe that these are “tales of other times” ’, writes Edgeworth in the Preface to Castle Rackrent, adding that ‘… the manners depicted in the following pages are not those of the present age’.11 On the title page of ‘Tales of my Landlord’, a series that includes Old Mortality (1816) and The Heart of Midlothian (1818), Scott dedicates the collection ‘To his loving countrymen, whether they are denominated men of the south, gentlemen of the north, people of the west, or folk of fife’, and describes his tales as ‘illustrative of ancient Scottish manners, and of the traditions of their respective districts’.12 And in Waverley, Scott’s eponymous hero is shaken by an account of a family’s feud with some Highlanders, an account in which several men are killed and carried off the next morning with wives and daughters ‘clapping their hands, and crying the coronach and shrieking … with the pipes playing before them’; he marvels that the seemingly innocent young teller, Rose Bradwardine, ‘had witnessed with her own eyes such a scene as he had used to conjure up in his imagination, as only occurring in ancient times’ (Scott, Waverley, 76). Later in the novel, when Waverley sees Fergus’s sister, Flora, and her attendant walking high above him on a rustic bridge, he thinks of them as ‘… inhabitants of another region’ (113). Wherever the region in question might be, given that Waverley is watching them from a path below, it is decidedly associated with the past. When Waverley finally meets up with Flora, hoping to hear a translation of some lines chanted by her brother’s bard in an earlier feast scene, he finds her sitting in front of a waterfall with a harp, looking like a figure from an old romance. In translating the Gaelic of the bard, Scott writes, Flora ‘exchanged the measured and monotonous recitative’ of his composition ‘for a lofty and uncommon Highland air, which had been a battle-song in former ages’ (115). The implicit reference of her lines is the recent landing of Charles Edward Stuart in Scotland. But this secret event is occluded by much more explicit allusions in the song to the mists and figures of James Macpherson’s Ossian poems (1760–1765), whose later publication is predicted by Flora when she suggests that translating the ancient Gaelic poems of Fergus’s bard into modern European languages would cause quite a sensation.

The depiction of region more generally in Waverley is similarly complex. The novel’s subtitle, ‘’Tis Sixty Years Since’, refers to the Jacobite Uprising of 1745 (Scott claimed to have begun the novel in 1805, sixty years after that secret landing of Prince Charles). And even though Scott’s narrator says that with the defeat of the Jacobites in 1746 Scotland effectively jumped 200 years into the future, having undergone a change more rapid than anything ever experienced in Europe, the Highland settings encountered by Waverley are imbued with a sense of ancientness that goes well beyond the recent past, however pre-modern that past may already have seemed to Scott’s readers. The physical details of place, like the poems of Ossian and Flora’s song, suggest ancientness. The same can be said of Old Mortality, which is set in the years leading up to the Glorious Revolution of 1688, and of The Heart of Midlothian, which is set in the 1730s, a few decades after the 1707 Act of Union that formed the United Kingdom. Scotland in the eighteenth century may not have fully arrived at the comparatively higher stage of commercial society celebrated by Enlightenment historians. But this behind-ness seems to have enabled writers of regional fiction to find in local places remnants of a much more ancient culture than was available in England, where, as William Hazlitt noted, ‘nearly every movement of the social machine is calculable’ and where the ‘last skirts of ignorance and barbarism’ are no longer to be found.13 Whether such ignorance and barbarism continued to exist in Scotland is a question that writers of travel books, statistical accounts, and diaries in the period answer in a somewhat different fashion, as I will discuss later in the chapter. But with the physical details of the landscape remaining comparatively unchanged in a Scotland poised on the precipice of modernity, the continued presence of an ancient and barbaric culture could still, at the very least, be imagined. Eric Gidal has chronicled the increasing difficulty of locating Ossianic toponymies in the changing industrial world of nineteenth-century Scotland. But in the setting of a novel such as Waverley, what we see is something more like the opposite of Gidal’s example of an ‘Ossianic unconformity’, or a manifestation, physical or poetic, of ‘heterogeneous time’.14 Where Macpherson’s Ossian poems present a seemingly ancient world that for many, suspiciously, opened out onto the sentimentalism of the later eighteenth century, the eighteenth-century settings of Scott’s novels point in the other direction, suggesting as they do that these inhabitants of another region are also, in their manners, inhabitants of an ancient past.

Scholarship on regional fiction in this period has tended to see the connection between the recent past and antiquity both as part of an eighteenth-century romance revival and as a device for engaging the present-day realities of a nation comprised of different regions. As McDonagh says of Castle Rackrent, whose invocation of ‘tales of other times’ is likely also a reference to the Ossian poems, Edgeworth’s work ‘dramatized the tense relationships between turn-of-the-century Ireland and England’.15 And as Duncan suggests, the idea of ‘region’ itself in this period ‘emerges to solve the categorical problem of nationality posed by the modern imperial state’.16 The regions of and within Ireland and Scotland could, on the one hand, as Penny Fielding notes, represent ‘England’s other’, an exotic, ancient culture on the fringes of the nation.17 But, on the other hand, such regions could also stand in for a more comprehensive British identity, one that still saw itself as grounded in the local conditions of place. Exaggerating the differences in development associated with the different regions within the nation allowed writers of regional fiction not only to provide a prehistory of modern society, highlighting the various stages that Enlightenment historians thought all societies had to pass through on their way to commercial modernity. It also, as Franco Moretti argues, provided a cultural logic of assimilation. Scott’s historical novels, for example, represent the ‘internal unevenness’ of development within the nation only ‘to abolish it’: ‘[h]istorical novels are not just stories “of” the border’, writes Moretti, ‘but of its erasure, and of the incorporation of the internal periphery into the larger unit of the state’.18 Or as Hazlitt put it, referring to Scott’s remarkable ability to smooth over political divisions by resituating them in the realm of culture, ‘[t]hrough some odd process of servile logic, it should seem, that in restoring the claims of the Stuarts by the courtesy of romance, the House of Brunswick are more firmly seated in point of fact …’.19

But the temporal distinctions that readers found in the regional fiction of Scott and Edgeworth, between a seemingly ancient Celtic fringe and a modern, English centre, do not feature as pronouncedly in the nonfiction writing on region of the same period. Indeed, it might be said that the ancient Scotland imagined by novelists of the time is a place that travellers, correspondents, and statisticians either hoped they might encounter or at least thought might still be recoverable. As Fredrik Albritton Jonsson explains, ‘[t]ravelers [in the Highlands] felt themselves moving backward in time the farther into the region they penetrated’, though Jonsson also notes that these same travellers were in many cases led ‘to assume the guise of projectors, planting imaginary towns and growing fictitious crops’, and thus the Highland region as imagined by them was one that ‘seemed to participate in two stages of history at the same time’.20 This tension between stages—the sense of a region in transition—is much more palpable in travel accounts of the Highlands than it is in regional fiction. In his Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland (1775), Samuel Johnson, who very much wanted the experience of traveling back in time, concludes that ‘a longer journey than to the Highlands must be taken by him whose curiosity pants for savage virtues and barbarous grandeur’; he laments that


[w]e came thither too late to see what we expected, a people of peculiar appearance, and a system of antiquated life. The clans retain little now of their original character, their ferocity of temper is softened, their military ardour is extinguished, their dignity of independence is depressed, their contempt of government subdued, and their reverence for their chiefs abated. Of what they had before the late conquest of their country, there remain only their language and their poverty.21



Admittedly, Johnson arrives in Scotland after the defeat of the Jacobites, and like Scott at the end of Waverley, he acknowledges that ‘[t]here was perhaps never any change of national manners so quick, so great, and so general, as that which has operated in the Highlands, by the last conquest’ (73). But admittedly, too, this is hardly a world that is still open to romantic visions of the past or even to the primitive nature foregrounded in earlier travel accounts of the region. For Johnson, the landscape of the Highlands often looks like a desert, devoid of trees and, thanks to widespread emigration resulting from various improvement schemes implemented by those led to assume the guise of projectors, of people.

Johnson, however, was far from being an anti-improver: he celebrates the abatement of poverty wherever he sees it and looks forward to the days when commerce and the English language will soften the manners and improve the intelligence of the Highlanders. Johnson’s concluding description of an Edinburgh school for students with disabilities leads him to wonder that ‘after having seen the deaf taught arithetick, who would be afraid to cultivate the Hebrides’ (152)? Despite such chauvinism, Johnson’s picture of the Highlands is also one that recognizes the losses—of culture, people, and trees—that commercial society tends to bring with it. The landscape that Johnson travels through, however inhospitable in places, does not open out onto the fairy regions of the past, and nowhere is this more evident than in his remarks on the Ossian poems, in which he negates the possibility of a Highland, Gaelic culture having any kind of past other than the one that Macpherson has invented for it. Instead, Johnson’s account of the Highlands opens out, in several key places, onto the possible negative futures that might be brought about by the very commercial society he otherwise celebrates, including a loss of cultural identity and a mode of production stuck somewhere between the pastoral and the commercial, retaining the ills of both. Noting of the inhabitants of Skye that ‘the world has been let in upon them’ and sensing that the economic opportunities in America seem more within reach than those of a Scotland paralysed by rapidly increasing rents, Johnson ponders the losses to the ‘British crown’ and concludes of the Scots that ‘they are not happy as a nation, for they are a nation no longer’ (128). Jonsson—Fredrik Albritton—suggests that it would be another thirty years before theorists would start to see in the Highlands a ‘stationary society’, or a region that demonstrates the limitations to, rather than the endless possibilities of, economic growth.22 But in Samuel Johnson’s account, we can already sense a Scotland stuck in transition—a place, as he says, where ‘no settled notion can be formed’ (Johnson, Journey, 97).

Johnson, too, we might say, is worried about the imperial nation state; this is evident in his remarks about the supposed ancientness of Macpherson’s Ossian poems and in his worries about a depleted British military. But for Johnson, region—the Highlands—exacerbates rather than solves the problem of nation in the ways that it foregrounds unevenness. On the one hand, assimilation and the smoothing over of stages that Moretti finds in Scott’s novels might be just around the corner: English improvement will lead to economic gains and English culture will render the Highlanders a people capable of fuller participation in the state. In this reading, Scotland stands in for the near-past of commercial modernity and the hopeful possibility of catching up, as it were, with England. But on the other hand, the Highland region also suggests the near future of that same commercial modernity, with its out-of-control rents, increased inequality, generally squalid conditions, and resulting ‘epidemick desire of wandering’ (102). The former reading is Whiggish in its emphasis on progress, while the latter is not far from a typical Tory—even Jacobite—critique of capitalist modernity, a mode of production that was threatening traditional values and loosening social hierarchies. To think about such a critique in the terms of modern geography, Johnson’s Jacobite sympathies suggest deep anxieties about the fate of place in the modern world—not necessarily Scotland or the Highlands, both of which Johnson shows antipathy towards, but place more generally, as in a sense of home, of being part of an organic community, and of possessing an identity rooted in distinctly local conditions. Interestingly, Scotland’s near-past and near-future both point to the possibility that place is either a fragile, doomed locale destined to disappear, taking with it a community and a value system unfitted for the modern world, or that it is nothing more than an elaborate fiction. Oliver Goldsmith’s poem, ‘The Deserted Village’ (1770), represents both possibilities.

Threatening the specifics of place, rootedness, and community are what modern geographers characterize as the spatial flows of capital that in the eighteenth century were remaking the nation and reorienting, if not destroying outright, the boundaries of place. In ‘The Deserted Village’, the inhabitants of Goldsmith’s ‘Sweet Auburn’, along with their ‘rural virtues’, are forced to leave the land, victims of ‘trade’s proud empire’ and the hastening ‘swift decay’ of community and tradition.23 As Raymond Williams suggests, the poem’s contrast of rural simplicity and metropolitan ambition is effectively timeless: the poem could have been written in almost any preceding period. But as Williams also argues, what is ‘novel’ about the poem is its sense of ‘a precise and visible social location’—not an actual place (the fictional Auburn could have been in Goldsmith’s native Ireland or in England), but a precise and visible location constituted by the specific social conditions of the later eighteenth century.24 A few years later, Robert Burns would go even further, identifying in his poem, ‘The Cotter’s Saturday Night’ (1786), a cottage and family in Lowland Scotland that can stand in for the greater nation—the ‘much-lov’d Isle’ of the poem’s ‘virtuous populace’—even as the specific conditions that enabled the ‘cotter’ class in the first place were within a few years of disappearing completely.25 As T. M. Devine explains, ‘the cottar structure was in conflict with key aspects of the new agrarian order’, an order which Devine sees as also leading to the better known Highland Clearances, though profound geographical and cultural differences between the two regions have meant that history has tended to see the specifics of the two clearances as parts of different moments and processes.26

What both poems show in their different ways is that place, or the organic communities that have grown out of rural values, patterns of work, and language, either gives way to or is constantly threatened by orders and schemes that geographers associate with ‘space’, a category that refers to the mobility of capital and to the processes that reconfigure social relations, ‘produc[ing]’, as David Harvey says, the difference and otherness that result from uneven development.27 These flows of capital within and beyond the British state were creating anew that other, more original sense of the term ‘region’: not organic community but administered territory (from the Latin ‘regere’, or ‘to direct’), and one need look no farther than post-Culloden Scotland for a representative model of such administration.28 It is of course true that there were strong military reasons for making administrative inroads into the Highlands. But as Harvey remarks, ‘[t]he tension between place-bound fixity and spatial mobility of capital erupts into generalized crisis … when a landscape shaped in relation to a certain phase of development (capitalist or pre-capitalist) becomes a barrier to further accumulation’ (Harvey, ‘From Space to Place’, 296). This, too, was the case in Scotland, and as Harvey suggests, during such periods of economic conflict, ‘[t]he geographical configuration of place has to be reshaped …’ (296). For geographers such as Harvey, space and place are flip sides of the dialectical coin of modernity, with the one (space) always in the process of reshaping the conditions, contours, and comforts of the other (place) even as it creates the imagined need for the sense of rootedness that gives place its value. But for writers in the eighteenth century, space and place could seem worlds apart, or connected only when the one was being directly threatened by the other. Readers of Burns likely would have known that the social landscape of Scotland was changing rapidly. However, the poem’s poignancy comes from the ways it romanticizes the manners and beliefs of a community which, like the famous ‘mousie’ of another poem, has no idea of its own future.

But it should be noted, too, that Burns’s poem adds to the visible social location of Goldsmith’s Auburn a more specific and refined sense of such a place: a location identifiable, not just in terms of an economic or social period, but also on an actual map. It is this connection, of social conditions and the specifics of place, that features so powerfully in the regional prose of the period, and it is especially pronounced in writing from and about Scotland, a fact that brings us back to Cairns Craig’s argument, cited at the start of this chapter, about Scotland being crucial to the regional novel more generally. Scotland’s foundational place in the emergence of regional fiction is a product of its own confused status as both region and nation. In addition, Scotland was not just a region within Britain—or ‘North Britain’, as it often was called—but also a region that was itself divided into many, smaller regions: Highlands, Lowlands, the West of Scotland, the Borders, Edinburgh, Glasgow, etc. These regions were divided geographically: between the arable farmland of the Lowlands and the mountainous terrain of the Highlands, say. They were also divided culturally and linguistically: between communities centred around tenant farming and those dependent on cattle droving; between Catholics and Protestants; and between those who spoke Scots, English, and Gaelic. To use Jonsson’s term, Scotland in the eighteenth century was not just a ‘laboratory’ for testing Enlightenment notions of natural and social history.29 It was also a laboratory for understanding how regions are formed and transformed, how they relate both to each other and to a larger sense of the whole (Scotland and/or Britain), and how the differences that make one region unique can both distinguish it from other regions and also provide grounds for understanding a deeper sense of cross-region solidarity.

Perhaps the best example of Scotland as a laboratory for understanding how regional differences shape the nation as a whole is John Sinclair’s Statistical Account of Scotland, published in twenty-one volumes between 1791 and 1799. Like Johnson, Sinclair was a strong advocate of economic improvement. His Statistical Account was aimed at ‘ascertaining the progress of national improvement’ in Scotland by ‘elucidating the natural history and political state of that country’.30 To elucidate such, Sinclair did not undertake a journey of his own to collect what he refers to as ‘particular facts’ about the country. Instead, he sent a survey of 160 questions to the minister of every parish in Scotland and then arranged the responses into the twenty-one volumes that comprise his account. Sinclair’s questions touch on nearly all of the features of regional fiction, including population, landscape, manufactures, crops, rents, livestock, natural features, customs, and manners. It was Sinclair’s hope that the assembled answers would be useful for reforming the administration and the economy of Scotland. The uneven development that Johnson observes in his Journey is evident in Sinclair’s volumes, as well. Indeed, in the advertisement to volumes three and four, published in 1792, Sinclair mentions a new French translation of his account that is organized precisely to ‘give a view of the progress of human society’, with one entry on an ‘entirely pastoral’ district, another showing an agricultural society, a third ‘the commencement of manufactures’, and so on up to a final entry highlighting Edinburgh as ‘a specimen of the progress of luxury’ (Sinclair, Statistical Account, iii. p. x). This ‘specimen’ of the Statistical Account that Sinclair prepares for his French readers turns regional difference into a history of progress (iii. p. ix).

Unlike Johnson’s account, however, which celebrates the gains of progress but laments the loss of culture, Sinclair does not see in the unevenness that his volumes highlight any sense of a culture that is stuck. In his account, in fact, documenting improvement becomes a means for preserving the culture of Scotland—and in particular, the culture of the Highlands. As Gidal explains, a ‘side benefit’ of Sinclair’s ‘administrative interest in developing responsive governance’ in Scotland was ‘the amassing of information regarding local lore, customs, and histories’, including that related to Ossianic songs and stories.31 In describing the physical features of their parishes and the manners of their parishioners, Sinclair’s ministers often reference place names, supposed sites of battles, and various natural features of the landscape that corroborate details in Macpherson’s translations. Such information would later be used in Sinclair’s Dissertation on the Authenticity of the Poems of Ossian (1806), and it would inspire a report on Macpherson’s translations by the Highland Society of Scotland, a society founded in 1784 and, like Sinclair himself, dedicated to improvement and preservation. But as Gidal also notes, the landscape of Ossian that comes through in Sinclair’s work is not the kind that would later be associated with notions of dwelling, whether in the work of Sinclair’s contemporary, William Wordsworth, or, later, Martin Heidegger. The landscape of Sinclair’s Ossian is much less fixed in ancient times than are the misty regions evoked in Flora’s song. What Sinclair’s landscape reveals is movement, change, and the uneven development associated with the spatial flows of commercial society.

In Sinclair, then, we get a definite sense of the co-existence of multiple stages of society in late eighteenth-century Scotland. But his account also suggests that improvement does not necessarily take the place of culture. There is, of course, an acknowledgement of loss: otherwise what exactly would need to be preserved? But there is a sense of something still living, too—something fleeting, perhaps, or shifting, but also alive, part of the culture, and available to new kinds of mediation, including the form of regional fiction popularized by Scott just a few years later. Compared with Scott’s historical novels, there is not in Sinclair the sense of unevenness being erased or abolished: as mentioned in the previous paragraph, such unevenness can be read in the accounts of different parishes just as it can be read in the landscape of Scotland itself. But compared with Johnson, there is also no sense of ‘stuck-ness’ in the tension between an improved economy and a shifting sense of cultural value. Improvement will continue, but the tensions and fault lines exposed by it will become, almost paradoxically, the new guarantors of a culture that extends from ancient times to the present. For Sinclair, region as administered territory does not mean the end of region as organic community.

Neither do new forms of regional administration spell the end of community and culture in the work of James Hogg, whose travel accounts of the Highlands and Lowland-set regional tales record, rather than abolish, the fissures of uneven development and the doubled sense of temporality highlighted in the work of Johnson and Jonsson. Long before he became known as a poet and writer of regional fiction—as well as a character, the shepherd, in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine’s popular Noctes Ambrosianae series (1822–1835)—Hogg made several tours to the Highlands. His first published account of such a tour appeared in the Scots Magazine in 1803. By this time, the Highland tour was a pretty well-established genre, notable examples of which included Thomas Pennant’s A Tour in Scotland (1771) and Johnson’s Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland, which Hogg alludes to in his own Journey through the Highlands of Scotland. Already, too, travellers were flocking to the region to find examples of sublime scenery and supposedly outmoded ways of life. But as H. B. de Groot explains, Hogg was not interested in writing a tour: his aim in going to the Highlands was to find out more about sheep-farming in the region and to look into economic opportunities for himself. ‘Consulting several tours through Scotland’, Hogg writes, ‘I found in none of them any observations on the great neglect of sheep stock, which is our chief staple commodity, and the only animal, for the rearing of which a great part of Scotland seems designed by nature.’32 Hogg does indeed discuss sheep-farming, and especially the possibility of importing greater stocks of the heartier cheviot and black-faced sheep from the Lowlands, species he was much more familiar with. Nevertheless, details about manufacturing, population, history, and manners—many of which apparently were taken from Sinclair’s Statistical Account—find their way into his account, as do descriptions of savage wildernesses and sublime spectacles such as readers of tours in the period would expect.

Although Hogg finds many examples of the poverty and stripped sense of culture that Johnson highlights in his Journey, he, like Sinclair, is impressed by the continued presence of Ossianic place names and of old stories and superstitions still alive in the Highlands, the latter in particular being something that Hogg thinks the Highlands and the Lowlands have very much in common. Like the Highlands, Hogg says, his native Ettrick has achieved ‘great proficiency in the arts and sciences, as well as in trade and manufactures’ (10). But the fact that the region is surrounded by high mountains, keeping it longer ‘excluded from any intercourse with the more fertile districts’, has meant that it has also experienced ‘a later and more sudden emergence from barbarity’, and thus superstitious beliefs persist alongside of recent turns to modern farming practices and greater connections with the cultural capital of Edinburgh (10). De Groot suggests that the tensions and discontinuities in Hogg’s writing about the Highlands find resolution in later, Highland-set works such as the strange and wonderful novel, The Three Perils of Woman (1823), in which Hogg connects the destruction that followed the Battle of Culloden with the beginnings of the Clearances that were observable in his own time. But in Hogg’s tales, arguably his greatest contribution to the regional writing of the period, the tensions and discontinuities associated with region more generally are preserved and transformed into a vehicle for a new kind of prose, one that came to very different conclusions about region than did the historical novels of his patron and friend, Scott.

Most of Hogg’s regional tales are set in the Lowlands, although there are some exceptions. Basil Lee, the hero of the opening tale in Hogg’s Winter Evening Tales, for example, hails from the Borders region of Scotland but, after travelling across the Atlantic and back, at one point finds himself in the Hebrides reliving a scene cribbed from one of Hogg’s Highland journeys. But more significant than the Highland characters or scenes that Hogg may have come into contact with on his tours is the continued sense of uneven development that features in his Lowland-set tales, a sense that still offers the possibility of connecting Culloden and the Clearances, as de Groot suggests, but that also connects the different regions of Scotland by highlighting distinctions that continue to exist within them despite the spatial forces transforming the landscape and society of the country. In ‘Rob Dodds’, for example, part of Hogg’s Shepherd’s Calendar series (1819–1828), an old shepherd, Andrew, tells of a massive economic shift in the country that resulted in people from vastly different parts of the nation pouring into the region. ‘The Welches came here then out of a place they ca’ Wales, in England’, he says, ‘the Andersons came frae a place they ca’ Kamsagh, some gate i’the north; an’ your ain set [referring to his master, who is listening to the tale] came first to this country frae some bit lairdship near Glasgow.’33 The list goes on, leading Andrew to concede that ‘[t]here is nae very ancient name amang a’ our farmers now’ (27). But these new families have found their place in the community and have become both part of the regional setting and the plot of the ensuing tale of Rob Dodds. For Andrew, the distinctions of place persist—they are not abolished, that is—even as economic forces reshape the structure and community that make up the region. Indeed, in many of Hogg’s tales, the ever-shifting border between the supposedly outmoded and the calculable becomes a site for the telling of a story.

This is exactly what happens in ‘Rob Dodds’ after Andrew is asked to provide an example of the regional economy being overturned, something his own divine brand of economics has led him to predict will happen again following a massive storm that has just hit the country. ‘I dread that there’s something rotten in the government or the religion of the country’, Andrew says, adding that ‘[t]he scourge of a land often fa’s on its meanest creatures first, and advances by degrees to gie the boonmost orders o’ society warning and time to repent’ (23). He goes on to explain how historically the curse of bad weather first falls upon the flocks and herds, and then—a few years later—on the weavers. The merchants are the next class, he says, but then Andrew circles back to the farmers, as ‘they’re the first and maist sterling class o’ a country’ (24). Andrew thus offers his own history of economic progress in Scotland even as he insists that transformations always come back in the end to where things properly start: with the farmers and shepherds who serve as Scotland’s moral exemplars. Progress here, in other words, does not abolish older structures of rank and community. Instead, it returns to them. What Andrew’s master really wants to hear, however, is an example from the past that corroborates Andrew’s prediction that the economic order of things in the present is about to be overturned, and for this, Andrew has to go back 140 years to the time just before the Glorious Revolution of 1688. His account of that time reads like Edgeworth’s Castle Rackrent, as the estate masters of this other time are replaced by those beneath them, in large part because rents and the price of sheep cannot keep pace with their spending. But when Andrew’s master pushes him for an example closer to home, asking about ‘a great loss on this farm once’, the question leads to the story of Rob Dodds, a story which takes place ‘this time sixty years’ and that tells of a terrible crime that local tradition has attached to the damming up of a river with the carcasses of so many sheep that the river itself has changed its course and the farm has fallen into ruin (30–31). Andrew’s telling does not establish the causes of economic change with any certainty, though his account of transformation includes details about rents and sheep prices. And while he has only arrived at where he started, with a generalized sense of a curse on Scottish farming, Andrew’s master is nevertheless delighted: ‘I wish from my heart’, he exclaims, ‘that you would try to fix a great many old dates in the same manner’—that is, with a tale (36).

What is recorded in tales such as ‘Rob Dodds’ is not progress, then—or not only progress. But nor does the setting of the tale, sixty years since, open out onto the ancient past as many of Scott’s regional fictions do. Instead, Hogg’s account of the near past highlights the realities of a place that is both administered and productive of the kinds of community whose history and manners will not simply disappear with the processes of improvement. I would suggest—in conclusion—that what we see in Hogg’s regional tales is not just a new form of regional fiction, one that attends more directly to the tensions that surface in travel accounts, tours, and surveys, but also a different sense of the regional than that which readers of Romanticism are likely most familiar with from the poetry and prose of William Wordsworth. As Fiona Stafford suggests, Wordsworth’s now-canonical turn to low and rustic life and to local attachments is representative of a moment in literary history ‘when local detail ceased to be regarded as transient, irrelevant, or restrictive, and began to seem essential to art with any aspiration to permanence’.34 But as I have argued, what Hogg’s focus on the specifically Scottish local reveals is not permanence but rather the ways that spatial processes constantly reshape and reinforce the seeming fixity of place. This recognition of movement often seems to unsettle the tranquillity of Wordsworth’s famed scenes, as it also does in the following passage from a journal kept by Wordsworth’s sister, Dorothy, during an 1803 tour of Scotland. Passing through the celebrated vale of Strath Erne, Dorothy writes that there is something about the ‘intermixture’ of cultivated and ‘barren’ ground that takes away from the ‘composure and simplicity of the cultivated scenes’. ‘There is a struggle to overcome the natural barrenness, and the end not attained’, she writes, ‘an appearance of something doing or imperfectly done, a passing with labour from one state of society into another’.35 For Dorothy Wordsworth, as often for William, it is precisely the indication of change that ruins the aesthetic of place, pulling it back from the possibility of permanence.

Something similar can be seen in Anne Grant’s Letters from the Mountains (1807), which foregrounds the ‘pastoral aspect’ of the Highlands, not just for its aesthetic value, but also for the contrast it offers with ‘that rage for elegance, that passion for show, that frenzy for false refinement and artificial luxury, which … marks the sober haunts of commerce’.36 Grant’s letters often sound like Wordsworth in their critique of getting and spending. Still, they offer a complex account of Highland life, one that chronicles the gendered division of labour, new tensions between the gentry and the men of trade, and the French Revolution, even as they show her looking about eagerly for Ossianic mists and worrying about modernity’s encroachment on the Highlands. Noting some of the same tensions and discontinuities that Johnson highlights, Grant in certain respects reverses the valences of his account by lamenting the improvements of society while celebrating the continued possibility of recovering the manners of ancient Scottishness in the distinctness of region. Such tensions and discontinuities, however they are figured, find greater resolution in the regional novels of the period than they do in the regional tales of Hogg or John Galt, the latter of whom coined the phrase ‘local theoretical history’ to distinguish the regional tale’s emphasis on particular facts from the historical novel’s reliance on plot.37 But an expanded view of regionalism, one that includes writing beyond the popular and important works of Scott and Edgeworth, provides a clearer perspective of the shifting relations between places and social forces that dominated regional existence in the period.
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Jane Aaron

A late eighteenth-century pamphlet on political liberty argues that if government by representation is to operate justly, then the first requisite is that ‘[t]he representation must be complete’: ‘No state, a part of which only is represented in the Legislature that governs it, is self-governed. Had Scotland no representatives in the Parliament of Britain, it would not be free; nor would it be proper to call Britain free, though England, its other part, were adequately represented.’1 To a twenty-first-century audience, accustomed to the concept of a United Kingdom of four nations, this passage may well seem singularly incomplete, with its representation of Britain as made up of only two parts. Éire is omitted presumably because the pamphlet pre-dates the 1800 Act of Union between Britain and Ireland; as for Wales, it would appear to be a matter of ‘for Wales, see England’.2 Yet the author of this pamphlet, Richard Price, was a Welshman, and one who, by all accounts, retained strong loyalties to his native land, though he spent most of his working life in London. Born in a farmhouse in Llangeinor, Glamorganshire, in 1723, Price left Wales for London in 1740, to train for the ministry at a Dissenting Academy in Moorfields. Subsequently he held pastorates at Newington and Hackney, but returned each autumn till his death in 1791 to visit his extended family in Wales. Nevertheless, for him, as for many another eighteenth-century Welshman and woman, the concept of Wales as a country was problematic.

In his 1789 pamphlet, A Discourse on the Love of Our Country, Price defines ‘our country’ as ‘not the soil or the spot of earth on which we happen to have been born [ … ] but that community [ … ] associated with us under the same constitution of government, protected by the same laws, and bound together by the same civil polity’.3 Defined in such terms, ‘our country’ could not be Wales, conquered since 1283 and formally ‘bound’ to England by Henry VIII’s Act of 1536. By this Act the Tudor king, out of ‘a singular zeal, love and favour that he beareth his subjects of Wales’, ‘minding and intending to reduce them to perfect order, notice and knowledge of his laws [ … ] and utterly to extirpate all the singular sinister uses and customs differing from the same’, decreed that ‘Wales shall be [ … ] incorporated, united and annexed to and with this realm of England [ … ] as a very member and joint of the same.’4 Wales was thus stripped by decree of its ‘sinister’ differences, its language, culture, and history, and became an English region. It may have had its twenty-seven representatives in Westminster, but the 1707 Act of Union with Scotland, when it established the ‘Parliament of Great Britain’ as a union of the parliaments of England and Scotland, made no reference to Wales, nor was it represented on the Union Jack.

Within Wales itself, however, the Welsh language and its culture survived, aided by the Protestant Revolution and its emphasis on the use of the vernacular, necessitating the publication of a Welsh-language translation of the Bible in 1588. At the close of the eighteenth century, approximately 70 per cent of the Welsh population was Welsh-speaking, with 44 per cent monoglot in that language.5 Wales had no capital city, however (and was not to have one until 1955), and no other recognized national institutions. But step by step during the course of the following century, this situation changed significantly. The Red Dragon was formally recognized as a Welsh emblem in 1807 (though it did not become the country’s official flag until 1960); the Welsh national anthem was composed in 1856; the National Eisteddfod, the main cultural festival of Wales, was established in 1861; the University of Wales received its charter in 1893; the National Library and National Museum of Wales opened their doors in 1907; and from 1886 to 1896 a popular, albeit short-lived, Welsh Home Rule movement flourished, led by the young Lloyd George. In 1789 Wales was a region or ‘annexe’, a ‘limb’ attached to the main body of England, but a hundred years later it was re-emerging as a nation.

This chapter argues that the pamphleteering warfare which commenced with the publication of Price’s Discourse on the Love of Our Country operated as a significant catalyst in that slow evolution from region to nation. The Romantic era witnessed a political awakening in Wales, largely brought about by Welsh prose writers. Three distinct historical movements—religious, cultural, and political—fuelled this development. Firstly, from the 1730s on, the Methodist religious revival in Wales saw the growth of a popular and uniquely Welsh religious sect, the Calvinistic Methodists, distinct from either the Scottish Presbyterians or the England-based Wesleyan Methodists. In the 1851 census, the first to record religious affiliations, the Calvinistic Methodists form a quarter of the Welsh population, and have considerably more members than the Anglican Church, from within which the sect initially grew but from which it formally separated itself in 1811.6 The Methodist revival also had an animating effect on Welsh religious Dissent generally: Independent, Baptist, and Unitarian congregations flourished, and became increasingly politically aroused in their anger at the prevailing injustices of the Test and Corporation Acts which barred those not taking communion within the Anglican church from public office and prohibited their entry into Oxbridge colleges. Secondly, the Celtic Revival movement of the second half of the eighteenth century gave focus to the work of a body of Welsh antiquarians who sought to reacquaint their countrymen with their ancient culture and introduce English readers to Britain’s early history. Through rediscovering, publishing, and translating medieval Welsh literature in such key texts as Evan Evans’s Specimens of the Poetry of the Ancient Welsh Bards (1764), the Welsh antiquarians resurrected the cultural remains of the ‘Ancient Britons’, the Welsh, and refurbished their prestige, both in Wales and in Britain generally. And lastly, by the close of the eighteenth century, both of these revival movements were further energized by the political discourse of ‘natural rights’ and liberties stemming from the response in Britain to the American and French Revolutions.

Initially, Welsh writers active within those last two political and cultural movements tended to be based not in Wales but in London. Because Wales had no capital, and its struggling, largely agrarian economy was impoverished, many of its aspiring young men went to London to make their fortunes. There they formed London–Welsh societies such as the Cymmrodorion, founded in 1751, and the Gwyneddigion, which first met in 1771. The primary aim of both these societies was to publish Welsh antiquities and revive the bardic traditions, but the Gwyneddigion, in particular, also espoused political aspirations. During the months following the fall of the Bastille, Owain Myfyr (Owen Jones, 1741–1814), the Gwyneddigion’s founder, enthusiastically announced that ‘the aim of the Society is Freedom in State and Church’ (‘Rhydd-did mewn Gwlad ac Eglwys yw amcan y Gymdeithas’),7 thus locating the Gwyneddigion in the ranks of the radicals, at a time when responses to the French Revolution were dividing popular opinion in Britain. The publication of A Discourse on the Love of Our Country by Myfyr’s fellow London–Welshman incited Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790) which in turn aroused vehement radical response, including the two parts of Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man (1791, 1792).

Richard Price himself (see Figure 15.1) first rose to fame, however, within the context, not of the French, but the American revolution. His Observations on the Nature of Civil Liberty (1776), which argued in favour of the American rebels and their right to govern themselves, sold 60,000 copies8 and led to his being awarded the Freedom of the City of London in 1776 and Yale University’s LL.D. in company with George Washington in 1781. Civil liberty remained his primary concern in A Discourse also. First delivered as an address to the Society for Commemorating the Revolution in Great Britain, that is, the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688, it highlighted the inadequacies of the system of governance then established, arguing that ‘the most important instance of the imperfect state in which the Revolution left our constitution, is the Inequality of our Representation’. When the country has been rid of its rotten boroughs, when the franchise has been expanded to make representation ‘fair and equal’, then and only then, will its citizens ‘possess true liberty’ (9). All those who love their country should strive ‘to enlighten it’ by providing its citizens with ‘just ideas of civil government’ so that ‘it will be impossible for them to submit to governments which, like most of those now in the world, are usurpations on the rights of men, and little better than contrivances for enabling the few to oppress the many’ (11–12). Although Wales was not referred to specifically in A Discourse, the blatant inadequacy of Welsh political representation at this time meant that its arguments were certainly pertinent to his homeland. Gentry families with large estates monopolized the choice of Welsh parliamentary candidates, who stood largely unopposed. No seats at all were contested in Wales in 16 of the 71 general elections held between 1542 (when it first sent its 27 representatives to Westminster) and 1832 (the year of the first Parliamentary Reform Act with its extension of the franchise), and the maximum number of seats contested in any election during this period was 14 in 1727, the first year in which Wales did not return a Tory majority.9
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Figure 15.1 Richard Price, painted by the American artist Benjamin West in 1784. By permission of the National Library of Wales.



It was not, however, so much the Discourse’s arguments in favour of parliamentary reform and the extension of the franchise which incited Burke’s opposition as its final paragraphs, hailing recent events in France as the grand fulfilment of that dawn of enlightenment heralded by the Glorious Revolution and further realized by the American Revolution. ‘What an eventful period is this!’ Price exclaims:


I am thankful that I have lived to it; and I could almost say, Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, for mine eyes have seen thy salvation. I have lived to see a diffusion of knowledge, which has undermined superstition and error—. I have lived to see the rights of men better understood than ever; and nations panting for liberty, which seemed to have lost the idea of it.—I have lived to see Thirty Millions of people, indignant and resolute, spurning at slavery, and demanding liberty with an irresistible voice; their king led in triumph, and an arbitrary monarch surrendering himself to his subjects. [ … ]

Be encouraged, all ye friends of freedom, and writers in its defence! The times are auspicious. Your labours have not been in vain. Behold kingdoms, admonished by you, starting from sleep, breaking their fetters, and claiming justice from their oppressors! Behold, the light you have struck out, after setting America free, reflected to France, and there kindled into a blaze that lays despotism in ashes, and warms and illuminates Europe! (49–50)



Striking in its style as much as its content, it was this passage in particular which led Mary Wollstonecraft, in her review of A Discourse on the Love of Our Country, to maintain that ‘the heart speaks to the heart in an unequivocal language’ in Price’s prose: ‘His periods indeed are not laboriously swelled like the cold raptures of vanity; but rose, as he grew warm, to something more, to grandeur; while sincerity throws an energetic glow into the natural phrases.’10 Jane Hodson in Language and Revolution in Burke, Wollstonecraft, Paine, and Godwin notes that Wollstonecraft finds in Price’s style ‘a model of political discourse based upon shared sympathy and the communication of feeling, not upon the intellectual debate of facts and principles’.11 For all his customary emphasis on the importance of enlightened rationality, Price, according to this critique, had achieved the Romantic goal of evoking in his hearers and readers a heightened emotional as much as rational response. ‘[A]xioms in philosophy are not axioms until they are proved upon our pulses’, as John Keats famously put it in his letters.12 The style of A Discourse at its close intentionally raises pulses; prose, as much as poetry, evokes the Romantic sublime in such passages.

Interestingly, the origin of that style in this particular instance may be as much rooted in childhood experience as in a response to the immediate ‘spirit of the age’. Price was brought up within the Welsh Dissenting tradition under the surveillance of his father, Rice Price, a man of high Calvinist religious inclination. Calvinist preaching sought to arouse in its hearers a felt conviction of the need for personal salvation; it was intended to appeal to the heart as much as the head. Its itinerant preachers succeeded in converting large audiences, affecting them in such a manner that their ‘thoughts and feelings’ were ‘carried along’ with those of the preacher ‘in the most sweet and powerful way’. Or so witnesses testified of the sermons of Daniel Rowlands in particular. One of the early founders of Welsh Methodism, Rowlands’s oratorical style was likened to ‘the gradual swellings and burstings of the waves of the ocean [ … ] increasing more and more’, or to the hammer blows of a blacksmith, striking the iron repeatedly ‘so that the sparks fly throughout the forge’.13 Rolling phrases, involving repetition and grammatical parallelism, were part of this technique: the voice of the preacher would rise in pitch and volume, heightening the intensity of its hold on congregations. The Welsh phrase used to describe this oratorical process, which by the middle of nineteenth century had become recognized as a characteristic of Welsh Dissent, was ‘mynd i hwyl’—the preacher was ‘going into enthusiasm’. It often provoked physical responses of appreciation in its auditors, with the result that Welsh Methodists were disparagingly labelled ‘Jumpers’ by their late-eighteenth-century opponents. The passage just quoted from A Discourse demonstrates such attributes, with its arousing repetition of phrases such as ‘I have lived to see …’ and ‘Behold!’ Though Price himself, in adulthood, had turned away from the Calvinism he had heard preached in his youth, he would here appear to be adopting the style of its preachers as he sought to give effective expression to the impact upon him of the first heady days of the French Revolution.

For Burke, however, it was not so much the style of the final paragraphs of the Discourse which drew his attention as the gross insult they offered to the deposed king and queen of France: Price’s ‘inhuman and unnatural rapture’ must, according to Burke, ‘shock [ … ] the moral taste of every well-born mind.’14 Nor was Price alone amongst ‘reverend gentlemen’ who had indulged in such ‘unhallowed transports’. When quoting the same passage in Reflections on the Revolution in France Burke includes a footnote in which he quotes from a recently published letter that similarly describes the fall of the French monarch: ‘A King dragged in submissive triumph by his conquering subjects is one of those appearances of grandeur which seldom rise in the prospect of human affairs, and which, during the remainder of my life, I shall think of with wonder and gratification’ (65, Burke italicizes). In a further footnote, Burke identifies this letter as having been written to Price, and stresses again his strong disapproval of its misrepresentations (86). The writer of the anonymous letter has since been identified as George Cadogan Morgan (1754–1798), Price’s nephew. Born in Bridgend, Glamorganshire, to a physician who married Price’s sister Sarah, Morgan had left Wales in 1771 to study at Oxford, intending initially to join the Anglican clergy. But in part under the influence of his uncle he abandoned his degree, enrolled at Hoxton Academy, and became a Unitarian minister. On vacation with two friends in July 1789, he landed at Calais on the 4th of that month and was in Paris at the fall of the Bastille. Having on his journey through France observed ‘toiling peasants’, ‘vast tracts of land devoted to the enjoyment of the noble by a wasteful tyranny’, and noted ‘an absence of all sight of the opulence of a middle class’, he sympathized strongly with the Parisian mob.15

A later anonymous publication, the pamphlet, An Address to the Jacobine and other Patriotic Societies of the French; urging the Establishment of a Republican Form of Government. By a Native of England, and a Citizen of the World (1792), has also been credited to Morgan.16 Its opening ‘Advertisement’ informs the reader that it was written immediately after the suspension of Louis XVI, when a member of the National Assembly proposed that ‘a Governor of the Prince Royal should be appointed’ in his place. The purpose of the Address to … the French is to dissuade them against making such a move. ‘I was at Paris during the first Moment of your Revolution’, writes Morgan: ‘I saw you burst from your Chains—and from the Intelligence and Magnanimity of your first Proceedings, anticipated great Events to Mankind.’17 It is now, as he sees it, France’s holy mission to fulfil that early promise:


The oppressed World calls upon you—The Power is in your Hands—Give their Death Blow to the Desolators of God’s Family—Overturn the Monarchies of the Earth. You have already shaken their Pillars—They see a flaming Sword of Vengeance hang over their Heads, and they see the small Thread which suspends it—You have taught every injured Slave how easily it is cut through, and you have given the oppressed a Lesson of Instruction, most awful to their Oppressors—You have shewn the People their Strength, and you have proclaimed the Weakness of their Tyrants. (48–49)



The incantatory and repetitive prose of this passage, with its repeated ‘You have …’ phrasing, is indicative of stylistic as well as political similarities between uncle and nephew: Morgan had also witnessed Calvinistic preachers during his early years in Bridgend, and had no doubt been affected by them. Nevertheless he proclaims himself ‘an Englishman’ in the Address’s title and, like his uncle, makes no reference to Wales in his publications. But his anti-monarchical argument did have particular significance for the ‘region’ of his birth. Welsh writers loyal to the establishment had for centuries sought to reconcile their fellow countrymen to their lot by persuading them that the Welsh blood of the Tudor dynasty, and the fact that many Welsh followers gave their lives for Henry VII’s cause on Bosworth Fields, meant that the royal family of England was especially their own. The title of ‘Prince of Wales’ attached to the heir apparent had for centuries further sustained this mindset. To breach that bond of allegiance by querying the rightness to rule of all monarchs was seriously to disturb Welsh quiescence.

A year earlier another London–Welsh radical had published a pamphlet which, though very different in its prose style, also portrayed the monarchical system as a despotism. David Williams (1738–1816), born in Waunwaelod near Caerphilly in Glamorganshire, his father a convert to the Welsh Methodist cause, had trained for the ministry at the Dissenting Academy in Carmarthen. In 1773, however, he abandoned his career as a Christian preacher, opened a boarding school in Chelsea, and in 1776 at Margaret Street Chapel in London established the first Deist chapel in Europe.18 The French Theophilanthropists acknowledged the influence of his theology, published in Liturgy on the Universal Principle of Religion and Morality (1776), but it brought him opprobrium in England. He is included as one of the ‘creeping creatures, venomous and low’ who give their allegiance to the Revolution in George Canning’s satirical verse attack on the Jacobins, ‘New Morality’ (1798). In James Gillray’s cartoon which accompanied the poem when it was published in the Anti-Jacobin, Williams is portrayed as a snake, offering his ‘Atheistical Lectures’ in homage to the French theophilanthropist Lépeaux.19 He could well have featured in ‘New Morality’ on account of his political writings too, which included Letters on Political Liberty (1782), in defence of the American revolutionaries. Such was the influence of his ideas in France that in August 1792 he was granted honorary French citizenship, along with Price, Paine, Joseph Priestley, and George Washington, and in November of that year was invited to Paris to advise the Girondins on the framing of a new French Constitution. But Robespierre’s purge of the Girondins and the execution of their leaders in 1793 led to Williams’s withdrawal from French affairs. Before then, however, in 1791 he had published in the second edition of his satirical diatribe, Lessons to a Young Prince, by an Old Statesman, on the Present Disposition in Europe to a General Revolution, a tenth ‘Lesson on the Mode of Studying and Profiting by Reflections on the French Revolution by Edmund Burke’. Under the guise of offering useful instruction to Prince George, he presents an ironic portrayal of himself as a fervent admirer of the Revolution diverted from his course by the Reflections:


your Royal Highness will conceive my situation and feel for me, when the voice of Burke, like that of the angel in the fiery cloud, entranced my faculties, and wholly changed the direction of my imagination. Farewell Reason—Science—Truth—all ideas of those rights, or of that justice, claimed for all man kind by a soft and whimpering philosophy! Welcome, consecrated Despotism—whether cloathed in the dreadful armor of Kings, the soft lawn of Bishops, or the various garbs of Senators, Magistrates, Lawyers, Orators, Parasites, Panders, or Pimps.20



His critique of the Reflections becomes more direct as it proceeds, however; soon he is warning the prince that its ‘author’s anger throughout, is not the emotion of a great and good mind: it is that of Milton’s fiend contemplating the innocence of our first parents, and the possible happiness of their race’ (159)—that is, the happiness of a people free from oppressive rule.

The ‘possible happiness’ of the Welsh race is also strongly linked to the fall of all hereditary government systems in the work of the best-known Welsh-language prose writer to contribute to the French Revolution debate. In the 1790s members of the radical London–Welsh societies still closely connected with their natal communities were becoming concerned that many of their compatriots had no access to enlightened views on the major events of their times because they spoke no English. A London tavern-keeper and member of the Gwyneddigion, who hailed originally from a farm in the parish of Cerrig-y-Drudion in Denbighshire, John Jones (Jac Glan-y-Gors, 1766–1821) accordingly published in 1795 Seren tan Gwmmwl, neu Ychydig Sylw ar Frenhinoedd, Esgobion, Arglwyddi &c. a Llywodraeth Lloegr yn Gyffredin (A Star under a Cloud, or a Few Observations on Kings, Bishops, Lords &c. and the Government of England in General), and followed it in 1797 with Toriad y Dydd; neu Sylw Byr ar Hen Gyfreithiau ac Arferion Llywodraethol: Ynghyd a Chrybwylliad am Freintiau Dyn, &c. (The Break of Day; or a Brief Observation on Old Laws and Government Customs: Along with a Note on the Rights of Man, &c.), both expressly ‘written for the benefit of the monolingual Welsh’ (wedi ei ysgrifennu er mwyn y Cymry uniaith).21 Both works were castigated by their more conservative readers as translations of Paine’s Rights of Man, but in fact only occasional paragraphs in both Welsh pamphlets are direct translations from Paine.22 In their strong denunciations of government corruption and hereditary rule, Jac Glan-y-Gors’s pamphlets clearly echo Paine’s views, but he also includes specifically Welsh examples of the disastrous history of monarchical systems. In A Star under a Cloud, when berating kings for their mistreatment of their subjects, he cites a Welsh example, the king Vortigern, who after the demise of the Roman Empire in Britain hired soldiers from Saxony to help control the rebellious Picts. The Saxons, however, took advantage of Vortigern’s weakness and themselves took control of the lands they conquered. ‘This was the first time the English got the upper hand on the Welsh; and it is clear enough that the cause of this carnage was solely the fault of their king’, writes Jac (Dyma’r amser cyntaf y cafodd y Saeson eu llaw yn uchaf ar y Cymry; ac y mae yn eglur ddigon, mai bai eu brenin yn unig oedd yr achos o’r fath lanasdra.)23 Had Britain then eschewed monarchy, as the Jews of the Old Testament were advised to do by their God according to Jac, then the Ancient Britons (i.e. the Welsh) might never have been conquered:


Oh! It is a shame that our great-grandfathers in that age (like the people of America in this age) were not without any king, nor any other man with power in his own hand to do harm to his compatriots. There’s a King [i.e. Vortigern] who has damaged his nation to this day. Who knows but that the Welsh might be in possession of the whole of the Island of Britain now, had they taken the advice of the Lord, and shunned such a curse as a king?

Ond O! resynod na buasai’n hen deidiau yn yr oes honno, (fel pobl America yn yr oes yma) heb yr un brenin, nac un dyn arall â gallu yn ei law ei hun i wneuthur drwg i’w gydwladwyr. Dyna Frenin wedi anafyd ei genedl hyd y dydd heddiw. Pwy a wyr na buasai’r Cymry yn feddiannol o holl Ynys Prydain yn bresennol, ped fuasent yn cymmeryd cyngor yr Arglwydd, ac yn ymgadw rhag y fath ffelldith a brenin?



Though Jac Glan-y-Gors was as much of a Londoner as Price, Morgan, and Williams, Wales emerges within his prose as an entity in its own right, in part because the language of his discourse is Welsh. No longer simply an ‘annexe’ or limb of the main body, England, it has a history, as well as a language, of its own, for which the radical discourse of the Jacobins is, according to Jac, particularly relevant.

Within Wales itself two Welsh-language political periodicals furthered the dissemination of radical ideas. Both were edited by Nonconformist preachers acquainted with and influenced by the London–Welsh Jacobins; Morgan John Rhys (1760–1804), a Baptist minister from Llanbradach, Glamorganshire, edited Y Cylchgrawn Cymraeg (The Welsh Journal) in 1793–1794, while Thomas Evans (Tomos Glyn Cothi, 1764–1833), a Unitarian minister from Carmarthenshire, edited Y Drysorfa Gymmysgedig, or The Miscellaneous Repository in 1795–1796. The predominant themes of Rhys’s periodical are the importance of free speech, the iniquity of slavery, and the need for Welsh-language education. ‘One of the greatest sins in the world’, claims Rhys, ‘is opposing free investigations for the truth. It is undoubtable proof of a bad cause if any argument against that cause is not tolerated; the branches which naturally spring from such a root are all kinds of bad government’ (Un o’r pechodau mwyaf yn y byd yw gwrthwynebu ymofyniad rhydd at y gwirionedd. Y mae’n profi’n ddiamheuol achos drwg, os na oddef ddywedyd ac ymresymu’n deg yn ei erbyn; y canghenau sy’n tarddu’n naturiol oddi ar y gwreiddyn hwn yw pob math o draws-lywodraeth).24 To argue thus in 1794, after the passing of the Royal proclamation against seditious writings in 1793, was in itself tantamount to treason. According to his biographer, Rhys was hounded for his views and only escaped trial by fleeing in the autumn of 1794 to America,25 from where he continued to preach the necessity of rebellion against English rule to his fellow countrymen at home, telling them,


Ancient Britons! awake out of your sleep! Open your eyes! Why are your tyrants great? Because you kneel down and cringe to them. Rise up—you are their equals! If you cannot rise, creep to the ocean and the friendly waves will waft you over the Atlantic to the hospitable shores of America. If you cannot attain liberty in your own native country, ‘where liberty dwells, call your country’ [ … ] Quit the little despotic island which gave you birth, and leave the tyrants and slaves of your country to live and die together.26



His successor, Tomos Glyn Cothi, did not succeed in quitting ‘the little despotic island’ in time and was sentenced to two years’ imprisonment and two sessions in the pillory for sedition. His journal had published such ‘treasonable’ materials as ‘Prayers to be practised by the friends of mankind’, in which God is asked to ‘[s]trengthen and comfort the glorious martyrs of truth, humanity and freedom, whether imprisoned or deported. Multiply the number of their followers, so that generations to come will call them blessed!’ (Cadarnha a chysura ferthyron gogoneddus gwirionedd, dynoliaeth, a rhyddid, pa un bynnag ai mewn rhwymau neu mewn alltudiaeth. Llifoga niferi eu canlynwyr fel y byddo i genhedlaethau i ddyfod eu galw yn wynfydedig!)27

On the front pages of both A Star under a Cloud and The Break of Day, and as an epigram printed after the title lines of each number of Y Cylchgrawn Cymraeg, a certain phrase is repeated—‘Y Gwir yn erbyn y Byd’ (The Truth against the World). These words indicate the influence upon these largely political publications of the work and ideas of the poet and antiquarian Iolo Morganwg (Edward Williams, 1747–1826). A Unitarian stone-mason from Glamorganshire, self-professed ‘Bard of Liberty’, and member of the Gwyneddigion, Iolo became a lynch-pin figure in the relationship between political radicalism, Celticity, and religious Dissent. Best-remembered today for reviving the medieval Eisteddfod, and establishing at its centre the Druidic Gorsedd y Beirdd, or Bardic Order, the motto of which is Y Gwir yn erbyn y Byd, he also co-edited, with William Owen Pughe (1759–1835), the three-volume manuscript collection The Myvyrian Archaiology of Wales (1801, 1807). Not only did the medieval Welsh-language texts appearing in print for the first time on The Myvyrian’s 1,300 odd double-columned pages demonstrate the existence of ‘enlightened periods of literature amongst the Britons, while scenes of barbarity were acted over Europe’, but they would, the editors hoped, ‘reanimate the genius of our country’.28 Iolo’s introduction to the Archaiology also raises Welsh-language issues in explaining why the ancient manuscripts had languished for so long hidden in private libraries before appearing in print. The tardiness of the Welsh in publishing their treasures is attributed to the fact that their gentry abandoned the language due to their sycophantic adherence to an alien rule. ‘About the time when Wales was incorporated with England’, writes Iolo, ‘government seems to have entertained an idea that it was not safe or politic to suffer the Welsh language to live; the use of it was discouraged, and all that could decently, and with saving appearances be done, was attempted to suppress and annihilate it’ (p. ix). This would appear to refer to the clause in the 1536 Act which decreed that ‘from henceforth no person or persons that use Welsh speech or language shall have or enjoy any manner of office or fees [ … ] unless he or they use and exercise the speech or language of English.’29 By thus drawing attention to the Act’s suppressive effects, Iolo became, according to his biographer Geraint Jenkins, ‘the first historian to declare publicly that union had been seriously damaging to the Welsh culture because the notorious “language clause” of 1536 had deliberately discriminated against the Welsh language’.30

‘Liberty, equality, fraternity’ were, according to Iolo, the core values of that ancient culture whose survival was thus imperilled. The institution of Bardism, as described in the introduction to Pughe’s edition of The Heroic Elegies of Llywarch Hen (1789), was ‘a system embracing all the leading principles which tend to spread liberty, peace and happiness amongst mankind’.31 However, many of the prose triads and proverbs presented in the third 1807 volume of the Myvyrian Archaiology as representing the ‘Wisdom’ of the Ancient Britons have since been discovered to be forgeries, concocted by Iolo with the aim of increasing his contemporaries’ veneration for the egalitarian virtues of the old culture. ‘The Wisdom of Cadog the Wise’, for example, translated into English in an antiquarian journal edited by Pughe, the Cambrian Register, presented as ancient Welsh knowledge such convictions as:


There is no wealth but having the truth [ … ]

There is no property but where there is liberty.

There can be no act but when it proceeds from freedom and choice [ … ]

There is nothing hateful but bondage and constraint.32



The paramount importance of free speech was also emphasized in Iolo’s forged ‘triads’: ‘Three things free to each man: his thinking, his opinion and his speech; for without that improvement is impossible’ reads one representative triad published in the Archaiology (‘Tri pheth rhydd i bob dyn: ei vyvyrdawd, ei varn, a’i lavar; achos heb hyny nis gellir gwellâd’, iii. 878). The Welsh triad, an archaic prose form, was virtually revitalized by Iolo in these forgeries. ‘Retro-radicalism’ is the historian Kenneth O. Morgan’s term for such usage of the past to endorse contemporary radical purposes.33 As such, Iolo’s forgeries were effective: when Karl Marx, for one, came across them in the 1860s, he appreciated their ‘entirely communist’ ethos and commended them to Friedrich Engels, telling him that they were ‘Quite some lads, these Celts’.34

Not all the Welsh Celts of the Revolutionary era were quite so radical in their sympathies, however. The only Welsh woman to participate in the fray, Hester Lynch Thrale Piozzi (née Salusbury, 1741–1821), born at Bodfel Hall, near Pwllheli, Caernarvonshire, published in 1798 a pamphlet entitled Three Warnings to John Bull before he Dies. Issued anonymously, the work was known to be hers because of its close relation to her poem ‘The Three Warnings’ (1766), in which one Farmer Dobson is promised by Death that he will receive three warnings before he dies. Though he suffers lameness, blindness, and deafness, Dobson chooses to ignore each warning, and protests vehemently when Death reappears to claim him. In the pamphlet, John Bull, the representative Englishman, has also received three warnings, in the form of a diminution of English patriotism, a lack of support for the Anglican church in the face of growing dissent, and a social decline in the observance of respect for distinctions of rank. But the English establishment has paid little attention to the need to address and amend these dangerous tendencies, and as a result now faces the growth of Jacobinism and the fear of outright rebellion.35 Advocating immediate amendment, the pamphlet warns John Bull to put his house in order at once, before it is too late. Though she too, like the radical pamphleteers, spent most of her adult life in London, where she befriended and cared for the ailing Samuel Johnson, Piozzi had returned to Wales and was living in Flintshire when she wrote Three Warnings.36

Her conservative stance was shared by many Welsh clerics within the Church of England, who, disturbed by the number of members they were losing to the Dissenters, took the opportunity the polarized politics of the era offered them to besmirch Dissenters generally with the label of Jacobinism. In 1801 Thomas Ellis Owen (1764–1814), the rector of Llandyfrydog in Anglesey, in a pamphlet entitled Hints to the Heads of Families, accused the Calvinistic Methodists of being ‘either blind instruments or wilful tools, in the hands of anarchists or atheists, for the purpose of bringing about in this once happy country, a revolution similar to those which have deluged the continent with blood’.37 Such an accusation, echoing as it did earlier portrayals in the English secular press of the Methodists as Jacobins and ‘the most dangerous enemies which the country has to consider’,38 caused sufficient alarm to elicit a defensive response from Thomas Charles (1755–1814), at the time the leader of the Calvinistic Methodists. In The Welsh Methodists Vindicated (1802) Charles challenges ‘the great cry against godly men [ … ] that they are Jacobins’ through citing biblical example; in appointing working men with little formal education as itinerant field preachers, the Methodists intended no sedition, he said, and were but following Christ’s own example. Addressing the author of Hints to the Heads of Families directly, he asks ‘Mr O.’,


if he had lived in the time when our divine Saviour dwelt here on earth, would his [i.e. Christ’s] character and conduct, in every particular, have met his cordial approbation? Surely the practices of the Methodists, which he so severely reprobates, are not very dissimilar to his [i.e., Christ’s]. Let Mr O. well consider the following traits in his spotless character. He was a carpenter’s son and a carpenter himself, working as a low mechanic: he had not the advantage of a liberal education: he kept private societies often with his disciples: he went about, i.e. he itinerated, doing good; he preached and prayed, not only in the temple, but on mountains, on the sea shore, in houses.39



The anti-establishmentarian ethos of the Methodists is thus presented as but an aspect of their role as followers of Christ. At the same time Thomas Charles also underlines the fact that the Methodists, far from being a threat to the state, had included amongst their society’s Rules, drawn up in 1801, the command to ‘honour and obey the king, and all that are put in authority under him, showing all fidelity in word and deed to the government we happily live under’.40 For all that, and though Charles himself initially resisted the move, the growing numbers of Methodist converts and the necessity of providing them with ordained ministers who could officiate at the communion table, finally led in 1811 to the sect ordaining its own ministers, and thus to its official separation from the Church of England. By then the Welsh Calvinists had, as Wyn James puts it, ‘created and sustained, through their itinerant preaching and association meetings, a denominational structure that was consciously Welsh and a body of believers that were networking regularly through the medium of Welsh at a national as well as local level’.41 The Methodist revival was ‘more than a religious revival. It was, in fact, the new birth of a people’, according to John Rhys and David Brynmor-Jones in The Welsh People (1906).42

Since 1906, however, historians have been more likely to see that ‘new birth’ as the consequence of an industrial rather than religious revolution. By 1900 the Independent Labour Party had established twenty-four branches in the coalfields of south Wales, 104,000 miners had joined the South Wales Miners Federation, and Keir Hardie, the first socialist MP in Westminster, had been elected representative of the iron and steel town of Merthyr Tydfil. In 1800 Merthyr was the largest town in Wales, and already a hotbed of workers’ revolt; the Merthyr Riots of 1816 presaged a century of socialist struggle. In the 1830s the first Welsh periodical aimed specifically at a working-class readership, Y Gweithiwr: The Workman, was published in Merthyr. At that time the Corn Laws, first passed in 1815, were exacerbating the plight of the post-war poor by keeping the price of bread high; in order to stabilize the British market and succour its landlords, the price of wheat was fixed at ten shillings per bushel, and imported wheat could only be sold at above that price. If Britain’s legislators kept creating laws for the benefit of the rich only, then, said Y Gweithiwr in May 1834,


Our legislators will be legislating when the cry of the famished workman will be rivalling that of the wolf and the jackal. They will be asking for an interpretation of the hand-writing on the wall, when it can be read in the haggard features of want and misery. They will be preaching patience when the elements are boiling with strife. The crisis is coming. What then? Why, the warm sun will shine as bright and the green earth will be as beautiful for Painter’s pencil or Poet’s song as they were after the French Revolution of 1789, which crushed with one blow a tyrannical Aristocracy and destroyed at an effort a licentious and fanatical Priesthood. But labour cannot be destroyed, for it will produce, it will create, it will fashion into every shape the rude ores of Nature; and whether untaxed Bread or a social Revolution be Britain’s destiny, after all labour will be the source of Wealth.43



The author of this diatribe was Morgan Williams (1808–1883), a weaver and one of Merthyr’s most prominent Unitarians and Chartists. In its repetitive phrasing—‘it will produce, it will create, it will fashion’—and its biblical references, this passage echoes the style of the earlier prose writers influenced by the preachers of Welsh Dissent. In its politics, however, it owes much to the work of another Welshman, Robert Owen (1771–1858), the manager of New Lanark and utopian socialist founder of the cooperative movement, who in 1820 argued that the Industrial Revolution had created ‘an aggregate of wealth and placed it in the hands of the few, who, by its aid, continue to absorb the wealth produced by the industry of the many’.44 Yet Robert Owen too, in his youth in Newtown, Montgomeryshire, had come under the influence of Methodism, and, according to his autobiography, had written at least three sermons.45 The historian Chris Williams suggests that during those early years ‘he may have picked up a tendency towards rhetoric from the hwyl of Welsh preaching’.46 In this respect, as we have seen, Owen was not an exception amongst Welsh radical writers. Cultural, religious, and political movements fused together to extraordinary effect in Wales during the Romantic era, and found expression in rousing and memorable prose.
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Chapter 16


Antiquarian Publishing



Deidre Lynch

Old Things and Old Jokes

The custodianship, real or conceptual, of a store of antiquities could be of weighty ideological consequence during the Romantic era. Some of the period’s theories of statecraft presented fidelity to the past as a crucial support to national identity. To distinguish English liberty from the inferior sort touted by wild-eyed French revolutionaries, Edmund Burke, for example, stresses that English liberty conserved and venerated its material connections to the past: it had ‘its gallery of portraits; its monumental inscriptions; its records, evidences, and titles’. With this list of liberty’s possessions, Burke equates the nation’s heritage in general with aristocrats’ inherited properties in particular. He casts their landed estates and the heirlooms they contain as the palpable embodiment of the nation’s historical continuity. Yet individuals who followed antiquarian pursuits, and who actually deciphered the inscriptions on manor houses’ crumbling lintels or ferreted out ancient property records, seldom received much respect at this moment. Earlier, in Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790) Burke in fact declares that, in appealing to the past, his political theorizing is ‘guided not by the superstition of antiquarians, but by the spirit of philosophic analogy’.1 His need to make that distinction is telling. Burke registers the common perception that antiquarian ways of knowing were too easily waylaid by petty details, and too entrammelled in materiality, to count as true, systematized science. Antiquaries’ ‘passion for the past’ was ‘insufficiently matured into conceptualization’.2

In this era students of antiquities began increasingly to write for those outside their clubs and circles of correspondents. They stepped forth in print as authors of travel guides and founders of and contributors to periodicals.3 This did not stop a dim view being taken of their knowledge work. They continued to number among the Romantic period’s chief laughing stocks. Thus, to exemplify in parodic mode the passion of ‘Veneration’ (the very passion Burke had found lacking in Jacobin politicians), the caricaturist George Mouton Woodward in 1800 depicted ‘An Antiquary contemplating an Unique’: the suppositious ‘unique’ is a cracked chamber pot, which the bespectacled Antiquary apparently mistakes for a rare Roman urn.4 Jonathan Oldbuck, ‘The Antiquary’ of Walter Scott’s 1816 novel by that name, is credulous too. His triumph in obtaining a plot of barren land that preserves, as he believes, ‘Vestiges of Ancient Fortifications’ is extinguished when a local reports that as a youth he helped to dig that particular ditch.5

Oldbuck’s readiness to throw his money away—and the more profligate spending habits exhibited in Scott’s novel by Oldbuck’s neighbour and sparring partner, Sir Arthur Wardour—register the overlap between satires on antiquarianism and satires targeting other curious collectors and learned fools: students of natural history, for instance, stereotypically associated with the dubious, indiscriminate desires that had them accumulating miscellaneous stores of ‘embryos and cockle-shells’, ‘Snails from Japan, and wasps, and Indian jays’.6 Similarly, the satire directed at certain sub-groups of antiquaries—the Dilettanti collectors of classical antiquities, for example, with their suspicious enthusiasm for nude statuary—built on a venerable tradition of critique that since Roman times had excoriated the aristocracy for the habits of luxury and vice that diverted it from its proper civic role.

As a rule, however, the profligacy that satire identifies as a regular component of antiquarian study involves verbal excess, more than it involves financial or sexual excess. Scott has much to say about that logorrhea. Early in The Antiquary his narrator reveals that in the essays on medals that they churn out, Oldbuck and his network regularly accord ‘twelve pages’ to ‘each letter of the legend’ engraved on any one medal’s surface (15). Oldbuck has been deemed Scott’s playful self-portrait—shared prolixity being one reason why. Indeed, as this example intimates, engagement with the topic of antiquarian communications was for many of Romanticism’s literary authors a means of commenting self-reflexively on their own compositional strategies—more particularly, as we will see later in this chapter, of commenting on how description, quotation, and annotation could best be deployed to make word meet world.

Thanks to its practitioners’ commitment to ‘discrete facts and strange objects’, antiquarian discourse could seem to derail the ‘master-narrative’ of national history, Yoon Sun Lee observes.7 Her comment underscores the liabilities of the accumulative, accretive methods favoured by antiquaries in their guise as committed empiricists. Thus, in the era’s visual satires, the jumble of curios in the foreground of the image came to signify not just the antiquary’s acquisitiveness, but also his epistemological shortcomings. Scott’s narrator comments, for instance, that ‘the abundance of [Oldbuck’s] collection [of engravings, books, pieces of armour, and Roman crockery] often prevented him from finding the article he sought for’ (84–85). Since the sixteenth century in England, antiquaries had also spearheaded the writing of local histories, an avocation that compounded their reputation for triviality and (literal) parochialism.8 Though patriotism was often the announced motive for antiquarian study, that of medieval remnants especially, their projects of historical retrieval, the accusation ran, did not so much fill in, as dissolve, the historical record of the nation—dissolve it into so many bits and pieces and thereby divest the past of its socially cohesive power. In the 1826 ‘Roger Dodsworth: The Reanimated Englishman’—Mary Shelley’s hoaxing account of a seventeenth-century Englishman, supposed victim of an avalanche, reported to have been discovered frozen in suspended animation inside an Alpine glacier and restored to life—part of the joke is that the ‘antiquarian society’ mentioned in the first paragraph appears less interested in learning about Dodsworth’s remembered experience of the English Civil War than in obtaining Dodsworth’s stuff. Antiquaries prefer historical memory preserved in tangible form. The society offers to purchase his ‘old clothes’, and while it is consumed by conjectures about ‘what treasures in the way of pamphlet, old song, or autographic letter his pockets might contain’, the resurrected Dodsworth himself slips back into obscurity.9

It sometimes seems as if the lampooning directed at such treasure-hunting also existed in a state of suspended animation during the Romantic period—as if joking at their expense had also taken on that patina of age that antiquaries were supposed to find irresistible. (In 1629 the satirist John Earle was already joking that antiquaries valued historical artefacts the way the Dutch valued cheese, each giving preference to what was ‘mouldy and worme-eaten’).10 A principal goal of this chapter on antiquarian publishing and its literary impact, however, is to do justice to the dynamism of antiquaries’ programme for making the past present.

That antiquarianism was so long saddled with a reputation for intellectual obsolescence might not bespeak its practitioners’ mental sluggishness at all. It might register, instead, the fact that neither traditional nor emergent mappings of the divisions of knowledge were, at the turn of the nineteenth century, a good fit for antiquaries’ ways of representing the past. Their concern with objects that had survived from other times might have entitled them to a place in the culture alongside contemporary connoisseurs. But where the latter collected for aesthetic reasons, antiquaries committed to the more miscellaneous category of the curiosity, divested classical antiquity and its beauties of their traditional privilege. Their showcasing of artefacts like, say, old coins, or horns, or shoes could thus seem an assault on contemporary canons of taste. The antiquary could not readily be regarded as the fellow labourer of the historian either, since this precise attention to specific objects in all their singularity was in friction with the historian’s emphasis on synoptic grand narratives, either about great public events or (as in the stadialist schemes of the Scottish Enlightenment) about large-scale social development. And yet this ‘liminal space between the connoisseur and the historian teemed with intellectual, representational, and commercial possibilities’.11

Though the miscellaneity of the antiquarian enterprise made its position within the established mappings of the disciplines insecure, that quality was also key to its generativity. Marilyn Butler proposes, for instance, that Romantic-era antiquaries had good claim to be ‘the initiators of modern anthropology and sociology’;12 philology, literary history, and book history all began with them too. More germane for the purposes of this chapter, however, is how the intellectual promiscuity that shaped antiquarian collections and publications also rendered them sites where strange, fragmentary counter-memories might be harboured, cached away alongside more mainstream accounts of the past, and offering resources to oppositional histories. Antiquaries’ resistance to the systematizing spirit of Enlightenment master narrative thus made them fellow travellers to the many authors of the Romantic era who experimented with tentative, desultory, minor prose forms like the sketch, the anecdote, and the familiar essay. Indeed, a notable subset of those authors undertook that experimenting while also indulging (sometimes, like Scott, with a soupçon of self-directed satire) their own love of curious survivals from the past: Charles Lamb, Washington Irving, and Isaac D’Israeli particularly. The story of how antiquaries embraced the possibilities that opened up as a taste for the past became the latest fashion is a story, as well, of skirmishes about how processed, how worked upon, and worked over, that past was supposed to be and about what parameters should regulate its material manifestation on the page. For some Romantics, and some Romanticists, antiquarianism thus prompted rich reflections on media forms—in particular, on the nature of books and on the tricky question of how to bridge between material culture and the textual domain and get things inside of them.

‘The Spirit of the Age’ and Antiquarian Anachronism

When antiquaries insisted that things as well as written records could be used to recover facts about the past, they called into question the established paradigms for what could count as history. Eventually, such recovery efforts—which belie their reputation for retrograde politics as well as for retrograde methodologies—would help establish everyday life, or ‘manners’, as viewed in connection with specific geographies and temporalities, as a legitimate topic of historical enquiry.13 ‘Mine are subjects rejected by the historian, to the end of each reign’, wrote Richard Gough in 1786 as he opened his survey of the sepulchral monuments found in old British churches: ‘Yet is this detail not uninteresting? It is a picture of private, mixed with public life’.14 The material detritus of past lives brought back into view by antiquarian investigators also encompassed more than the stuff that was meant to survive from the past—not just, then, the funerary statuary that Gough described or the ‘monumental inscriptions’ that Burke venerated, alike purpose-built to perpetuate the memory of bygone generations. The objects that antiquaries recovered from obscurity also encompassed things that had only happened to survive (coins, horns, shoes): by-products of quotidian human existence that generally represented the ‘sole remnants of those who did not have the power to mark their existence with a higher sign’.15 This challenge to the elitism of historical commemoration is one reason some present-day commentators, as they rehabilitate the era’s antiquarian publishing, detach it from that era’s counter-modern impulses and align it instead with the enterprises long understood to form the aesthetic vanguard of the Romantic period. That sense of the ‘lived-in past’ that Butler influentially identified as the central achievement of the Romantic novel owes much, she contended, to the populist commitments of antiquarian works that disinterred the historical roots of local customs and popular beliefs: works such as John Brand’s Observations on Popular Antiquities (1777), Francis Douce’s Illustrations of Shakespeare, and of Ancient Manners (1807), and William Hone’s The Everyday Book (1826).16 Like William Wordsworth showcasing in Lyrical Ballads ‘incidents and situations from common life’ and pushing received definitions of Poetry to the limit, antiquaries too were sometimes guided by ‘a levelling’ ‘Muse’.17

Sometimes in his gallery of pen-portraits, The Spirit of the Age, William Hazlitt acknowledges, playing up the paradox, that there was a kind of contemporaneousness to which the antiquarian-minded could lay claim, both despite and because of their solicitude for objects and manners that were outmoded and out of their time. Hazlitt’s 1825 volume was the origin, of course, of the proposition that the levelling muse that seemed to guide Wordsworth’s poetry also made that poet’s genius ‘a pure emanation of the Spirit of the Age’ (xi. 86). Famously, however, there are other candidates for this status as representative of the times, profiled in additional chapters on Hazlitt’s contemporaries. Hazlitt plays up the contradictions both among and within these chapters, some of which seem to maintain that the age is essentially prospective, others of which hold out for its retrospectivity (as in the chapter on Coleridge, for instance, which opens by declaring, tongue slightly in cheek, that ‘We are so far advanced in the Arts and Sciences, that we live in retrospect, and doat on past achievements’ [xi. 28]).

The crucial chapter in The Spirit of The Age for our purposes is the final one. There Hazlitt compares and contrasts the London Magazine essays of ‘Elia’ (Charles Lamb) and the ‘sketches’ of ‘Geoffrey Crayon’ (Washington Irving), while playing up their authors’ shared bookishness and their predilections for ‘the regions of antiquity’. (The latter phrase appears in an Irving sketch that describes his persona Geoffrey Crayon’s pastime of deciphering the mouldering sepulchral inscriptions to be found in Westminster Abbey, the medieval building that likewise focuses one of the Last Essays of Elia).18 One irony savoured by Hazlitt throughout ‘Elia and Geoffrey Crayon’ is that it is the New Yorker Irving whose writings from 1819 to 1820 represent, Hazlitt declares, ‘literary anachronisms’ (xi. 183; Hazlitt’s emphasis). Though the American is an emissary from the New World, his is not a new voice. The issue is not just the touristic sensibility paraded in Irving’s sketches—Geoffrey Crayon’s tendency to view the Merrie Olde England he describes through lenses furnished by books (by the ‘approved authors’, Hazlitt sniffs [xi. 183]). Nor is it just that, according to Hazlitt, Irving has too evidently calculated that re-presenting these already familiar scenes will furnish him a sure means of garnering Old-World popularity. Irving also disappoints Hazlitt because his flattery of Tory nostalgia helps sustain the retrograde forces that operate within contemporary British society. It ‘keeps us stationary’ (xi. 183), blocking the reading audience’s participation in the ‘revolutionary movement’ that Hazlitt had referenced in his Wordsworth chapter (xi. 87).

However, when in this chapter Hazlitt addresses the question of how Lamb’s essays of Elia might relate to their contemporary moment and to contemporary movements, he takes a quite different tack, despite having posited at the outset that Lamb treats ‘of somewhat similar subjects’ as his American counterpart (xi. 178). Lamb ‘has the very soul of an antiquarian’ (xi. 179) and ‘[h]is sentences are cast in the mould of old authors’ (182), but, in his hands, Hazlitt declares, ‘antiquity’ will, ‘after a time’, take on ‘the grace of novelty’ (xi. 178). Paradoxes pile up in Hazlitt’s book, as the latter passage suggests. A central paradox for his final chapter is that the almost uncouth contrarianism of the essays of Elia—the abstruse allusions that indicate that Lamb’s reading has had him raking up ‘the dust and cobwebs of a … remote period’ (xi. 178)—might make those essays more timely, rather than the reverse.

Elia’s antiquarian leanings thus begin to sound, as Hazlitt goes on, like foundations for a strange species of early-nineteenth-century protest movement. The antiquary’s alienation from the contemporary comes itself to seem a crucial component of the spirit of the age—ditto this figure’s alienation from the ‘standard authors’ or ‘approved authors’ who purport to unify that age, and who supply Crayon, but not Elia, with his reading matter. (Indeed, when in 1809 the Monthly Review reviewed Lamb’s Specimens of English Dramatic Poets, a collection of excerpts from rare works of Elizabethan drama Lamb had ferreted out at the British Museum, the reviewer complained of Lamb’s inclination ‘to cavil with the taste of the present age’).19 In the scheme of Hazlitt’s chapter, the counterpart to the proposition that The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon keeps ‘us stationary’ is the description of Elia not marching with the crowd, but stealing off ‘the pavement to pick his way in the contrary direction’—in order to ‘stand on one side to look over an old book-stall’ or ‘stroll down some deserted pathway in search of a pensive inscription over a tottering doorway’ (xi. 178–179).

In fact, Lamb and Irving are more alike than Hazlitt suggests. One way that each indicates his fondness for taking a page from antiquaries’ books is by describing the power that remnants from the past have to divert him from the highway to the by-way: the ‘remains’ of an old great house that Elia, on a journey northwards, goes ‘out of [his] road’ to visit in the essay ‘Blakesmoor in H—shire’ (1824), for instance.20 Irving warns in ‘The Author’s Account of Himself’ that the sketches in Geoffrey Crayon’s portfolio will not record the celebrated sites that a touring American is expected to visit, but will instead depict ‘nooks, and corners, and by places’ (i. 6). He also represents the condition of being out of place, the inevitable lot of an American tourist on foreign soil, as entailing the condition of being out of sync. Crayon is a figure who rambles and strolls and saunters, as if in repudiation of the accelerated time of modernity. He falls asleep in odd places—like Rip van Winkle, the Sketch Book’s most famous creation—and at odd hours. That propensity to nap defines the two sketches that record Crayon’s experiences in libraries that he has dropped in upon, first, the British Museum reading room, site of ‘sequestered pools of obsolete literature’ (i. 122), and, later, the library at Westminster Abbey, ‘a kind of literary catacomb’ (i. 209). Each sketch culminates in a dream vision: it is as though, succumbing to the charm of the old volumes has dragged Irving backwards within the history of literary genres, all the way to the Middle Ages.21 Lamb goes one better than Irving when it comes to presenting Elia as out of sync with the contemporary. Even before the Essays of Elia appeared, collected, in book form, Lamb had published in the January 1823 London Magazine an obituary notice that was entitled ‘A Character of the Late Elia, By a Friend’, and signed ‘Phil-Elia’; Elia’s essays were cast as communications from beyond the grave.

Together, Irving’s and Lamb’s essays also suggest that the note of dissent that their contemporaries sometimes detected in antiquarian practice was partly a function of pace. We can borrow from the medievalist and queer theorist Carolyn Dinshaw and say that, like the related figure of the amateur, antiquaries troubled modern accounts of knowledge work in as much as they so emphatically took their ‘own sweet time’. (In fact, when Dinshaw explores the unprofessional and non-progressive temporalities in which amateur medievalists operate, she makes Irving’s Sketch Book her exhibit A).22 Even when Romantic-era antiquaries, far from sauntering, looked to have been hyper-diligent in their collection of data about Roman ruins or medieval manuscripts and hyper-entrepreneurial in publishing the multi-volume tomes filled with those findings, they could also appear chronic procrastinators. As noted earlier, when it came to drawing general conclusions from their sundry particulars, antiquaries dragged their feet. Thus the complaint that in 1804 Scott issued against Thomas Warton, who, he said, though purporting to write a History of English Poetry (the magnum opus Warton left incomplete when he died in 1790) had never managed to produce a ‘connected narrative’ nor advanced beyond ‘an immense commonplace-book of memoirs to serve for such a history’.23 Warton’s subtitle for the History (1774–1781) was ‘from the Close of the Eleventh to the Commencement of the Eighteenth Century’, but its third volume, the last he completed, advanced only as far as the Elizabethans—and some back-tracking, in the form of a discussion of Middle English romance, impeded the forward progress even there.

Of course, the propensity to lag behind that Lamb and Irving make central to their essayistic personae need not involve the spell cast by medieval antiquities at all. In some moods, Hazlitt would say, for instance, that for his modern, nineteenth-century moment, literature itself represented a hold-out or a hold-over—because ‘the progress of mechanical knowledge’ and ‘the necessary advances of civilization’ were ‘unfavourable to the spirit of poetry’ (Works, v. p. 9). But it is telling that when, in the 1820 essay that marked his London Magazine debut, Elia goes to the City and ‘in the very heart of stirring and living commerce’ contrives to find, in the South-Sea House, a place of business that time has almost forgotten, he declares the ‘indolence’ to be enjoyed at this site ‘almost cloistral’ (Lamb, Works, ii. 2). The adjective associates the place of business, now peopled only ‘with a few straggling clerks’, with medieval monasticism (ii. 1). Elia, it seems, aligns his essay with those segments in the era’s travel writing in which antiquarian travellers loiter with melancholic pleasure among the bare ruined choirs of dilapidated abbeys. At the same time, his phrasing, ‘an indolence almost cloistral’, jumbles up the eighteenth-century history of the South Sea Company with that of a more remote period—suggesting through this jumble how the boom and bust cycles of capitalism, epitomized by the 1720 financial crash known as the South Sea Bubble, might accelerate the processes of ruination, and how progress and dilapidation might thereby have become indistinguishable. Lamb recognizes the power the antiquary’s subjects have to destabilize everyday assumptions about historical chronology and time’s linearity.

Isaac D’Israeli and Archival Memory

Something approaching a theoretical rationale for such violations of historiographic norms can be pieced together from the essay miscellanies of Isaac D’Israeli, who began investigating books, book-makers, and the history of ways of knowing in Curiosities of Literature (1791) and A Dissertation on Anecdotes (1793) and continued these projects all the way into the 1840s. A devoted frequenter of manuscript archives as repositories where overlooked materials supporting histories of manners and mind might be found, D’Israeli espoused, as his titles suggest, an emphatically pluralistic, piecemeal understanding of the literary historical past. For this practitioner of literary antiquarianism, that past was not an orderly sequence of periods, but something more fragmentary and fractal: an accumulation, always liable to be augmented, of arcana. (Embedded in curiosity, that key term for D’Israeli and antiquarian practice generally, is a dissatisfaction with the category of general knowledge. The literal meaning of anecdote, D’Israeli’s other key term, is, he reminds readers, supplying the original Greek, ‘things not yet published’).24 D’Israeli’s ‘entire career’, Ina Ferris observes, ‘was defined by an allegiance to forms of activity that did not issue in what he called “the continuity of a text” ’,25 and indeed, in the passage from his Amenities of Literature (1841) Ferris cites, he is applauding the invention of notes—that modern paratextual form often maligned on intellectual grounds as pedantic superfluity and on aesthetic grounds for blocking the flow of the page. D’Israeli’s career was defined, as well, by his determination to establish the philosophical bona fides of his antiquarian authorship, its magpie methods, and the minor genres that he favoured both as topic and form. To promote the writing up of anecdotes, for instance, he regularly alluded to the Baconian framework in which truth was attained through a process of ‘induction from a variety of particulars’.26 To that same end, D’Israeli allied his project with the Critical Dictionary (1697) of the Enlightenment sceptic (and fellow enthusiast of footnotes) Pierre Bayle. In Bayle’s spirit, he ascribed to anecdotes—‘detached’ pieces, unassimilable ‘into the general views of more formal history’—the power to dislodge the received truths of historical writing and confound that writing’s privileging of the public and the political.27

By disseminating in print the odd, irregular ‘ana’ that had not been fitted into other people’s books of history or philosophical systems, by eschewing this fitting himself, and by cheerfully lingering (as Scott had faulted Warton for lingering) over the preliminary commonplacing that was supposed to be merely the prelude to knowledge projects, D’Israeli resisted historical inevitability. He instead allowed for ‘a potential plurality of pasts’.28 His anecdotes, in his understanding, were defined by their hetero-temporality. Their meanings were readily, and pleasingly, accessible to the nineteenth-century reader (which made them key for the modernized, reader-friendly antiquarianism D’Israeli wished to model), and, contrariwise, their meanings were latent, reserved for moments not yet arrived, when the sundry materials in his collections would, resorted and recombined, spark new lines of enquiry. ‘They will still be the scattered members of history. They may gratify the curious, they may delight the general reader, and even serve to embellish the page of the future writer who may sometimes bestow on them the happier grace of aptness and juxtaposition, in combining them with his own work’.29 D’Israeli held open the possibility that, in the future, different stories might be made about the past. As April London comments, this is Tory ‘iconoclasm’, which slights the socially cohesive role that historicism was supposed to play. It is not the Tory nostalgia with which antiquarianism is conventionally coupled.30

Though D’Israeli believed that miscellanies like his might unify the Romantic-era reading public by building bridges between the learned and unlearned (the general readers who, he thought, liked knowledge to be purveyed to them in bite-sized morsels), his projects also illuminate why the relationship between antiquarianism and modern print communications remained equivocal. One complication lay in his very determination to bring old manuscript materials into conjunction with modern technologies of the book: it was tricky to negotiate between the claims of antiquarian singularity and the premium that modern book culture placed on print’s powers of dissemination and standardization. Furthermore, in arranging for the mass circulation of the irregular, abstruse odds and ends that he had retrieved from the archive, D’Israeli and his allies might have made all too apparent the gap that the theorist Aleida Assmann identifies when she differentiates ‘active memory’—the common knowledge that belongs to the collective—from ‘archival memory’—a memory, accessible to specialists only, of ‘what has been forgotten, discarded, or neglected but remains preserved in material form’.31 Ferris, whose paraphrase of Assmann’s work I have just cited, uses it to understand the quarrel between the literary sphere and the sphere of bibliophilia that erupted in the 1820s when printing clubs like the Roxburghe and Bannatyne (the latter founded by Walter Scott) launched their limited edition reprints of the old rare volumes and historical documents in their memberships’ private collections. The ‘selfish antiquarian pleasure of possessing a unique copy’ was deplorable, but so, it proved, were the steps such societies took to renounce that pleasure and to share. The aggravation evident in one response to their projects—by a reviewer who complained that the Bannatyne was throwing up ‘so much rubbish that it [would] clog the utility of their operations’ and then asked ‘why disturb the deservedly dead?’—suggests how such ‘cultural transfer of the past’ (in Ferris’s phrase) was castigated for fragmenting and debasing the literary sphere.32 The sudden, seemingly random re-appearance of pasts formerly sequestered in the archive exposed the arbitrariness of cultural remembrance.

Books as Things and Things in Books

At least once when he was exasperated by antiquarian learning, the critic Francis Jeffrey also thought about rubbish. Reviewing Francis Douce’s Illustrations of Shakespeare, and of Ancient Manners, and considering Douce alongside other, unnamed but equally objectionable, bibliographers, textual critics, and commentators, Jeffrey saw a slew of litter bugs who had been strewing ‘filth and tatters’ across the literary canon. Because antiquarian pedantry was no longer confined to specialized venues, modern readers who picked up their books expecting to encounter ‘pure Shakespeare’ now found their favourite passages ‘defiled’ by ‘little odds and ends of information’ about the playwright’s context.33 Jeffrey expressed particular umbrage over how those ‘grovelling transcribers of black letter’ had taken to presenting their researches as illustrations of Shakespeare, of all people, as though banking on the Bard’s reflected glory to assist them in ‘acquiring a more extended reputation’.34

One effect of this era’s new bibliographically based literary histories, Jon Klancher asserts, was to undo the operations of the author function: work like Douce’s Illustrations inserted ‘the reputedly original modern author back into the dense thicket of print and production from which he had drawn his … materials’. In her account of the antiquarian discovery of popular culture, Butler, anticipating Klancher, described how literary antiquarianism’s source-hunting undermined Shakespeare’s status as the ‘only begetter of great plays’ and how, propelled by a democratizing interest in the recovery of collective mentalities, Douce ‘disaggregated’ the great man’s authorship.35 But Jeffrey’s characterization of antiquaries as ‘transcribers of black letter’—with its reference to the Gothic, heavy-looking typeface that characterized both books from the dawn of the print age and the popular street literature of the more recent past—gestures toward additional dimensions of antiquarian publishing projects: ones especially germane to the investigation of Romantic-era prose and of Romantic-era expectations about its texture and flow and mise-en-page. In a period invested in the notion that print technology had since the fifteenth century been the engine of human progress, it was tacitly understood that the imperatives of modern communication could be satisfied only on the condition that the book as a material object disappeared from view itself. The medium was to be subordinated to the message. Antiquarian research, however, rendered the book an object to be looked at, and studied in its own right, as well as a transparent medium to be read through. Some of its practitioners aimed to effect that very end. D’Israeli, for instance, wrote essay after essay disaggregating the codex: essays on its front and back matter that compiled historical anecdotes about Titles of Books, Dedications, Prefaces, Errata lists, and so forth, and which thereby proliferated particulars where it seemed there had been a singular unit, the book. What ordinarily remained invisible during the reader’s textual experience was thus cast into high relief.

Since the eighteenth century, many antiquaries had taken pains—like D’Israeli in some passages of those same essays, in fact—to present the history of printing as a crucial dimension of the history of enlightenment. (That concern with learning’s material platform represented another way in which their research tended to displace the agency of individual authors). In The Antiquary Scott acknowledges this preoccupation with the infrastructure of communication when he has Oldbuck show a visitor the pamphlet printed by his ancestor Wolfgang Oldenbuck, a sixteenth-century German printer who, he boasts, laboured ‘personally at the press for the diffusion of Christian and political knowledge’ (85). At the same time, however, both the old texts that antiquaries recovered from the past and the new ones they produced to showcase their research amongst those curious black-letter sources seemed to oppose the very value scheme those progress narratives promoted. Taking away with one hand what they gave with the other, antiquaries appeared to set at nought the achievement of communicational efficiency that they also commemorated. That they did not stop at transmitting words from the past, but also sometimes committed themselves to preserving the very look of those words—by, for instance, commissioning new typefaces that simulated old ones or reintroducing the red ink used at the dawn of the print age—seemed an additional affront to print’s status as an ostensibly neutral medium.36 (When Hazlitt wrote that Lamb’s sentences were ‘cast in the mould of old authors’ he might, punning on ‘mould’, have been glancing at just such resurrections of obsolete typography). Critics deplored another version of this problem when they considered how literary antiquarians’ copious annotations disordered the lay-out of the literary page and disrupted the phenomenology of literary reading. Jeffrey thus describes irritably the awkward action a reader would have to undertake with his forefinger to keep track of the actual Shakespearean lines within the latest editions of his works.37

Antiquaries, material-minded, collected things ‘to confirm or counter textual authorities’, Dahlia Porter states, referencing the friction between the object-based historiography many of them favoured and traditional histories that granted evidential status only to written records.38 But it was also the case that in various guises—as descriptive bibliographers, as patrons of facsimile editions (including, in 1807, a facsimile of a Shakespeare First Folio) and so as would-be perpetrators of typographical anachronism—antiquaries turned texts into things.

As students of material culture, antiquaries also aimed to get things into texts, in an almost literal sense. They were staunch proponents (as Jonathan Oldbuck’s commentaries on medals suggest) of descriptions that, in their detail, effectively redoubled their objects. The art books of this era—like the Society of Antiquaries’ Vetusta Monumenta (7 volumes, 1747–1906), ‘intended to preserve the memory of British things’ (its title-page stated in Latin) and filled up with state-of-the-art engravings of cathedral stalls, market crosses, and old charters—likewise evinced a desire to produce representations that might somehow be commensurate with the objects themselves. They evinced, too, their creators’ confidence that the powers of safe-keeping with which such books were endowed would enable the material vestiges of the past—in real life often threatened with destruction—to be transmitted to posterity nevertheless. In their innovative book-making, antiquaries can thus seem guided by a fantasy of ‘representation as unmediated reproduction’—as though the challenges involved in transferring three-dimensional objects onto two-dimensional pages (‘publish[ing] the unpublishable’, Maria Grazia Lolla comments) might be wholly surmounted, and as though not merely the looks of things, but also their substances, might be made present to the reading public.39 Freighted with this self-reflexivity about the limits and affordances of its bookish medium, antiquarian publishing provided Romantic culture with one of its chief staging grounds for debates about the aesthetic limits of resemblance—debates that later in the nineteenth century the advent of photography would intensify. Indeed, the pioneering photographer Henry Fox Talbot showcased his own antiquarian proclivities when he devoted one plate of The Pencil of Nature (1844–1846) to a ‘Fac-simile of an Old Printed Page’, ‘taken from a black-letter volume in the Author’s library’ (see Figure 16.1).40
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Figure 16.1 ‘Fac-Simile of an Old Printed Page’, Plate 9 of William Henry Fox Talbot, The Pencil of Nature (1844). The book that Talbot photographed is a fifteenth-century printed volume of English law statues. Digital image courtesy of the Getty’s Open Content Program.



Among antiquaries who were concerned with verbal artefacts surviving from the past, the corollary to this aspiration to pictorial fidelity was an investment in the logic of the specimen, a logic with which they complied by ‘splicing, grafting, and mixing bits of other written materials onto and into each other’.41 Transcription, quotation, cutting and pasting were the practices of book-making basic to their modus operandi. If, as Susan Manning observes, antiquarian prose seemed to the era’s arbiters of taste ‘cluttered, clotted, … too object-filled … not sufficiently composed’, the hostility her paraphrase ventriloquizes was not simply a reaction to that writing’s putative dullness.42 It also registered what seemed scandalous about the orientation to the historical document that antiquaries modelled. Through their stylistic strategies, antiquarian texts all but declared that their loyalties lay not with ‘their authors or their readers but with the artifacts that purportedly exist[ed] in an a priori relationship to their representation’.43 Put otherwise, antiquaries were, irksomely, less interested in telling a story about the past (or composing it, in either sense), than in arranging through their cut and paste methods for a piece of the past to be instantiated right atop the page—downplaying authorship, in favour (however wishfully) of letting the dead speak for themselves. Ferris notes, accordingly, how their investigations of typographical antiquities brought to the fore the difference between books from the past and other historical objects, and complicated thereby ordinary understandings both of the time of reading and of the boundaries of and within books. Whereas ancient coins or horns, for instance, entered modern times severed from the functional contexts that had formerly defined them, ‘book objects differ from other historical objects in that they continue to exist as books’ and so cannot be ‘relics’ or ‘remains’ in the conventional sense.44 Books can be made present—including in other books—in ways that antiquities of other sorts cannot.

In this passage, Ferris has in view the facsimiles of fifteenth-century illuminated missals that the literary antiquarian Thomas Frognall Dibdin incorporated within his nineteenth-century printed books. Yet there were, of course, less elaborate (and literal) ways of putting old books inside new ones. ‘Quotation’, the title D’Israeli gives to an essay in his 1823 edition of Curiosities, is a primary one. We quote from many motives, D’Israeli declares here—among them, ‘from the curiosity which only a quotation itself can give, when in our own words it would be divested of that tint of ancient phrase … and that naïveté, which we have for ever lost, and which we like to recollect once had an existence’.45 Catching myself quoting him on quoting I cannot resist enlisting in my defence the later passage in which, contending with Romantic promoters of authorial originality, D’Israeli asserts that the title of ‘Quoter’ should be ‘an honorary one’.46 The assertion also vindicates the genre of the familiar essay, which tended to graft authorial functions onto readerly operations: Lamb, for instance, made a point in some of his essays of tracking those compositions’ origins back to his rummaging in used bookstalls and in his commonplace books.47

Romantic culture’s ways of relating literature to history, its prioritizing of authorial self-expression over the mediating work of quoters, and, more narrowly, its skirmishes over literary works that appeared stitched together from entries in their authors’ commonplace books: all look different—richer and stranger—when considered in conjunction with antiquarian publishing. The strange temporality that antiquaries created by putting old books inside new ones put pressure on the ways that their contemporaries thought about communication in the present. That ransacking of the textual past also supplied resources for authors interested in challenging the era’s prevailing conventions for authorial attribution—for finding alternatives for the usual answers to the question ‘to whom does this writing belong’?

One final example should suffice to suggest those pressures and resources. Hazlitt, who could be an indefatigably citational writer himself, and who began an 1821 essay by stating ‘I hate to read new books’ (Works, xii. 220), nonetheless could express doubt about the archaic touches, the ‘tint of ancient phrase’ valorized in D’Israeli’s essay on quotation. In his famous statement about the ‘familiar style’ and its perspicuity and power, Hazlitt condemned the use of ‘obsolete expressions’—as though their adoption represented a dereliction of the duty that prose writers had to usher their audience into a sense of their co-location in the same historical present (viii. 245).48 Some of the same individuals who inventoried Britain’s architectural antiquities also amassed glossaries of the nation’s so-called cast-off terms: Francis Grose, for instance, who both catalogued ruins and collected the resonant bits of obsolete phraseology that persisted beyond the metropolis, and which, he promised, would illustrate ‘our ancient poets’.49 But ‘On Familiar Style’ bypasses those lexical collections. Instead, Hazlitt turns to antiquarians’ affection for ancient matter to outline what familiar style is not: ‘There are those who hoard up and make a cautious display of nothing but rich and rare phraseology;—ancient medals, obscure coins, and Spanish pieces of eight. They are very curious to inspect; but I myself would neither offer nor take them in the course of exchange’ (viii. 245). Investigation of antiquarian publishing suggests, however, that these old things possessed more currency, and that the ‘familiar’ was sometimes stranger, than Hazlitt would have liked.
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Chapter 17


History



Clare A. Simmons

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, new interest in national heritage and Indigenous tradition that also influenced ballad-collecting and the emergence of Gothic and historical novels broadened the scope of British history. Although historiography is one of the many forms of the Romantic preoccupation with the past, it is distinct from much Romantic-era writing in drawing its sources not from the imagination or from the natural world but from material human productions such as documents and artefacts. This chapter will focus on ideas about history, both practical and philosophical, with reference to some of the more widely circulating historical writing of the period.

Until this time, general knowledge of history in Britain was unsystematic and barely acknowledged as a field of academic study. Amateur antiquarians were enthusiastic about the past, but few attempted to write historiography.1 Although the Universities of Oxford and Cambridge had appointed Regius Professors of Modern History since the 1720s, history was not an independent discipline but taught—usually by tutors who were not history specialists—as part of biblical, legal, and classical studies.2 In 1809 Sydney Smith, himself an able classical scholar, noted in the Edinburgh Review how in English education, and particularly at the University of Oxford, students were spending their time on ‘useless things’ like writing Latin verses. Although the main focus of his article is on the lack of scientific study at Oxford, history is noted as important: a young man with aspirations to ‘Public Life’ ought to ‘learn what the constitution of his country really was,—how it had grown into its present state,—the perils that had threatened it,—the malignity that had attacked it,—the courage that had fought for it, and the wisdom that had made it great’.3

If history was taught to children at all, it usually required memorization of simple (and sometimes questionable) facts in catechism form from books such as Mangnall’s Historical Questions (1800); in Practical Education (1798) Maria and Richard Edgeworth complained that children who have ‘accumulated a vast number of facts, and names, and dates’ may not be able to make ‘good use’ of such knowledge.4 The alternative consisted of books such as abridgements of Oliver Goldsmith’s 1769 History of England that contained no original research5 and that did not consistently discriminate between folklore elements and documented events. For example, children who read the shortened form of Goldsmith’s four-volume history, itself intended as an abridgement, would learn that Alfred burned the cakes and that Queen Eleanor killed Henry II’s mistress Fair Rosamond.6 The Edgeworths advised that even ‘the least exceptionable historic abridgments require the corrections of a patient parent’ (ii. 134), since a list of bare historical facts ‘presents a disgusting, terrible list of crimes and calamities; murders, assassinations, battles, revolutions, are the memorable events of history’ (ii. 135). Despite the reservations about history for children in Practical Education, R. L. Edgeworth pointed out in Lectures on Professional Education (1809) that history was valuable to those in a number of different professions, including those seeking a career in the church, the army and navy, and affairs of state.7 A generation later, in 1824, William Cobbett complained of histories intended for children, ‘no young person, who has read them through, knows any more, of any possible use, than he or she knew before’.8

Despite the potential dangers of history, many writers felt that British historical knowledge could be improved. Joseph Priestley prefaced his Lectures on History (1788) with a long disquisition pointing out the lack of system in British education and justifying the study of history as a crucial part of liberal learning: civil history, he maintains, contributes to ‘forming the able statesman, and the intelligent and useful citizen’.9 History in general, like novels, ‘serves to amuse the imagination, and interest the passions in general’ (3). Its advantage over fiction is that it is also ‘an exhibition of the conduct of divine Providence’ (4), communicating with the ‘voice of truth’ (5). Priestley here combines some of the ideas about why the study of history is important, in keeping with the ancient saying best known to Britons through Henry St John, Lord Bolingbroke’s Letters on the Study and Use of History (1752): ‘History is philosophy teaching by examples’.10 History provides moral exemplars, especially of how (and how not) to govern; it explains the progress of civilization under divine will; and has the potential to stimulate in readers interest and emotional investment as much as fiction.

During the first half of the eighteenth century, the most accessible history of England was that of Paul de Rapin-Thoyras, originally written in French; although it was strongly Protestant in outlook, it was translated as the Impartial History of England around 1725 and went through many editions. While antiquarians such as Thomas Hearne (1678–1735) and Thomas Carte (1686–1754), whose General History of England (from 1747) lists an impressive number of sources, helped establish archives of historical materials, their own writings gained little general attention, and due to their political stances—both were seen as Jacobite sympathizers—what notice their works received was often negative.

Attitudes towards history started to change after the success of David Hume’s History of England (1754–1762) and Edward Gibbon’s History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776–1788), both of which represented long expanses of time in a connected narrative form. Hume and Gibbon rejected the ideas of divine intervention or Providence that had influenced earlier chroniclers and instead concentrated on cause and effect, human interactions, and structures of power. Later British historians tended to follow these empiricist examples and to focus on history as an extension of personal experience: if what humans can know is based on their perceptions of the world, then reading history provides a record of the development and decline of cultures, nations, and individuals, from which the reader can learn. Goldsmith, for example, declares: ‘To understand history is to understand man, who is the subject’.11 The focus is, thus, often on the people seen to have impacted history. Until the 1830s few British historical writers show the influence of German idealism, Samuel Taylor Coleridge being the notable exception.12

Hume himself recalled that the first published volume of his history, on the Stuarts, met with both critical and commercial failure, while later volumes on the earliest history of England met with ‘tolerable, and but tolerable success’.13 Yet his History of England was re-edited and continued by others, including Tobias Smollett, and by 1800 it had already appeared in dozens of versions, outselling most novels.14 Catharine Macaulay’s history of England from the accession of James I to the reign of William and Mary was one of very few eighteenth-century attempts to provide an alternative view to Hume’s: in her reading of history, Oliver Cromwell had ruined England’s chances of becoming a democratic republic. Later respondents to Hume included George Brodie, who argued against Hume that ‘England, at an early period, was distinguished for her freedom, and the comparative happiness of her people’;15 and William Godwin, whose history of the ‘experiment’ of a democratic republic during the Commonwealth period shows awareness of Brodie but not of Macaulay.

Expectations for what history should do expanded from attempts to synthesize what previous historians had recorded to a reasoned investigation of multiple sources presented as a continuous story. Even with a greater emphasis on research in primary materials, Romantic-era history, unlike the supposed ‘scientific’ history of the Victorians, frequently acknowledges the subjectivity both of authors and readers. John Adolphus, for example, prefaced his history of the reign of George III and the American Revolution with the observation that even if history is ‘philosophy, instructing by example, … the nature of the doctrine will always be considerably influenced by the temper, views, and prejudices of the historian’; thus the wise writer would examine ‘with diligence and candour the feelings, limits, and bias of his own mind’ and try to mitigate them.16 Other historians simply conceded their biases: in his discussion of the trial and execution of Lord Strafford, William Godwin breaks off to give his personal opinion of capital punishment: ‘For myself, I entertain an almost invincible abhorrence to the taking away the life of man, after a set form, and in cool blood, in any case whatsoever’.17 Writing as though he is thinking it through, he adds, ‘The strongest case that can be made in its favour, is where, as in this business of Strafford, the public cause, and the favourable issue of that cause, seem to demand it’. Godwin may be thinking of Hume’s recollection that his history of the Stuarts was vilified because he ‘presumed to shed a generous tear for the fate of Charles I and the Earl of Strafford’.18 Many other historians also use the first person: Henry Hallam, who uses the word ‘opinion’ over eighty times in the Constitutional History (1827), makes it clear that he is expressing his own point of view in his discussion of the dissolution of the monasteries, the execution of Charles I, and other historical controversies.

The French Revolution and the Crisis of History

If a major function of history is to provide guidance to the present by examples from the past, the question arises as to how to judge events that appear to have no historical precedent. The French Revolution therefore prompted wide disagreement in British ideas about history. A few months after the fall of the Bastille, Richard Price gave the anniversary address to the Society for Commemorating the Revolution in Great Britain, in which he recalled the historical importance to British liberty of the 1688 Revolution, and gave thanks that he had lived to witness two other ‘glorious’ historical moments.19 Already, Price was describing events in France as history, like the American Revolution of a few years earlier. Edmund Burke, who had supported the American quest for independence, surprised many of his contemporaries by writing a response to Price in which he passionately condemned what was happening in France. Burke argued that the French sought to reject the past, whereas the goal of the English Revolution was to ‘defend the antient constitution, and not to level all distinctions’.20 In Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790) Burke personified ‘History’ as a teacher, usually by examples of what not to do: ‘In history a great volume is unrolled for our instruction, drawing the materials of future wisdom from the past errors and infirmities of mankind’. While the benign French king might choose to forget how he has been treated, ‘History, who keeps a durable record of all our acts, and exercises her awful censure over the proceedings of all sorts of sovereigns, will not forget’ what happened, and ‘will record’ it.21 Yet although the treatment of the French King will become a part of history, the French Revolution is without historical precedent—‘All circumstances taken together, the French revolution is the most astonishing that has hitherto happened in the world’.22

Multiple writers rushed to counter Burke’s prognostications of doom with humanist optimism. Some recognized ‘romantic’ tendencies in Burke’s thinking. Thomas Paine ridiculed Burke’s excess of emotions, reminding him that he is ‘writing History, and not Plays’. Sir James Mackintosh noted in the Preface to his Vindiciae Gallicae (1791) that Burke’s ‘language is such as might have been expected to a country which his fancy has peopled only with plots, assassinations, and massacres, and all the brood of dire chimeras which are the offspring of a prolific imagination, goaded by an ardent and deluded sensibility’. Similarly, Priestley argued that Burke responded not with reason but with emotion: ‘Your imagination is evidently heated, and your ideas confused’.23

Even though they dismissed Burke’s emotion, defenders of the Revolution felt compelled to respond to his representation of history. Catharine Macaulay agreed with Burke that the French Revolution was without historical precedent: ‘We can gain no light from history; for history furnishes no example of any government in a large empire, which, in the strictest sense of the word, has secured to the citizen the full enjoyment of his rights’.24 Macaulay ascribed to a progressive view of history with hopes for a more democratic future: ‘the patriot Frenchman has a prospect of hope which never yet offered itself to the view of society’ (37). Priestley argued that respect for what is ‘ancient’ caused the instigators of the 1688 Revolution merely to focus on addressing threats to the constitution—but that such an approach would not have worked for America, and thus the American Revolutionaries ‘set a glorious example to France, and to the world’ (40).

In The Rights of Man, Being an Answer to Mr. Burke’s Attack on the French Revolution (1791) Paine further challenged historical precedent by asserting that decrees in the past should not be binding on the present: he was arguing, he maintained, ‘for the rights of the living, and against their being willed away, and controuled and contracted for, by the manuscript assumed authority of the dead’ (92). Paine’s argument is nevertheless historical. In addition to writing his own history of recent events in France, he appeals to ‘antiquity’, arguing that in the beginning humans were created in a state of equality (116). Since the first governments were formed by ‘superstition’, and later ones, such as the Norman conquest, by military power, he concludes that ‘The English government is one of those which arose out of a conquest, and not out of society’ (123). Paine chides Burke for not having ‘boldness enough to bring up William of Normandy’ at the ‘head of the list’ of hereditary rulers (169). Mackintosh, whose response to Burke was even longer, maintained that the French Revolution had some parallels with the 1688 Revolution and other citizen-led movements, but pointed out that ‘all improvements of human life, have been deviations from experience … History is an immense collection of experiments on the nature and effect of the various parts of various Governments’ (111–112). Mackintosh considered appeals to antiquity unnecessary: ‘It is not because we have been free, but because we have a right to be free, that we ought to demand freedom’ (305). Where Burke saw dangers in France, Mackintosh pointed out the sorry state of Britain’s government, where threats to liberty were ‘no visionary ills, no chimerical apprehensions’ (340), and, on the basis of history, predicted the imminent ‘decease’ of the ‘Gothic governments’ of Europe (357). At this time, Mackintosh saw in the French Revolution historical progress in the form of the triumph of reason in support of liberty, but he was later to retract his support and became friendly with Burke.25

Rediscovering the Middle Ages

A number of Burke’s critics specifically addressed his lament in the Reflections that ‘the age of chivalry is gone’ (76). Catharine Macaulay remarked,


I have always regarded the necessity which gave birth to the orders of chivalry, as a mark of disgrace to the times in which they were formed. They were indeed a proper remedy to the evils arising from ferocity, slavery, barbarism, and ignorance; but now, when the causes no longer exist which rendered them useful, we should rather think of freeing society of all the evils inherent in those false notions of honour which they have given rise to. (23)



Paine similarly scoffed at Burke’s grief that ‘the Quixot age of chivalry nonsense is gone’ (100). Nevertheless, the Middle Ages had a new attraction for Britons. Paine was not the only advocate of democracy who argued that pre-Norman England had a constitution built on ‘freedom’. Moreover, despite her condemnation of chivalric medievalism, Macaulay showed her admiration for Anglo-Saxon law-making by naming her home ‘Alfred-House’.

Major John Cartwright was an even more persistent advocate for the revival of what he believed to be the democratic Saxon constitution and the laws of Alfred the Great. In the opinion of Cartwright and other radicals, Magna Carta was a reinscription of the rights that the Saxons had enjoyed prior to the Norman Conquest. In Give Us Our Rights! (1782) he asserted that ‘all historians agree that both the Saxons and the Britons were free nations; which had been impossible without a share in their own government’.26 He specifically acknowledged a debt to An Historical Essay on the English Constitution (1771), possibly the work of Obadiah Hulme.27 The Historical Essay asserts that ‘our Saxon forefathers, have founded their government, upon the common rights of mankind’.28 The author is also, like Cartwright, insistent that the Saxons had annual elections, which the author calls ‘the first principle of government, that is founded upon the natural rights of mankind’ (11). Cartwright took up most of the ideas presented in the Historical Essay (with the significant exception of the writer’s arguments for the separation of church and state), and used them in a series of petitions and campaigns that were to influence the later Chartist movement, its own name in homage to Magna Carta.

Responses to the French Revolution reflect the beginnings of a new interest in Britain’s medieval past. Until the Romantic era, history had generally guided the British reader to think of the people before the English Reformation as having beliefs, values, and ways of life so strongly influenced by the Roman Catholic church that they were substantially different from their descendants. Earlier editions of Mangnall’s Questions, for example, describe the entire period ‘from the close of the sixth, to the dawning of the fourteenth century’ as the ‘dreary night’ of the period ‘expressively termed the dark ages’.29 New histories made the medieval period more familiar and more appealing, reminding readers that their own society emerged from that of their ‘ancestors’.

Examples of histories that made use of a variety of forms of information to create a narrative of British origins include Robert Henry’s History of Great Britain … on a New Plan (1771–1793), Sharon Turner’s History of the Anglo-Saxons (1799–1805), and John Lingard’s History of England from the Invasion by the Romans to the Accession of Henry VIII (1819). These histories were innovatory in combining chronicle accounts with the kinds of everyday details that had until this time been the province of antiquarians, creating not just a narrative based on kings and battles but a picture of everyday life and manners and customs. Henry promised his readers ‘a faithful picture of the characters and circumstances of our ancestors from age to age, both in public and in private life’.30 He organized each historical period under seven headings: ‘civil and military history’; religion; laws and constitution; learning; the arts; commerce; and finally ‘the history of the manners, virtues, vices, remarkable customs, language, dress, diet, and diversions of the people of Great Britain’ (i. p. xii).

Sharon Turner, whose full title is The History of the Manners, Landed Property, Government, Laws, Poetry, Literature, Religion, and Language, of the Anglo-Saxons, promises his readers that his account of the Anglo-Saxons will be based on fact: the ‘details given’ will be ‘authentic’, and ‘fancy’ will not be ‘suffered to let loose her phantoms in those places which time has surrendered to irremovable oblivion’.31 Much of the focus thus shifted from ‘great’ individuals to the lives of British readers’ ‘ancestors’; Turner uses the phrase ‘our ancestors’ over thirty times in early editions of his history.

Turner’s work helped British readers feel some connection with the nation’s past; he was to continue his history into the later Middle Ages. Lingard presented a slightly different view; as a Roman Catholic priest he was more sympathetic to medieval religion and less sure, as Turner had claimed, that the Anglo-Saxon church was largely independent of Rome. Lingard too continued his history to present a Roman Catholic view of the Reformation and beyond; he had the advantage over other British historians of access to the Vatican archives. Henry Hallam’s View of the State of Europe during the Middle Ages (1818) was a more specialized study, focusing on constitutional history. Hallam believed strongly in the progress of civilization, which he was to discuss in more detail in his Constitutional History of England (1827); and also that the foundations of modern civil society arose during the Middle Ages. Of English law’s inheritance from the Middle Ages, he insists, ‘it is a generous pride that intertwines the consciousness of hereditary freedom with the memory of our ancestors …’.32

Further stimuli to interest in history came from the ballad revival and the historical romance. Following the success of Thomas Percy’s Reliques of Ancient English Poetry (1765), both poets and antiquarians began to collect ballads from oral tradition: under the editorship of Robert Burns, Walter Scott, Joseph Ritson, and others, ancient (or purportedly ancient) songs became a source of national and regional pride. The annotations in many ballad collections provided an alternative form of history; for example, James Hogg’s Jacobite Relics (1819–1821) contained not only the songs and melodies of Jacobite resistance to Hanoverian rule over the course of the eighteenth century, but also extensive accounts of the risings of 1715 and 1745, supported by contemporary documents.

Combining historical knowledge with details of everyday life, the historical romance allowed readers to imagine what it might have been like to live in former ages. Jane Porter’s romances, demonstrating her admiration both of Sir Philip Sidney’s use of romance and of history, are early examples. In her preface to Thaddeus of Warsaw (1803), set in eighteenth-century Poland, Porter remarks, ‘I have made no ceremony of making Truth the help-mate of Fiction’.33 Particularly successful was The Scottish Chiefs (1810), retelling the story of Sir William Wallace, Robert the Bruce, and other Scottish leaders who fought for Scotland’s freedom from English rule. In a preface written for a later edition, Porter recalls that she was barely 6 years old when she first heard of Wallace and Bruce ‘—not from gentlemen and ladies, readers of history; but from the maids in the nursery, and the serving-man in the kitchen’.34 Her novel thus attempts to combine oral tradition with historical details. Porter’s Wallace is a saintly hero who pledges himself to national freedom but at the same time lives by chivalric values. He is motivated by family, patriotism, and a commitment to virtue. Abandoning history in the interests of romance, Porter imagines that another man is hanged, drawn, and quartered in Wallace’s place, and that her hero dies of his wounds.

A few years later, another Scottish novel, Waverley (1814), solidified the form of the historical romance in interweaving fictional and historical characters in the context of critical national moments. Although Walter Scott did not admit authorship of the Waverley series for over a decade, many readers were not fooled by changes in title such as ‘Tales of My Landlord’, and correctly guessed the novels, rich in historical detail, to be the work of the poet, editor, ballad-collector, and antiquarian. In the Magnum Opus edition published after he had acknowledged authorship, Scott expanded even further the historical notes that accompany the text. At a time when most histories had an initial print run of 1500 or less, later entries in the Waverley series easily sold 10,000 copies at first printing, outselling even cheap editions of Hume’s History.35 Ivanhoe (1820), the first novel set exclusively in England, derived much of its history from Turner, although Scott also used his own researches on chivalry. The novel’s representation of the English as ‘Saxons’ and ‘Normans’ along class lines, even though sometimes historically questionable given the setting in the late 1100s, became a significant influence on the way that, not only readers, but also historians imagined the English Middle Ages for the rest of the nineteenth century.36

In Ivanhoe Scott hints at the question of at what point in history the English had been most happy. Although he describes England as ‘sufficiently miserable’ under the oppressive regency of Prince John,37 the novel stirred readers’ imaginations to think of the medieval period as providing opportunities for daring adventure and gallantry that the present day could not match. For many writers, history provided a means of commenting on the failings of the present. John Cartwright and other radicals had claimed that England was happiest under the representative governments of King Alfred, but others now ventured to suggest that pre-Reformation England of the later Middle Ages was happier than their own times. In 1822 Kenelm Henry Digby published the first version of The Broad Stone of Honour; or, Rules for the Gentlemen of England, with the goal of reviving chivalric behaviour in the British gentry. In later editions, after he had become a Roman Catholic, he revised the subtitle to The True Sense and Practice of Chivalry and expanded the work to focus on four men whom he considered to embody chivalric and Christian values: Godfrey of Bouillon, Tancred, Sir Thomas More, and Roland.38

Digby’s decision to change his religion to that of the chivalric era indicates that he was able to reconcile his identity as an English gentleman with the Roman Catholic Church. The relationship between Englishness and Catholicism was a major inspiration to historical writers during the 1820s, when Parliament began to debate Roman Catholic Emancipation. A very different approach was William Cobbett’s History of the Protestant ‘Reformation’ in England and Ireland; Showing how that Event has impoverished and degraded the main Body of People in those Countries. Cobbett focussed instead on the poor, although he agreed with Digby on the charitable benevolence of medieval culture. Published in low-priced instalments from 1824–1826, Cobbett’s re-reading of the Reformation aimed to jolt English readers out of their belief that the Reformation was a mark of progress. Cobbett described Catholic England as ‘the happiest Country, perhaps, that the world had ever seen’ (38), where ‘providing for the poor’ was one of the ‘great duties and uses of the Church’ (52). Dismissing other histories of England as ‘little better than romances’, he stated the purpose of history as providing an understanding both of national and legal origins and of the measure of human happiness: ‘The great use of history, is, to teach us how laws, usages and institutions arose, what were their effects on the people, how they promoted public happiness, or otherwise; and these things are precisely what the greater part of historians, as they call themselves, seem to think of no consequence’ (39).

Robert Southey also approached the question of human happiness in Sir Thomas More; Or, Colloquies on the Progress and Prospects of Society (1829). His Book of the Church (1824), written with the goal of defending the Church of England, had represented medieval Catholicism as using fraud to control the people. While he conceded that in ‘the frightful state of society which prevailed during the dark ages’, the Church had some positive influence, in his discussion of relics and intercession of the later Middle Ages he informed his readers that ‘the Monks and clergy promoted every fantastic theory, and every vulgar superstition, that could be made gainful to themselves’.39 Nevertheless, in the Colloquies, the ghost of Sir Thomas More, the only Englishman among Digby’s four champions of chivalry, presented a different view of the late Middle Ages. In dialogues with Southey’s alter-ego ‘Montesinos’, More reveals that ghosts are perfect historians, since not only are they able to judge dispassionately, but ‘having a clearer and more comprehensive knowledge of the past, we are enabled to reason better from causes to consequences, and by what has been, to judge of what is likely to be’.40 He informs Montesinos that ‘the worst principles in religion, in morals, and in politics, are at this time more prevalent than they ever were known to be in any former age’ (i. 32). Arguing that Britons were happiest in the late feudal period, More observes of the poor, ‘The Reformation has done them no good: and nothing has grown up in the decay of the feudal system to repay them for the kindly attachments which existed under it’ (i. 176). Both Cobbett and Southey thus used history to remind British readers of the potential human costs of ‘progress’.

Empire and Orientalism

Many other histories of the period demonstrated the same kind of self-interest as the rediscovery of the Middle Ages. Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles’s History of Java (1817) is narrated from the point of view of a former agent of the British East India Company and temporary Lieutenant Governor of Java during the Napoleonic War. Raffles showed almost unqualified admiration for Java and for its inhabitants, whose customs and economy he described in detail with the obvious implication that the Dutch East Indies would be an excellent addition to the British Empire. Ironically given the title, a relatively small portion of the book is devoted to the actual history of Java. When John Crawfurd reviewed The History of Java in the Edinburgh Review in 1819, he praised the project as a ‘very valuable work’, giving British readers ‘the only authentic and detailed account of a land of eminent fertility and happy situation, inhabited by an interesting race of people’.41 Crawfurd found much of interest in the colonial potential of Java, but complained most about the presentation of history, in which (even though history was only a small portion of the book), he found ‘too ample details’ (409). Subtitles suggest that Raffles’s original title was ‘An Account of the Island of Java’; that his publisher John Murray chose to name what is in many respects an ethnographic and economic study as ‘History’ is, despite the reviewer’s complaints, indicative of the perceived marketing power of the discipline.

Raffles’s Orientalism takes the form of admiration for Indigenous people while making it clear that they need Europeans to rule them: fluent in the Malay language, he was soon after to found Singapore as an independent trading stronghold. In contrast, James Mill’s History of British India (1817) openly explained that the author has never been to India, nor was he familiar with Asian languages. Mill instead argued that the historian’s task is to judge the works and documents that provide his source-materials in a quest to ‘convey just ideas’ through his knowledge of the materials, ‘the laws of human nature’, and ‘the principles of human society’.42 If Britain is to provide government, knowledge of India is ‘an object of the highest practical importance’ (i. 429). Recording history is for Mill a mark of civilization. Describing Hindu accounts of the prehistory of India, Mill observed that they ‘bear the strongest marks of a rude and credulous people, whom the marvellous delights, who cannot estimate the use of a record of past events, and whom the real occurrences of life are too tame to interest’ (i. 98). According to Mill, then, the Hindus, or at least the early Hindus, would be incapable of writing a true history, and the Hindus’ lack of any ‘historical composition whatsoever’ (iii. 374) causes Mill to question the admiration for Indian history and culture shown by Sir William Jones and other European Orientalists. He concludes that Indian Muslims are more advanced in civilization for multiple reasons, but the ‘grand article’ demonstrating their ‘superiority’ in literature is that they are the best in Asia at ‘the art of composing history’ (i. 648).

Another history that shows the influence of Romantic Orientalism is Henry Hart Milman’s History of the Jews (1829). Milman portrayed the Jews of the Hebrew scriptures as a Middle Eastern desert people, retaining their identity and religion although constantly embattled by other nations. As an Anglican clergyman, Milman was pulled in multiple directions by his use of the Bible (supplemented by rabbinical and other texts) as a reliable historical source; the British empiricist approach to history that assumes a world bound by the laws of nature; and some hints of German Higher Criticism. Milman avoided some of the early Genesis stories that represent direct contact between humans and the divine by beginning his narrative with Abraham, whom he describes as ‘the head of a nomadic tribe’.43 Milman believed that the recent discoveries of Champollion generally support the account of the Israelites in Egypt (i. 58). He reminded his readers that his ‘object is strictly historical, not theological’ (i. 35), yet this runs him into further difficulties when telling the story of Moses, the plagues of Egypt, and the parting of the Red Sea. The plagues are explained partly as natural phenomena, and implicitly partly as legend; in the case of the tenth plague, Milman concedes that it would be ‘presumptuous profanation’ to do other than quote ‘the words of the Hebrew annalist’ directly (i. 77). The phrase ‘Hebrew annalist’ suggests that Milman anticipated John Colenso in assuming that Moses could not have written his own story to its conclusion. In the introduction to the final volume of The History of the Jews Milman responded to some of the critics of the earlier volumes who had questioned both his Christian faith and his representation of history by declaring the Jews the ‘conservators’ of divine Providence—yet describing Providence in terms very similar to other empiricist historians’ sense of human progress (iii. pp. iii–iv). He adds that


although the Sacred Records of the Jews have been wonderfully, he cannot suppose that they have been miraculously, preserved; so as to be exempt from those slight accidental corruptions, or interpolations, which writings, so far the oldest in the world, could not well have escaped. Much allowance must also be made for the essentially poetic spirit, and for the Oriental forms of speech, which pervade so large a portion of the Old Testament. (iii. p. vii)



Here Milman provides a hint of the influence of German Higher Criticism that was to have more impact on British historical thinking in the decades to come.

The Reviews and the Theory of History

Relatively few readers of the Romantic era would have been able to afford multi-volume historical works such as those of Raffles, Mill, and Milman: John Crawfurd, for instance, commented in his review of Raffles’s History of Java, ‘it is a great deal too bulky, and too expensive, to be popular’.44 Periodicals such as the Edinburgh Review, Quarterly Review, and Westminster Review thus served an important function in raising readers’ awareness of new historical works, critical essays frequently containing substantial quotation from the books under discussion. The periodicals became a significant forum, not just for providing information about new publications, but also for discussing ideas about history. In a review of the Life of Charlemagne (1832) by the prolific historical writer G. P. R. James, Thomas De Quincey proposed that history’s main forms were the ‘Narrative’, ‘Scenical’, and ‘Philosophic’: ‘The first furnishes the facts; the second opens a thousand opportunities for pictures of manners and national temper in every stage of their growth; whilst the third abstracts the political or the ethical moral …’.45 De Quincey sees history as both analysing ‘human improvement’ and as reminding readers that ‘events virtually the same are continually revolving’ (Works, viii. 186). Reviews also introduced British readers to new approaches, such as those current in the German states. Multiple journals, for example, brought to their readers’ attention B. G. Niebuhr’s critical approach to the early history of Rome, in which he combined philology, folklore, and the influence of Higher Criticism; his research on Rome was best known to British readers through the 1828 translation of Julius Hare and Connop Thirlwall. Niebuhr’s suggestion that, since nations pass through similar historical stages, Livy’s account of Rome’s origins might be based on ballads passed down by oral tradition was the inspiration for Thomas Babington Macaulay’s Lays of Ancient Rome (1842).

A recurrent focus of reviewers’ discussion of history was William Mitford’s History of Greece (1784–1810), an attempt to do for Greek history what his friend Gibbon had done for that of Rome. Mitford was a Tory and an anti-Jacobite, and some of the critiques of his multi-volume work may have been due to partisan politics, but his approach to history lays him open to criticism. First, he assumes that Homer is historically accurate once references to divine intervention are explained away.46 Second, he rejects the Enlightenment admiration for Athenian democracy. Reviewing Mitford’s fourth volume on the wars between Athens and Philip of Macedon, Henry Brougham remarks, ‘Mr. Mitford hates democracy, and therefore he hates Demosthenes’.47 Mitford’s use of the word ‘romantic’ is nevertheless significant: it suggests imaginative oral tradition, as opposed to historical evidence. Thus he notes of the Argonauts:


Tho we do not believe all the romantic, and still less the impossible tales, which poets, and even some grave historians, have told of those famous adventurers; tho we are aware of the mixture of eastern tradition with early Grecian history, of the unavoidable confusion of chronology through a long course of oral delivery … yet it seems unreasonable to discredit intirely the Argonautic expedition …. (i. 45–46)



Mitford’s political stance prompted the young Thomas Macaulay to take on the task of reducing ‘an overpraised writer to his proper level’; echoing Brougham’s earlier review, he also mocked Mitford’s attempts to revise English spelling, pointing out that ‘Mr. Mitford piques himself on spelling better than any of his neighbours’.48

Later reviews by Macaulay brought attention to many other historical ventures. While his defence of historical progress by means of ridiculing the emphasis on the picturesque in Southey’s Colloquies may not have gained the latter more readers, his early essays drew public attention to other histories, such as those by Henry Hallam, Lord Mahon, and Lord Nugent. In his review of Hallam’s Constitutional History he observed that his own age lacks ‘good’ histories, but has ‘good historical romances, and good historical essays’. The ability to ‘make the past present’ has been ‘appropriated by the historical novelist’, and Macaulay implies that a good writer should reclaim this for history.49 Thomas Carlyle also developed his ideas of history in the reviews. In ‘Thoughts on History’ he calls history ‘the first distinct product of man’s spiritual nature; his earliest expression of what can be called Thought’.50 Pondering the idea that ‘History is Philosophy teaching by Experience’, Carlyle suggests that ‘History is the essence of innumerable Biographies’ (413–414). Even if in the human realm, so-called historical facts may have suffered in the transmission, the essay represents the past as ‘the true fountain of knowledge’ (416), thus underlining the vital importance of history. Through Macaulay, Carlyle, and others, Romantic-era history was to leave some significant legacies: the use of multiple research sources; a focus both on individuals who helped shape history and on the lives of ordinary people; the use of novelistic techniques; and above all, a stress on the continued relevance of the past to the present.
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Chapter 18


Natural Science



Noah Heringman

There was no science writing in the Romantic period, and this is a chapter about it. Many scholarly accounts of the practice of natural knowledge before the mid-nineteenth century emphasize the English vocabulary historically used to characterize the study of nonhuman nature: ‘natural history’ and ‘natural philosophy’. These terms, correlated with descriptive sciences and physical sciences, respectively, were the ones familiar to Romantic writers. The term ‘science’ gradually replaced them, though both continued to be used throughout the nineteenth century. Eclipsing many other senses of this suggestive Latinate word, ‘science’, as a synecdoche for ‘natural science’ has been ‘the most usual sense since the mid-nineteenth century when used without any qualification’ (OED). ‘Science writing’ is a twentieth-century coinage referring to popularizing works by either scientists or non-scientists. Though anachronistic, the term is adopted here because it helps to contextualize scientific prose written in the Romantic period. Nick Jardine has pointed out that anachronism is hard to dispense with in the history of science: ‘a total ban on appeal to knowledge not possessed by the agents studied is a recipe for historiographical paralysis.’1 In this case, the anachronistic term helps to show that science writing originated as a part of scientific practice, pursued self-consciously by scientists in many disciplines as a way of integrating their new specializations into a long and distinguished history. I will argue that historical narrative, especially of the heroic kind, is crucial to science writing at this time because it legitimates the disciplinary changes occurring during the ‘second scientific revolution’, codified in the transformation of ‘naturalists’ and ‘philosophers’ into ‘scientists’ at the end of our period.2

In 1839, William Whewell designated his present time as ‘the Heroic Age of geology’. The term soon became popular with historians of the discipline and the date of this ‘age’ was eventually extended as far back as the 1780s. This chapter will examine Romantic-era reflections on the history of science more broadly to assess the importance of heroic narratives for establishing the identity of a discipline. The formation of an institutional identity for scientific disciplines had rested on the narrative of a few heroic individuals at least since Thomas Sprat’s History of the Royal Society (1667), and the same narrative continued to serve the many new institutions formed during the Romantic period. These include the Geological Society of London, to which Whewell addressed his speech on the ‘Heroic Age’, the Linnaean Society, the Royal Institution, and the British Association for the Advancement of Science, among others. Many of the authors considered in this chapter, including Whewell, Humphry Davy, Erasmus Darwin, and Charles Lyell, were affiliated with one or more of these new institutions. They were all scientific practitioners as well as gifted prose writers and engaged with the history of science (as it is now called) to promote its progress. Heroic images of the individual knowledge producer also circulated in the lively visual culture surrounding these institutions together with their anti-heroic counterparts, caricature and satire. Romantic scientists were more apt than scientists today to use the history of their own disciplines as a stage for presenting their own findings. Satire and heroic narrative were both key strategies for these first ‘internalist’ histories of science, which at the same time reflect the heightened awareness of current events as potential world history that is widely recognized as a characteristic Romantic attitude toward history, an attitude that distinguished the ‘spirit of the age’.

Writing and institutional form were the two most important constants that persisted in scientific culture through these revolutionary times. One of Whewell’s first publications as a young scientist appeared in the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London. The journal, still a major force today, was founded in 1665, three years after the society received its royal charter—so it is safe to say that the peer-reviewed scientific article was a well-established form of science writing by the time Whewell published his article on the geometry of crystals in 1825.3 The more specialized institutions of our period followed a similar path, establishing journals and in many cases receiving their own royal charters in the course of the nineteenth century. From the mid-eighteenth century, science writing flourished in a huge variety of forms, including lectures, encyclopedias, philosophical voyage narratives, textbooks and introductory works, more specialized treatises, illustrated catalogues of flora and fauna, and articles in both learned journals and more popular periodicals such as Alexander Tilloch’s Philosophical Magazine—one of very few reliable sources of information in English on the work of major figures such as Georges Cuvier during the long years of war with France.

A new emphasis on the history of science increasingly permeated many of these forms. In the 1830s, Whewell was instrumental in establishing the history and philosophy of science as a subfield in its own right, but histories of specific disciplines were already standard components of specialized works and played a critical role in anticipating possible objections to new theories. Examples to be considered here include the histories prefixed to Davy’s Elements of Chemical Philosophy (1812) and Lyell’s Principles of Geology (1831–1833). The ‘Whig history’ of science has its origins here, but the heroism in question, as we might expect in the age of Lord Byron, is complicated—not Whiggish in any simple sense at all.4 By focusing on the history of science as an element of many forms of science writing, I hope to show that a common emphasis on history unites these diverse forms of writing into ‘science writing’. Whewell and Mary Somerville were two of the writers who argued eloquently that due attention to the history of science would help to contain the effects of specialization and preserve the unity of science. New scientific institutions, often controversial, established themselves by appealing to this unity and to the heroic histories which authorized it.

Whewell’s appeal to the 32-year-old Geological Society of London in his final presidential address of February 1839 could hardly have been more flattering:


I do not look to see the exertions of the present race of geologists surpassed by any who may succeed them. The great geological theorizers of the past belong to the Fabulous Period of the science; but I consider the eminent men by whom I am surrounded as the Heroic Age of geology. They have slain its monsters, and cleared its wildernesses, and founded here and there a great metropolis, the queen of future empires.5



The idea of a heroic age, most famously that of ancient Greece, as a middle stage between the time of myth or fable and the time of history—which, as Whewell goes on to predict, geology was about to enter—is the common property of anyone with elements of a classical education, but Whewell’s formulation had a significant effect on later histories. His address is the proximate source for the recurrence of this motif in histories of geology by such authors as Archibald Geikie and Peter J. Bowler in the later nineteenth and twentieth centuries.6 Whewell also deserves at least some of the credit for later adaptations of this paradigm in the history of other disciplines, including medicine and polar exploration. As Whewell goes on to observe in the same address, one of his ‘most cherished occupations’ was ‘to trace the principles and laws by which the progress of human knowledge is regulated from age to age in each of its provinces’ (97). He had just completed the History of the Inductive Sciences (1837), which remains among his best-known works, and it makes sense that Whewell, who coined the term ‘scientist’ in 1834, would have left a stronger imprint on the historiography of science than other scientists.

Just a little over a year later and five miles downriver from Somerset House, Thomas Carlyle gave the first of his six lectures On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History. Carlyle chose the Man of Letters rather than the Man of Science as his modern exponent of heroism. One of Carlyle’s main concerns, to establish the transhistorical potency of heroism, directly undercuts the classical model of heroism as the property of a pre- or pseudohistorical period. Whewell is closer to Reinhart Koselleck than to his contemporary Carlyle in his sensitivity to the close affinities between geological and historical temporality, and the historicism already latent in geology may have migrated to the histories of other sciences through a kind of contiguity, as well as through the potent figure of a heroic age. Giambattista Vico is the other non-contemporary theorist of history whose idea of a heroic age falls inside the conceptual arc that intersects Whewell’s sketch of the history of geology. Vico derived the three ages of gods, heroes, and men from ancient Egypt via Herodotus and made them central to his cyclical model of history. Carlyle, who explicitly announces a ‘new heroic age’, depends on the three ages of Heathenism (fabulous), Christianity (heroic), and Scepticism (historical) to make his case. Implicitly at least, Whewell too invokes the idea of a recurrence of the heroic age, of time’s arrow extending time’s cycle in a confluence that Stephen Jay Gould famously pointed out as critical for the conception of geological time.7

The monsters being slain in Whewell are from a previous heroic age, which his analogy nonetheless makes synchronous with modern times. At the same time, his figures of conquest and penetration recapitulate the familiar Baconian trope of a feminized nature along with the colonial ideology that it served. Empire itself, however, is firmly a part of Whewell’s historical present, as signalled by his description of the third, historical period into which geology is now passing.


I consider that it is now the destiny of geology to pass from the heroic to the Historical Period. She can no longer look for supernatural successes, but she is entering upon a career … in which she must carry her vigilance into every province of her territory, and extend her dominion over the earth, till it becomes, far more truly than any before, an universal empire.8



Whewell leverages the double sense of ‘province’ and ‘earth’ in a geological context to express the unfolding of earth history through the progress of the science. Although Whewell’s appeal to the heroic age is a heuristic figure within a larger historiography of progress, there is also an affinity to Carlyle’s eternalism in his idea of the men as the age: ‘I consider the eminent men by whom I am surrounded as the Heroic Age of geology’. According to Carlyle’s version of this principle, ‘the History of the World is but the Biography of Great Men’.9 In his conviction that the ‘principles’ which regulate ‘the progress of human knowledge’ change ‘from age to age’, however—in the diachronic sense of his allegory of the three ages of geology—Whewell is more like Vico, who argues that ‘the Christian religion is the best in the world’ even though it recapitulates the barbarous and heroic phases of paganism.10

Some of the best-known images from the heroic age of geology are associated with James Hutton, the natural philosopher whom Whewell would likely have consigned to his fabulous age even though he is now the leading claimant to the title ‘father of modern geology’. Beginning in the 1790s, Hutton was widely rejected as a mere theorist, and the Geological Society itself was founded in 1807 on Baconian principles taken to be antithetical to Hutton’s theorizing. Whewell’s more fashionable hero was ‘the immortal Cuvier’, who became immortal officially in 1832, and fealty to whom authenticated Whewell’s living heroes, such as Richard Owen and Charles Darwin.11 Whewell’s declaration that Cuvier ‘breathed into our science a new principle of life’ recalls the semi-divine status of the hero, as opposed to the merely mortal father. Speaking of geology itself, however, Whewell reverts to the paradigm of the individual life cycle, as the conjectural historians sometimes did. In a eulogy or éloge (itself already a traditional form of scientific writing), he praises a recently deceased founding member of the Geological Society, Abraham Hume, for having established a parent society devoted to mineralogy: ‘The connection of mineralogy with geology is somewhat of the nature of that of the nurse with the healthy child born to rank and fortune … though geology now seeks more various and savoury food from other quarters, she can never cease to look back with regard and gratitude to the lap in which she first sat, and the hands that supplied her early wants’.12 If heroism recedes into the background, the gender of geology and its reproduction become richly entangled in this account of the ‘infancy of the Society’.

Whewell’s vivid language in these ceremonial addresses shows how deeply heroic narrative could become intertwined with scientific prose. In his lectures crafted for a festive occasion, the anniversary of the Geological Society, Whewell draws liberally on the symbolic lexicon associated with the Ages of Man—a vocabulary associated not only with classical and neoclassical paradigms of history such as those of Herodotus and Vico, but also with the early modern account of the individual life cycle immortalized by Shakespeare in As You Like It (II. vii) and with the Enlightenment histories of civil society (French and Scottish) that further developed the link between the life cycles of individuals and of societies. Whewell’s own scientific work was primarily in the area of physics rather than geology, and he also produced two multi-volume works on the history and philosophy of science (1837–1840) that take a more systematic approach to the issues treated in a playful and allusive manner in these lectures. As a theorist of scientific progress, Whewell is mainly concerned with synthesis. Although he belonged to the generation of John Keats and Percy Bysshe Shelley, Whewell in his major writings is looking back on what we now call the Romantic period. Like others writing in the transitional decade of the 1830s, he recognized the rapid progress of specialization in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries as a complete transformation in the practice of natural knowledge, and the designation of our period by recent historians as ‘the second scientific revolution’ is in the same spirit. The words ‘science’ (in a new sense) and ‘scientist’ (a new word) came into play in the 1830s in an effort to synthesize the large array of new specialized disciplines (geology, chemistry, biology, and many others) into a coherent methodological programme.

Mary Somerville is one of several female science writers in this period whose influence shows that gender in science was a concern more literal and fundamental than the metaphorical framework of the ‘nurse’ and ‘child’ elaborated by Whewell in 1839. Somerville was partially integrated into the increasingly masculinized institutions of science, but her success nonetheless posed a challenge to these institutions.13 Like Whewell, Somerville achieved distinction first as a practitioner, primarily in mathematics and astronomy, before turning to writing. Her first book on celestial mechanics became a standard astronomy textbook in British universities for decades. Her second book, On the Connexion of the Physical Sciences (1834), is an ambitious work of synthesis with didactic aims. Early in this work, Somerville declares that science is ‘the pursuit of truth … wherein nothing is too great to be attempted, nothing so minute as to be justly disregarded’.14 In elucidating the architecture of science in a broad sense, Somerville encourages readerly participation on more than one level. Contemplating the whole, her reader can appreciate how discoveries in one area (fluid mechanics, for example) open new possibilities for other areas of inquiry (when applied to geology via Charles Babbage’s theory of volcanic action), creating a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts. The whole connected fabric, like the fabric of the universe itself, demands admiration first and ‘understanding’ second. In tracing the history of optics, Somerville underscores the importance of Isaac Newton by highlighting the connection between his mechanics and one of his optical discoveries, the colour scale: ‘the determination of these minute portions of time and space … do[es] as much honour to the genius of Newton as that of the law of gravitation’.15 Although this ability of ‘making discoveries’ may be unattainable, Somerville’s analogies and explanations offer the possibility of ‘understanding what others have done’. Somerville’s book sold tens of thousands of copies because it forged a unified idea of science well suited to the purposes of popularization, while also offering avenues of participation conditioned by a level of ‘humility’ that should be common, she argued, to all levels of scientific practice.16

A favourable review of On the Connexion of the Physical Sciences by Whewell gives Somerville an indirect claim to the distinction of being the first scientist. Whewell’s lengthy review, which appeared in the Quarterly Review in 1834, is known to many literary scholars for a different reason: the word ‘scientist’ appears in print here for the first time. In recommending the adoption of this term, Whewell cites Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s criticism of the established term, ‘natural philosopher’, based on the empirically driven (and to Coleridge’s mind unphilosophical) specialization that was transforming the field in the early nineteenth century. It is often forgotten that Whewell ushers the word into print for a specific reason, which is to frame an analogy to express Somerville’s achievement in On the Connexion of the Physical Sciences (which proves her ‘a person of real science’).17 He reports that the word ‘scientist’ was first used orally at a meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science (BAAS), founded in 1831 to combat the effects of overspecialization, the ‘increasing proclivity to separation and dismemberment’ among the sciences. Noting that the BAAS works against this division in one way, Whewell comes back to the main subject of his review: ‘To remove the evil in another way is the object of Mrs Somerville’s book’.18

What Whewell does not mention is that the new scientific institutions formally excluded women from membership, leaving science writing as virtually the only path open to women.19 The new histories of science tended to exclude fieldwork done by women (most famously Mary Anning, who was the first to discover dinosaur fossils beginning in 1810) and important collections built by wealthy women such as Margaret Bentinck, the Duchess of Portland, who was also a patron of scientific projects. There was also a tradition of didactic science writing by women in the Romantic period, including Priscilla Wakefield’s Introduction to Botany (1796), Jane Marcet’s Conversations on Chemistry (1805), and numerous works by the poet and novelist Charlotte Smith (1749–1806). Despite her potentially greater aptitude for research, Somerville followed this tradition and put most of her energy into science writing, including textbooks on astronomy and on physical geography that continued to be used into the twentieth century.

After filling the majority of his first ten pages with quotations from Somerville on heat, electricity, magnetism, polar exploration, and more, Whewell turns decisively to the question of her gender: ‘where we find a real and thorough acquaintance with these branches of human knowledge … all our prejudices against such female acquirements vanish’.20 Having taken this bold position, Whewell spends the rest of his review backing out of it again in a series of gestures indicating that he himself is unnerved by the idea of a female scientist. Rather than embrace the implications of his own coinages in this essay—‘scientist’ and ‘person of science’—he retreats into the history of science, which is dominated by the ‘man of science’ (a term the OED traces back to 1482). According to Whewell, the history of science offers only two examples of women of science, Hypatia in ancient Alexandria and Maria Gaetana Agnesi in the eighteenth century. Somerville, then, becomes an exception that proves the rule, and the review deteriorates into bad puns on the term ‘bluestocking’ and concludes with commendatory verses ‘from the mint of Cambridge’ depicting Somerville as a kind of tenth Muse.21

Women’s involvement in science became a prominent topic of debate in relation to botany after Erasmus Darwin published The Loves of the Plants (1789) and The Economy of Vegetation (1791). Designed to popularize the sexual system of Linnaean botany, which designated as male and female certain reproductive parts of plants, these long poems in heroic couplets also included much scientific prose in the form of copious ‘philosophical notes’. In A Plan for the Conduct of Female Education (1797), Darwin suggested that book-length works of natural philosophy were too difficult for girls and instead recommended public lectures on this topic along with his own notes to The Botanic Garden, as the complete, two-part poem was called.22 His critics did not agree that this poem made suitable reading for girls or women. The most notorious criticism, analysed in depth by numerous scholars since the 1990s, is Richard Polwhele’s suggestion in The Unsex’d Females (1798) that the study of botany makes women licentious. ‘In bliss botanic as their bosoms heave’, Polwhele comments, women practicing botany ‘still pluck forbidden fruit with mother Eve’.23 This criticism tells us more about the reactionary climate of the late 1790s than it does about women and science, or about the peculiar importance of botany.

The system of botany and natural history developed by the Swede Carolus Linnaeus (1707–1778) beginning in the 1730s was widely influential in Britain and around the world. Numerous English works designed to elucidate Linnaeus’s Latin treatises were published by and for men and women beginning in the 1770s, including Wakefield’s Introduction and Darwin’s translation of Linnaeus, A System of Vegetables (1783–1785), which preceded and motivated The Botanic Garden. Linnaeus had scores of disciples who fanned out across the world on commercial voyages and voyages of discovery to apply his system of classification to non-European plants and animals. One of these Linnaean naturalists, Daniel Solander, joined Joseph Banks on the team that accompanied Lieutenant James Cook on his first circumnavigation of the globe in the bark Endeavour (1768–1771). Salacious satires at this time on the sexual liaisons between Banks and Indigenous women in the Pacific created a literary association between the ‘sexual system’ of Linnaeus, deployed by Banks and Solander in their collecting practice, and the ostensibly libertine sexuality of Pacific societies. Darwin’s anthropomorphic allegory used some of this material to describe a particular form of plant reproduction as ‘promiscuous marriage’.24 By seizing on this anthropomorphism, Darwin’s critics occluded Linnaean botany’s very substantial contribution to creating a more inclusive scientific culture in the second half of the eighteenth century.

The gender of botany was very much at stake, then, in heroic narratives about the history of this science, as in the other literature that it inspired. The London-based Linnaean Society (like the Wernerian Society of Edinburgh) was explicitly named after a heroic founder, and Sir James Edward Smith also gave Banks his due as a founding father of English botany in an inaugural address to the Linnaean Society in 1788. Alluding specifically to the work of Banks and Solander on the Endeavour, Smith urges his reader ‘to consider the present age as one of the most propitious to the study of Nature’, declaring for a heroic present as Whewell later did.25 It was partly by virtue of his association with Linnaeus that Banks also became a favourite target of satirists. Banks returned from the Pacific with a vast collection that secured his scientific reputation, on the strength of which he eventually became the director of the Royal Botanical Gardens at Kew and President of the Royal Society (1778–1820). Banks’s science was satirized by poets and cartoonists as frivolous and unmanly. These images provide a glimpse of an anti-heroic narrative that sometimes characterized the popular reception of men of science. Manipulating the tropes of heroism in a manner somewhat analogous to Byron’s mock epic, Don Juan (1819–1824), caricaturists, including James Gillray, lampooned Banks’s passion for collecting butterflies, shells, and ‘weeds’ as considerations beneath the dignity of a public man, especially a public man of science. Commenting on Banks’s election as president of the Royal Society, the poet ‘Peter Pindar’ (John Wolcot) trades baldly on the opposition of heroism and anti-heroism by positioning Banks against the former president Isaac Newton to tell the tale of how a mighty institution had fallen: ‘How dares that man his carcase squat, / Bold in the sacred chair where Newton sat’, asks Peter, imagining that he can see ‘Newton’s image blush behind the chair’.26 Newton’s heroic role in Somerville’s and Whewell’s later accounts of the history of science shows that his reputation, unlike Banks’s, only increased over time.

Banks published very little writing, but other ‘philosophical voyagers’ contributed massively to the prominence of science writing in the Romantic period. The most influential voyage narratives include those of John Hawkesworth, a dramatist whose compilation of Banks and others was officially sponsored by the Admiralty; Johann Reinhold Forster and his son Georg, who sailed with Cook on his next voyage; William Bartram, whose imaginative synthesis of Linnaean taxonomy and aesthetic reverie in his American Travels (1791) inspired William Wordsworth; and Alexander von Humboldt, who followed in the wake of Georg Forster to become a literary sensation on the strength of his scientific travels, especially in South America (1799–1804). The ‘ever illustrious Humboldt’ (as Charles Darwin called him) made a broad array of contributions throughout his long career and continued to promote a holistic view of nature indebted to Romanticism in Cosmos (1845–1862), his grand synthesis.27 Humboldt’s theory of plant geography remains one of his most celebrated contributions and the sheer number of new plant specimens recorded during this intensive period of scientific voyaging made its impact especially visible in the field of botany.

Botany and natural history also continued to flourish as local practices in Britain, where they became deeply entwined with literary sensibility. In The Natural History and Antiquities of Selborne (1789), Gilbert White used the traditional and reverential form of the parochial history to refocus the explosion of new data in natural history. Charlotte Smith engaged with the natural history of an area slightly farther to the south in her heavily annotated poem Beachy Head (1807) and promoted local natural history as a practice in didactic works such as Conversations Introducing Poetry: Chiefly on Subjects of Natural History (1804). Continuing in the tradition of Erasmus Darwin’s notes to The Loves of the Plants, Smith develops the note as a form of science writing in its own right. A note appended to her sonnet ‘To the Goddess of Botany’ foregrounds the sensibility associated with this practice by quoting at length, in French, from Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Reveries of a Solitary Walker (1782), written after the ‘unhappy’ author was driven ‘from the society of men’ to ‘the study of Botany’.28 Rousseau follows Shakespeare and Milton in the poetic lineage constructed by Smith because he forged a link between sensibility and the serious study of botany, which he pursued in the field as well as by reading and popularizing Linnaeus toward the end of his career. In his later account of Rousseau as a heroic Man of Letters, Carlyle not only leaves out Rousseau’s scientific side, but also draws a sharp distinction between science and heroism as such. In ‘doing the function of a Prophet to his time’, Carlyle argues, Rousseau was keeping alive the ‘great deep sacred infinitude of Nescience, whither we can never penetrate, on which all science swims as a mere superficial film’.29 For Smith, however, Rousseau provides a critical link between science and sensibility, and botany continued to matter to Romantic writers (such as John Clare) who were interested in promoting the ‘natural system’ of taxonomy that arose in the wake of Linnaeus.

The sensibility inscribed into the scientific temperament by Rousseau and Smith does important work in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818). Sensibility is the mark that distinguishes Waldman, the professor of chemistry who inspires young Frankenstein with his passion for science at the University of Ingolstadt. Waldman has room for Frankenstein’s beloved alchemists as pioneering founders of chemistry, whereas the unsavoury Professor Krempe wants to banish Agrippa and Paracelsus from the discussion. From a modern perspective, it might seem that biology, and not chemistry, ought to be the home discipline of a scientist fascinated by the ‘principle of life’, as Frankenstein is. But the word ‘biology’ had not been coined in the era of Linnaeus and Erasmus Darwin, who thought of their life science practice as belonging to natural history and medicine.30 Darwin is one of several sources cited by Shelley herself and these connections have been widely studied. The key role of chemistry in the novel warrants a special emphasis on one of these well-known sources, Humphry Davy, a pioneering chemist who was also a poet and a celebrated lecturer. Waldman’s ideas about the history of science, including his idea that chemistry is the science of life, are derived from a lecture first given by Davy in 1802 and developed further in his Elements of Chemical Philosophy (1812).31

Davy’s importance as not only a discoverer but a Romantic science writer has been confirmed by ambitious new editions of his letters and notebooks that began appearing in 2016.32 By using Davy’s lectures as a model for Professor Waldman’s, Shelley draws attention to the history of science—from alchemy to chemistry—as a frame for heroic discovery. She also draws attention to the immense importance of the scientific lecture as a forum for popularization. Davy and Thomas Young were among the Romantic scientists who established their careers as lecturers (both at the newly formed and public-facing Royal Institution) and went on to make major theoretical and experimental contributions. Like Davy’s, Waldman’s first lecture concludes with a ‘panegyric upon modern chemistry’, as Victor reports enthusiastically in the novel. Neither one makes the heroism of the living generation of scientists fully explicit (as Whewell later will), but there is more than a touch of presentism in Davy’s appeal for public recognition of his science. As a university professor, Waldman is ‘happy … to have gained a disciple’, and it seems fair to imagine the rest of his student listeners as simply a general audience like Davy’s—except that Davy’s ‘general audience’ at the Royal Institution also included women. Waldman declares that ‘the modern masters [of this science] … have indeed performed miracles. They penetrate into the recesses of nature, and shew how she works in her hiding places. … They have acquired new and almost unlimited powers’. Similarly, Davy had written that ‘by means of this science man has …. penetrated into [nature’s] bosom’, concluding that science ‘has bestowed upon him powers which may be almost called creative; which have enabled him … to interrogate nature with power … as a master, active with his own instruments’.33

Davy’s expanded history of chemistry of 1812 makes explicit the historical basis for modern discovery, which also helps to explain Frankenstein’s inability to escape the ‘dreams of forgotten alchemists’.34 Victor’s science has an atavistic side that mirrors the uneven development of his Creature. In this way, Frankenstein makes visible an analogy between the history of science and the history of humanity, one with broad ramifications for the current practice of science. In the ‘Historical View of the Progress of Chemistry’ that begins his Elements, Davy conflates the first two stages as ‘the heroic or fabulous age of chemistry’ and even includes the early eighteenth century in the extended ‘infant state of the inquiry’, evoking the ‘infant state of society’ widely discussed by conjectural historians. He does credit Paracelsus with ‘a great step towards improvement’ and positions the medieval alchemist Albertus Magnus as the founder of a German legacy in chemistry.35 But the improvement of chemistry, mirroring or perhaps outstripping the progress of society, means that even the heroic contributions of Newton and Joseph Black are ultimately eclipsed by the ‘most brilliant discoveries’, all ‘of very recent origin’: ‘To dwell more minutely upon the particular merits of the chemical philosophers of the present age, will be a grateful labour for some future historian of chemistry’.36

Shelley’s novel may also be read as a contribution to the ‘natural history of man’, as it was known through the mid-twentieth century. This aggregate of life and human sciences is as old as medicine, but it became a site of multidisciplinary contestation in the Romantic period. Reinhold and Georg Forster took it to be the province of the ‘philosophical voyager’, who was actually able to observe the global ‘varieties of the human species’ in the field. Henry Home, Lord Kames, expressed an interest in the Forsters’ findings, but nonetheless published his Sketches of the History of Man in 1774 before they had had time to complete their voyage around the world with Captain Cook.37 Kames was one of several scholars who continued to use the idiom of conjectural history established by Rousseau and Adam Smith to treat the history of the human species (we have already seen its imprint on Whewell’s narrative approach). The Shelleys’ friend and personal physician, William Lawrence, published a Natural History of Man (1819) that incorporated some data from scientific voyages with the theory of human ‘races’ pioneered by Johann Friedrich Blumenbach and with a materialist theory of life derived from medical experiments. Lawrence dissented from the views of John Hunter, the physician–naturalist recognized as a founder by Coleridge in his posthumously published Hints Towards the Formation of a More Comprehensive Theory of Life. Coleridge invokes Hunter’s ‘essential laws of vital action’ while positioning himself figuratively under the bust of the great man in the Hunterian Museum.38 Once again, a heroic history is used to anchor a new synthesis.

In the mid-eighteenth century George-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon, made the human species heroically central to his general natural history. Buffon’s influence was extended by the English translation of William Smellie, produced in the 1770s and 1780s at the same time as Smellie’s many scientific articles for the Encyclopedia Britannica. In his own Philosophy of Natural History (1790–1799), he distanced himself from Buffon’s ideas of human animality and claimed that living British naturalists had taken the lead in ‘enriching the science of Natural History’ with new methods and new discoveries.39 The project of the natural history of man became increasingly fragmented, though Ian Duncan has recently argued that its legacy was preserved and extended by the nineteenth-century novel. By the time Whewell was writing his monumental history of science in the 1830s, archaeology, anthropology, and sociology were becoming established as disciplines in their own right, and Whewell excluded them from consideration because, as human sciences, they were not ‘concerned about the material world’.40

Charles Lyell’s Principles of Geology (1830–1833) begins with a long history of earth science that emphasizes its interdependence with other sciences. Although this history is ultimately placed in the service of specialization, Lyell initially makes an appeal for unity that anticipates Somerville and Whewell. Given the historical nature of geology as a science, Lyell is especially attuned to analogies between earth science and human sciences, though like Whewell he draws a hard line between the two. Thirty years later, however, in Geological Evidences of the Antiquity of Man, Lyell confronted the integration of human and natural sciences now required by advances in archaeology and human evolution, human sciences that depended on the rock record. The Principles of Geology uses analogy to emphasize the difference in scale between recorded history and its ‘far more astonishing’ counterpart, the history of the earth, a conceit that animates the first several chapters of the first volume. Geology is of fundamental importance for all the physical sciences, as history is important for the moral sciences, but like history it ‘stand[s] in equal need of mutual assistance’ from the other sciences.41 Lyell’s history of geology presents a wide array of historical engagements, including a broad history of science and religion, several distinct types of heroes and villains, and subtle reflections on contemporary historiography. Just as Whewell was largely responsible for the ‘traditional canon of great discoverers’ that continued to shape the history of science through the twentieth century, Lyell consolidates a binary opposition between ‘Genesis and geology’ (or science and religion) that was still widely contested in his time (by Whewell among others) but became a dominant narrative in the history of science.42

Although Davy’s Lectures on Geology of 1805 also devote considerable space to the history of the discipline (the first four of ten lectures), Lyell sets a world-historical agenda by beginning with the ‘Oriental Cosmogonies’ of Indian and Egyptian antiquity, and he touches briefly on the geological theories attributed to Omar el Aalem, suggesting that this philosopher was banished from the court of tenth-century Samarkand because he proposed a time scale at odds with the Koran. In this way, Persian history becomes an allegory for the situation of geological inquiry in Renaissance Italy, where heroic insights into geochronology were achieved only to be suppressed by the Catholic church.43 In the same vein, Lyell even hints at an analogy between the Inquisition and the suppression of James Hutton’s open-ended geochronology in the reactionary English periodical press of the 1790s. Alluding to the paramount status of Newton in heroic histories of science, Lyell makes the ‘immensity of past time’ revealed by Hutton analogous to Newton’s ‘unfolding’ of space.44 Lyell devotes equal enthusiasm to his villains, including William Whiston, who (he says) ‘retarded the progress of truth’, and Abraham Gottlob Werner, whose theory is deemed ‘the most unphilosophical ever’. In the same satirical vein, Lyell draws a complex analogy between the labours of Hercules and the 450-year ‘labour’ of asserting a secular time scale and then refuting diluvialism or ‘flood geology’.45 His colleague Henry T. De la Beche (see Figure 18.1) answered Lyell in this satirical vein by depicting him as an Ichthyosaurus lecturing to other saurians in a world in which Jurassic reptiles supposedly revive and humans are extinct—a dig at Lyell’s uniformitarian theory of a never-ending cycle of extinctions and renewals.

Lyell’s history and Whewell’s converge on the Geological Society of London, the scene of the ‘heroic age’ in Whewell’s lecture of 1839. Lyell credits the society with overcoming theoretical controversy and establishing ‘the most sanguine expectations’ for ‘the present generation’: ‘never, perhaps, did any science, with the exception of astronomy, unfold, in an equally brief period, so many novel and unexpected truths’.46 Lyell is inclined to present the history of science, until very recent times, as a succession of errors, though he also gives credit to some unlikely actors in the longer history. Whewell’s narrative is equally invested in scientific progress, but less ‘Whiggish’ in the sense that it offers a more complex and sympathetic account of theories that were ultimately proven wrong. In his History of the Inductive Sciences, he announces that ‘the progress of knowledge … is the main action of our drama’ and even states the ambitious goal of ‘a renovation of sound philosophy, directed by the light which the History of Science sheds’, an allusion to the New Organon (1620) of Francis Bacon.47 In his Philosophy of the Inductive Sciences (1840), however, Whewell distances himself from the idea of Bacon as a hero, critiquing his experimental practice to question whether Bacon produced the ‘actual advance of science’ required of a ‘leader of the [scientific] revolution’.48 The ‘Epochs’ Whewell uses to organize his history of science are defined by heroic discoveries, but he insists that this history of progress demands a sympathetic study of failures, which equally illustrate the dialectical relation between facts and ideas. Hence, he is much less equivocal about Newton’s heroism, but still makes protagonists of those who defended Descartes’s theory of vortices against Newton’s law of gravitation.49 Whewell’s History moves in chronological order from older to younger sciences—unlike Davy, Whewell finds that chemistry is still in its ‘infancy’—and he heads his third volume on the youngest sciences appropriately with an epigraph from a recent poem, The Excursion by Wordsworth (1814).
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Figure 18.1 Awful Changes. Ichthyosaurs attending a lecture on fossilised human remains. Lithograph by Sir Henry Thomas De la Beche, 1830, after his drawing. Wellcome Collection. Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0).



Whewell was not the only one who took Wordsworth as an embodiment of the ‘spirit of the age’. William Hazlitt argued this case at length in The Spirit of the Age (1825), and the sense of the world-historical importance of the present is one that many science writers share with their colleagues in other branches of literature. The ‘Whig interpretation of history’, critiqued by Herbert Butterfield for suppressing historical events that did not promote the triumph of present values and institutions, did not originally imply a sceptical view of scientific progress, as Jardine shows. Long before Butterfield in the 1930s, Romantic science writers did much to create the ‘traditional canon of great discoverers’ that shaped the history of science.50 This heroic principle, and the three-ages paradigm so widely adopted in the period, are already on display in Sprat’s History of the Royal Society. Romantic science writers disseminated these ideas widely through an unprecedented range of print and other media. They complicated the received narrative in important ways. Lyell’s use of Hutton’s reception to illustrate restrictions on intellectual freedom in the 1790s provides a vivid example of the political and world-historical inflections given to heroic narratives about science by these writers. In many disciplines in the Romantic period, a consciousness of rapid specialization in the historical present created an important role for the history of the discipline within its contributions to knowledge. The heroic age allowed the history of the discipline to be conceived as part of the history of nature itself.

Notes

1Nicholas Jardine, ‘Whigs and Stories: Herbert Butterfield and the Historiography of Science’, History of Science, 41 (2003), 125–140, here 134.

2On the ‘second scientific revolution’, see Andrew Cunningham and Nicholas Jardine, eds, Romanticism and the Sciences (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), pp. xix–xx.

3William Whewell, ‘A General Method of Calculating the Angles Made by Any Planes of Crystals, and the Laws According to Which They Are Formed’, Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London, 115 (1825), 87–130. www.jstor.org/stable/107735.

4For an introduction to the idea of ‘Whiggish’ history of science, see Jardine, ‘Whigs and Stories’.

5William Whewell, ‘Address to the Geological Society’ [1839], Proceedings of the Geological Society of London, 3 (1838–1842), 61–98, here 96. https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/96958.

6Archibald Geikie, The Founders of Geology (London: Macmillan, 1897); Peter J. Bowler, The Earth Encompassed: A History of the Environmental Sciences (New York: Norton, 2000), 193.

7The New Science of Giambattista Vico (1744), rev. edn, trans. Thomas Goddard Bergin and Max Harold Fisch (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1968); Thomas Carlyle, On Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History, eds Michael K. Goldberg, Joel J. Brattin, and Mark Engel (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 151, 4–5; Stephen Jay Gould, Time’s Arrow, Time’s Cycle: Myth and Metaphor in the Making of Geological Time (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987).

8Whewell, ‘Address’ [1839], 96.

9On Heroes, 26.

10Giambattista Vico, The New Science of Giambattista Vico, 414.

11Whewell, ‘Address to the Geological Society’ [1838], Proceedings of the Geological Society of London, 2 (1833–1838), 624–649, here 624–625.

12Whewell, ‘Address’ [1839], 65–66.

13See further M. T. Brück, ‘Mary Somerville, Mathematician and Astronomer of Underused Talents’, Journal of the British Astronomical Association, 106 (1996), 201–206.

14Mary Somerville, On the Connexion of the Physical Sciences (London: John Murray, 1834), 6.

15Somerville, Connexion of the Physical Sciences, 189.

16Somerville, Connexion of the Physical Sciences, 7–8.

17Whewell, ‘On the Connexion of the Physical Sciences’, Quarterly Review, 51 (1834), 54–68, here 58.

18Whewell, ‘On the Connexion’, 59–60.

19See Marina Benjamin, ‘Elbow Room: Women Writers on Science, 1790–1840’, in Science and Sensibility: Gender and Scientific Inquiry 1780–1945, ed. Benjamin (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), 27–59; and Natural Eloquence: Women Reinscribe Science, eds Anne Gates and Barbara Shteir (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1997).

20Whewell, ‘On the Connexion’, 65.

21Whewell, ‘On the Connexion’, 67–68.

22Erasmus Darwin, A Plan for the Conduct of Female Education, in Boarding Schools (1797; Otley, West Yorks: Woodstock Books, 2001), 123.

23Richard Polwhele, The Unsex’d Females, lines 8–9. See further Patricia Fara, Erasmus Darwin: Sex, Science, and Serendipity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012).

24Darwin, The Loves of the Plants, IV.388n., The Botanic Garden, eds Adam Komisaruk and Alison DuShane, 2 vols (New York: Routledge, 2017), ii. 106.

25Discourse on the Rise and Progress of Natural History, Read at the Opening of the Linnaean Society, April 8, 1788, in Tracts Relating to Natural History (London: Printed for the Author, 1798), 60–174, here 151–152.

26John Wolcot, Peter’s Prophecy, lines 185–186, in The Works of Peter Pindar, Esq. (Philadelphia: M. W. Woodward & Co., 1835), 287–288.

27Charles Darwin, Journal of Researches into the Natural History and Geology of the Countries Visited During the Voyage of the H.M.S. Beagle Round the World, 2nd edn (London: John Murray, 1845), 501.

28The Poems of Charlotte Smith, ed. Stuart Curran (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 68n.

29Thomas Carlyle, On Heroes, 160, 9. Carlyle does concede that science has put an end to the Hero as Divinity and Prophet (67).

30Whewell, Selected Writings on the History of Science, ed. Yehudah Elkana (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 198.

31This connection was first noted by the critic Laura E. Crouch, ‘Davy’s A Discourse, Introductory to a Course of Lectures on Chemistry: A Possible Scientific Source of Frankenstein’, Keats-Shelley Journal, 27 (1978), 35–44.

32Tim Fulford and Sharon Ruston launched their edition of Davy’s letters online at http://www.davy-letters.org.uk/ in 2016; their complete text subsequently appeared as The Collected Letters of Humphry Davy, 4 vols (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020). Ruston also launched the Humphry Davy Notebooks project in 2019 at http://humphrydavy.org.uk/notebooks/

33Mary Shelley, Works, i. 32–33. The Collected Works of Sir Humphry Davy, ed. John Davy, 9 vols (London: Smith, Elder, & Co., 1839), ii. 318–319. See also Roger Sharrock, ‘The Poet and the Chemist’, Notes and Records of the Royal Society, 17 (1962), 57–76.

34Mary Shelley, Works, i. 200.

35Collected Works of Sir Humphry Davy, iv. 9, 27, 13.

36Collected Works of Sir Humphry Davy, iv. 3, 40.

37George Forster, A Voyage Round the World, eds Nicholas Thomas and Oliver Berghof, 2 vols (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2000), ii. 423; John Reinhold Forster, Observations Made During a Voyage Round the World, eds Nicholas Thomas, Harriet Guest, and Michael Dettelbach (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1996), 9–10; 153–171; and (on Kames) 419n11.

38Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Hints Towards the Formation of a More Comprehensive Theory of Life (London: John Churchill, 1848), 18.

39William Smellie, The Philosophy of Natural History, vol. 2 (Edinburgh: Printed for Bell & Bradfute, 1799), 74.

40Ian Duncan, Human Forms: The Novel in the Age of Evolution (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019); Whewell, Selected Writings, 124.

41Charles Lyell, Principles of Geology, 3 vols (London: John Murray, 1830–1833), i. 2–3.

42On the ‘canon of great discoverers’, see Jardine, ‘Whigs and Stories’, 132–133.

43Principles of Geology, i. 21–24, cf. 46.

44Principles of Geology, i. 69, 63.

45Principles of Geology, i. 39, 52, 29–30.

46Principles of Geology, i. 71, 73.

47Whewell, Selected Writings, 9; History of the Inductive Sciences from the Earliest to the Present Times, 3 vols (London: John W. Parker, 1837), i. p. ix.

48Selected Writings, 232, 221.

49‘On the Transformation of Hypotheses’ (1851), Selected Writings, 385–392.

50Jardine, ‘Whigs and Stories’, 130, 132–133.

Further Reading

Bailes, Melissa, Questioning Nature: British Women’s Scientific Writing and Literary Originality, 1750–1830 (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2017).

Bewell, Alan, Natures in Translation: Romanticism and Colonial Natural History (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2017).

Cantor, Geoffrey, Gowan Dawson, Graeme Gooday, Richard Noakes, Sally Shuttleworth, and Jonathan R. Topham, Science in the Nineteenth-Century Periodical: Reading the Magazine of Nature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004).

Cunningham, Andrew, and Nicholas Jardine, eds, Romanticism and the Sciences (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990).

Duncan, Ian, Human Forms: The Novel in the Age of Evolution (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019).

Goldstein, Amanda Jo, Sweet Science: Romantic Materialism and the New Logics of Life (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017).

Golinski, Jan, Science as Public Culture: Chemistry and Enlightenment in Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992).

Kelley, Theresa M., Clandestine Marriage: Botany and Romantic Culture (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2012).

Mitchell, Robert, Experimental Life: Vitalism in Romantic Science and Literature (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2013).

Sha, Richard C., Imagination and Science in Romanticism (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2018).

Yeo, Richard, Encyclopaedic Visions: Scientific Dictionaries and Enlightenment Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).


Chapter 19


Religious Controversy



Tom Duggett

This chapter sets out to explore the interaction of politics and religion in Romantic prose by reading three overlapping works, all published at full length after long periods of gestation in the year of Catholic Emancipation in 1829: William Cobbett’s History of the Protestant ‘Reformation’; Robert Southey’s Sir Thomas More: or, Colloquies on the Progress and Prospects of Society; and Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s On the Constitution of the Church and State.1 The larger context for all three works is the long-running debate about the inclusion of Catholics within the political community, brought to the fore by the Act of Union with Ireland after 1800. In keeping with the debate itself, these three texts alternate between issues of doctrine and the articulation of incompatible Catholic and Protestant historiographies. And while such controversy may initially seem peripheral—Michael Tomko speaks of ‘sectarian bickering’ with apparently ‘little relevance to a world in which Percy Bysshe Shelley or Mary Wollstonecraft lived and moved and had their being’—the fact that it animates three such distinctive and influential texts is an indication of the sheer energy and the wider significance of the issues involved.2 By reading these three texts together, I hope to convey a sense of that energy and significance, while laying out and revising standard narratives about Romanticism and the broader nineteenth-century religious revival. As E. P. Thompson put it, the period was one in which the revolutionary and the reactionary ‘alike were caught in the same current’—or rather ‘tide’—of ‘attraction’ to ‘medievalism and Catholicism’.3 At a certain level of resolution, the radical Cobbett and the Lake Poets do indeed appear, in R. J. Smith’s phrase, to be expressing ‘almost identical’ views of a ‘medieval world … preferable to the present’.4 But while overlapping closely in subject matter and occasionally in structure of feeling, these texts divide sharply on theology and overall historical tendency, as well as on the value of religious controversy itself, in ways that are also reflected in terms of form and style.

‘There! That settles the matter’, crows Cobbett at the climax of his anecdotal proof for how much better off the supposedly ‘priest-ridden’ ‘ “dark ages” people’ were (467). Coleridge, meanwhile, delivers his ‘saving distinctions’ in a style that somehow manages to be both familiar and philosophically compressed (Church and State, pp. lviii–lix). ‘The statesman who has not learnt … from history’ to respect the principles of the ‘self-evolving Constitution’ has, Coleridge suggests, ‘missed its most valuable result, and might in my opinion as profitably, and far more delightfully have devoted his hours of study to Sir Walter Scott’s Novels’ (Church and State, 96, 100). Southey, addressing the humanist spirit incarnate in the ghostly shape of Sir Thomas More, writes dialogue as suggestive as it is terse. ‘[T]here are certain points of sympathy and resemblance which bring us into contact’, says Sir Thomas as he hovers into Southey’s library; ‘Et in Utopiâ ego’, the former Jacobin poet laureate replies (Colloquies, 10).

The three books have had quite divergent reception histories, though all three had a deep—perhaps even an unexpectedly deep—impact. Church and State ‘inaugurates the modern idea of the humanities’, writes James Engell. ‘It sows seeds for the creation of the National Trust.’5 Cobbett’s History, by contrast, was instantly popular and remains a fixture of what Peter Manning calls the religious ‘book trade’ ‘beyond, or below, the mainstream’: labelled ‘Unabashedly pro-Catholic and a real eye-opener!’ on the website of TAN Books.6 But the modern editor of the work sums up its academic reputation in three words: ‘choleric, violent and inaccurate’.7 Southey’s book, meanwhile, which has a hundred-page central section covering the spectrum of religious politics in the period, was influential on such major social and religious commentators as Thomas Carlyle, Augustus Pugin, and John Ruskin. But Mark Salber Phillips contrasts Southey’s easily ‘consistent’ ‘ideological summons’ to historical dialogue with the ‘strenuous effort’ of historical imagination in Carlyle’s Past and Present (1843)—effectively repeating Smith’s faint praise for Southey’s ‘fancydress version’ of Coleridge’s work.8

Despite these differences, the three works connect on a number of key points of controversy, and share a broader concern with religion as a matter of history and historical action rather than abstract doctrine. It is indeed largely due to the so-called historical turn in Romantic studies that it is now possible to read these three texts together without either assimilating them to a generalized ‘medievalism’ or grading them by an implicit standard of secularization. As Jeffrey Barbeau suggests, the declining acceptance of M. H. Abrams’s ‘tantalizing secularization thesis’ and the ‘rise of historicism’ have combined to bring a sharpened sense of Romantic religious discussion being fielded within a ‘vibrant cultural conversation’.9 ‘Far from “boring”, “outmoded”, or simply “irrelevant” ’, in Barbeau’s phrase, and not just ‘a point of departure’ for more pressing concerns, as Tomko has urged, religion and religious debate were instead full of social energy, and contain significant progressive potential, both as perceived within the period itself and for understandings of it in Romantic Studies.10

Plunder at the Bottom of the Idea: Cobbett’s Radical History

‘[I]n discussions of this sort’, wrote Cobbett mid-way through his pro-Catholic History of the Protestant ‘Reformation’ (1824–1826), ‘it is a common, but a very great error, to keep our eyes so exclusively fixed on mere matters of religion’ (History, 206). The ‘question of religion’, Cobbett told his implied reader, the much-duped ‘good and thoughtless protestant’, was not to be answered only in terms of tenets and rituals, or the ‘business of teaching religion and of practising worship and administering sacraments’.11 Such questions were better grasped in terms of institution, a word that rings across the text. ‘Histories of England’ like David Hume’s (1754–1762) are, Cobbett suggests, ‘little better than romances’, ‘the gossip and scandal of former times’, whereas ‘[t]he great use of history, is, to teach us how laws, usages and institutions arose’ and ‘what were their effects on the people’ (38).

Seen in the perspective of a continued nine-hundred-year endeavour of communal well-being, Cobbett suggests, the ‘face of the country’ across England and Ireland reveals one vast ruin, marked everywhere by the absence of the Catholic Church as an institution, and what it had once been for the people: ‘a great and powerful estate … naturally siding with the people’, ‘a provider for the poor’ which had ‘held society together’ by means other than ‘the trammels and terrors of the law’ (155, 206). But the ruins of the 1530s and the ‘devastation’ falsely called a ‘reformation’ were still fresh: ‘They never told us, and they never tell us, that this Catholic religion was the only religion known to our own forefathers … If they had … we should have said, that it could not possibly have been so very bad a religion, and that it would be better to leave the Irish people still to enjoy it … [and] for us all, if the Church revenues were to go again to the original owners’ (37, 8).

It was not, as Peter Manning notes, ‘from antiquarian interest’ that Cobbett turned to the subject of the Reformation, taking up as he did so the History of England by the Catholic priest, John Lingard, published from 1819 onwards.12 It was rather the logical extension (even the ‘pre-history’) of Cobbett’s longstanding ‘critique of contemporary society in terms of allegiance to the past’—as in his declaration in the ‘Address to the Journeymen and Labourers’ in the Political Register for 2 November 1816 that, ‘We want great alteration, but we want nothing new’.13 As Matthew Roberts further suggests, history was ‘one possibility’ to ‘keep the radical critique alive’ amid the repressive environment following Peterloo and the Six Acts.14 Cobbett thus cut through at a stroke the inherent perplexity of an ancient constitutionalism that, as in William Blackstone’s Commentaries on the Laws of England (1765–1769), eulogized ‘magna charta, trial by jury, the offices of sheriff, justice of the peace, constable, and all the rest of it’, while simultaneously castigating the period in which those institutions emerged as the ‘days of “monkish ignorance and superstition” ’ (29). The continual Protestant refrain that Catholicism is somehow ‘unfavourable to genius’ is, Cobbett observes, ‘a strange notion; and one can hardly hear it mentioned without suspecting, that, some how or other, there is plunder at the bottom of the apparently nothing but stupid idea’ (31). Indeed, with his journalistic knack for the concrete figure and the representative individual case, Cobbett suggests that Blackstone’s bad faith proves that allegation viscerally true:


At the very time when he was writing these Commentaries, and reading them to the students at Oxford, he was, and he knew it, LIVING upon the spoils of the Catholic Church, and the spoils of the Catholic gentry, and also of the poor! He knew that well. He knew that, if every one had had his due, he would not have been fattening where he was … the spoils of the Catholics sticking to his ribs …. (28–29)



The image of Blackstone fattening under the roof of All Souls College, Oxford, leads into another way in which a Catholic historiography facilitated Cobbett’s forging of a distinctive kind of ‘restorationist’ radicalism.15 This is a politics based not on ‘philosophical’ appeals to the progressive future nor on antiquarian arguments from the ‘Norman Yoke’, but upon a wholesale appropriation of the discourse of inheritance and the imagery of architecture in Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790).16 In his Letters to a Prebendary (1800), the Catholic polemicist John Milner had developed an oppositional historiography that ascribed to Catholics a deeper loyalty, as ‘Englishmen by birth and principle’, faithful ‘descendants of the men who founded the constitution of this kingdom’, who now ‘barely maintain’ this legacy from ‘our Saxon progenitors … established by our apostles with the Christian name itself, at the close of the sixth century’.17 Cobbett develops this notion of loyalty to link past and present in the figure of Sir Thomas More, executed in 1535 for refusing the Royal Supremacy. A model of ‘integrity’ and ‘piety’ and faithful service, More’s example furnishes ‘no weak presumption’ of the justice of the Catholic cause in the present, ‘knowing, as we do, that it is the refusal of our Catholic fellow subjects to take this same oath [which] … is the cause of all that cruel treatment’ both in England and Ireland (84).

Ancient architecture, meanwhile, need no longer have its ‘venerable’ fenced off from its ‘menacing’ associations.18 What Manning calls ‘an act of anamnesia’, an effort of redress against the ‘selective memory’ by which ‘English nationhood’ had been forged, can also be grasped as a rhetorical gambit enabling Cobbett to tell a stronger, simpler story, and to tell it forward.19 If there was a far stronger form of popular politics available in the idea of a better, larger past—ancestry almost calling on posterity to take back their old control—Cobbett ingeniously suggested that architecture, whether still standing or now ruined, told a truth unconsciously known, to deny which is to live in hypocrisy:


If, however, we still insist, that the Pope’s supremacy … produced ignorance, superstition and slavery, let us act the part of sincere, consistent and honest men. Let us knock down, or blow up, the cathedrals and colleges and old churches; let us sweep away the three courts, the twelve judges, the circuits and the jury-boxes; let us demolish all that we inherit from those whose religion we so unrelentingly persecute, and whose memory we affect so heartily to despise: let us demolish all this, and we shall have left, all our own, the capacious jails and penitentiaries; the stock-exchange; the hot and ancle and knee-swelling and lung-destroying cotton-factories … Ah! people of England, how have you been deceived! (93)



To disown the past, says the radical Cobbett, is to beggar the present. And Catholicism as the indispensable basis—still—of all that is of real social value in institutions is revealed in what actually was destroyed at the ‘dissolution’, or rather the ‘gutting’, of the monasteries. The fundamental social meaning of those buildings appears in the manner of their end:


The Monasteries were now plundered, sacked, gutted; for, this last is the proper word whereby to describe the deed …. The noble buildings … must not be suffered to stand, for, they continually reminded the people … To go to work in the usual way would have been a labour without end; so that, in most instances, GUNPOWDER was resorted to; and thus, in a few hours, the most magnificent structures, which it had required ages upon ages to bring to perfection, were made heaps of ruins, pretty much such as many of them remain even unto this day. (181)



With nothing having ‘ever yet come to supply the place of what was then destroyed’, Cobbett reminds readers of what this means for them: ‘This is the view for us to take of the matter, it is not a mere matter of religion; but a matter of rights, liberties, real wealth, happiness and national greatness’ (182).

History, rather than doctrine, was to solve the question. But this is history, not as academia understands it: immediate, vernacular, ‘exuberant’; emphasizing ‘lived experience’ in the present; and paraleptical, valuing the ‘incidental mention of a fact’ in the records of the past—such as the passing reference in the Act of Parliament 25 Henry 8 c. 3 to beef, pork, mutton, and veal as ‘the food of the poorer sort’.20 Cobbett also varies his description of the progressive ‘devastation’ with a ‘dramatization’ of ordinary experience, including a ‘picaresque’ scene ‘reminiscent of Rural Rides’.21 Here re-enactment in the plain physical sense delivers re-enactment in the historical sense, the right reading of a dehumanized landscape producing a present understanding of the traces of past acts:


Go into any county, and survey, even at this day, the ruins … Go to the site of some once-opulent Convent. Look at the cloister, now become, in the hands of a rack-renter, the receptacle for dung, fodder and fagot-wood: see the hall, where, for ages, the widow, the orphan, the aged and the stranger, found a table ready spread … recognize, in the side of a barn, a part of the once magnificent Chapel: and, if, chained to the spot by your melancholy musings … lift your eyes and look at the white-washed and dry-rotten shell on the hill, called the ‘gentleman’s house’; and [be] apprised of the ‘board-wages’ and the spring-guns …. (155)



If Cobbett’s ‘repetitive style’ is, as Manning puts it, ‘the vehicle of [a] view of history as repetition’, there is a further sense in which the denaturalized landscape here suggests still more radically a crime still in progress, apprehended in features of the scene that evidently perpetuate the original antisocial thought.22 Nor is this only to be traced in what the Reformation destroyed. In Cobbett’s reading, every parsonage with its married clergyman is daily experiential proof that something is amiss—the crack in the teacup opening the lane to the land of the dead:


[A]s to the parochial clergy, do we not see, aye, and feel too, that they, if with families, or intending to have families, find little to spare to the poor of their flocks? In short, do we not know that a married priesthood and pauperism and poor-rates, all came upon this country at one and the same moment? (124)



Clerical marriage is a central, if, as Stuart Andrews suggests in relation to Coleridge, perhaps an initially ‘surprising’ element in the controversy.23 Southey’s figure of Thomas More will express his own sense of historical dislocation or (Stephen Greenblatt’s term) ‘cancellation’, in terms of having married rather than follow the ‘holier’ clerical life, unlike the reformers who sought to have both.24 Coleridge devotes one of only twelve chapters to a negative formulation of the virtual requirement on Anglican priests to marry (Church and State, 77–81). But for Cobbett, the argument is simple. Protestant ‘sarcasms, and ridicule’ notwithstanding (History, 121–123), St Paul recommends a celibate life; ‘[t]he Church has founded a rule on this recommendation’, and the reason is clear:


namely, that those, who have flocks to watch over …should have as few as possible of other cares … What priest, who has a wife and family, will not think more about them than about his flock? … [W]ill the married priest be as ready as the unmarried one to appear at the bed-side of sickness and contagion? (123)



Citing the typhus outbreak at Winchester in 1780, when the French Protestants among the majority Catholic prisoners of war were attended by Catholic priests and so died in that faith (123), Cobbett suggests that this logic is true in fact. And deploring that clerical marriage ‘has absolutely created an order for the procreation of dependants on the state’ (127), he suggests that the virtual requirement of clerical marriage in the Church of England is actually a dead giveaway. The married clergy is a false clergy, holding from the poor that property in which they have an inherent right. ‘Take away the possessions’, Cobbett suggests,


and the hostility would cease to-morrow; though there is, besides that, a wide … difference, between a married clergy, and one not married. The former will never have an influence with the people, any thing like approaching that of the latter. … To what else are we to ascribe, that their priests are, even now, forbidden to appear in the streets, or in private houses, in their clerical habiliments, and even when to perform their functions at funerals? … Men may pretend what they will, but these pains argue any thing but consciousness of being right, on the part of those who take those pains. (368)



With this view of inward bad faith and outward ‘devastation’ cascading across his paragraphs, Cobbett shows the rotten basis of anti-Catholic rhetoric, while suggesting that what first looks like anti-Protestant invective about ‘lust’, ‘perfidy’, and ‘plunder’ driving the Reformation (4) is only a plain statement of fact.

Willing to Withdraw the Religion of the Realm: Coleridge’s Church and State

Coleridge’s On the Constitution of the Church and State argues to exactly the opposite conclusion to Cobbett’s on the justice of Catholic claims to Church property. But Coleridge also noted in a manuscript fragment that a narrow grasp of religion had been the source of much of the current ‘evil’ (Church and State, 228). Had the question of Catholic Emancipation been stated clearly, in terms of the ‘obstacle to plenary Electiveness and Eligibility … in Non-protestant Irishism, under the existing state and circumstances of the British Empire collectively’, then, Coleridge thought, there would not have been ‘so much declamation about theological tenets’ or anxiety about ‘foreign influences in consequence of the Bishop [of Rome] … happening to live in Italy’ (228). Taking Church and State as opposite ‘poles of the same magnet’ of the Constitution, Coleridge finally judged the absence of declared Protestantism to pose no obstacle to political participation whatsoever (31, 156). But by the same token, the celibate Catholic priesthood that Cobbett idealized as unswervingly loyal and irreducibly popular was forever shut out; that loyalty to the poor redefined in terms of a lack of the ‘fastening and radical fibres’ associated with property and marriage (87).

Church and State is a highly compressed articulation of a long-term analysis of the social efficacy of ideas. A ‘hunger-bitten and idea-less’ ‘mechanical’ philosophy, Coleridge had proclaimed in The Statesman’s Manual (1816), was the ‘true proximate cause’ of the current social crisis.25 In the Lay Sermon of 1817, a coolly indifferent ‘religious tolerancy’ and the lowered ‘rank and value assigned to polemic divinity’ were symptoms of the ‘Overbalance of the Commercial Spirit’.26 In Church and State, Coleridge pushed this analysis a stage further. The Catholic Question might be solved, and the contradictions it exposed turned to long-term constitutional good, given a declaration of the ‘primary ends’ or ‘ultimate aim’ of a ‘National Church’, not as a dominant sect, but as an institute of education, ensuring a basic ‘civility’ and providing a ‘principle of Hope’; as an ‘especial and constitutional organ and means’ of national life—beyond which any combination with Christianity was a ‘blessed accident’ (Church and State, 157, 73–74, 12, 54–55). A ‘National Church might exist’, Coleridge suggests, and indeed ‘has existed, without, because before the institution of the Christian Church—as the Levitical Church in the Hebrew Constitution, the Druidical in the Celtic, would suffice to prove’ (56). On the other hand, ‘the Christian Church dare not be considered as a counter-pole to any particular State’, having, ‘as such’, ‘no nationalty’ or national reserve of wealth ‘entrusted to its charge’. ‘The phrase, Church and State, has a sense and a propriety in reference to the National Church alone’ (117).

Thus Coleridge arrives at what he calls the ‘one fixed General Principle’ animating the work: that the National Church not be—as he claimed for at least ‘the last 130 years’ it had been—‘reduced to a religion’, but grasped as a co-equal pole of the Constitution with the legislature, responsible in its ‘ultimate aim’ or ‘idea’ for that ‘civility’ of the people, in a ‘National Trust’ or ‘virtual compact’ for education (145, 64, 61, 12, 54, 79, 157). From this it followed that no particular confessional group or ‘Religion’ as one of a ‘noun of multitude’—including the Roman Catholic Priesthood ‘as now constituted’—could as such lay claim to a share in the national wealth ‘reserved for the permanent maintenance of the National Church’ (61, 156–157). Since the actual Emancipation Act lacked the self-defeating ‘securities’ that would have amounted to ‘taking them [i.e. Catholic priests] into the pay of the state’, while on the other hand it also lacked any formal recognition of the positive principle, it was in Coleridge’s judgement almost precisely neutral, ‘equally fit’ to ‘the subversion or to the more perfect establishment of the Constitution’ (11, 161, 145).

Coleridge looked back upon Church and State as a little book of ‘saving distinctions’ (p. lviii). But this ‘seminal’ quality of the work, in John Colmer’s phrase (p. lxi), is in fact particularly bound up with Coleridge’s engagement with the specifics of the Emancipation controversy. Even before Milner prematurely declared The End of Religious Controversy (1818), William Lyall’s British Critic for May 1816 had pronounced that ‘the great question of Catholic Emancipation, which has now for so many years agitated and divided the British nation’ was ‘no longer a rallying point of political animosity or a watch-word of contending factions’.27 Looking backwards from the tempestuous 1820s, culminating in the controversial passage of the Catholic Emancipation Act of 1829, the claim seems premature. In the relentlessly supplementary logic of the controversy, Milner’s End of Religious Controversy was followed by his Vindication of the End of Religious Controversy (1822); Southey’s Book of the Church (1824) answered by Charles Butler’s Book of the Roman Catholic Church (1825), and Milner’s Strictures on the Poet Laureate’s Book of the Church (1824), among others, followed again by Southey’s Vindiciae Ecclesiae Anglicanae (1826). But the fuller context of the essay in the British Critic suggested not an excess of hope but on the contrary the ‘utter hopelessness’ of stalemate.28 If the ‘question’ was no longer acute, the British Critic suggested that it was now chronic. As the ‘clamour’ and ‘virulence’ of doctrinal controversy had receded, still more intractable issues of principle had emerged. With the abandonment of Henry Grattan’s Catholic Relief Bill in 1813, it had become clear that on ‘what could be granted with safety, or what would be received with gratitude’, as on the legitimate scope of state interference (or veto) in ecclesiastical appointments—even looking across to the practice in Roman Catholic countries, or back through precedents from the time of Emperor Constantine—there was no agreement of any kind.29 With the ‘surrender’ of such ‘securities’ being as necessary to the state as it was unacceptable to the Catholic Board, the British Critic saw no end in prospect:


We are called upon to admit the Romanists to a participation of the same privileges and power with their Protestant brethren, while they themselves both refuse and execrate those restrictions and regulations under which every Protestant is uniformly bound. They meet us not on equal terms. They demand not an equal, but a larger share of the constitution than ourselves. Any measure, therefore, that would secure to them their demands, would be not the concession of a part, but the surrender of the whole.30



This framing of the issue in terms of ‘parts’ and ‘wholes’ recalls what is perhaps Coleridge’s best-known effort to distil down the question of political union without nation:


There is and can be but one question: and there is and can be but one way of stating it. A great numerical majority of the inhabitants of one integral part of the realm profess a religion hostile to that professed by the majority of the whole realm … In fewer words, three-fourths of His Majesty’s Irish subjects are Roman Catholics, with a papal priesthood, while three-fourths of the sum total of his Majesty’s subjects are Protestants.

(Church and State, 150)



The Act of Union had nevertheless declared that ‘the Established Church of England and Ireland shall be deemed and taken to be an essential and fundamental part of the Union’ (40 George 3 c.67.5). This, in Coleridge’s view, was the original and essential but immedicable ‘evil’, posing a risk to the constitution itself (150).

The only possible way beyond the deadlock involved a deliberate embrace of ‘hopelessness’ about the controversy, turning it instead towards what Coleridge called a ‘great constitutional security’ that would go at once to the root of the newly recognized illegitimacy of all and any ‘parliamentary Religions’ with the idea having become ‘at last awake and … operative’, that the National Church must maintain its co-equal status within the Constitution (157, 103, 31). Here marriage as a virtual security, or rather the absence of programmatic celibacy, the only relevant ‘known accompanimen[t]’ of a divided loyalty, was the key (106). For Coleridge, the security with ‘more probability … than any other’ would involve a ‘declaration’ at the head of an act of repeal, stating that the Roman Catholic Priesthood was, ‘on grounds wholly irrelative to any doctrines’, but rather ‘as now constituted’—that is, in ‘compulsory celibacy in connection with, and in dependence on, a foreign and extra-national head’—incapable of becoming ‘Trustees’ of ‘that elective and circulative property, originally reserved for the permanent maintenance of the National Church’ (81, 156–157). The ‘known existence’ of this declaration would allow the law, in Coleridge’s phrase, ‘to ignore the Roman Catholics under any other name than that of British subjects’, opening access ‘not only to both houses of the Legislature, but to all other offices below the Crown, without any exception’ (156–157). It would also, secondly but perhaps more importantly in the larger constitutional picture, form ‘the basis of a virtual compact between the claimants and the nation’ (157)—giving express constitutional recognition to the ‘nationalty’ theorized earlier in the work in terms of clerisy and national trust. This goes hand in hand with a sense of the ‘dwarfdom’ involved in the vacuous ‘use of the phrase, Omnipotence of Parliament’, which can apply at the furthest to decisions of constitutionality by ‘our Courts of Law’ and never ‘to the Nation, to England with all her venerable heir-looms, and with all her germs of reversionary wealth’ (98).

The sheer radicalism of Coleridge’s approach might, as John Stuart Mill suggested in 1840, have had ordinary church-and-state Tories clutching their pearls: to the view that Christianity was essentially bound up with the National Church and the Constitution, and that Church wealth could not ‘be rightfully vested, except in what we now mean by clergymen, and the established clergy’, Coleridge had ‘every where implied the contrary’ (50–51). ‘Will the ends of practical Toryism be much served’, Mill asked with relish, ‘by a theory under which the Royal Society might claim a part of the Church property with as good right as the bench of Bishops … a theory by which the state, in the conscientious exercise of its judgment … might transfer its endowments to any other … body … more competent’, ecclesiastical or otherwise?31 ‘[B]y setting in a clear light what a national church establishment ought to be, and what, by the very fact of its existence, it must be held to pretend to be’, Mill continued, Coleridge had ‘pronounced the severest satire upon what, in fact, it is’.32

But if Mill really thought Coleridge had countenanced a change of ‘endowments’, he was at once over-reading and underestimating his favourite conservative thinker. For if, on the one hand, Coleridge was quite clear that investment with national church property was entirely a matter of fulfilling national purposes for civility and education, so that ‘Religions’ as having to do with ‘groups of notions and ceremonies connected with the invisible and supernatural’ could scarcely establish even a minimum standing in the case (61), this was on the other hand only the negative statement of a positive double trust. There had indeed, Coleridge argued, been a ‘grievous’ historical ‘confounding’, but there was now a far greater prospective danger in any ‘attempt to separate’ out, the ‘functions’ of the clerisy from those of the actual clergy (57). Developing a model of a national church quite apart from Christianity, but also cautioning that the ‘model, that … most effectually serve[s] the purpose of an instructive diagram, is not necessarily the mode or form’ in which the thing ‘actually arrives at realization’, and suggesting that a ‘perfection’ of ‘two distinct functions … may require the union of both in the same person’, Coleridge turns the situation of the established clergy into a sort of analytical section of the interaction, within ‘an ever-originating social contract’, of his two ‘forces’ of ‘Permanence and of Progression’ (21, 57, 15, 24).

If progression meant that no particular trust could bind forever, without trespassing upon the ‘idea of person, in contra-distinction from thing—all social law and justice being grounded on the principle, that … person[s] must always be included in the end’, it was equally the demand of permanence that such trusts could not be altered short of a ‘general presumption of … utility … giv[ing] place to as general a conviction of the contrary’ (15). And so while the ‘Ancestral Church of England’, as an imperfect human institution could not forever be identified with the ‘true Church of England [in] the National Church, or Clerisy’, as a constitutional idea—any more than it could with the Christian Church (‘in England’) as the great ‘Opposite’ of the world (125, 114)—Coleridge did positively assert that its title could not be disturbed, short of a dereliction of its educational purposes, or a national decision expressed (somehow) beyond the choice of Mill’s legislature. ‘[T]hose who, being duly elected and appointed thereto, exercise the functions, and perform the duties, attached to the nationalty—that these collectively possess an unalienable, indefeasible title to the same’ (51).

Coleridge thus sought a way beyond controversy by applying a systematic logic of distinction and exclusion around ‘religion’ itself as an item in political discourse—or what Coleridge himself phrases in terms of the ‘nation’ having ‘willed to withdraw the religion of the realm from the changes and revolutions … of the representative assemblies, whether of the state or of the church’, and back into the dynamism and ‘potential’ of an ‘at last’ awakened ‘Idea’ (103–104, 95). Religion is excluded from the statesman’s calculus, not in a narrowly secular or pragmatic sense, but under what Coleridge calls a recognition, ‘that what virtually concern[s] … humanity, and involve[s] yet higher relations, than those of the citizen to the state … that this was not a matter to be voted up or down, off or on, by fluctuating majorities! that it was too precious an inheritance to be left at the discretion of an Omnipotency, that had so little claim to Omniscience’ (103).

Seeking the Impulse of a Moving Mind: Southey’s Colloquies on Society

In his own work of 1829 on Church and State, Southey would argue to a more extremely anti-Catholic conclusion than Coleridge, but for what were almost Cobbett’s reasons. In his Sir Thomas More: or, Colloquies on the Progress and Prospects of Society, Southey insisted—or rather, made the ghostly figure of Sir Thomas More return to the England of November 1817 to insist—that ‘nothing is more certain than that religion is the basis upon which civil government rests’ (Colloquies, 193). But the conclusion was not, as in Cobbett, that a government rooted in Magna Carta was legitimate only when the ancestral Catholic Church was properly included in the groundwork—the Church in England being ‘the very basis of the laws’ inasmuch as ‘[t]he very first clause of Magna Charta provided for the stability of its property and rights’ (History, 461). Nor was the conclusion, as in Coleridge, that it was a constitutional idea more fundamental still, ‘connatural’ with the nation even before Alfred, though only now ‘at last awake and … operative’, in the fashion of the English common law, to ‘withdraw’ religion from political change (Church and State, 22, 103–104). Rather, the conclusion reveals that in fact, for Southey, religion is not the ‘basis’ of the state at all, which is instead the actual population. Religion is the safeguard of current institutional arrangements, whatever those might be. Sliding from ‘religion’ in the abstract to an unspecified national religion in particular, and thus installing Anglicanism by default, Southey concludes: ‘[I]t is necessary that this religion be established for the security of the state, and for the welfare of the people, who would, otherwise, be moved to and fro with every wind of doctrine. A state is secure in proportion as the people are attached to its institutions’, who must therefore ‘be trained up’ in conformity to those institutional forms (Colloquies, 194; my emphasis).

In his writings on Catholicism and the debate around Emancipation, Southey argued against the admission of Catholics to political rights in the present on the basis of the historical doctrines and practices of the Roman Church during the preceding centuries. Where Coleridge’s ‘great constitutional security’ would, as John Colmer puts it, ‘cut through the tangled threads of nineteenth-century parliamentary debate’ while also draining what R. K. Webb calls the ‘terminological swamp’ of Church and State, Southey continued to insist on a formal revocation by Pope and council of the ‘doctrines … decreed at Trent, at Constance, and in the Lateran’.33 After the Act, Southey suggested in the Colloquies that even such an explicit security would have been inadequate, since ‘the principle of intolerance’ was ‘essentially connected with … the Romish system’, binding its adherents to persecute either for ‘conscience’ (enforcing the dogmas essential to salvation) or for ‘policy’ (146).

Southey’s controversy with Milner and Butler in the 1820s had focused on this Catholic ‘duty’ of persecution, on the history of the Lollards, the Albigenses, the Dominicans and the Inquisition, and John Foxe’s martyrology. But underlying the debate was a disagreement about the interaction of doctrine and history in determining the Catholic question. Milner accused Southey of having ‘work[ed] up every legendary tale and every vulgar superstition into an avowed doctrine or a practice of the Catholic Church’.34 Southey replied in Vindiciae that he was concerned not with ‘what the Church of Rome may just now be pleased to put forth as its theory’, but rather ‘an historical account of what has always been its practice’.35 Both the strength and the weakness of Southey’s position lay in this historical perspective. Thoughts and underlying attitudes were better revealed in past actions—either remote or recent—than in present opinions. The book, he says, ‘represents [Catholic] opinions as they have been embodied in … actions, as they have been exhibited in fire and written in blood’.36 Thus the persecution of the Jews by the Inquisition is a key argument against the modern-day Roman Catholic Church, which had lost the power but ‘neither retracted the principle, nor expressed its contrition for the practice’.37

The Colloquies were at once a continuation of this polemic from history on the alleged absurdity of Emancipation—entrusting ‘men with power in the State whose bounden religious duty it is to subvert, if they can, the Church’—and a literary, historical effort, peppered with Wordsworthianism, to rehabilitate ‘old instinctive belief’ (Colloquies, pp. lxxxv–lxxxvi, 3–4). According to the review in the Examiner, probably written by William Hazlitt or Leigh Hunt, Southey had now fully revealed himself as an ‘ultra Tory’ seeking to rehabilitate ‘superstition’, to ‘abase humanity and subjugate reason’.38 When the dialogue moves to the specific topic of Catholic Emancipation, Sir Thomas More observes that the policy of admitting ‘the Roman-Catholics to political power’ had been proposed in terms of ‘tranquillizing Ireland’ and forestalling any French ‘design’ of ‘fomenting a religious rebellion’ there (148). But Montesinos replies that it was rather a fearful yielding to menaces and a crediting of theory over historical facts, quoting Queen Elizabeth from her speech dissolving Parliament in September 1566 on ‘that mischief which never foreign enemy could bring to pass’, brought about by too ‘light’ acceptance of ‘eloquent tales’ and ignoring ‘their own wits’ (149). If Coleridge believed that changed overall circumstances meant that many past ‘known accompaniments’ could now safely be retired, Southey was closer to Cobbett’s sense that the thoughts revealed in past actions remained alive or could not be known to be dead.

But if Southey’s approach left him the less able to envisage principled change on the issue, his more simple historical approach allowed him to work more directly with the actual features of the religious landscape, imagining a politics that might harness religious energies from both Catholicism and Protestant dissent. Southey’s Ghost of Thomas More voices a lament for the process of the Reformation in terms that recall Cobbett, Milner, and Butler. ‘Before your Reformation’, says Sir Thomas, as ‘in Roman Catholic countries’ today, ‘the momentous truth’ of a duty to improve in ‘moral and spiritual condition … was impressed upon the people by example as well as by precept. It is still preached from your pulpits, but where is the practice to be found?’ (86). Even the ‘superstition’ of ‘reciting prayers … imposed in penance’ is an ‘act of performance’ that ‘implies a sense of religion, and tends to strengthen it’ (87). Thus, England is spiritually impoverished and habits of ‘practical irreligion’ have grown up instead: ‘You threw away your crutches too soon, mistaking the excitement of that fervour, which the religious revolution called forth, for confirmed and healthy strength’ (217, 219). Cobbett’s sense of Catholic institution combines here with something closer to Coleridge’s sense of historical change in the long view. The Reformation was ‘accompanied’ with ‘grea[t] evil’, especially the ‘dissolution of the Religious Houses’ (188). And what fundamentally was at stake was less doctrine—albeit that one result was the ‘transcendant [sic] good’ of a ‘scriptural religion’ (139)—than social cohesion. Sir Thomas voices the view that ‘however advantageous the dissolution of the monastic houses might be to the views of the Reformers, it was every way injurious to the labouring classes’ (48). ‘[I]nsurrections in behalf of the old religion’ were eloquent above all of the material ‘injury’ which the peasantry ‘suffered in the change’ (49).

By contrast with this admission of Catholic feeling, Southey’s speakers are initially united in hostility to Protestant dissent. The discussion recalls Cobbett attacking the ‘all-devouring Wen’ of London and the ‘Pitt-system’, as they agree that dissent is no more a benefit to the nation than ‘a wen, or an encysted tumour, was an agreeable and useful part of the body’.39 The whole argument from toleration is a fallacy. The primacy of the ‘division between Papist and Protestant’ means there is no real regulatory function in the ‘invidious eyes’ of all the various groups of dissenters—the forty-three ‘sects’ listed in Southey’s 1807 Letters from England, from Arminians to Quakers—upon the Church of England.40 The dissenting involvement in education, meanwhile, has actually prevented real good, since in having ‘supplied the want of other religious instructors’, such schools have ‘delayed the only regular and convenient remedy’ by government action to increase provision (193).

This negative assessment is immediately tempered, however, as the dialogue reveals that the revolutions in Old Dissent mirror the national narrative, and that it is the Established Church that has been at fault for failing to meet the rising tide of the mid-eighteenth-century Methodist revival (199–200, 210–213). Colloquies moves towards a practical conclusion with its speakers developing a still more extraordinary argument for the Church ceding moral leadership to the Society of Friends. Enthusiasm, says Sir Thomas, may be ‘allied to madness’ but ‘only in the same degree that genius is’ (334). Only the temper of the enthusiast ‘creates the means whereby its ends are to be effected’. And in relation to the crying need for new institutions, neo-monastic co-operatives such as a ‘secular nunnery, or rather a college for women’, it is clear, says Montesinos, that a ‘call of this kind must not be looked for from … Church pulpits’ (333, 336). Picking up on Sir Thomas’s concession that ‘[i]t is in the nature of things that the still waters of an establishment should have a tendency to stagnate’, Montesinos urges that the ‘moving mind’ to give the impulse must come from elsewhere—going on to suggest (without naming) Amelia Opie (née Alderson), the novelist and abolitionist who grew up in William Godwin’s social circle and joined the Society of Friends in 1825 (336–337). ‘Is this’, Sir Thomas asks, ‘a virtual confession, that it would be vain to hope for such a manifestation of benevolence among the members of the national Church?’ (337). Montesinos concedes the point: virtuous endeavours which ‘a Quakeress would undertake in her habitual state of mind … would incur the reproach, or the suspicion of insanity’ within the Established Church, which ‘tends insensibly to torpify what it always avoids to stimulate’ (338).

Colloquies ends with Montesinos assimilating the warnings of Sir Thomas to his own ‘hopeful’ position in the debate (390). Sir Thomas envisages a series of interacting ‘struggles’: ‘between Impiety and Religion’; ‘between Popery and Protestantism’; ‘between the feudal system of society as variously modified throughout Europe, and the levelling principle of democracy’; and between the ‘manufacturing system’ and the new working class it has created (388–389). But having already advanced his own Christianized version of Immanuel Kant’s Idea of a Universal History on a Cosmo-Political Plan (1784), Montesinos argues for a greater or equal humanizing tendency at work, revealed in the abolition of the slave trade, new attention to the condition of the poor, and the regulatory effects of literature and the press (390–392). Moving towards a prayer of duty and unity, Montesinos concludes:


There can be no health, no soundness in the state, till Government shall regard the moral improvement of the people as its first great duty. The same remedy is required for the rich and for the poor. Religion ought to be so blended with the whole course of instruction, that … the heart and intellect assimilate it with their growth. We are, in a great degree, what our institutions make us. (393)



Southey’s final position, with its ‘blended’ religion and language of ‘institutions’, attains a balance similar to that in Coleridge; hence, perhaps, Smith’s sense of Colloquies as a ‘version’ of Church and State. But it is very differently composed, and perhaps in some ways significantly more in tune with what Barbeau, quoting Lori Branch, calls the ‘postsecular’, a new and ‘manifold’ way of thinking of ‘religious expression deepen[ing] identity’ and opening ‘new avenues’ within ‘a modern liberal society’.41 What initially looks like a tired and cynical position, a ‘defence of the Church … almost entirely political’, as W. A. Speck puts it, turns out to be inwardly sprung.42 ‘[W]hat our institutions make us’ is actually, it transpires, the emergent effect of minds moving with religious genius. And the challenge is not so much, as in Coleridge and in Cobbett, to plot a path towards religious withdrawal or the dissolution of sectarian conflict back into cultural institutions, but to steer the irrepressible religious impulse so that better, earlier, and more human ways, really existing in history, might in some sense be resumed.
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Chapter 20


Social Science



Regina Hewitt

This chapter examines how the practice of ‘social science’ was carried out in the nonfiction prose of the Romantic era and how recognizing that practice enriches our understanding of the uses of prose in shaping the social consciousness of that period. Drawing on pre-disciplinary definitions of ‘science’ as the undertaking of comprehensive and human-centred studies and on Scottish Enlightenment precedents for social research and civic engagement, I argue that Romantic-era writers relied on prose to create a belief in a confirmable reality open to improvement by human effort. I treat this way of practising social science as a precedent for public sociology and the engaged role of the public sociologist in the post-disciplinary field.

This chapter has three sections. The first sets up the definitions and contexts for construing certain aspects of Romantic-era writing as social science practices in light of the new prominence of qualitative methods in a once predominantly quantitative field. The second and third look at examples of these practices in clusters of texts from the Romantic era. The texts in the second section cluster around the French Revolution debate and other matters of public controversy. The texts in the third section cluster around the topic of writing itself and show that the authors relied on nonfiction prose to advance their claims about the social value of other forms of writing and the social role of playwrights, poets, and novelists.

Definitions and Contexts

At the end of the twentieth century, the ideal of ‘science’ as disembodied and disengaged knowledge underwent considerable revision in sociology and the related fields of anthropology and psychology often included under the umbrella of ‘social science’ or ‘social sciences’. As summarized by Laurel Richardson and Elizabeth Adams St Pierre, researchers who had idealized the discovery of truths about objects or beings in the world through quantifiable studies began to take more interest in how circumstances and values impinged on those truths and to take qualitative approaches for constructing this knowledge.1 Concomitantly, researchers who had idealized the scientific stance as disengaged became more concerned with influencing public welfare.2 A result of these modifications of mid-twentieth-century norms has been the emergence of a post-disciplinary environment open to a variety of methods for investigating and communicating about social experience, including some previously relegated to the expressive domain of literature.

Bringing together social research and literature, Richardson and St Pierre propose writing itself as the premier ‘method of inquiry’ for the post-disciplinary social sciences and humanities. Because ‘language is a constitutive force’, they argue, writing can constitute a given research project as social knowledge in ways that meet the needs of the time (960). Personal narratives can be signposted as ‘science writing’ instead of ‘fiction writing’ or some other expressive undertaking by the author’s stance. Since all writing has both creative and analytical elements, they argue, it is the author’s ‘truth claims’ about the text more than the elements within it that tell readers to expect social insights from the writing (961–962). Present-day truth claims might more accurately be called shared knowledge claims: they signal that the researcher is reporting personal observations about a particular situation with the expectation that they will ‘resonate’ with readers’ experiences and set off a process of continuing interpretation that will help people make better sense of the ‘world [they] inhabit’ (964–966, 962). These goals and procedures hark back to the pre-disciplinary understanding of scientific inquiry evident in the stance of many Scottish Enlightenment and Romantic-era authors.

A broad definition of ‘science’ as ‘knowledge or understanding acquired by study’, with ‘study’ admitting a variety of protocols outside of revelation or intuition, is documented by the OED as current until at least 1829.3 Such a definition was typical, according to Christopher J. Berry, among Scottish Enlightenment thinkers, for whom it ‘expressed an esprit systèmatique that encompassed all intellectual inquiry’, along with an interventionist purpose of using knowledge ‘to improve the human lot’.4 Berry details the practices—chiefly approaching their subjects empirically and comparatively and devising collective or ‘social’ rather than ‘individualistic explanations’—that these figures followed in the histories of social organization, treatises on human nature, inquiries into sentiments and morals, and essays on law and government that have won the Scottish Enlightenment widespread recognition as a catalyst for the social sciences.5 But another feature of this writing—its reliance on nonfiction prose—is equally important in signposting it as social science.

Though the term ‘nonfiction’ was not used until the final third of the nineteenth century (1867, according to the earliest quotation in the OED),6 theories about the fiction-cancelling thinking represented by that term date to the Scottish Enlightenment, particularly to David Hume’s sense that daily life proceeds because people choose to believe in fictions about themselves and the world they inhabit. Ian Duncan has explored the importance of Hume’s thinking for the development of the Romantic-era novel and also pointed out that Jeremy Bentham furnished the Romantic era with ‘a full-blown theory of “the fictive” ’.7 Bentham’s theory of fiction, however, might also be called a theory of nonfiction since it shows the two as closely related. It describes the creation of fact through the denial of fiction in ways that shed light on the association between nonfiction prose and scientific study.

Elaborating on ideas that recur throughout Bentham’s writings, Nomi Maya Stolzenberg explains his sense that existence or reality arises from the way people use words to articulate their perceptions. By ‘ascription’, their discourse becomes real to them, and they act on it accordingly, ignoring its fictionality and concentrating instead on what the belief in the given condition allows them to do.8 Bentham maintained that the use of a fiction determines the extent to which it is approved and endorsed. Explaining why Bentham could judge legal fictions in notoriously harsh ways without also rejecting fictions in other contexts, Stolzenberg invokes the use criterion: legal fictions devise arcane knowledge that specialists use to aggrandize themselves; in other situations, fictions underwrite ‘adequate’ knowledge that people use to determine the ‘best … probable’ decisions to make (238–239, 225). In short, ‘fictions create facts, which are fictions’ with practical and normative uses in lived experience (223, 238). By extension, it might be said that nonfiction prose is imaginative writing that cancels its fictional status and posits its correspondence to a reality beyond its own invention. Belief in the referentiality of nonfiction prose makes it a strategic choice for scientific studies: it lends credibility to the author’s observations and makes them available for readers’ confirmation.

While the assumed veracity of nonfiction prose allows it to constitute the content of a study as social knowledge, it also allows it to constitute the identity of the author as a learned and astute observer whose perspective on human affairs deserves respect and whose advice deserves consideration. Fashioning an identity that suits the intellectual climate in the author’s time can involve cultivating selected values or managing contradictions. For instance, Richardson and St Pierre favour the identity of a non-authoritative collaborator as most suitable for the climate of distrust of authority figures in this post-disciplinary time (962–964). Labouring in a climate more respectful of expert knowledges, Scottish Enlightenment writers could more easily fashion themselves as advisors. These writers formed an informal network of intellectuals, now widely known as ‘literati’, dedicated to ‘improvement’, especially in the sense of modernizing political, educational, ecclesiastical, and legal institutions, conceptualizing them as parts in a coherent social system, and promoting social solidarity within that system.9 Their role in civil society sets a precedent for the role, or roles, that the public sociologist can take at the present time.

The role of the public sociologist is best described in Jeffrey Alexander’s call to sociologists to go beyond journalists in steering public debate towards the informed contextualization of particular issues and away from oversimplification and demonizing or idolizing individuals. While journalists contribute significantly to protecting the civil sphere from control by any one narrow agenda, they do not always have the perspective necessary to move forward on crucial issues or to move beyond the emotional ‘binary discourse’ that characterizes public debate as each side asserts its own ‘rational’ qualifications for leadership and dismisses others as irrational and ‘civilly incapable’.10 Sociologists in contrast can bring more ‘critical understanding’ of the issues and values to the debate; they can place them within the context of some ‘broader interest’ and communicate about them in temperate ways (8–9). Their role above all is to preserve the civil sphere so that discussion of public affairs and participation in governance can continue; they should ensure that the civil sphere is ‘unmade’ and ‘remade’—rather than destroyed—by the exchange of ‘frontlash’ (progressive) and ‘backlash’ (reactionary) comments (7–9). The ability to provide contextualization and moderation, whether in the civil society of the Scottish Enlightenment, Romantic era, or present day, depends on being widely and thoroughly informed about the matters at hand. In short, it depends on scientific study in the pre-disciplinary sense of that term.

In the revolutionary world of the Romantic era, many writers were eager to study society comprehensively and to influence public opinion. They often did so in nonfiction prose that exhibits the practices in Berry’s analysis of Scottish Enlightenment writing and that approaches the temperate activism of Alexander’s public sociologist. Their texts thus function as the social science of their time and characterize the writer as the informed advisor of the day. In the next section, I examine how a sampling of Romantic-era writers practised such social science.

Romantic-Era Practices

Nowhere are the practices of Romantic-era social science so evident as in the textual exchanges set off by Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790). While concerned with pressing events, Burke’s text and the responses from Mary Wollstonecraft, Catharine Macaulay, and Thomas Paine treat those events in the context of a larger study of, in Burke’s phrase, ‘the science of government’.11 Drawing on historical information and observations about human nature and society, these authors present their interpretations of the actions unfolding in France as correct conclusions that follow from an understanding of the past and of human behaviour. They rely on nonfiction prose to signal that their knowledge is confirmable by readers who are similarly informed. Their goal is to lead readers to improve social relations in British society either by (for Burke) resisting or (for the others) adapting revolutionary ideas.

Framed as a letter to ‘a young gentleman’ seeking advice about the revolution, Burke’s text (3) places him in the role of a wise counsellor to whom readers should defer, so it is surprising that he interrupts his analytical prose with creative and emotional writing. He dramatizes the eviction of the queen from her chambers as a ‘tragedy’ arousing ‘pity and terror’, and he shows fear of the underclass as a ‘swinish multitude’ along with naivety about a contented partnership between a stakeholder with ‘five shillings’ and a stakeholder with ‘five hundred pound[s]’ (79–81, 59). These emotional passages are strategic for the content of his argument and for his stance as a social scientist. Since Burke maintains that social cohesion depends on the perpetuation of prejudices and sentiments from the past, his affective writing demonstrates his own emotional ties and models the attitude he advises readers to take instead of reasoning out revolutionary new social relations.

Instead of deferring to Burke, his respondents label him ‘civilly incapable’ (to borrow Alexander’s phrase) and take over his advisory place with their own alternative views of social relations and more collaborative stances. Along with criticizing the content of his argument, they criticize his emotionally charged method as violating the rational standards of the civil sphere. As Anne Mellor has stressed, all writers, including women writers, who joined in the discussions in Romantic-era ‘civil society’ were expected to do so in a spirit of ‘rational exchange’.12 Opening with the now famous plea, ‘Let us, Sir, reason together’,13 Wollstonecraft clearly signals the displacement and replacement she and the others make. Likewise noticing a lack of restraint in Burke’s approach, Macaulay accuses Burke of descending to the level of popular and partisan journalists ‘who … endeavour to mislead the people’, while Paine admonishes: ‘Mr. Burke should recollect that he is writing History, and not Plays; and that his readers will expect truth.’14 Since Burke’s use of emotion reflects his belief in its importance in social relations, his respondents’ rejection of his creative writing is also a rejection of the content of his argument. In its place they insert their own views that social cohesion is created when people reasonably adjust ruling conventions to evolving needs.

Despite their valorization of reason, the respondents’ writing is emotionally manipulative. Against Burke as an apologist for the elite, Wollstonecraft defines herself as an advocate of the poor (56–58). Against Burke as spokesman for the ‘authority of the dead’, Paine presents himself as the defender of the ‘rights of the living’.15 Macaulay, who had been involved in previous controversies over the use of emotion in historical writing,16 calls for a balance of reason and emotion: however sorry one might feel about the French king’s ‘personal mortifications’, she states, ‘it must be confessed that he brought them on himself’.17 Identifying themselves by their awareness of the humanity of the common people and concern about oppression, these respondents invite readers to share their sympathies and join them in finding ways to allocate rights and resources more evenly.

Despite their differences in content and values, both Burke’s text and the responses function as social science by offering grounded, contextualized visions of social improvement in a given situation and by taking a lead in civil debate about that situation. For the respondents, and for civil discussion on the whole, the ideal of ‘rational exchange’ is a Benthamite fiction that is useful for marking a stance as sharable and plausible. It does not imply that human nature is, or could become, entirely rational. On the contrary, these authors treat human nature in the composite, social way that Dennis Rasmussen has theorized as a ‘pragmatic strand’ of the Enlightenment.18 A consensus about the need to manage rather than eliminate emotions emerged in civil debate soon after this exchange over Burke’s Reflections when William Godwin published his Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793), which sought to phase out emotions from human decision-making and achieve a system of rational self-rule. Soon conceding the impossibility of such an approach, Godwin factored emotion into later editions.

The practices of Romantic-era social science evident in the French Revolution debate are likewise evident in much writing on other topics. They were reprised in discussions about Parliamentary reform after the Napoleonic wars, when civil society sought lessons from the international conflict that might be applied to the science of government at home. In the Burkean tradition, Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s On the Constitution of Church and State (1829) upheld a hierarchical ideal, with good will fostered among different classes by the educational guidance of the clerisy. More egalitarian ideas about participation in government were propounded in Jeremy Bentham’s Plan of Parliamentary Reform (1817) and Percy Bysshe Shelley’s A Philosophical View of Reform (written in 1819–1820, not published during his lifetime). Social science practices were likewise important in discussions of abolitionism and the treatment of women. Authors concerned with those topics often approached them in the context of a comprehensive study of human nature or social needs and presented a plan for improvement in nonfiction prose, signposted as a reality that readers should try to confirm and implement.

Regarding abolition—both of the slave trade and of slavery itself—very different texts by William Wilberforce and Olaudah Equiano both proceed by studying how society as a whole would be improved by correcting its failure to recognize the humanity of some of its members. In a Letter on the Abolition of the Slave Trade (1807), assembling for the voters in his constituency a comprehensive indictment of this human trafficking, Wilberforce reminded readers that enslaving others contradicts the Christian principles in which they profess to believe.19 Ending the slave trade, then, would further rather than impede national interests: it would help citizens live up to their belief in justice. But Wilberforce does not rest his case on only inspiring abstractions. Recognizing that human beings ‘are more deeply affected by one single tale of misery’ that resonates with them personally than by quantified evidence of ‘sufferings’ disconnected from them, he invents a composite account of what a slave would have experienced and presents it to readers with directions to ‘estimate from [their] own feelings what’ this victim must have endured.20

This technique of making the individual exemplary had been employed in an earlier nonfiction indictment of slavery that had been one of the most widely read books of the early Romantic era—The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African, Written by Himself (1789). Though biography and autobiography may seem to lie outside of the realm of social science because of their individual focus, these genres may be marked as social science by the stance of their authors. Equiano signals his intention of fashioning his life story into social knowledge for use in the cause of abolition by controlling the emotional outbursts that might well have predominated in favour of analysing how he became a literate Christian, able to contribute to the economy and culture of Britain. As Brycchan Carey explains in his ‘Introduction’ to the Oxford World’s Classics edition of Equiano’s Narrative, some inconsistencies have been found in Equiano’s statements about his place of birth, but these have not damaged the credibility of other aspects of his account.21 Whether or not all the details are accurate, the narrative functions as nonfiction and as social science when readers confirm and condemn oppressive experience by analogy.

Regarding the treatment of women, many writers enlisted the comprehensive approach of science to study gender in political contexts. As Anne Mellor points out, much early or proto-feminist writing treated the topic of women’s situation in society as part of the larger matter of ‘universal human rights’ (45). This line of thinking maintains that increasing opportunities for women to function fully as self-determining adults instead of as ‘ “slaves” to husbands and fathers’ would benefit, not only women, but society as a whole (47). This focus on collective improvement is especially evident in the dedication to Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord Talleyrand with which Wollstonecraft prefaced her Vindication of the Rights of Woman. In that dedication, Wollstonecraft posits that the revolutionary progress of the French nation would be spurred by a revision of its new constitution that would extend to women the rights just granted to men (65, 67). Her preface signals that the ensuing analysis of women and men as equally capable of acting as citizens should be taken as social knowledge on which to base legislation.

Though Wollstonecraft confidently assumed an advisory role, the question of who is most qualified to facilitate learning in the civil sphere became a matter for scientific study as the Romantic era unfolded. That question was closely connected with another on whether particular genres or discourses are more effective than others in representing lived experience and raising human consciousness. The sampling of texts in the next section shows how Romantic-era social scientists considered the uses of writing.

The Uses of Writing

Many playwrights, poets, and novelists were eager to discover how their chosen genre could contribute to the public good, and they often enlisted the practices of social science to find out—that is, they placed the features and effects of the given form in a larger context, presented their claims as confirmable by readers, and fashioned arguments about how certain modes of textual interaction could lead to improved modes of social interaction. Ironically, nonfiction prose served as the legitimating discourse for arguments about the merits of other forms of writing. This borrowing of authority is evident, as I will indicate shortly, in William Wordsworth’s ‘Preface’ to Lyrical Ballads, Joanna Baillie’s ‘Introductory Discourse’ to her Plays, and Anna Letitia Barbauld’s examination of novel-writing. Taken for granted and unsung, nonfiction prose facilitated the rational discussion of dramas, poems, and stories; it made claims for these forms seem credible, invited confirmation by analogy, and encouraged moderation in comparisons and contrasts of the advantages of one genre over others.

With the exception of Thomas Love Peacock’s rejection of poetry in favour of rational discourse, these studies of genre seldom resort to rendering other forms ‘civilly incapable’ in the style of the French Revolution debate. Nevertheless, tensions did exist. Maureen McLane has argued that ‘poetry’ and ‘literature’ became rival discourses as early anthropologists, following up on Scottish Enlightenment histories of the stages of civilization, sought a ‘logic of man’, an insight into what is characteristically human, including what is characteristic about human communication.22 Some conceptualized literature, broadly, as the ideal example of human discourse because it advanced with the written word and ‘print technology’; others, such as Wordsworth and Shelley, rejected that mechanistic view and chose poetry as more representative because it arises from the imaginative nature of human beings and thus ‘precedes’ writing and printing (17, 32). McLane also notes that early anthropology raised questions about reason as a distinctively human capacity and complicated notions of poetry as an elite form of writing since it was associated with the irrational cultures of early civilization (49, 17, 34–35).

As McLane’s study shows how Romantic-era writers took up questions that became specific to the social science of anthropology, Michelle Faubert’s Rhyming Reason shows how they were involved in questions that became specific to the social science of psychology as it emerged from Scottish Enlightenment medicine and moral philosophy. Noting that definitions of sanity for this period centred on ‘self-reflexivity’, Faubert argues that ‘psychological writing’ aimed to help people ‘reflect upon [their] minds’ and ‘speak their subjectivity into being’.23 While noting that Enlightenment and Romantic-era psychologists wrote prose treatises to share their theories with each other, she treats as more significant the poetry they wrote to introduce less specialized readers to this concept of mental health and to help them achieve it (9–10). Though Faubert concentrates on the poetry of writers who are not well known in the literary canon, she connects this effort with canonical figures, especially Wordsworth, who were concerned with psychic and social well-being. This shared goal resulted in some rivalry between ‘the Poet and the Man of Science’ (to use Wordsworth’s names for these figures in the ‘Preface’ to Lyrical Ballads) as to who could most effectively guide readers toward self-understanding, including an understanding of their moral responsibilities as members of society, and thus fulfil the role of the ‘cultural leader’ or ‘sage’ for their time (20–25; on tensions between poets and other scientists, cf. McLane 40–41, 111–112).

The parity between poets and scientists or between writers and readers depends on processes of analogizing that Susan Manning and Devin Griffiths have examined in many different forms of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century writing. Juxtaposing Erasmus Darwin and Charles Darwin, Griffiths shows how the speculative mode of thinking about life forms in the work of the earlier, more literary Darwin returns in the correspondences among life forms projected by the later, more scientific Darwin. The scientific analogies are creative analogies suggesting ‘patterns that [as yet] have no name’; the imaginative aspect of his scientific prose enabled Darwin to make visible and present to readers his perception of the biological universe and to expect readers to adapt this vision as their own.24 While Griffiths’s attention to analogy reveals the subtle permutations by which bodies of knowledge are formed and reformed, more overt manipulations of knowledge systems can be seen in the defences of specific genres made by Romantic-era writers. Writers from Baillie and Wordsworth to Shelley, Peacock, and Barbauld constructed claims for drama or poetry or novels as social knowledge by offering them as useful for improving social relations and by casting the writer into the role of social advisor.

Similar claims about the benefits of drama and poetry appear in Baillie’s ‘Introductory Discourse’ to her Series of Plays … Delineat[ing] the … Passions (1798) and in Wordsworth’s ‘Preface’ to Lyrical Ballads (1800, 1802). Each argues for the chosen genre as especially well suited to help readers cultivate a balance of reason and emotion and use it to counter the socially destructive tendencies of selfishness, elitism, and materialism. While explaining their own works as designed for this purpose, their prefatory materials are not limited to their volumes but offer comments on the effects of dramatic and poetic forms in general. Similarly, when crediting playwrights and poets with social insight, they are not referring to themselves alone but making the personal example representative of all those who write in the ways described.

Baillie’s argument for drama centres on its use in directing ‘sympathetic curiosity’, a ‘propensity’ inherent in human nature, ‘to reason and reflect’ on the ways people behave in various situations.25 That Baillie uses the term ‘reflect’ and thus suggests a common concern with the psychologists Faubert studies is more than coincidental, for her work has roots in the same Scottish Enlightenment medical context. As Frederick Burwick has established, she was influenced by the medical studies and lectures of her brother, Matthew Baillie, who was a physician with an interest in mental illness.26 The goal in evaluating the conduct of dramatic characters is to recognize when passion overtakes good judgement and leads to the disintegration of the character’s personality and social relations. Recognizing the early symptoms in the character should train readers or viewers to detect such early warning signs in other situations and prevent them from developing to the extreme that occurs in the play (94). Drama, she maintains, is superior to other genres in this exercise because the characters ‘speak directly’ to the audience and thus challenge them to interpret what they see without the aid of novelistic narratives or poetic elaborations (82). Viewers or readers must try out their own comparisons, just as they must do in lived experience. The guidelines for performing this interpretive exercise are provided by the nonfiction prose ‘Introductory Discourse’, which explains not only the process of evaluating the staged behaviour but the rationale for doing so. The ultimate aim is the creation of a ‘more just … merciful … [and] compassionate’ society (74)—a society whose members consciously cultivate self-control because they value the collective life they share.

Though Baillie makes no direct references to contemporary politics, her intention of intervening in the civil sphere is evident from her claim that this dramatic exercise will produce ‘better Judge[s] … Magistrate[s and] … Advocate[s]’ (76). Like Macaulay’s tactical balance of reason and emotion in historical judgement, Baillie’s direction of sympathy in legal affairs identifies her as an advisor in the civil sphere—one who models a more comprehensive perspective on the separate positions and who offers a method for moving beyond emotionally polarized impasses. The ‘Introductory Discourse’ signposts her view of emotional control as plausible and confirmable by readers by its frequent use of the first-person plural in its elaborations on her studies of human nature and ‘moral writing’, which have taught her about the workings of ‘our minds’ and the emotions ‘all have experienced’ (67, 69, 72). Making this means of improving social relations sufficiently credible to warrant discussion, the ‘Introductory Discourse’ functions as social science.

Wordsworth’s ‘Preface’ to Lyrical Ballads is more direct and more sweeping in its references to the situation in which he intends to intervene. Alluding to ‘national events’ along with urbanization, industrialization, and the poor quality of popular literature and entertainments, he describes a dysfunctional civil sphere in which meaningful discussion has been suspended because these conditions have thrown the minds of potential participants into ‘a state of almost savage torpor’.27 In this context, Wordsworth introduces his agenda for using poetry—his own lyrical ballads along with the works of some long-cherished writers such as Shakespeare and Milton—to help readers regain mental and social balance. Such poetry, he argues, enables people to become aware of how ‘feelings and ideas are associated’, to develop ‘rational sympathy’ for all human experience, but especially for the ‘low and rustic life’ discounted by political economists, and to exercise their own judgement about innovations instead of defaulting to traditions or trends (i. 126, 143, 124). Explaining why he believes that poetry more than any other genre can lead to this mental recovery, Wordsworth attributes the benefit to the control of the emotional content by the regular, formal metre—a pattern that represents the relationship between thought and feeling (i. 145–149). Readers trained by poetry to take a comprehensive view of the vicissitudes of human experience would be prepared to face the barrage of current affairs without succumbing to ‘torpor’; they could address them meaningfully in the civil sphere.

Like Baillie’s ‘Introductory Discourse’, Wordsworth’s ‘Preface’ relies on nonfiction prose to give guidelines for interpreting another genre and to mark his position as plausible and confirmable. Wordsworth modelled the movement from poetry to the civil sphere that the ‘Preface’ suggests by sending Lyrical Ballads to Charles James Fox, MP, in the hope that some of the poems would lead Fox to imagine how ‘rustic’ characters feel about their homes and communities and as a result to modify laws that would expropriate small landholdings and assign poor people to workhouses.28 Another text addressing the treatment of the poor—Thomas Malthus’s An Essay on the Principle of Population (1798)—countered Wordsworth’s sympathetic approach. Malthus’s Essay is a scientific study of the problem of population growth outpacing the agricultural growth that should sustain it, and it does intend to ‘improve’ the situation by recommending that poor people avoid reproduction and that legislators curtail relief programmes so as to conserve resources and to stop compensating for imprudence. While Malthus may have made a reasonable argument, his shockingly unsympathetic attitude towards the poor was a polarizing force in the civil sphere and drew many writers together against him. As McLane points out, the contention over Malthus was part of a larger conflict over the ways of thinking and feeling about social relations represented on the one hand by utilitarian calculation and on the other by poetic sympathy (40–41, 109–112). The writing of poetry itself was caught up in this value conflict as Utilitarians tried to figure out the usefulness of poetry. This debate was most famously played out in nonfiction prose in Peacock’s Four Ages of Poetry (1820) and Shelley’s Defence of Poetry (written in 1821, not published during his lifetime).

In the opening salvo, Peacock contended that poetry was useful in primitive times when it promoted social cohesion by bringing people together in praise of the warrior chief who protected them. After people learned to reason, they also learned more sophisticated ways of organizing society and communicating about their needs. Shelley responded to Peacock by inquiring into the nature of human needs and what satisfies them. For Shelley, the greatest needs do not lie in profitable organization or rational communication but in ethical relations, especially love. Poetry is the most useful means of sustaining a moral society because it ‘strengthens’ the imaginative capacity for ‘going out of our own nature’ and ‘put[ting ourselves] in the place of another and of many others’.29

Though Peacock’s and Shelley’s pieces seem reducible to a simple dichotomy and to knowledge claims that cancel each other out, questions about literal readings of Peacock have often arisen. Peacock’s position is so extreme that some readers find it more likely to be a satire or parody than an exposition of utilitarian thinking. Addressing this controversy, Nicholas Joukovsky argues that Peacock is both satirizing utilitarian priorities and elevating prose fiction over poetry as the most useful discourse for his time.30 Reading The Four Ages together with Peacock’s other works, Joukovsky finds that he consistently values literature that helps people engage with ‘ideas’. For him, the verse formats and emotional expression predominant in poetry interfere with such engagement, but prose fiction can be designed to investigate ‘questions of moral and political science’.31

While Shelley’s conclusion about poets as the ‘unacknowledged legislators of the world’32 directly identifies poets as social advisors, Peacock’s indirection warns that poets and creative writers were losing credibility in the civil sphere. After the Romantic era, social scientists show an increasing reluctance to centre their identities on their writing. Harriet Martineau, for instance, now recognized as the first woman sociologist, chose the identity of the traveller for the social scientist in the landmark methodological study, How to Observe Manners and Morals, published in 1838. Martineau nevertheless remained willing to write fiction throughout her career, and the Victorian novel became increasingly immersed in the study of social relations even as the domain of social science became increasingly distant from the territory of literature.

Usefulness was the criterion by which novels had been judged in eighteenth-century debates over whether such realistic prose fiction—and its less realistic counterpart, the romance—posed dangers to impressionable readers who might construe anything appealing as true. Uneasiness about novels lingered into the Romantic era, as evidenced by Barbauld’s qualified defence of the genre in the essay ‘On the Origin and Progress of Novel Writing’ she prefaced to the edition of The British Novelists she edited for Rivington in 1810. Though announcing her purpose as ‘show[ing] that this species of composition is entitled to a higher rank than has been generally assigned it’,33 her defence treats novels more as escapes from, than interventions in, social reality, and she herself preferred to write poetry and nonfiction prose for the studies of war, the slave trade, and other topics that she contributed to the civil sphere. The difficulty of separating fiction from nonfiction sometimes made novels useful for managing social relations, a use cultivated by Walter Scott through intricate combinations of fiction and history that promised to resolve tensions between Scotland and England.

Scott’s genre manipulation has been much studied, including by Griffiths, who considers how Scott’s writing developed analogizing techniques that became useful for understanding evolution in the natural sciences. Griffiths describes how Scott suggests diversified or counterfactual relations that have no exact precedent in the past but that appear as plausible or desirable (212, 121–125). His representations make the idea of different pasts—or different futures—thinkable, and they show how imagination makes people ‘agent[s] in history’, who can steer, though not fully determine, its course (121). Without diminishing Scott’s contribution to ‘the accession of fictionality’ (to borrow Duncan’s phrasing),34 it is worth noticing that his mergers of fiction and nonfiction also reinforce the strength of whatever is taken to be nonfiction to signal knowledge that can be confirmed and shared. This characteristic helps his prose function as social science that offers insights into lived experience. A brief glance at the nonfiction framing of The Heart of Midlothian (a novel not considered by Griffiths) illustrates this point.

When Sir Walter revised the original text (1818) of The Heart of Midlothian for the ‘Magnum’ edition (1830), he added notes and other metatexts that signal historical documentation, but, I suggest, the main text of the first chapter, common to earlier and later versions, itself represents a more telling use of nonfiction. The chapter centres on a discussion among fictional characters—two lawyers and the authorial persona Peter Pattieson—that remarks on the popularity of novels but presents nonfiction as nevertheless more compelling. Despite admitting to an appetite for novels, lawyer Hardie says that he is far more engaged by his reading ‘in the State Trials, or in the Books of Adjournal’ because those nonfiction books reveal ‘the human heart, and turns of fortune far beyond what the boldest novelist ever attempted to produce from the coinage of his brain’.35 Maintaining that ‘the true thing will triumph over the brightest inventions of the most ardent imagination’, he proposes that a superior narrative of human interest could be composed of the records from the prison in Edinburgh36—a proposal followed up by Pattieson’s narrative of Effie Deans’s imprisonment and her sister’s efforts to obtain her pardon, which forms the plot of Scott’s novel. That the supposed truth claim makes the fictional story more compelling illustrates the continuing importance of ascribing (in Bentham’s term) authenticity to a fiction in order to make it useful. While Scott exerted a tremendous influence in his time, he preferred to be indirect about the novelist’s role in the civil sphere, drawing readers into interpretive collaborations.

In sum, the social science writing of these Romantic-era authors is distinguished for situating topical matters in larger contexts of human affairs, for aiming to improve social relations, and for relying on nonfiction prose to present their views as confirmable by and useful to readers. An exception to the taken-for-granted reliance on nonfiction appears towards the end of the Romantic era when Thomas Carlyle revisits the French Revolution and all the contention it set off. As British society was still struggling to understand the impact and implications of those events, Carlyle presented a study of them in an unclassifiable form. The French Revolution: A History (1837) closes the analytical distance between the events studied and the writer and readers in order to script a creative experience leading readers to see how social knowledge is constructed, to participate in constituting it, and to use the results to move on from the fears and hopes that haunted the civil sphere. As narrator, Carlyle sometimes addresses his pointedly conceptualized characters, such as the ‘seagreen Incorruptible’ Maximilien Robespierre, and sometimes his readers; he surpasses Burke in emotion-laden comments about the monarchs (‘O hapless Marie-Antoinette, fated to pass thy life with such men!’) while following Wollstonecraft in inviting readers to collaborate in reasoning with him and Catharine Macaulay in balancing sympathy with criticism (‘Readers, therefore, can judge … ’).37 Carlyle’s prose enacts advice to choose to study and interpret experience and to use the findings for present purposes.
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Figure 20.1 ‘Bruslot a la Sonde’. Pierre Mortier, Atlas Maritime. Amsterdam: Pierre Mortier [ca. 1700]. By permission of the Phillips Library, Peabody Essex Museum, Salem, MA. [LIBPR0000047].



In a crucial demonstration of this advice, Carlyle metaphorizes ‘old France’ as a ‘Fireship’ that, with its contending crew, ‘sail[s] away … into the Deep of Time’. Viewing it, with readers, from the perspective of History, he remarks that what ‘we … see … [is] what is of interest to us, what is adapted to us’.38 The image of a fireship is especially well suited to convey all the chaos and contradictions of regime change, given the controversial nature of such vessels throughout maritime history. Figure 20.1 shows an example of a vessel that has been turned into a fireship (‘brulot’ or ‘bruslot’ in French). Regarding a similar image that appears on page 143 in his study of fireships, Peter Kirsch explains that captured frigates, procured colliers, and even fishing boats could be kitted out as fireships by governments—or their opponents—who wished to spare the expense of building a new vessel only to have it burned in combat.39 Further, Kirsch explains, fireships were most effective when they appeared to be friendly ships, misleading their targets into feeling safe until it was too late to escape or take defensive measures (72). Fireships thus necessarily pose interpretive challenges, and according to Kirsch, they raise moral questions as well—not only because they involve deception but also because they set off indiscriminate destruction (6–7, 210–212, 221). Evoking the image of a fireship, Carlyle took advantage of the physical and ethical ambiguity of the concept to illustrate the challenge of constituting meaning. By extension, Carlyle’s interpretive endeavours can serve well as an emblem for the efforts of Romantic-era writers to practise social science through nonfiction prose.
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Part IV

Complex Identities


Chapter 21


Autobiography



Ian Balfour

   We see but darkly

Even when we look behind us.

     Wordsworth, The Prelude

Writers, slaves, and courtesans. These were the sorts of people who authored the bestselling and most compelling autobiographies of the Romantic era in Britain at a moment when the genre—if it is one—was coming into its own. There was a proliferation of all kinds of published writing in the first person, much of it markedly autobiographical: diaries, letters, journals, essays, novels, and more. The present chapter—partly because other modes are accounted for elsewhere in this volume—concentrates on extended texts that are full-fledged autobiographies or just about, ones that attempt to render long stretches and numerous aspects of the author’s life.1

Yet once one moves beyond the minimum requirements for an autobiography to be just that, the status of autobiography as a genre soon emerges as precarious on several scores. If an autobiography is a true or adequate account of an individual life, one would think the text would be unique and decidedly individual. To that extent, it would not be ‘generic’. Should not every autobiography be sui generis and thus lacking the important commonalities of a genre? Yet if one considers a large number of autobiographies together, certain patterns take shape, common aspects emerge, and some autobiographies start to resemble each other, inviting the suspicion that there might be a genre after all. This has something to do with the fact that no individual life is utterly individual: a young woman in a working-class family in England on the cusp of the nineteenth century will have much in common with others growing up in similar circumstances: hardships, circumscribed prospects, a certain level of education, and (lack of) leisure time. It stands to reason that the life stories of people living under similar circumstances—subject to parallel forces of class, gender, race, education, and more—would resemble each other. In Rambler 60, Samuel Johnson opined:


I have often thought that there has rarely passed a Life of which a judicious and faithful Narrative would not be useful. For, not only every Man has in the mighty Mass of the World great Numbers in the same Condition with himself, to whom his Mistakes and Miscarriages, Escapes and Expedients would be of immediate and apparent Use, but there is such a Uniformity in the state of Man, considered apart from adventitious and separable Decorations and Disguises, that there is scarce any Possibility of Good or Ill, but is common to Humankind …2



The particularities of a given life co-exist with shared and repeatable features presenting a dialectic of the unique and the similar which perhaps accounts for why autobiographies tend to present lives both similar enough to and different enough from the lives of readers that interest in the life story of the other can be sustained. Moreover, autobiographies often explicitly or implicitly invite readers—including of different classes, races, and sexes—to put themselves, virtually, in the place of the author, even if that author is so singular as, say, Malcolm X or Gertrude Stein.3 Somewhat along these lines, Paul de Man contends:


Autobiography … is not a genre or a mode, but a figure of reading or of understanding that occurs, to some degree, in all texts. The autobiographical moment happens as an alignment between the two subjects involved in the process of reading in which they determine each other by mutual reflexive substitution. The structure implies differentiation as well as similarity, since both depend on a substitutive exchange that constitutes the subject.4



Despite the similarities among lives informing similarities among autobiographies, autobiography, unlike many literary genres and forms (comedy, tragedy, sonnet), has no given shape or formal structure built into it. Sigmund Freud had a resistance to the related genre of biography precisely because it tended to impose, violently, shape—and thus meaning—on the shapeless. Yet in the absence of any shaping given in advance, authors of autobiographies, all writing in retrospect, tend to plot out their lives, find patterns, note repetitions, and posit turning points. Conversion, for example, makes a good organizing principle for narrative, dividing a life into before and after. That it organizes the first great, canonical autobiography, Augustine’s Confessions (written 397–400), provides a powerful paradigm for a slew of spiritual autobiographies that began to flourish in England in the seventeenth century, in advance of secular autobiographies. Or consider the curious fact that in some of the greatest autobiographies in the Western tradition, it so happens that a crucial early episode singled out for focus is a scene of theft. This holds for Augustine’s gratuitous stealing of pears (just for the sake of it, not because of hunger), his first moral crisis and sin; Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s theft of a ribbon, about which he virtually obsesses and which is posited as the origin of his confessions; or William Wordsworth’s anxiety-riddled stealing of a rowboat for which the guilty young boy will seem admonished by nature and/as a father figure.5 Is this some odd coincidence or something that many children go through? Is it a kind of episode highlighting what belongs to a self and what does not, thus constituting a resonant, organizing event for the text of a person’s life?

No autobiographer can write her or his own death. Thus, no autobiography can end with a death, often so apt a means of closure for a novel or a tragedy. In this way, too, autobiography risks being relatively shapeless, open-ended. Many writers of autobiography, however, give some measure of shape and meaning to a provisional life not yet ended. Many invoke symbolic or figurative deaths in advance of a real one that will not arrive within the life. ‘I was almost born dead’, Rousseau can say at one point, and at another that ‘[I] did not begin to live until I looked on myself as a dead man’.6 This is in keeping with autobiography being, structurally, the account of a present, later self, reflecting on an earlier one, a self not coming back except in memory and thus ‘dead’ with respect to the writer living and writing. Autobiographers write from beyond the grave of an earlier, older—because younger—self. Death haunts everywhere the writing of lives.7

The unstable genre of autobiography takes some cues from biography, an older, more established kind of writing. Biographies in the main were about extraordinary people: royals, saints, statesmen, and the like. Plutarch does not record the life of just anyone. Early autobiographies too tended to issue from people already notable for something or other. The genre emerges in tandem with the rise of celebrity culture, bolstered by burgeoning newspaper and pamphlet culture, with their premiums on notoriety and gossip.8 But many autobiographies straddle the line between two kinds of exemplarity, with the subject being ordinary and extraordinary: exemplary ‘of’ and exemplary ‘to’. As ordinary, the autobiographical subject, in the era of a rising, consolidating bourgeoisie, is roughly like her or his readers but this ordinary person tends to have had a life that is also—or at points—extraordinary. In this, the ‘auto-biographer’ (Harriette Wilson’s term) resembles the paradigmatic subjects of many first-person novels of the long eighteenth century, from Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719) on, where forces combine to pressure the novel to operate in the modes of realism and romance in one and the same text.

Rousseau is likely the most important writer outside Britain for the development of Romantic prose and thought—Mary Shelley could never get enough of him—including the possibilities for autobiography. His path-breaking, notorious Confessions begins with about the most extravagant claim to singularity imaginable:


I have resolved on an enterprise which has no precedent [exemple] and which, once complete, will have no imitator. My purpose is to display to my kind [mes semblables] a portrait in every way true to nature, and the man I shall portray will be myself.

Simply myself. I know my own heart and understand my fellow man. But I am made unlike any one I have ever met [comme aucun]; I will even venture to say that I am like no one in the whole world. I may be no better, but at least I am different [je suis autre]. Whether Nature did well or ill in breaking the mould in which she formed me, is a question which can only be resolved after the reading of my book. (17)



At the outset Rousseau allows for the possibility of similarity to others, desiring to address the author’s semblables. But the virtual similarity is quickly withdrawn: Rousseau believes he is not ‘like’ anyone, comme aucun. Nature ‘naturally’ broke the mould, roughly in keeping with his philosophico-anthropological commitment to the natural over the artificial.

Rousseau’s Confessions, published posthumously beginning in 1782, were scandalous. What was this writer—something of a philosopher and a public intellectual—doing talking about masturbation, exposure, or acknowledging the pleasure he took in being spanked, of which he asks, ‘Who could have supposed that this childish punishment, received at the age of eight at the hands of a woman of thirty, would determine my tastes and desires, my passions, my very self for the rest of my life … ?’ (26). These possibly outrageous confessions are clustered mainly in the account of Rousseau’s youth and it is indeed partly his stressing the importance of childhood events that resonated for the Romantics in his train. There was a new premium on authenticity of expression in the period, as Bernard Williams has argued, with Rousseau as the acknowledged paradigm.9 A lover of paradoxes, Rousseau is aware that one is rarely more convincing than when admitting to lying or wrongdoing. The thinker who would offer the century’s most compelling account of the origins of inequality, in the Discourse on the Origin of Inequality (1755), a key moment of which is the unfounded assertion of private property (‘This is mine’!), presents the most crucial moment of his life and his confessions as an episode of stealing and then lying about it.10 When working as a servant in a household alongside a young girl, Marion, for whom he has amorous feelings, Jean-Jacques steals a ribbon (linked to Marion), gets caught, and when charged with accounting for his action, he volunteers the name ‘Marion’, thus blaming her unjustly for his own wrongdoing. She is dismissed from her post and Rousseau, the future champion of justice, is haunted for decades by his action. The event is acknowledged as an impetus for the whole project of the confessions. Rousseau hopes partly to resolve the haunting problem by confessing to it, in public writing: ‘May I never have to speak of it again’ (89), he wishes. Yet return he does to this very episode, in the later Reveries of a Solitary Walker (1782), still haunted.

Paul de Man proposes, partly apropos the episode of the stolen ribbon, that Rousseau’s text, like similar ones, operates in the two modes—not necessarily coexisting easily—of the constative and the performative. The recording of states of affairs plays out in the mode of representation, the domain of true and false, whereas some crucial formulations, such as Rousseau’s excusing of himself, are performative: they do something just by being enunciated. Most particularly, de Man’s suggests the dynamic of ‘qui s’accuse, s’excuse’ (those who accuse themselves, excuse themselves) is powerfully at work in Rousseau’s Confessions. Rousseau tries, retroactively, to get himself off the hook but ends up, discursively, compounding his guilt. Rousseau’s tortuous explanations of his wrongdoing make it appear he had no choice, that he seized ‘on the first person who occurred to me’ [‘le premier objet qui offrit’], and that his sensibility was operating, as he says in the later account of the same event in the Reveries, beyond his control: ‘My heart followed these rules mechanically’.11 The episode is one of many in which Rousseau seems torn between understanding his actions as, in Jacques Derrida’s terms, ‘machine’ and ‘event’.12 Though Rousseau praises spontaneity, immediacy, and the natural, all of those often emerge in his texts as dependent on a material, mechanical substrate.

Autobiographies, as texts of unique selves, might seem to depend, discursively, on the singularity of the proper name. But a curious feature of autobiography is how many authors have a multiplicity of names (Equiano, Malcolm X, et alia). Rousseau, for one reason or another, sometimes adopts different names (Vaussore, an anagram of his real name, or the improbable Dudding!) and even, in one text, divides himself in two: Rousseau Juge de Jean-Jacques. In Rousseau’s text this multiple naming takes its place in an array of situations of (self-) reflection whose extremes range from him being most himself to not at all himself. Rousseau’s account of when he is most himself has consequences for the project of his autobiography:


In thinking over the details of my life which are lost to my memory, what I most regret is that I did not keep diaries of my travels. Never did I think so much, exist so vividly, and experience so much, never have I been so much myself [tant été moi]—if I may use that expression—as in the journeys I have taken alone and on foot. There is something about walking which stimulates and enlivens my thoughts. When I stay in one place I can hardly think at all. (157–158; 162)



None of this bodes well for the text we read. The self we most want to know does not seem accessible: the self when most itself. Even if Rousseau wishes he had kept diaries—immediate or proximate records of his experiences and thoughts—those too would have been in writing, and thus produced when sedentary, with the author hardly able to think. This autobiographer spells out the problems besetting his writing:


I have never been able to do anything with my pen in my hand, and my desk and paper before me; it is on my walks, among the rocks and trees, it is at night in my bed when I lie awake that I compose in my head, and you can imagine how slowly, for I am completely without verbal memory. (113–114; 114)



Yet in the next paragraph Rousseau testifies to his total reliance on memory in the larger (not just verbal) sense:


I can only see clearly in retrospect, it is only in my memories that my mind can work. I have neither feeling nor understanding for anything that is said or done or that happens before my eyes. … But afterwards it all comes back to me, I remember the place and time, the tone of voice and look, the gesture and situation; nothing escapes me. (114)



What could be better for the project of autobiography? Yet we have already read some pages earlier that ‘no man ever passed the sponge so rapidly or so completely over the past as I do’ (103). This dialectic is relentlessly negative, rendering unstable virtually every claim in the text.

Yet for the reader of Rousseau, his accounts of his experience can be vivid and compelling: his power struggles with his various masters, the ups and downs of his erotic life, and the intensity of his relation to perhaps the most important woman in his life. Rousseau’s mother had died in giving birth to him and he can call his benefactress, Madame de Warens, ‘Mamma’. The figure of speech is so forceful that when the relationship passes from friendship to sexual, Rousseau can say ‘I felt as if I had committed incest’ (189). The intensity of the life and the extravagance of some of the formulations contribute to the Confessions being high-pitched, categorical, and a bundle of contradictions. Rousseau’s account of himself is alternately paranoid, narcissistic, self-punishing, and self-congratulating. None of these impulses contribute well to an autobiography being a faithful rendering of a life. The authenticity, such as it is, is one of passion and desire, rife with emotions not recollected in tranquillity. Passion, as Rousseau makes clear in his writings on the origins of language, is as disfiguring as it is possibly truthful.

And much of it is communicated in writing that seems at odds with the experiences that it is supposed to represent. Rousseau is given to catastrophic thinking at almost any time but perhaps the most consequential downturn with respect to the life and the confessions to come lies in the fateful decision to take up a life of reflective writing by deciding, after Denis Diderot’s prompting, to answer the question for a prize essay from the Academy of Dijon whether the progress of the sciences and arts has served to purify or corrupt morals. The upshot? ‘I did so, and from that moment, I was lost. All the rest of my life and of my misfortunes followed inevitably as a result of that moment’s madness’ (328). The Confessions remains a vexed monument to and a fraught consequence of the moment when all was lost.

The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African, published in 1789 with many lofty subscribers, is distinctive among the great autobiographies of the Romantic era by virtue of its character as what has come to be called the ‘slave narrative’.13 The massive fact of Equiano being a slave for a substantial portion of his life informs utterly the content and shape of the story, including for the remainder of his life in England and on the seas again when he is a free man. If a vaguely Platonic model of an autobiography would entail accounting for the contours and high points of an entire life and the important characteristics of a person, Equiano’s narrative would hardly qualify. There are numerous generic or sub-generic impulses in Equiano’s story: spiritual autobiography, conversion narrative, captivity narrative, travel narrative, adventure story or romance, and apologia for one’s life. They are all aligned with or subordinated to the importance of accounting for Equiano’s life as a slave. The force of slavery informs not just the referential account of his life but what the story is designed to do: to display to his readership the horrors of slavery and to make the case for abolition of the slave trade, in keeping with his work with the Sons of Africa in the 1780s toward that end. The narrative does something. What de Man analyses in Rousseau as the performative effort of persuasion and what Elizabeth Bruss identifies as ‘autobiographical acts’ are much at work in his text, all of it written retrospectively relatively late in life. The point is not just to inform his readers but to persuade them of the imperative to abolish the slave trade, no matter what the economic costs for the powers that be. The addresses are crucially important at charged moments of the text, as when he blurts out ‘O, ye nominal Christians!’ (61), confronting those in power who profit from and enforce a system manifestly anathema to the ethos of the Gospels.

The weight of the moral charge against the white European administrators and enforcers of slavery depends in part on his presumably true story of the horrors of slavery. As it happens, some doubts hang over the authenticity of Equiano’s account of the early years of his life. Equiano recounts his early upbringing in what is present-day Nigeria and gives a vivid account of the practices of his society, including that of slavery, so very close to home, as his father, no less, was a slave-owner. Even slaves, in Equiano’s home country, could own slaves. But that regime of slavery pales, as it were, in comparison with the far more brutal and exploitative sort that he experiences and records in the West Indies.

Some scholars contend, as a few documents suggest, that Equiano was in fact born in South Carolina.14 Were this true, it might cast a pall over the rest of the story, some foundations being false. But even if true, Equiano’s fabulation might be justified as being in the service of the higher cause of persuading people to abolish the slave trade. Equiano records many and varied horrors of his treatment as a slave: his being kidnapped, bought and sold like a commodity or thing several times over, physically abused, and subject to one broken promise after another. He is often cheated of the precious little money he earns or altogether deprived of his freedom. Equiano’s descriptions of the terrors of slavery are delivered succinctly, without much graphic detail. It is as if he thinks the relatively bare-bones facts are sufficient to convey the idea of his extreme travails. More elaborate, reflective prose is usually allotted to ethical, spiritual, and religious matters, as here:


… as I was reading and meditating on the fourth chapter of the Acts, twelfth verse, under the solemn apprehensions of eternity, and reflecting on my past actions, I began to think I had lived a moral life, and that I had a proper ground to believe I had an interest in the divine favour; but still meditating on the subject, not knowing whether salvation was to be had partly for our own good deeds, or solely as the sovereign gift of God; in this deep consternation the Lord was pleased to break in upon my soul with his bright beams of heavenly light; and in an instant as it were, removing the veil, and letting light into a dark place, I saw clearly with the eye of faith the crucified Saviour bleeding on the cross on mount Calvary: the scriptures became an unsealed book, I saw myself a condemned criminal under the law, which came with its full force to my conscience, and when ‘the commandment came sin revived, and I died’, I saw the Lord Jesus Christ in his humiliation, loaded and bearing my reproach, sin, and shame. (189–190)



These verses from Acts recounting Peter’s liberation from prison strike a chord with Equiano, not unlike how biblical verses spoke to a young Augustine—himself north African—affording the occasion of his conversion. The passage is written from the vantage of retrospection, from which Equiano sees everywhere ‘the hand of God, without whose permission a sparrow cannot fall’ (88). At this point, Equiano is beyond his conversion, an avid student of Scripture, a ‘black Christian’ (92), as some style him, and everything is interpreted through the funnel of a certain Protestantism. As with Augustine and in the spirt of Protestantism, Equiano imagines he is a direct relation to his God, even when mediated by texts. It’s no surprise, given the brutal treatment to which Equiano was subjected, the Book of Job would be so frequently invoked, as resonant epigraphs and otherwise. Equiano experiences the depths and heights of the sorts catalogued in the Bible, and the overarching story of the passage from slavery or bondage to freedom corresponds to the grand narrative of the Bible itself, in both testaments, Christian and Hebrew.

‘Freedom’, Theodor Adorno contends, ‘follows the subject’s urge to express itself’.15 In Equiano’s time, autobiography emerges as a form of freedom, an affirmation of oneself, an affirmation of one’s own life as something worth another’s consideration. Equiano notes at the outset: ‘I own I offer here the history of neither a saint, a hero, nor a tyrant’ (31). But whereas those strictures were in place in older dispensations for biography and the newer mode of autobiography, Equiano writes at a time when the lives of people not of those orders were thought plausible to be recounted. There is, to be sure, some residual expectation that a life recounted should be in some respects extraordinary, and Equiano’s life qualifies on several counts: the extremities that come with being a slave, coupled with the adventures of life on the high seas, fitting for a romance in the literary sense. Equiano seems well aware of what would captivate his readers.

Equiano displays a considerable drive to assimilate to the culture that first enslaved him. He’s an eager learner and a quick study. After first being puzzled that books do not actually talk to their readers, he makes a point of steeping himself in the Bible and the likes of Paradise Lost, both of which he quotes to great effect.16 Conspicuously, he is drawn to embrace Christianity, indeed Protestantism—he has a pronounced distaste for Catholicism—and the premium Protestantism assigns to individuality. As a slave, he had to accept even the improbable name, Gustavus Vassa—he would have preferred ‘Jacob’—rather as Crusoe’s Friday did or, much later, Malcolm X. On the title page of his life story, he regains his original, proper African name, one index of how his autobiography is an exercise in and affirmation of freedom on the far side of its utter opposite.

Wordsworth was the first to observe of what would become The Prelude that it was ‘a thing unprecedented in Literary history that a man should talk so much about himself’.17 While that claim might be undermined by the prior example of Rousseau, it certainly was true for talking about oneself at great length in verse. The Prelude occupied Wordsworth for large swaths of his life and intermittently from 1798 until his death in 1850. Parts were composed in fits and starts, with some sections of the long poem published as autonomous poems, such as ‘The Boy of Winander’, one sign of the presence of lyric impulses within an overarching narrative. In 1799 a two-book version seemed a self-enclosed thing and perhaps again for the five-book version of 1804. But to the extent that the poem became the poem of ‘the growth of a poet’s mind’—in Wordsworth’s characterization—the poem grew as the poet did and never quite stopped until Wordsworth’s death, even if focused on his youth and early adult years.

That some parts of the huge poem in progress could be quarried for discrete poems was not some accident of publishing history, nor a craven way to rush parts of the big poem into print. It was fundamental to Wordsworth’s modus operandi, almost a ‘philosophy’ of poetry, that distinct ‘spots of time’ punctuated his existence and constituted the brief subjects of poetizing. The poem highlights from within certain of its moments, often sublime or visionary, ones that alternate with relative banalities (card-playing or the creeping boredom of Cambridge days). They give the poem a discontinuous rhythm, if not quite a shape.

If Rousseau is troubled by versions of his own death in advance of a real one, Wordsworth is often spooked by the death of another as an admonition or cautionary tale about his own life and looming death. The episodes of the Dream of the Arab, the discharged soldier, and the drowned man of Esthwaite present Wordsworth with the spectre of an individual or general halt to life. Among the encounters with numerous disenfranchised, marginal figures, that with the blind beggar has the most direct pertinence for the writing of Wordsworth’s life:


And once, far travelled in such mood, beyond

The reach of common indications, lost

Amid the moving pageant, ’twas my chance

Abruptly to be smitten with the view

Of a blind beggar, who, with upright face,

Stood propped against a wall, upon his chest

Wearing a written paper, to explain

The story of the man, and who he was.

My mind did at this spectacle turn round

As with the might of waters, and it seemed

To me that in this label was a type

Or emblem of the utmost that we know

Both of ourselves and of the universe.18


Wordsworth is stunned by the inscription on the blind beggar’s chest presenting his life story in what amounts to a few lines.19 It’s a text that cannot be read by the person whose story it is. This utterly brief story, illegible to the beggar bearing it and b(e)aring it on his chest, is nonetheless taken to be a model of self-knowledge and knowledge tout court. What does this say about the project of The Prelude? It’s not clear that the poem should go on. But it goes on.

There are numerous moments, often of sublime intensity, when the poet screeches to a halt, forced to reflect on his more or less precarious situation, in the face of another, or having his own self estranged in its otherness, as when, disappointed on learning he has crossed the Alps without knowing it, he addresses his ‘Imagination’ as if it were an autonomous power—arising from an ‘unfathered vapour’—that has control over him. The poem and poet are again brought to a standstill. But rather as in the dynamics of the Kantian sublime, the forced turn inward, after the self has been challenged to its core, somehow triggers a strengthening of the self, a heightening or empowering, a recognition of the self’s formidable powers, not least of imagination, establishing, at least momentarily, an independence from and over nature. This happens in numerous early scenes of stealing (birds in snares, eggs, a rowboat) and intellectually in thinking about the obscurity of origins of anything in one’s own mind: ‘each … thought … Hath no beginning’ (II. 233–236).

If autobiography in general is as a genre precarious and unstable, The Prelude is all the more so for its extraordinarily hybrid character. A list of genres mobilized there might read as follows: epitaph, elegy, pastoral, ode, idyll, hymn, dream vision, tour poem, loco-descriptive verse, romance, comedy, tragedy, epic. ‘Genres are not to be mixed’,20 the tradition, from Horace on, often tells us, but The Prelude breaks this ‘law of genre’ again and again. It is, for one thing, very odd for a text to be autobiographical and epic at the same time.

Often when the poem is demonstrably about itself—its textual self-reflexivity mirroring the vexed reflexivity of writing and written autobiographical selves—it assumes the form of epic convention, as in the most conspicuous Homeric simile in the poem, when Wordsworth figures his relation to his own past:


  As one who hangs down-bending from the side

Of a slow-moving boat upon the breast

Of a still water, solacing himself

With such discoveries as his eye can make

Beneath him in the bottom of the deeps,

Sees many beauteous sights—weeds, fishes, flowers,

Grots, pebbles, roots of trees—and fancies more,

Yet often is perplexed, and cannot part

The shadow from the substance, rocks and sky,

Mountains and clouds, from that which is indeed

The region, and the things which there abide

In their true dwelling; now is crossed by gleam

Of his own image, by a sunbeam now,

And motions that are sent he knows not whence,

Impediments that make his task more sweet;

Such pleasant office have we long pursued

Incumbent o’er the surface of past time—

With like success. (IV. 247–264)


This sprawling Homeric simile figures the very project of retrospection that is the main burden of the poem, likening the play of surface and depth of the water and the difficulty of plumbing the depths—with the gaze sometimes crossed by the glare of reflection—to the dynamics of self-reflection everywhere informing the poem. The embedded allusion to Narcissus suggests that what Freud calls ‘the hypothesis of narcissism’ is both an allure for, and an obstacle to, self-reflection, if the latter is supposed to provide authentic knowledge of the self in question, to say nothing of the vicissitudes of memory, for which narcissism is one undermining force.21 Here, as generally, Wordsworthian storytelling splits the subject, ‘internalizing’, as Joshua Wilner, among others, has demonstrated, the dynamics that in another mode, such as epic or romance in older dispensations, might be divided among multiple characters and configurations of events.22 When at the beginning of Book Two, Wordsworth notes how he seems ‘Two consciousnesses—conscious of myself, / And of some other being’ (II. 32–33) that is followed immediately—via metaphor or metonymy—by recalling how a grey stone in the middle of the town square has been ‘split’ (II. 38). What was once literally monolithic is now seen to have been cleft.

In Wordsworth, we witness (paraphrasing Adorno) a preponderance of the subject which accords well with the autobiographical project but sits uneasily with other generic strains of the poem, especially the prominence of epic that frames so much of the action. This last aspect seems to solicit a judgement or charge such as John Keats’s ‘egotistical sublime’.23 In his defence, one could counter that Wordsworth has so exalted a sense of the ‘everyman’—not just the privileged poet but any human figure, including marginalized ones—that he thinks everyone who suffers through life is, more or less, heroic. The Wordsworthian subject is exemplary in more ways than one.

Wordsworth’s Prelude was understood to be a ‘poem to Coleridge’, a somewhat philosophical poem addressed to a philosophically minded poet.24 It might well have been one prompt for Coleridge to think of his own life in terms of autobiography and poetry, the main testament to which is the Biographia Literaria (1817). It is a particularly distinctive example of the genre/non-genre and some of its character is signalled on its title page: Biographia Literaria; or Biographical Sketches of My Literary Life and Opinions. By S. T. Coleridge, Esq. Not many authors organize their autobiographies in terms of their literary lives, much less do they highlight opinions so prominently. Perhaps the character of Coleridge’s life, as a prodigious and genial thinker, talker, lecturer, and writer, someone whose personal life was rife with one sort of problem after another (drug addiction, marital problems, failed utopian schemes, iffy political decisions), was such that it made peculiarly good sense for him to concentrate on intellectual matters rather than experiences. Immensely well read and with an absorptive intelligence of the highest order, Coleridge possessed an endlessly fertile sensibility, producing poems, essays, notebooks, sermons, and the odd book teeming with suggestive ideas and speculations. He worked on the Biographia leading up to 1817, an annus mirabilis in which he would publish that text, the major collection of his poems called Sibylline Leaves, and the Lay Sermons that were to address the three major economic classes (higher, middle, and lower—except this last never materialized). Taken together, the three projects were a monumental effort to present his poetic, literary-critical, and political production in totalized fashion. Of the three, the Biographia is by far the most extensive text, a capacious account that, even if devoted primarily to ideas and opinions, is what Coleridge terms a ‘semi-narrative’, as it insists a good deal on the sequence of Coleridge’s coming to and working through his ideas, including his missteps.25

Coleridge’s subtitle alludes to one of the book’s progenitors, Laurence Sterne’s The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman (1759–1767), itself a kind of semi-narrative, with the story of the life framing everything but much given over to ideas.26 Coleridge speaks of metaphysics and psychology as his ‘hobby-horse’, adopting the term prominent in Sterne. Similar too is the co-presence of whimsy and lack of gravity as in the farrago of discourse surrounding the absence of a full-blown theory of imagination towards which the book was building but then excludes for reasons that are hard to swallow.27 If with respect to the grand theory of imagination, Coleridge is content merely to announce the results of his thinking, his more typical procedure is to recount the sequence of his philosophico-critical moves. Coleridge went through a lot of intellectual (and religious-doctrinal and political) changes, and he is forthright in admitting the errors of his philosophical ways, as for his engagement with and then rejection of associationism.

Few examples of autobiography feature such extensive philosophizing about the ‘I’ as does Biographia Literaria.28 Like many thinkers of his time, Coleridge was challenged by the radicality of Immanuel Kant’s philosophy and scrambled, like his German contemporaries, to recover the grounds for some measure of objectivity—after even space and time had been rendered ‘subjective’. In this, the epistemological and aesthetic thinking of Friedrich Schelling emerged as eminently compatible, to such an extent that Coleridge could invoke many propositions from Schelling, sometimes attributing them, sometimes not. ‘I regard truth’, Coleridge opined, ‘as a divine ventriloquist: I care not from whose mouth the sounds are supposed to proceed, if only the words are audible and intelligible’ (i. 164). Coleridge subscribes to a (Schellingian) philosophy that balances the forces and claims of the subjective and objective. The aesthetic is a privileged domain for such reconciliation, but one sees it embodied even in the simple (linguistic) act of self-affirmation: ‘I am, because I affirm myself to be; I affirm myself to be, because I am’ (275). It is a minimal but consequential instance of self-reflection effecting, in principle, an identity of subject and object. This affirmation of affirmation takes its place on a grand spectrum spelled out just before: ‘But if we elevate our conception to the absolute self, the great eternal I am, then the principle of being, and of knowledge, of idea, and of reality; the ground of existence, and the ground of the knowledge of existence, are absolutely identical, Sum quia sum’ (275). Coleridge posits a continuum from the modest, finite, personal ‘I am’ to the absolute, divine affirmation, the ground of all others. Autobiography follows the imperative of what Coleridge calls the ‘heaven-descended know thyself’ (252). The itinerary dictated by the project of self-knowing, Coleridge spells out thus: ‘We begin with the I know myself, in order to end with the absolute I am. We proceed from the self, in order to lose and find all self in God’ (283). Autobiography, rendering external the thinking and experience of a subject, is a genre perfectly suited to the substance and protocols of this philosophy. For all its peculiarities and singularities, Coleridge’s Biographia is a formidable literary rendition of the self-affirmation and self-reflection every subject can and is supposed to do.

The inaugural sentence of our final example of Romantic autobiography, Memoirs of Harriette Wilson: Written by Herself (1825) is nothing if not arresting: ‘I shall not say why and how I became, at the age of fifteen, the mistress of the Earl of Craven’.29 If the reader did not already want to know why and how this happened, odds are that she would after reading that. The scandalous, bestselling memoir of Harriette Wilson’s life—7,000 copies sold in short order—recounts many amorous and pecuniary adventures among upper-crust society, extending perhaps even to the Prince of Wales.30 Wilson is not a stylist on the order of a Hazlitt (author of a scandalous memoir of his own), but she writes with verve and flourish. Virginia Woolf, in a genial appreciation, conveys a sense of the texture of Wilson’s life and writing:


Byron rambles through, the Duke of Wellington marches in with all his orders on him. For in that strange land gentlemen are immune; any being of the male sex can cross from sun to shade with perfect safety. In that strange land money is poured out lavishly; bank-notes drop on to breakfast plates; pearl rings are found beneath pillows; champagne flows in fountains; but over it all broods the fever of a nightmare and the transiency of a dream.31



The paragraphs tend to be short and the action rapid. None of it is cast in Ciceronian paragraphs à la Edmund Burke. Wilson has a gift for striking details and telling facts: the Memoirs is a page-turner. It is by no means all sex, much less drugs, much less rock & roll. And the sex is rendered with literary wit and flourish. Early on in the account of her amours with Lord Ponsonby, primus inter pares of lovers, she records, after the first long kiss: ‘And then!—yes, and then, as Sterne, says,—And then,—and then,—and then,—and then,—and then we part’ (vii. 73). Like the coquettish Sterne, Wilson allows the graphic dash to do its work. Wilson is arguably as ecstatic about visits to the Louvre as she is about a very good lover. Going to the theatre can be equally an occasion to be entranced by Shakespeare and the great London actors of her day as well as to spit, from an upper box, on her sister below, with whom she is then at odds.

Wilson’s facility for vivid narration and drama is evident in the account—very likely invented in whole or part—of a charged meeting with Lord Byron, a face-to-face encounter realized after a testy correspondence between the two. They are alone in a room at a party, at first not even knowing who the other is, the dialogue bristling with tension. The stakes are upped by the fact that Byron is at the time one of the most famous celebrities in the proximate world. For most of the party, Wilson revels in her being able to wear a literal mask: ‘I love a masquerade’, she says, ‘because a female can never enjoy the same liberty, any where else’ (424).

Wilson attends throughout to the violent asymmetries of gender relations that forced her into being a courtesan in the first place, something that accorded her one of the few positions of power a woman could wield in a too patriarchal society. She is conscious that she is, using a rare term, a ‘fair auto-biographer’ (464), that is, of the so-called ‘fair sex’. As she contends near the outset of her memoirs, ‘my dear mother’s marriage, had proved to me, so forcibly, the miseries of two people of contrary opinions and character, torturing each other, to the end of their natural lives, that, before I was ten years old, I decided, in my own mind, to live, free as air, from any restraint but that of my conscience’ (26). Here again autobiography is itself one form that freedom and its assertion takes, even if in Wilson’s case it is a precarious freedom, as her power is contingent on her sexual attractiveness to powerful men, something hard to sustain as time inexorably passes. We noted apropos Rousseau that the modes of his Confessions were mixed between constative and performative, with the latter literally doing things just by being said (doing something other than just stating). As her biographer makes clear: the purpose of Harriette Wilson’s memoirs was to extort money from her hundreds of lovers so as to provide for a comfortable retirement. It is purpose-driven in a somewhat single-minded way, somewhat like Equiano’s autobiography in an utterly different cause. Her plan worked for a while but did not reap all the economic advantages she hoped for. She died all but penniless, enjoying nothing of her former freedom.

The autobiographies considered here, from the scandalous Rousseau to the scandalous Wilson, with less extravagant instances in between, might convey something of the range and texture of the genre/non-genre of autobiography in the era of its first flourishing. At the beginning of the period, Rousseau’s posthumous Confessions stands as an outlier, almost off the spectrum. By the end of period, when Harriette Wilson is writing, autobiographies are closer to a dime a dozen, with their full-fledged instances taking their places amid a substantial body of autobiographies of various kinds. In between, readers were afforded the likes of Mary Robinson’s memoirs (1801), Hazlitt’s Liber Amoris (1823), and Byron’s semi-autobiographical, semi-fictional Don Juan (1819–1824)—texts almost as singular as their subjects—among scads of others. Autobiography was becoming a literary way of life.
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Chapter 22


Biography



Mark Schoenfield and Alec Jordan

Neither a History nor an Autobiography Be

In Benjamin Disraeli’s 1832 novel, Contarini Fleming: A Psychological Autobiography, the eponymous hero receives advice from his father that echoes the counsel Polonius offers Laertes. The elder Fleming insists on the mastery of dancing, riding, and swordplay; on seeking the company and criticisms of women; and on a definite system of reading: ‘Rise early and regularly and read for three hours. Read the Memoirs of the Cardinal de Retz, the Life of Richelieu, everything about Napoleon: read works of that kind … Read no history, nothing but biography, for that is life without theory. Then fence’. The narrator states he assiduously followed the advice, including the concentration on biography, concluding he had consequently ‘become one of the most affected, conceited, and intolerable atoms that ever peopled the sunbeam of society’.1 In the same year that this advice to avoid history in favour of biography was circulated, Thomas Carlyle, anonymously writing for Fraser’s Magazine, declared their continuity as a truism: ‘ “History”, it has been said, “is the essence of innumerable Biographies”. Such, at least, it should be.’ Carlyle is quoting as a general remark his own observation from the 1830 ‘Thoughts on History’: ‘Social Life is the aggregate of all the individual men’s Lives who constitute society; History is the essence of innumerable Biographies’. In this earlier text, however, he immediately queries the epistemological potentials of biography, paralleling it to the murky self-understanding of human beings and placing biography as a mode of lived experience: ‘But if one Biography, nay our own Biography, study and recapitulate it as we may, remains in so many points unintelligible to us, how much more must these million, the very facts of which, to say nothing of the purport of them, we know not, and cannot know!’2 The retrospective positions articulated by Disraeli and Carlyle introduce an interplay among three crucial themes of Romantic biography: its relationship to history; its claims for the autonomy of the subject and the formal disruption of that autonomy by the biography’s own narrative; and biography’s work on the individual reader, particularly as that reader recognizes his own act of reading as occurring in serial with other readers engaging the same, similar, or competing material.

In its infrequent uses in periodicals of the first half of the eighteenth century, biography was located in proximity to history; Henry Baker’s 1730 Universal Spectator described it as ‘one of the most useful Branches of History’. ‘Traditionally’, Mark Phillips argues, ‘history and biography occupied separate, but adjacent domains divided by a seemingly natural boundary, which was the distinction between public and private life’, and shifts in either dyad altered the other. Samuel Johnson, in the Rambler No. 60, initially published in October 1750, distinguished the ‘general and rapid narratives of history, which involve a thousand fortunes in the business of a day, and complicate innumerable incidents in one great transaction’ from ‘the narratives of the lives of particular persons’, that is, the biography that can ‘lay open to posterity the private and familiar character’ of its subject. Extending Johnson’s paradigm, the New London Review in 1799 opines that many ‘characters appear in history with a degree of consequence not really belonging to them’, and ‘the duty of a biographer’ in such cases is ‘to detach the man from his station, and either entirely omit, or reduce to a very slight notice, the memorial of one whose personal qualities had no real influence over the events of his age’; biography corrects historical causation by disclosing or erasing individual interiority.3

Although autobiography more overtly corresponded to trends of individualism and expressivity, biography was also bound with Romantic ideals of selfhood and Romantic-era literary developments. In the Romantic combination of celebrity and print-culture, Julian North observes, ‘the relationship between biographer, subject, and reader shifted decisively towards its modern form’, while William Epstein identifies the ‘nearly simultaneous emergence of literary biography, Romantic sensibility, and reflexive human consciousness’.4 Isaac D’Israeli contended in ‘Some Observations on Diaries, Self-Biography, and Self-Characters’ (1796) that ‘Biography is a recent taste in Britain’, and developed ‘as the human mind became the great object of our inquiry, and to detect and separate the shades of the passions [became] the great aim of the Biographer’.5 Periodicals such as the Irish Magazine participated in centralizing and characterizing biography in both text and image (see Figure 22.1). Established and popularized as a term several decades earlier than autobiography, biography’s growth and differentiation both paralleled and augmented its first-person cousin.

James Field Stanfield, in his 1813 theorization of biography, Essay on the Study and Composition of Biography (identified by Robert Folkenflik as ‘the first book on biography in English’),6 positions autobiography as an ideal of biography: ‘There can be no perfect biography but that which is written by a man’s self’, because it can establish ‘with conscious certainty the motives’ that produce ‘pursuits and actions’.7 In its 1822 article ‘On Auto-Biography’ (10:6, 742–745), the Edinburgh Magazine speculates that ‘if the humblest individual were to relate his own life, the narrative could not fail to be interesting’; yet the essayist selects as exemplar of this autobiographical effect of sincerity James Boswell’s Life of Johnson (1791) in which Johnson ‘is made so frequently … to speak in his own person, that the narrative has the same effect … as if he himself were the narrator’ (742).
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Figure 22.1 The Irish Magazine, and Monthly Asylum for Neglected Biography, January 1811, noting an illustrated Life as the focus of attention for the Sale of the Major’s Library. By permission of Yale University Libraries.



The Preface to the inaugural Public Characters (1798), an annual collection of brief profiles of public figures, declares that ‘Biography, in all its forms, is allowed to be the most fascinating and instructive species of literary composition’, and highlights the advantages of ‘contemporary Biography’ as a contribution to public discourse, pleasure, and confidence. This public aspect is underscored by the dedication to the king, who, unable to ‘mix with [his] subjects’ might ‘be enabled to appreciate their distinguished talents, to respect their illustrious virtues, and to reward their useful and meritorious actions, during the continuance of a lengthened, happy, and prosperous reign’.8 The editor constructs the king as at once an exception and an ideal reader, suggesting that biographies secure social connection through a print culture that supplements and exceeds the possibilities of personal contacts. The New London Review (which mixed literary accounts, contemporary and elegiac, with reviews) agrees with this potential of biography, but asserts Public Characters fails because, rather than written, it is ‘compiled, by various hands, from pamphlets, monthly publications, and newspapers’, and so constructs not a genuine biography, but a simulacrum of public character.9 The brief review of Public Characters of 1801–1802 in the inaugural issue of the Edinburgh Review hypothesizes it was ‘written by some very innocent scribbler, who feels himself under the necessity of dining’, underscoring the commercial viability of contemporary biography, while also locating it within a self-reflexive paradigm of fame: the review observes that the volume would allow ‘grown-up country gentlemen’ to ‘read a story book about their living friends who would read nothing else’ (122). Such comments, ranging from earnest to flippant, outline Romantic theorization of biographical writing, and its role in print culture at intersections of celebrity, privacy, intimacy, and public recognition.

The Genres of Biography

Stanfield’s ‘contradictory’ attitude toward Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Confessions (1782–1789) as praiseworthy in delineating ‘distinct passions’ and yet condemnable for ‘insatiable vanity’ crisply demonstrates, as Anthony Harding contends, the conflicting ideals of ‘biography as the most engaging way of teaching morality’ and the ‘growing public curiosity, assiduously fed by printers’ for ‘private lives of the famous’.10 In detailing this tension, using James Currie’s Life of Burns (1800) and William Wordsworth’s response to it sixteen years later, Harding places the biographical gesture as a negotiation ‘between two imperatives of modern bourgeois culture’: ‘the economic imperative to consume cultural products, thereby achieving the status of an active participant in consumer culture and a person of taste; and the libertarian imperative to be an autonomous individual, for whom the “mind” should be both a sacrosanct private preserve and the foundation of one’s social status as a free subject’ (386). Because, as Harding notes, biography was ‘considered a new genre’, with ‘its boundaries … not firmly settled’ (376), its goals and devices were provisional, even experimental, at once absorbing techniques from other genres, and loaning them out.

Biography had numerous recently established modes that grounded such experimentation. First, the long form that by its very heft announced the significance of its subject; in the ‘Preface’ to the last volume of his Memoirs of the Life of Sir Walter Scott, Bart. (1837–1838), John Gibson Lockhart, Scott’s son-in-law, reasons, ‘If [Scott’s] greatness was a delusion, I grant that these Memoirs are vastly too copious’, and adds, reductio ad absurdum, were he himself not certain of that greatness, he would not have written at all.11 These works looked to Boswell’s Life of Johnson as their model; William Forbes, in his 1806 biography of James Beattie, describes Boswell’s achievement as ‘one of the most characteristic and entertaining biographical works in the English language’.12 Often composed by either relatives or close friends, like Lockhart’s Scott and Forbes’s Beattie respectively, these grand biographies tended to be chronological and guided by the subject’s letters. Although they would generally demonstrate confidential access to the subject’s correspondence, it was used to assert continuity between the private and public self, as both biographical fact and moral imperative.

More pervasive on a daily scale and more various generically are collective biographies for which Johnson’s Lives of the Most Eminent English Poets (1779–1781) provided one paradigm. Annette Cafarelli argues it is a ‘characteristically Romantic prose form’—‘interpretive, subjective, fragmentary, allusive, and iconographic’ (Prose, 1–2). William Hazlitt’s Spirit of the Age (1825) is a series of biographical sketches of famous men across a range of public professions and an astute assessment of the era’s responsivity to individuals. He opens his essay on Wordsworth by declaring his ‘genius is a pure emanation of the Spirit of the Age’, and describes Lord Chancellor Eldon as exemplifying the contrast between a private ‘good-nature’ and a public ‘phlegm’: ‘Delay seems, in his mind, to be of the very essence of justice’ (Hazlitt, Works, xi. 86, 141, 144). Hazlitt, as Cafarelli recognizes, forgoes an ‘overview’ in favour of selective ‘biographical details to signify the whole of character: Bentham “turns wooden utensils in a lathe for exercise, and fancies he can turn men in the same manner” ’ (117; quoting Hazlitt, Works, xi. 16). Hazlitt uses antithetical formulations, at the levels of both sentence and argument, to affirm the complexities and clarities of the age, and—as his epigram (‘To know another well were to know one’s self’) suggests—of himself.

John Watkin first published his 900-page Universal Biographical and Historical Dictionary in 1800; a compilation of brief biographies listed alphabetically. Its preface delineates its scope across diverse professions, and stakes its value on uniquely offering a ‘complete’ listing. In 1820, a new edition (at least the fourth that included additions) appeared, running just under 1,200 pages. The new preface announced that because of the ‘officious zeal of friendship’ and ‘industry of literary undertakers’, ‘Biographical Memoirs have become as multitudinous, prolix, and veracious as epitaphs in a country church-yard.’ Consequently, the revised plan will ‘expunge’ articles ‘exclusively belonging to General History’ and focus on those that ‘come under the proper denomination of Biography’. While this shift of emphasis is in part Watkin’s strategy to maximize his own marketing, it also registers the professionalizing and diversifying of collective biography. Variations on the genre included illustrative sequences in periodicals, volumes of portraits, short biographical compilations of actors, lawyers, and other groupings. There were the elegiac ‘life’ of a poet that prefaced a posthumous volume (and could be longer than the rest of the volume) and its periodical counterpart, the increasingly extensive obituaries that appeared in various monthlies. As Tom Mole notes, newspaper reports and caricatures ‘recast the public fascination with [George III’s] role as monarch into a public fascination with his existence as an embodied and all-too-fallible individual’; similar reportage tracked his son, the Prince Regent, thus making the monarchy visible through a serial biography.13 Given its expansive reach, biography asserted fundamentally the social intelligibility of the life of another person, and such an assertion was available to fiction and other frames of representation.

Michael McKeon finds an interconnection between the ‘emergences’ of ‘the biographical-novelistic subject’ and the ‘social type of the writer’;14 this continuity enables a dialogue between the novel and the biography as Romantic forms. Claiming that ‘all fictions are founded upon facts’, the Eclectic Review postulates that Andrew Reed’s 1819 work, No Fiction, A Narrative founded on Recent and Interesting Facts, should be classified as a ‘biographical novel’, and references the dispute about the novel that had been carried on in both pamphlets and periodicals about the identity of the main character, Lefevre, and specifically whether he was meant to represent Francis Barnett. The British Critic notes that Barnett, who published his own Memoirs to refute the novel, had taken legal advice to seek an injunction, but was willing instead to settle for an apology. When, in 1832, the Literary Guardian described Sir Richard Maltravers as a ‘sort of biographical novel’, the review expected its readers to understand the generic blend.15

In 1822, La Belle Assemblée presented ‘Biography: An Essay’, which announced that biography has ‘all the charms of that fascinating class of books called novels’ with the added pleasure of ‘the consciousness of its truth’. The use of ‘consciousness’ focuses the difference between biography and the novel on the reader’s framing of the text, which, from the outset, is judgemental, as biography ‘teem[s] with examples to invite or deter imitation’, reinforcing the loop of reading and experience. Arguing that ‘we generally feel less interest in the main story of an epic poem, than in the little episodes with which it is interspersed’, the essay proposes the biographical disposition as the most natural cast of reading, one that, in the prior age of epic, awaited the contemporary stage of selfhood. The following year, La Belle Assemblée justified a new series, ‘Female Biography’, by maintaining the genre will ‘render La Belle Assemblée, the faithful reflector of a mass of intellect, and the finer qualities of the heart, not less profitable as exciting examples, than entertaining as imitable representations’.16

Although more frequently poetry was noted for its autobiographical features, ranging from Beattie’s 1771 The Minstrel, to Lord Byron’s Don Juan (1819–1824) and Wordsworth’s Prelude, a biographical poetic impulse is discernible in the first book of the 1805 Prelude, as Wordsworth considers, among the topics worthy of song, a series of biographical themes, including Gustavus Vassa, William Wallace, and, from ‘tyrannic time’,


  some unknown man [who],

Unheard of in the chronicles of kings,

Suffered in silence for the love of truth.


(Prelude, I. 202–204; the published 1850 version alters ‘unknown’ to ‘high-souled’. Wordsworth, Prelude, 39.)

In this last, Wordsworth is not proposing fiction, but instead a kind of paradigmatic biography, true in its impulses and consideration of human nature, rather than in its accumulation of facts.

Secret Histories and Contemporary Biography

One ‘distinguishing generic possibility of biography’, Julian North notes, was ‘the posthumous perspective’ (6), which could apply to biographies that took an elegiac view of a subject, whether alive or dead. The biographical notices that preceded a final collection of poetry could cast a nostalgic mood over the subsequent work. The preface to the 1824 Remains of Robert Bloomfield recapitulates his life as mirroring his poetry: ‘Every thing is simple and unaffected; purely pastoral and truly English’; the volume emphasizes this continuity by printing the letter to Robert from his father describing the internment of Robert’s half-brother Isaac, followed by the fragmentary ‘Elegy’ to Isaac, in which ‘affection cries’, there were ‘Meekness and truth in every word he said’. Ian Haywood’s reading of Bloomfield’s most successful poem, The Farmer’s Boy (1800), which ‘liberate[s] the poem from the generic confines of “rural,” “pastoral,” and “georgic” writing, and relocate[s] its most powerful effects in the quite different aesthetic modes of allegory and fantasy’, suggests the quiescent work performed by the preface to Remains and the aura such biographical representations cast over Bloomfield’s posthumous critical reception.17

Alternatively to the posthumous mode which modulated between open declaration and discreteness, biography could be a contemporaneous act, consolidating or repudiating current fame by sensationalizing or exposing narratives. Many (wo)man-about-town biographical sketches imitated the earlier, somewhat scandalous ‘ “Tête-à-tête” columns in Town and Country Magazine’ (1769–1796) that, as Kristin Samuelian has observed, provided ‘background information on celebrity courtesans like [Mary] Robinson’. Noting the continuity of ‘popular biographies, gossip columns, and caricatures’ that enveloped Robinson, Samuelian locates her, like the regent, within (using Tom Mole’s helpful phrase), ‘a hermeneutics of intimacy’.18 This reading of Robinson adumbrates the Romantic deployment of secret histories as a potent form of biographical construction. ‘Peer[ing] into secret spaces’, as Rebecca Bullard notes, popular secret histories courted scandal and showed the empowered ‘in a metaphorical and literal state of undress’.19 Often illicit in their sources, casual in their tone, these popular forms corroborated Johnson’s well-circulated claim in ‘Rambler 60’ that ‘more knowledge may be gained of a man’s real character, by a short conversation with one of his servants, than from a formal and studied narrative, begun with his pedigree, and ended with his funeral’; in Rambler 68, Johnson confirms the ‘highest panegyrick’ of private virtues is the ‘praise of servants’ who ‘must commonly know the secrets of a master, who has any secrets to entrust’(Johnson, Rambler, iii. 322, 361). This claim, an implicit argument about ‘secret history’, undergirds the concepts both of a history driven by individuals, and of histories as corrected by biographies.

The image of the celebrity, appearing in prints and paragraphs of periodicals, entering systems of fashion, is an early adumbration of an individual’s brand, charged by the ‘vectors of emotional identification’, as Jason Goldsmith puts it, that ‘elaborate nations and national identities’, and depend upon imaginary, mediated relationship with a public.20 By 1839, such branding could be associated with alterations in language itself. Miss J. Potter, writing as an anonymous persona in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine of that year, proposes a ‘History of our [Humbug’s] Family’, and observes the fame of having ‘become idiomatic in the English tongue’: ‘A Duke of Wellington has given his name to a pair of boots, an Earl of Sandwich to a Vauxhall slice of beef or ham placed between two similar portions of bread and butter; a Lord Stanhope has had the honour to name a gig’.21 The author’s comic piece—her proposed collective biography of the family of ‘Humbug’ is expansive, taking in all varieties and applications of fame—reflects a growing practice of celebrity branding, which in turn produced opportunities for impersonation. Nicholas Mason argues that Byron, whose autobiographical writings were manoeuvres that established his contemporary fame, ‘set out to make his name as a poet [when] branding logic was ascendant in a range of retail sectors’ (54). The success of these efforts was clarified, as Gary Dyer has demonstrated, in a legal construction of brand that anticipates the instantiation of trademark. As Dyer recounts, John Murray, Byron’s publisher, appeared in court to protest James Johnson ‘exploiting Byron’s commercial appeal by vending another poet’s compositions as his’; Byron owned his style, and Murray had bought it.22 This perspective had been anticipated in the Quarterly Review’s attack on Public Characters of 1809–10: ‘The Editor has been, for some years, in the practice of sallying forth on the king’s highway, [and] seizing upon numbers of unsuspecting people, under the extraordinary pretence of their being “Public Characters”.’ The reviewer plays on the double meaning of ‘public character’ as a biographical form and as reputation, to constitute the literary marketplace as a highway in which reputations are seized and pressed into service. For the Romantic era, secret history was a strategy for evading the commodification implicit in producing for publication and consequently for sale, for maintaining the veneer and values of amateur and gentlemanly social interest, and for mimicking that strategy for profit.

Literary Biography in the Shadow of Boswell

The Westminster Magazine in 1775 reiterated the truism that ‘the Lives of Literary Men can be little more than an enumeration and account of their Works’, but then offers the biography of Tobias Smollett as an exception, suggesting that The Adventures of Roderick Random (1748) fictionalizes the author’s own adventures.23 This trope, of stating this generality and then offering a specific exception, was frequent in periodicals, whether reviewing literary biographies or offering their own biographical sketches. In 1818, the Literary Gazette states, ‘It has been frequently observed, that the lives of literary men are enlivened by few incidents, and therefore seldom afford any great scope for biographical remark’ before proposing John Gifford, founding editor of the Anti-Jacobin Review (1798–1821) and a London police magistrate from 1805 until shortly before his death in 1818, as contradicting the rule.24 Literary biographers—and their potential subjects, authors—were aware of a negotiation between the public and private lives of an author that would impinge on the reception of work. Richard Cronin traces a range of responses to literary biography by major Romantic-era poets and demonstrates reservations regarding the genre by even Lockhart, Scott’s multi-volumed biographer, about how the Life of Johnson ‘had radically transformed the character of the genre by exploiting so fully Boswell’s records of Johnson’s private conversations’.25 According to Jane Darcy, ‘ “To Boswellize” became a standard term for a number of biographical practices, including the use of intrusive domestic detail and the recording of private conversations.’26

Julian North argues that in ‘the domesticating discourse of biography, the transcendent subject became embodied, the self-sufficient subject socialized, the masculine subject feminized’ (31). She notes that for male poets—Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s ‘Prefatory Observations on Modern Biography’ (1810) is her first example—‘some of the major expressions of Romantic anxiety of authorship are in essays that take biography as their central theme’. Coleridge evinced ‘unease with a form that threatens to relinquish control to the reader’ by overwhelming them with, in Coleridge’s words, ‘huge volumes of biographical minutiae, which render the real character almost invisible’ (33, quoting the 1810 Friend, ii. 285). Wordsworth concurred with Coleridge’s distrust of biography; he worried that such productions gave the public a sense of ownership over individual lives, which he felt threatened both his poetic identity and more tangible claims of copyright (North, 32). If, as Richard Altick asserts, ‘biographical data provided grist to the busy mills of the associationist psychologists’, including avid amateur readers, then biography contested the forms of self-expression characteristic of Wordsworth’s poetry.27 As Cronin notes, John Hamilton Reynolds’s suggestion—‘there was a natural war between the “children of genius” and “the malice of a biographer” ’—is validated by the tactics each deployed (Cronin, Paper Pellets, 45).

When Wordsworth sought to vindicate Robert Burns against his representation in James Currie’s biography that Burns’s brother was considering reissuing, he regretted Boswell ‘had broken through many pre-existing delicacies’ (Wordsworth, Prose, iii. 120). He declares that if ‘records’ of Horace ‘and his contemporaries, composed upon the Boswellian plan’ were unearthed, he would ‘dread’ to read them and ‘sully the imaginative purity of their classical works with gross and trivial recollections’ (123). Wordsworth presents the biographer as an inadequate witness; if, he contends, ‘it were in the power of a biographer to relate the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth’, then selectivity would be unneeded. But knowing the partialness of his own information, Currie ought to have anticipated readers who ‘would be eager to sit in judgment, and pronounce decidedly upon the guilt or innocence’ (118–119). The Critical Review noted that Wordsworth acted ‘not merely from a natural love of justice, but from a peculiar resemblance between the minds and the stiles of the two poets’. The Monthly Review ‘agree[s] with Mr. Wordsworth that these “remorseless hunters after matter of fact rank among the blindest of human beings” ’.28 Wordsworth acknowledges that his 30-page pamphlet is excessive as a ‘direct answer to the request’ for an opinion about republication, but maintains that ‘this individual case’ permits a ‘general view of the subject’ which Wordsworth then offers:


… biography, though differing in some essentials from works of fiction, is nevertheless, like them, an art,—an art, the laws of which are determined by the imperfections of our nature, and the constitution of society. Truth is not here, as in the sciences, and in natural philosophy, to be sought without scruple, and promulgated for its own sake, upon the mere chance of its being serviceable.

(Wordsworth, Prose, iii. 121)



Cafarelli locates Wordsworth’s perspective within a larger generic conceptualization of biography: ‘Although selectivity, abbreviation, and disordering of chronological sequence were some of the many acceptable narrative distortions necessary to achieve biographical truth, they sprang not from an indifference to fact but from a sense that facts did not constitute truth’ (19).

Wordsworth’s own analysis of the Boswellian effect, ultimately, recognized that ‘the gross breaches upon the sanctities, of domestic life’ were as irresistible as the ‘gross and violent stimulants’ of ‘frantic novels’ he had complained about in the 1800 Preface to Lyrical Ballads (Wordsworth, Prose, iii. 122; i. 128). Altick summarizes Boswell’s accretive approach: ‘To Johnson’s own words, Boswell added the constant testimony of an eyewitness’ (Lives and Letters, 61). Thomas Moore, John Galt, and R. C. Dallas, in their biographies of Byron, each vying to replace his burnt memoirs, all claimed the perspective of an eyewitness account, supplemented or confirmed, by letters; Lockhart, as Scott’s son-in-law, could make a similar assertion. Thomas Love Peacock, reviewing Moore’s memoir of Byron, observed that Byron was ‘haunted in his retirement by varieties of the small Boswell or eavesdropping genus’ eager to sell ‘his confidences to the public’. Francis Hart observed that Byron, himself a reader of Boswell, had modes of resistance: ‘the attempt to unearth personality forced the defensive creation of personae’ just as, on the island of St Helena, ‘the supreme self-creator of the age was busy exploiting his Boswells in the creation of the Napoleonic myth’.29

Eccentric Biography and Female Biography

The proliferation of genres of biographical sketches functioned at two coordinated levels—defining in dialogue the subject and the approach. Thus, John Watkins, writing to the Monthly Magazine in 1806, discusses how ‘neglected biography’ concerns biographical figures who have been ‘improperly omitted or slightly mentioned’ and also critiques the historical process of neglect as a form of partiality.30 The Tradesman: or, Commercial Magazine ran a series, ‘Commercial Biography’, prefacing each exemplar of commercial success with a request for contributions to ‘stimulate to Diligence’ the ‘younger’ readers in ‘their respective situations’; the series, in addition to presenting successful men, served to conceptualize commercial labour, and included reading exemplary biography within it. Musical, theatrical, and legal biography all popularized, as well as professionalized, their fields. Amid this heterogeneity, ‘eccentric biography’ emerged appearing in book form, occasional articles, and recurrent magazines such as Kirby’s Wonderful and Eccentric Museum (1803–1820); Victoria Carroll argues that beyond serving as ‘an indicator of the prevalence of a discourse of eccentricity’, the proliferation of eccentric biography both ‘propagate[d] this discourse’ among diversifying audiences and ‘popularize[d] new ways of organizing and presenting biographical material’.31

In 1801, a volume of Eccentric Biography appeared, declaring its roughly 300 sketches would present ‘a pleasing Delineation of the Singularity, Whim, Folly, Caprice, &c. &c. of the Human Mind’. In 1803, a revised version appeared, now divided into two complementary volumes. The first reprinted the original title page identically, highlighting the same thirteen types, including Potentates, Lawyers, Poets, Imposters, and Misers. Its subjects were all male. The title page of the second volume highlighted eight types—Actresses, Adventurers, Authoresses, Fortunetellers, Gipsies, Dwarfs, Swindlers, and Vagrants—distinguished ‘by their Chastity, Dissipation, Intrepidity, Learning, Abstinence, Credulity, &c.’ Where the first reflected the ‘Human Mind’, this one mirrored the ‘Female Mind’ (see Figures 22.2 and 22.3). It notes in the prefatory ‘Advertisement’ that its eccentricity is defined by ‘deviation from the generality of the sex’. This disparity in tone and approach delineated a version of female biography contested by Mary Hays’s Female Biography, or, Memoirs of Illustrious and Celebrated Women, also published in 1803, although contemplated from at least 1798.32

Hays’s more radical version of female biography arose in dialogue with the catastrophic reception of William Godwin’s biography of Mary Wollstonecraft. Godwin’s quickly composed testament, though drenched with the sentimentality of recent widowhood, was nonetheless described by Thomas Mathias as a ‘convenient Manual for speculative debauchery’ and, as Mitzi Myers demonstrates, became a test case for feminine and feminist representation in Romantic biography.33 Jane Darcy reads Godwin’s work as part of a short-lived, post-Boswellian genre of ‘philosophical biography’ on two grounds. First, Wollstonecraft lived, in Godwin’s presentation, ‘according to a constant, unwavering belief’ in particular values, and secondly, because the form of his writing reflects those values in ‘the overt candour and plainness of Godwin’s methodology’ which include ‘the emphasis he places’ on a ‘new form of domesticity they manage to create’ (Melancholy, 115, 137).

Wollstonecraft had died in September of 1797, a year after her friend Mary Hays published the controversial autobiographical novel, Memoirs of Emma Courtney. Hays commemorated Wollstonecraft with an anonymous, complimentary obituary in the Monthly Magazine and soon wrote the more extensive ‘Memoirs of Mary Wollstonecraft’ for Richard Phillips’s Annual Necrology for 1797–1798 amid complex responses to Wollstonecraft triggered by Godwin’s memoir; in it, she describes Godwin as ‘her biographer and husband’ and quotes from, alludes to, and credits Godwin’s work. Although she writes anonymously, she signals her attachment to Godwin and Wollstonecraft as a pair. She writes, ‘Their acquaintance was now renewed, in consequence of a meeting at the apartments of a common friend✳, who had forwarded the interview’ which she credits as the start of ‘greater … intimacy’; the footnote indicates the friend is ‘The writer of the present narrative’. Godwin had ended his Memoir focused on his own relation to Wollstonecraft, leaving ‘to other men’ to write the ‘loss [to] the world’. Hays, by contrast, laments that ‘Her own sex have lost, in the premature fate of this extraordinary woman, an able champion’ before concluding with a surmise that her education was ‘desultory’ like that of ‘the majority of her sex’, invoking one of Wollstonecraft’s most potent feminist concerns, just before a final paragraph describing her ‘person’.34
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Figures 22.2 and 22.3 Eccentric Biographies title pages (1801 and 1803) expressing different perceptions of eccentric men and women. By permission of the Cushing Library of Texas A&M and the Rubenstein Library of Duke University respectively.



Continuing a trend of encyclopedic collections of female lives that Jeanne Wood articulates, Hays built upon her memoir of Wollstonecraft in producing the six volumes of Female Biography which, as Julie Murray shows, ‘positions the emancipation of women as an index of a society’s progress’.35 Hays did not include an entry for Wollstonecraft within Female Biography, and gestures to that omission with a passing reference to the general, occasionally waived, exclusion of recent figures. Andrew McInnes, however, argues that Wollstonecraft’s influence is present throughout the work, as her more personal footnotes ‘constitute critical interventions which revivify Wollstonecraftian feminism for the post-revolutionary audience for whom Hays is writing’.36 While Hays compiled, rather than composed, many of the roughly 300 entries, she set a noticeable precedent with the inclusion of questionable figures, such as ‘Catherine the Great, Ninon l’Enclos, Bianca Cappello and others that did not rise to the level of “women worthies” ’, a choice which, as Mary Spongberg and Gina Luria Walker note, ‘confirmed public skepticism that the author had not amended her rebellious ways’. Begoña Lasa Álvarez offers a persuasive conjecture for weak reviews: Hays distinctly addressed her female readership and sought to improve ‘women’s circumstances’, rather than writing for public opinion as a whole.37 Examples of Hays correcting errors of fact and character appear throughout Female Biography, even with figures who straddle legend and history. In her brief entry on Dido, Hays dedicates two of her five paragraphs to attacking Virgil’s version of Dido’s story, saying his account ‘border[s] on licentiousness’ as not only did Dido live some two hundred years prior to Aeneas, but ended her days with ‘conjugal fidelity, in the temper and spirit of the times’, rather than as ‘a victim to ill-requited love’.38 Hays’s biographical projects ended nearly two decades later with Memoirs of Queens, Illustrious and Celebrated in 1821; Álvarez calls this work a ‘feminisation of the genre of royal lives’, and suggests it responds to the ‘so-called Queen Caroline Affair’ of the year before (81–83).

The Ladies’ Monthly Museum had regularly published biographical sketches and in 1814 had renamed its biyearly index to lead with the genre: ‘Biography, Essays, Tales, and Anecdotes’. The magazine declared itself an ‘assemblage of whatever can tend to please the fancy, interest the mind, or exalt the character of the British Fair’; it engages, represents, and transforms British womanhood, conceptualized as a collective but proliferated through individuality. In 1824, it ran a series of five articles titled ‘Biography of Eccentric Characters’. Typically, each essay begins by connecting its main figure to their female relatives, and through them to fame and wealth. The first article is prefaced with a theorization of the proper subject of biography. It affirms that while ‘the life of an obscure and unimportant personage’ can be written successfully, it would require ‘talents’ that would ‘probably be better employed’ elsewhere; instead, the most suitable subjects of biography are ‘individuals distinguished from their fellow-creatures, by some peculiarities of sentiment, character, or conduct’. The ‘eccentric’ constitutes a middle ground between the famous and ‘anyone’ that underscores individuality as legible. The first eccentric character is Edward Wortley Montagu, son of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu. His eccentricity consisted in impersonating nonentities such as a chimney sweep, fish crier, and cabin boy. Eventually reclaimed by his family, he attempts a life ‘suitable to his birth and station’ resulting in ‘the most whimsical deviations from the usages and opinions of the society to which he naturally belonged’; if not extending Haysian feminism, eccentricity in the Ladies’ Monthly Museum at least stretches masculinity and patriarchy (19: 15).

Napoleonic Biography and beyond

Francis Hart details the multiple, interconnected accounts of Napoleon, identifying more than a dozen works that borrowed materials from one another, appearing in various editions, abridgements, and translations.39 To frame Bonaparte was to frame Romantic heroism in its political and militaristic aspects. William Henry Ireland, Walter Scott, and William Hazlitt all produced multi-volume lives of Napoleon, each stemming from their distinct political and literary sensibilities, yet all seeking to define the essence of European modernity through biography. Ireland opens with a scene of conflict: ‘when the inhabitants of Corsica took up arms, in 1767’, Napoleon’s father, Carolo Bonaparte, ‘abandoned the gown for the sword’ and ‘he combated bravely, though without success, for the rights and liberties of his native island’.40 This opening locates Napoleon’s destiny in ancestry. Beneath it, a footnote details doubts about his ancestry, Napoleon’s own reluctance to claim lineage, and the British ascribing to him ‘some low and obscure descent’ in order to ‘vilify his character’.

Scott and his publisher Archibald Constable concocted a vision of a biography of Napoleon for Constable’s ‘projected Miscellany’, a placement it quickly outgrew, appearing in nine volumes as The Life of Napoleon Buonaparte. Napoleon had, during the interlude of captivity between defeat at Waterloo in 1815 and death in 1821, propagandized ‘the major elements of his memoirs and Legend’, and it was, Donald Horward contends, against this autobiographical myth that Scott wrote.41 Scott viewed his project as at once historical and biographical, and regarded Napoleon as both his subject and, at times, a competing narrator of history. Although Napoleon is largely absent from the opening volume as an actor, Scott renders the narrative of the French Revolution as a preface to his ascendency, complicating his own agency. Further, occasional notes reinforce Scott’s sense that his biography competes with Napoleon’s own myth-making. Defending Marie Antoinette against various slanders, Scott notes, ‘One of the most accredited calumnies against the unfortunate Marie Antoinette pretends, that she was on this occasion surprised in the arms of a paramour. Buonaparte is said to have mentioned this as a fact, upon the authority of Madame Campan.’42 Napoleon’s narrative unreliability is aligned with his errors of both military judgement and temperament.

Intending his Life of Napoleon to reflect the spirit of the age, Hazlitt published its initial two volumes in 1828 to weak reviews, and the completed four-volume set two years later. Hazlitt had partly conceptualized his biography as a defence of Napoleon against Scott’s, although the latter had been acknowledged in reviews as even-handed. In its obituary of Hazlitt, the Gentleman’s Magazine identified the biography as his ‘most elaborate performance’, and declared that though it was ‘tinged with party feeling, the writer displays much deep philosophical remark’. The Athenaeum praised Hazlitt for being ‘as impartial as any other biographer’ despite his ‘strong prejudices’.43 Its brief review then extends its meta-biographical understanding of writers on Napoleon by asserting that the ‘life of such a man is not to be written by his contemporaries, or, if written, it must be by some dreaming philosopher who had never mingled in the strife of the fierce political discussions of the age’. This equally excluded Ireland, Scott, and Hazlitt, and moreover, looked to the future for the biography, not only of Napoleon, but of the age.

Just as ‘Biography was shaped by Romanticism’, biography was ‘the most influential transmitter of the myth of the Romantic poet’ (North, 3). Further, biography played a significant role in the Victorian formulation of the Romantic era. Through dispersals of their lives, Byron and Keats became types that inhabited both novels and conduct books. Having created himself as an autobiographical figure, the English Opium-Eater, Thomas De Quincey wrote, starting in December 1833, a series of biographical essays in Tait’s Edinburgh Magazine; Margaret Russett, detailing his trade ‘in the lives of poets’, demonstrates how a Victorian De Quincey ‘steals Wordsworth’s personal effects by reclassifying them as the material of authorship—which always belongs to posterity’.44 A similar reconstruction occurs with James Austen-Leigh’s Memoir of Jane Austen, first published in 1869 and expanded in a second edition two years later; in it, her nephew presents Austen as a quintessential aunt: ‘I now began to know, and, what was the same thing, to love her.’ This equation of knowledge and affection stitches together the biographical gaps of information, replacing it with periodizing conjecture: ‘I believe that she and her sister were generally thought to have taken to the garb of middle age earlier than their years or their looks required.’45 From its self-reflexive shape in the period itself to our contemporary moment, the biographical impulse traces the poles of Arthur Bradley and Alan Rawes’s challenge, to ‘both de-Romanticize and re-Romanticize’ the biographical. If, as Justin Kaplan contends, by the end of the twentieth century, ‘biography has become our version of folk epic’,46 a vital part of that emergence are the innovations of the Romantic era, when biography bridged the literary and political, the artistic and the journalistic, the individual and the collective.
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Chapter 23


Confessions



Barry Milligan

Although confession overlaps with memoir and autobiography, it forms an arguably distinct genre in more than name during the Romantic era, insofar as confession tends to concentrate more pointedly than do memoir or autobiography on revealing the subject’s morally questionable behaviour and, at least putatively, atoning for it. In this respect, the genre is contiguous with its namesake in the Roman Catholic tradition generally, and with Augustine’s fourth-century Confessions specifically. The genre is also distinguished by a focus upon the subject’s psychological/intellectual development rather than dramatic external events, with the latter serving mainly as context and cause for the former, an emphasis traceable to the towering influence of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Confessions. First published in French in 1782 and available in English translation by 1790, Rousseau’s posthumous confessions ‘quickly became’, as one critic says, ‘an autobiographical template for radicals on both sides of the channel’.1 By 1823, the prominence of the genre led one practitioner to proclaim, ‘This is confessedly the age of confession,—the era of individuality—the triumphant reign of the first person singular …. Egotism has become as endemical [sic] to English literature as the plague to Egypt, or the scurvy to the northern climes.’2

Beyond religious confessions—which continue to appear during the era, but are neither a new nor a characteristically Romantic strain of the genre—Romantic confessions may be seen as dividing into two significant subcategories and hybrids between them, all of which deploy a common grammar of recurring motifs and rhetorical strategies. The first of these subgenres consists of sensational revelations from specific celebrities (e.g. The Confessions of William-Henry Ireland (1805), Death-Bed Confessions of the Late Countess of Guernsey (c.1822), The Memoirs and Confessions of Captain Ashe (1815)), or avatars of celebrated categories of public figures (‘Confessions of a Drunkard’ (1813), Confessions of an English Opium-Eater (1821), Confessions of an Oxonian (1826)). The second, arguably lesser subgenre comprises what we might call generally criminals’ self-disclosures (… Confessions … of… the King of the Swindlers (1820), The Life and Confessions of Peter Dixon, the Celebrated Body Snatcher (1827), Confessions of an Unexecuted Femicide (1827)). Whereas some confessions at least purport to be factual accounts, some are overtly fictional, while others lie along a continuum between those poles, acknowledging their ambiguous status to varying degrees. The most overtly fictional confessions emerge early in the era as a strain of the Gothic novel, which continues to evolve throughout the first decades of the nineteenth century (e.g. The Italian, or the Confessional of the Black Penitents (1797), Confessions of the Nun of St Omer (1805), Confessions of Sir Henry Longueville (1814), and Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner (1824)). Recurrent rhetorical motifs include a stance of submissive self-abasement, an unapologetic egotism, or a paradoxical assumption of both modes at once in a sort of ancestor of the humble-brag.

To begin with the modes, self-abasement is inherent in confession, from its roots in Roman Catholic tradition to its Ur-Romantic form in the Confessions of Rousseau. The stance might be seen as a wilful renunciation of the basic instinct of self-preservation, in effect saying ‘against apparent self-interest, I lay myself at your mercy’, like a dog exposing its belly to a potential aggressor. In the Christian religious tradition, such abasement is a necessary condition for absolution, pointing to an arguable secondary level of self-interest (i.e. despite the general liabilities of submission, in this specific context it yields the benefits of forgiveness), but the assumption of a submissive stance, nonetheless, places the confessing subject at an intuitive rhetorical disadvantage with the audience. In Rousseau’s Confessions, such abasement is additionally or alternatively associated with a more prurient variety of self-interest in the form of masochistic indulgence, thus at least partly inverting the prima facie power dynamic of confession by rendering the reader complicit in the author’s self-gratification. Another effect of self-abasing revelation is a sort of rhetorical sleight of hand, whereby the speaker in effect says, ‘Look where I’m pointing rather than where you might otherwise be inclined to look.’ The confessing subject thus exercises a Wizard-of-Oz-like power over the audience, staging a spectacle that draws attention away from the figure behind the curtain, who might be more reprehensible than the onstage figure, or—perhaps more horrifying to the confessing subject—simply less interesting. Some critics have regarded such deliberate misdirection as a defining characteristic of confession as a genre that ‘self-consciously addresses the authorial duplicity and multiple identities that characterized the magazines of the period’,3 and they argue that there is a ‘penchant for autobiographical equivocation and framing irony’ in Romantic confessions because ‘The Romantic essayists were drawn to Rousseau’s confessional etiquette like moths to a flame, but they were also afraid of getting too close, for fear of being scorched by its implications’ (Dart 223). One might thus generalize about Romantic confessions that they strive to celebrate a non-conformist self, yet attempt to deflect the negative consequences of such non-conformity.

Overt egotism is another inherent attribute of confession, which focuses attention upon the narrator for purposes that serve that narrator. Confessional narrative thus declares to its audience, implicitly or explicitly, that the subject is worthy of such attention. In the religious tradition, the subject’s representative sinfulness is a basic premise, thereby diluting any claim to the subject’s special status while also emphasizing that subject’s worst rather than best traits. Rousseau partly inverted this familiar pattern, claiming his confessions merited attention, not because he was representative of all fallen humanity (though he acknowledged that he was), but more pointedly because his consciousness was an exceptional one worthy of intense study. William Wordsworth’s The Prelude, though it does not call itself a confession, arguably takes this partial inversion of the confessional mode to its logical extreme, entirely bypassing the acknowledgment of unworthiness and instead focusing solely upon the development of an extraordinary consciousness. This integration of the egotistical sublime into the tradition of autobiographical writing reaches its apogee with Lord Byron and is a recurrent feature of Romantic confessions. Captain Ashe exemplifies the trend (in confessions that are even dedicated to Byron) when he exclaims, ‘Let them mark my confessions; and contemplate my mind, at one time, as a vast and fruitful plain, a perfect paradise, yielding every joy and every blessing that the highest degree of nature’s perfection can bestow, and, at another, as a desolated wilderness, across whose dreary waste no refreshing stream is seen to glide, nor any summer’s sun to cheer by his enlivening rays.’4

Confession in its religious sense constitutes a significant tributary of Western culture, and its influence extends well beyond just the religious realm. As Foucault notes, ‘Since the Middle Ages at least, Western societies have established the confession as one of the main rituals we rely on for the production of truth.’5 Although the specifically religious dimensions of confession continue to be evident well into the nineteenth century, in the examples that most clearly trace confession as an arguably Romantic genre this element tends to be secondary, if present at all. In this sense, Romantic confession again shows the influence of Rousseau, who foregrounds his conversion to Catholicism as a life-altering event, but seemingly more because of its cultural rather than its religious significance. Having been raised in the Calvinist climate of Geneva, Rousseau does more than alter his creed when he embraces Catholicism: he refashions himself as an outcast to his family and his home city, suppressing the provincial self he strives to leave behind. Thus, in Romantic confession, revelation is rendered paradoxically consistent with obfuscation, and submission to fate likewise overlaps with aggressive shaping of one’s own destiny. These defining features are exemplified in varying degrees and combinations by specific instances of confession and are tellingly revealed by close consideration of several representative examples in relation to their counterparts and context.

An interesting early example of Romantic confession is The Confessions of William-Henry Ireland (1805). In the mid-1790s, Ireland participated in a scheme to forge Shakespeare manuscripts and present them as genuine articles. After the falsity of the manuscripts came to light, Ireland, less than 20 years old at the time, claimed he had forged them to please his father. Many doubted, however, whether an inexperienced teen even had the logistical acumen, let alone the literary talent, to have perpetrated such a scheme alone, and the whole affair damaged the reputation of Ireland’s father as well as that of the youth himself. It is perhaps not surprising that Ireland would respond with an attempt to clear the record, if not vindicate his honour, and he presents his Confessions as at least in part such an effort:


The consideration … that I do but injure my own reputation by silently bearing a more than merited portion of obloquy has at length incited me to give a narrative of the facts … with a sanguine hope that my conduct will henceforth be regarded rather as that of an unthinking and impetuous boy than of a sordid and avaricious fabricator.6



Were this stated agenda truly the book’s defining feature, it might more aptly be called a ‘defence’ or a ‘vindication’, but the narrative is more complicated than that. For one thing, Ireland invites readers to be not merely an exonerating jury, but also a gallery of charmed spectators: ‘These [anecdotes] I have frequently detailed in the circle of my friends’, he says, ‘who have invariably stated the entertainment they have received, and the full conviction that the public would experience an equal portion of amusement were the whole to be collected and placed before them’ (‘Preface’). His other stated goals include ‘the total exculpation of Mr. Samuel Ireland from having been connected in the fabrication’ (255), though deflecting blame from his father sometimes blurs into attracting credit to himself. Although discrepancies in style between the spurious manuscripts and Ireland’s other writings suggested to some contemporaries that he had not in fact produced the forgeries, Ireland says, ‘I do most solemnly appeal to my God that a day must come when … never-erring “truth will find its basis” ’ (266). Ireland is overtly aware of at least one level of irony in insisting he is the forger: as a public detractor had it in a passage Ireland quotes directly, ‘W. H. Ireland has come forward and announced himself author of the papers attributed by him to Shakespeare; which, if true, proves him to be a liar’ (quoted 269). He seems less aware, however, that his insistence upon his own authorship sometimes reads more like boasting than the titular act of confessing.

Another layer of irony pervades Ireland’s narrative: it is imaginable that this whole confession is itself an elaborate ruse at another level, an attempt, by this son who so painfully wants to be valued by his father, to assume sole blame for actions that may very well have been partly or fully his father’s. It seems in many ways more plausible that this naïve young man found purpose in sacrificing himself to defend his father’s honour than that a 17-year-old singlehandedly produced Shakespearian imitations idiomatic enough to convince several experts, his oft-rehearsed idolization of Thomas Chatterton notwithstanding. Ireland offers a semi-rational basis for such a motivation when he declares his belief ‘that no blame would attach itself to me, as a boy, for having written the manuscripts, whereas Mr. Ireland’s character, as a man in years, and established in the world, would suffer from the suggestion, as it would be inferred that the whole had been executed by him for the purpose of gain’ (255). And restoring his father’s honour is perhaps a less obvious goal than merely garnering the regard of a man who would never even call him by his name, but instead addressed him by the name of an older brother who had died in infancy. Ireland even concedes that craving his father’s regard was a key motivation for committing the forgeries (‘I began the fabrication in the belief that by an innocent delusion I could please one whom I was anxious to gratify’ (303)), but he does not directly acknowledge the possibility that lying about the lie (i.e. confessing to forgeries that were not his own) is easily interpreted as a similar bid for the favour of an emotionally parsimonious father.

Ireland’s confessions appealed to a readership in part because of his status as a known figure in the public eye, a durable claim to the reader’s interest that is perhaps best represented by a confessional narrative so popular during the era that it ran through at least four editions over seven years, the supposedly factual but almost certainly spurious Death-Bed Confessions of the Late Countess of Guernsey (c.1822). The narrative’s prefatory material reveals both its inherent prurient appeal and its plausible justification, as it promises to describe ‘the secret and mysterious transactions which involved the Life of an ILLUSTRIOUS FEMALE’, displaying ‘the extent of human depravity and courtly dissimulation’, but in the service of ‘The desire of a conscience-stricken mind to make some feeble amends for the load of injuries she had heaped upon the head of the innocent’. In addition to thus benefitting the confessor, the confessions likewise benefit the reader, tempering voyeuristic gratification with cautionary moral instruction:


To those who revel in the luxuries of a Court, and seek for sensual enjoyments in the abandonment of all that is virtuous and honourable, these ‘Confessions’ present a frightful warning; for neither the possession of wealth, nor the meretricious splendour that was occasionally reflected from the—[Prince Regent], possessed the charm of consolation at the dying hour, nor was capable of calming the convulsive throbbings of the guilty breast.7



The narrative thus offers its readers both titillation and schadenfreude, a heady combination that credibly accounts for the book’s robust popularity, and that has continued to undergird a strain of popular culture running through such publications as Vanity Fair and The National Enquirer.

Whereas Ireland’s confession of guilt veers towards boasting, another subgenre of confession steers aggressively in that direction, going so far as to trumpet bad behaviour as a form of accomplishment. An illustrative example is the anonymous Authentic Memoirs, Memorandums, and Confessions. Taken From the Journal of His Predatorial Majesty, the King of the Swindlers (1820). Presented by a supposed editor who claims to have found the manuscript left behind in a coach, the narrative is a first-person account of a London con man who ran a series of successful scams masquerading as ‘disinterested philanthropy’.8 Priming the reader for the confessions’ unapologetic, even sociopathic mode, the editor says


The unexampled turpitude which gives infernal preeminence to the King of the Swindlers, hath extinguished in him every spark of moral and social virtue; and no sentiment or exercise of goodness occurs, in the transactions or adventures of sixteen years; by which the reader of his journal obtains a moment’s respite, from the contemplation of human nature, in its most despicable and horrid form. (p. v)



The narrator delivers on the editor’s lurid promise, proclaiming that


I cannot reproach myself with any act of justice that could be avoided;—nor with any scrupulous repugnance to rapine, perfidy, or fraud; I never felt compunction nor ever betrayed a symptom of pity or remorse. … It cannot be alleged that popular detestation hath appalled me, or, that my cheek hath ever been suffused with the blush of shame. (3–4)



He then launches an unapologetic rehearsal of self-serving manipulative schemes both large and small, including exploiting and abandoning his own wife and children. His narrative is styled as a journal, a form both reflecting his social isolation and grounded upon it:


I have no confidential communications: and to this I am probably indebted for the length and prosperity of my reign. My journal, therefore, is to me as a confident [sic].—It enables me to disclose myself, without hazard of being betrayed; and to rehearse my exploits, without incurring danger, or exposing myself to disgrace. (p. vi)



This confession, then, is analogous to a serial killer’s secret trophies: a means by which a radically antisocial personality solitarily celebrates his accomplishments in his own counter-moral arena. Thus, the relationship to the reader is paradoxically founded upon the mutually exclusive assumptions that the reader will never exist, and that the reader is the ultimately appreciative audience. This paradox parallels that of the narrator’s daily existence, wherein his reign as King of the Swindlers depends upon his never being directly credited with that status. ‘Nothing is more grateful to me than the effusions of wonder and admiration (though sometimes coarsely expressed) with which my ears are saluted in my perambulations through the metropolis’, he says (27), but those effusions seem to be overheard rather than received directly, applying to an anonymous third party rather than the auditor, for whom the sacrifice of anonymity necessary in order to receive praise in propria persona would explode the status to which the praise would have applied in the first place.

Confessions to such virtuosic immorality are less common during the era than disclosures of more banal weaknesses from emblematic victims. Of this subgenre, the progenitor is Charles Lamb’s ‘Confessions of a Drunkard’, which, as one might expect, is at least in part a cautionary tale:


Could the youth, to whom the flavor of his first wine is delicious as the opening scenes of life … be made to understand what a dreary thing it is when a man shall feel himself going down a precipice with open eyes and a passive will … it were enough to make him dash the sparkling beverage to the earth in all the pride of its mantling temptation.

(Lamb, Works, i. 137)



But more than mere homily, this confession is also a study of psychological contrarieties and their dilution of moral accountability, as hinted by the reference to ‘open eyes and a passive will’, and elaborated in a plea of extenuating circumstances around the vice’s irresistible grip: ‘What if the whole system must undergo a change violent as that which we conceive of the mutation of form in some insects’, asks the narrator; ‘. … Is the weakness that sinks under such struggles to be confounded with the pertinacity which clings to other vices, which have induced no constitutional necessity, no engagement of the whole victim, body and soul?’ (Lamb, Works, i. 133–134).

The confessing drunkard’s focus upon contradictions reaches its apotheosis in what is perhaps the most famous and influential confession of the era, Thomas De Quincey’s Confessions of an English Opium-Eater, where the tension between the title and subtitle immediately announces the centrality of contradictions, the fact that, as Gregory Dart characterizes it, De Quincey’s confessions are ‘double-dealing throughout, always seeking to trade in two currencies at the same time’ (224). Whereas Confessions of an English Opium-Eater as a title invites impressions of a weak and dissipated narrator in the mould of Lamb’s drunkard, the subtitle, ‘Being an Extract from the Life of a Scholar’, counters that impression with one of an erudite and hyper-focused subject. The reader soon discovers that such antithetical pairings pervade the essay’s structure as well, with ‘The Pleasures of Opium’ posed against ‘The Pains of Opium’, etc. Recapitulating Lamb’s pattern of mitigating the exposure of his weakness with a counter-balancing cautionary value, De Quincey claims that ‘the benefit resulting to others, from the record of an experience purchased at so heavy a price, might compensate, by a vast overbalance, for any violence done to the feelings I have noticed’ (De Quincey, Selected Writings, 4). The Opium-Eater thus exemplifies a pattern David Higgins identifies as


a broader paradox intrinsic to confessional writing at least as far back as Rousseau. The confessor proclaims his alienation from others by virtue of his transgressions and his willingness to reveal them, but at the same time suggests that his outpouring is beneficial to the wider public (48).



But De Quincey adds a twist to the familiar pattern, not only claiming public benefit as justification, but also counterpoising representative weakness against personal exceptionality, presenting his narrative as a sort of travelogue rendering the landscape of an exceptional intellect. ‘In the case before him’, he says,


the reader will find that the Opium-eater boasteth himself to be a philosopher: and accordingly, that the phantasmagoria of his dreams … is suitable to … not merely a superb intellect in its analytic functions … but also on such a constitution of the moral faculties, as shall give him an inner eye and power of intuition for the vision and the mysteries of our human nature. (6)



In this respect, De Quincey’s opium-eater is a more vividly Byronic character than Lamb’s drunkard (in line with Captain Ashe, who presents his sublimely contradictory consciousness as at once ‘perfect paradise’ and ‘desolated wilderness’), and De Quincey even tags his exceptional philosophical bent as a uniquely poetic and English one, ‘that constitution of faculties, in short, which … our English poets have possessed in the highest degree’ (6).

But whereas De Quincey overtly indulges in the egotistical sublime, his characteristic embrace of contradiction simultaneously counters that obvious egotism with claims that his own consciousness is a mere backdrop to the narrative rather than its focus: ‘Not the opium-eater, but the opium, is the true hero of the tale; and the legitimate centre on which the interest revolves’, he famously proclaims; ‘The object was to display the marvellous agency of opium, whether for pleasure or for pain: if that is done, the action of the piece has closed’ (De Quincey, Selected Writings, 69). The extended vignettes of his early experiences are thus merely ‘furnishing a key to some parts of that tremendous scenery which afterwards peopled the dreams of the Opium-eater’ (6), where the experiences are ‘drawn out by the fierce chemistry of my dreams, into insufferable splendour that fretted my heart’ (60). Likewise, his embrace of the ‘faculties … our English poets have possessed in the highest degree’ weighs against extravagant claims that he is not merely a man of science, but a pre-eminent one: ‘upon all that has been hitherto written on the subject of opium … by professors of medicine, writing ex cathedra’, he says, ‘—I have but one emphatic criticism to pronounce—Lies! lies! lies! … therefore, worthy doctors, as there seems to be room for further discoveries, stand aside, and allow me to come forward and lecture on this matter’ (38). The Opium-Eater’s confessions might thus be seen as characteristically Romantic in another familiar sense, uneasily attempting to reconcile commitment to empirical science with faith in the revelatory power of subjective experience.

Both Byron and De Quincey owe a debt to the archetypal Cain-like outcast who had been a staple of the Gothic novel nearly from its inception, and specifically as a confessing subject. Beginning with Ann Radcliffe’s The Italian, or the Confessional of the Black Penitents, whose main narrative is framed as a proto-Byronic assassin’s confession before a Roman Catholic priest, use of the titular word ‘confession’ became something of a formulaic motif among Gothic novels, sometimes almost gratuitously—as with Charlotte Dacre’s Confessions of the Nun of St Omer, an epistolary novel rather than a confession per se—sometimes more self-consciously in the tradition of Rousseau via Byron, as with Robert Pearse Gillies’s anonymous Confessions of Sir Henry Longueville, the heart of which is the first-person effusion of an aristocratic ‘madman’ first presented to the reader as a brooding and mysterious figure in the epistolary frame narrative. The focus of these alleged confessions is less upon regretted actions and more upon an exceptionally sensitive intellect. Gillies’s thinly disguised autobiographical declaration might serve as an epigraph for this branch of the genre:


To die, without leaving a trace of those visions in which I so much delighted to indulge … if this idea could be borne, I should not attempt to employ my feeble and trembling hand in tracing these lines. But … I am agonized by an accusing and restless conscience … I will endeavor to revive the faint and scattered traces of those internal workings of the mind,—of … reflections that, more than all others, haunt my path by day, and strew my midnight path with thorns!9



Such skirting of the ostensible line between fact and fiction, autobiography and novel, is a pervasive undercurrent of not just Gillies’s novel, but of confession as a genre. Noting that ‘fictitious confessions—which purport to be “true confessions”—can be even more vivid and convincing than the veritable and verifiable sort’, Eugene L. Stelzig even coins a term, ‘alterbiography’, to describe deliberate misrepresentations of fiction as fact, but he nonetheless acknowledges that ‘to differentiate the genre of autobiography from that of confessional fiction … is a problematic task’.10

This Byronic subgenre of the confessional Gothic novel interweaves with strains of virtuosic immorality à la the King of the Swindlers, and even parody of both religious and Romantic confessions, in James Hogg’s The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner. Hogg brings to full circle Rousseau’s irony of replacing Calvinism with Roman Catholicism, as his extreme Calvinist protagonist adopts the genre and title of confession, but then spins a narrative that is a dark inversion of previous contributions to the genre. Hogg’s protagonist, Robert Wringhim, replaces admissions of fallibility and culpability with claims of a moral superiority that renders blame irrelevant. ‘That I was a great, a transcendent sinner, I confess’, says Wringhim, but ‘… I could not help that; the grace of repentance being withheld from me, I regarded myself as in no degree accountable for the failure’.11 As if such radical antinomianism is not destabilizing enough, Wringhim then externalizes and even claims ignorance of any actions that might be considered blameworthy within a conventional moral framework: ‘Either I had a second self, who transacted business in my likeness, or else my body was at times possessed by a spirit over which it had no controul, and of whose actions my own soul was wholly unconscious’ (125). The reference here to a second self is especially resonant, literalizing the implicit division of narrated subject from narrating subject that is inherent to confession and a recurrent hinge of the confessing narrator’s ironic distance. But the reference also echoes the specific language of a recurrent Romantic trope, what Wordsworth calls his ‘second self’.12 Wordsworth’s overlapping versions of self are central to Romantic autobiography and confession in general, from the speaker’s projection of his past and current selves into the future self of his sister in ‘Tintern Abbey’ to the ‘two consciousnesses’ of the 1805 Prelude, what Stelzig calls ‘that wide gulf between … how we perceived an event then as opposed to now’ (23). Thus Hogg’s twist on confession seems deliberately to jumble various and mutually contradictory axes of dual selfhood, including the moral, the ironic, and the temporal divisions implied in other confessions, but not always submitted to such direct yet multifarious scrutiny.

The following years see a number of imitative confessions that combine Hogg’s and De Quincey’s distinctive features with other long-standing traits of the genre, and many of these appear in the pages of Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, the arch-rival to the London Magazine, which had originally published De Quincey’s confessions. As Robert Morrison notes, ‘The Opium-Eater was one of the most potent fictive constructs of the era, but after making it famous, De Quincey could only watch whilst others manipulated it in ways that ranged from the sympathetic and the humorous to the bizarre and the vicious.’13 Many of these ‘knockoffs’ are snarky parodies, such as T. C. Grattan’s anonymous ‘Confessions of an English Glutton’ (1823), which opens with the declaration that ‘since the goodly list of scribblers, great and small … have in due succession “told their fatal stories out”, I cannot, in justice to my own importance, or honesty to the world, leave the blank unfilled’ (86), and ends with the anti-homily:


now, having fairly unbosomed my sins, if they are sins, I trust to receive from a grateful public, in whose interest alone have I compiled these sheets, the absolution which should always follow confession. Then, as is usual in these cases, that having disgorged my overloaded conscience, I may be allowed to return to my old courses. (93)



The laboured puns on binging and purging carry a barb pointed at De Quincey, many of whose contemporaries knew he had exaggerated the degree to which he had conquered his addiction, and many of whom also believed he had exaggerated his own exceptionality and importance.14

And like the glutton, De Quincey also repeatedly alludes to opium’s effects on the digestive system, giving the glutton’s snipe an even more targeted barb. The glutton’s grandiose claims around something as banal as overeating constitute a reductio ad absurdum of claims to exceptional status on the basis of a trait commonly regarded as a weakness, as opium-eating was, even if De Quincey’s popularity had almost singlehandedly established a growing subculture in which opium addiction was associated with a kind of visionary prophecy.15

The glutton’s undercurrent of hostility is even nearer to the surface in another parody published later the same year in Blackwood’s, the ‘Confessions of a Footman’ by Henry Thomson, writing under the pseudonym Thomas Ticklepitcher. ‘SEEING that the world, through the medium of the Press, is rapidly becoming acquainted with the miseries of all classes; that drunkards, hypochondriacs, water-drinkers, and opium-chewers, are alike received with sympathy and commiseration’, says Ticklepitcher, ‘I take leave shortly to address you upon the grievances of footmen’.16 The footman’s claims of benefiting the public by confessing are more circumscribed than those of his predecessors: ‘If these slight remarks’, he says, ‘… should save one footman from a damp garret, my labour will not be quite lost’ (600). He also introduces the innovation of appealing, for the inherent interest of his confession, to his status as the representative of a group defined by a social role (footman) rather than a bodily urge (e.g. drunkard, glutton, or opium-eater), an angle taken up during the following year in another Blackwood’s piece, Francis Bacon’s ‘Confessions of a Cantab’. Like his Blackwood’s predecessors, Bacon gripes that ‘everybody, from the Justified Sinner, down to the “Opium-Eater” and the “Footman”, have thought proper to confess’, and insists upon equal claims to interest on the basis of his own attributes: ‘I, who am a newly-graduated Cantab, and who have as much to answer for (God help me!) as the worst of them, may, perhaps, be allowed to confess also’.17 He likewise reiterates the glutton’s scatological analogy for the act of confession: ‘they say, that to pour forth one’s follies and one’s sins into the attentive ear of a confessor, does like tincture of rhubarb to the disordered bowels, administer a balm, a comfort, and a relief, which is at once indescribable, and “devoutly to be wished” ’, and he underscores the irony of making the conventionally private matter of confession such a public act, declaring with an implicit wink that ‘I have made choice of the public for my confessor, because I have a well-grounded conviction that it will go no further’ (459).

One of the more interesting amalgams of evolutionary adaptations of the genre appears two years after the flurry of Blackwood’s confessions: the anonymous Confessions of an Oxonian (1826). A triple-decker framed by another putative editor as ‘an exposure of the real mischief, which the levities so frequently, not to say generally practiced, during a residence at college are calculated to produce’,18 this picaresque narrative is structured largely as a series of set pieces on various aspects of Oxbridge life (chapters are devoted to town trappings, life in college lodgings, drinking, gambling, traveling, etc., thus echoing the ‘Confessions of a Cantab.’), and its first sustained plot strand emerges when the narrator realizes he is being followed by an old man with an eye patch, whom he considers ‘my evil genius’ (14). By the end of the first volume, the old man is revealed as one Colonel Cawdore, who has been tailing the Oxonian in a series of disguises because the young man reminds Cawdore of his own long-lost nephew, whom the Oxonian later turns out (with novelistic inevitability) to be. The familiar Gothic device of the doppelgänger, woven here with the confession of a dissipated young narrator, superficially echoes Hogg, whereas the narrative’s presentation as the confession of a representative member of a celebrated group shows its roots in Lamb and De Quincey via Blackwood’s. After many byways, including an eventful sea voyage and some lurid adventures in India, the Oxonian ends badly, as a result of the hastily narrated seduction and abandonment of his now-deceased cousin, and the ensuing alienation of her father, Colonel Cawdore, who kills himself after cursing the Oxonian.

This theme of guilt specifically regarding the seduction and abandonment of a trusting female relative emerges the following year in another amalgamation of by-now-familiar confessional tropes, The Confessions of an Unexecuted Femicide, published anonymously by Robert MacNish. This modest pamphlet of two dozen pages, luridly described as ‘A Tale of Horror! Founded on Fact!’, proved popular enough to run to at least four editions. Presented as a posthumous factual account, made public only when its author’s last will and testament requested that it ‘be published to the world… to the effect that others may be deterred from the commission of a similar sin, by the thought, that if they escape the punishment of the law, they are sure to meet with that of a racked and harrowed conscience’,19 Femicide recounts the narrator’s seduction and abandonment of the angelic orphan raised as his adopted sister, whom he ultimately murdered when he feared that her pregnancy, if known publicly, would stymie his plans to wed a local heiress. The narrative reads handily as a supplement to Hogg’s Justified Sinner, supplying narrative events that were lost to Wringhim’s memory and attributed to a second self, right down to the murder of a seduced woman on a secluded Scottish beach and the subsequent perjury of servants to defend the narrator at trial. In stark contrast to Wringhim, however, this narrator claims full guilt for his actions, even attributing them to a deep character flaw he has always possessed: ‘I am ashamed to confess it’, he says,


but my heart was ever peculiarly wicked. I remember that, even while a boy, I possessed none of the amiable qualities which are apt to shine forth at this early age. I was vindictive, and jealous, and sordid, and, above all, gloomy. Alas! that this had been the effect of a sedate and feeling heart, but it was the result of a dark malignity, which hung like a cloud of hell over my imagination. (5–6)



The story thus reads as a sort of cautionary tale against embracing and celebrating a Byronic temperament, demythologizing the kind of brooding and mysterious confessor aggrandized as Gillies’s Sir Henry Longueville, and presenting him instead as a psychopath—perhaps ultimately more pitiable than despicable, but still neither noble nor glamorous. After committing the murder in his youth, the narrator soon sees his beloved biological sister die of grief through knowledge of his guilt, and is haunted for the rest of his life by his victim’s ghost urging him to repent, until he finally ends his confession by saying that he has grown to treasure her influence, which has ‘kept my conscience awake, and at last melted its stubborn nature to virtue and repentance’ (24).

Generalizations about entire eras and genres inevitably fray around the edges, and that tendency holds as true with Romantic confessions as it does with other genres and themes. Nonetheless, there are demonstrable threads that run through many instances of so-called confession during the era, and those threads become more intricately wound and interwoven as the age progresses, both inter-illuminating instances of confession and shedding light upon other characteristic examples of Romanticism, such as the poetry of Wordsworth and Byron. Confession as a genre also provides a unique test case regarding the evolving forum of the periodical press and its influence upon the culture at large. In aggregate, then, Romantic confession can be seen as an especially focused lens trained upon the recurrent Romantic concerns of individual exceptionality, radical subjectivity, social transgression, guilt and expiation, and experimental narrative modes.
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Chapter 24


Diaries, Notebooks, and Marginalia



Charles W. Mahoney

In his 1809 Prospectus for The Friend, Samuel Taylor Coleridge observes that he has ‘employed almost the whole of [his] Life in acquiring, or endeavouring to acquire, useful Knowledge by Study, Reflection, [and] Observation’, which has allowed him not only to plan, but to collect the materials for ‘[m]any works on various and important Subjects’. While his friends have occasionally taken him to task for ‘the Number of my unrealized Schemes, and the Mass of my miscellaneous Fragments’, Coleridge defends his practice of ‘almost daily throwing off my Notices or Reflections in desultory Fragments’ as a sign not of indolence so much as of ‘an Over-activity of Thought’. Admittedly finding it ‘more pleasant … to continue acquiring, than to reduce what I had acquired to a regular Form’, Coleridge cites his salutary habit ‘of daily noting down, in my Memorandum or Common-place Books, both Incidents and Observations; whatever had occurred to me from without, and all the Flux and Reflux of my Mind within itself’. As miscellaneous as his notes may seem, Coleridge is confident that they tend to one common end—namely a fuller understanding of ‘what we are and what we are born to become’ (ii. 16–17).

What is the proper designation for this sort of writing, one invested more in the quotidian, miscellaneous, and fragmentary than in ‘regular Form’, but one which, however desultory it may appear, requires the habit of reliable, diurnal writing? Coleridge characterizes his writing as ‘Notices or Reflections’, which covers both what occurred to him from without (incidents), and his own reflections on the same (observations). From force of habit, he makes daily notes, often regarding his own reading, which he does not set down in something he denominates a diary or a journal (both of which etymologically underscore an allegedly daily writing practice) or a notebook, but ‘Memorandum or Common-place Books’. Perhaps the most capacious term in Coleridge’s Prospectus is this seemingly innocuous ‘Memorandum’, which names not only (as here) a sub-category of a type of notebook or a journal, but more generally a form of miscellaneous writing that serves as an injunction to remember something. Often abbreviated as ‘Mem’ (Latin, memorare; from memor: mindful), it calls out for remembrance and remediation. As the OED notes, ‘Placed (like NB) at the head of a note or something that is to be remembered or a record (for future reference) of something that has been done’—or, in the case of a marginal notation, something that has been read. ‘Memoranda’ can serve as a catch-all term for all methods of note-taking, of the numerous invaluable yet often overlooked forms of writing-in-the-moment for future recovery.

This term and its practice are everywhere legible in Romantic prose, nowhere perhaps more noticeably than in Coleridge’s writings. Although the majority of the entries in his notebooks are not dated, those announced as memoranda often are, such as the entry which begins, ‘Syracuse, Saturday, Oct. 5. 1804. <A Serious memorandum!>’, then outlines a ‘Mem’ regarding his own conduct in conversation with others, only to conclude ‘Coleridge! Coleridge! will you never learn to appropriate your conversation to your company?’ (Notebooks, ii. 2193). Here, memorandum serves as a reminder to oneself for future reference and conduct, dated as if it were an entry in a diary. Many of Coleridge’s marginalia similarly serve as memoranda, such as when he remarks of a scene in Romeo and Juliet, ‘Something I must say on this scene’.1 The term is in no way limited to Coleridge. According to Pamela Woof, Dorothy Wordsworth learned from Coleridge the habit of jotting down memoranda as they walked, for the purposes of later developing her thoughts in her journals.2 An editor of Anne Lister’s diary makes a similar observation, noting that Lister’s ‘usual method, especially whilst travelling, was to jot down memoranda in small notebooks, on odd pieces of paper or, occasionally, a slate and then write it up in her journal wherever she happened to be lodged’.3 The editors of the Henry Crabb Robinson Project variously describe his nominal ‘diaries’ as notebooks, pocketbooks, and memorandum books (and, for 1808, the combination ‘Pocket Diary and Memorandum Book’).4 And, in an unusually detailed entry in his otherwise often cryptic diary, William Godwin reflects on his daily writing practice with the observation, ‘I shall set down the memoranda of one day, with the full expectation of resuming my task on the next’ (21 August 1834).5

‘Memorandum’, then, names one way of designating and gathering together the three forms of writing under consideration here: diaries, notebooks, and marginalia. While all three are modes of writing in the moment, they are also crucially writing practices that address memory, that in different ways offer ‘a note to help the memory’ (as Samuel Johnson defined ‘memorandum’), especially when intended for future literary reconsideration. They testify to their writers’ need to capture dates and details, observations and ideas, for future use, and thus serve as means for ‘impounding Stray Thoughts’, as Coleridge put it.6 In its most elemental form, the diary (Latin diāri-us, daily; from dies, day) records the events of the day, and was often viewed during this period as an aid to memory doing double duty as a (Protestant) practice of individual accountability. The notebook similarly records events, but also offers scope for the setting forth of ‘all the Flux and Reflux of my Mind within itself’. Often treated as a workbook, the notebook allows the space and the opportunity for more personal reflection, for the development of memoranda made in the moment. And marginalia (the writing of notes in the blank spaces of books written by others, a term introduced into English by Coleridge) serve as well as reminders, of both incidents of reading and of the reader’s observations upon these incidents: a diary of reading, as it were. All three may be thought of as flexible, highly individual methods of note-taking.

To define these terms in this fashion is admittedly reductive. The glosses above do not acknowledge the porous, unstable boundaries separating these categories, nor do they acknowledge the many attendant terms—such as journal, travel diary, memorandum book, workbook, pocketbook, daybook, commonplace book, or annotation—that bracket and inform those under consideration here. These writing practices elude formal generic classification. And it remains difficult to explain their status. Although pervasive throughout the period, they have not always been taken seriously by critics, treated too often as secondary or minor writing only of interest for the insights they offer into other, more canonically acknowledged forms of writing. These forms of writing are not ephemeral. To the contrary, they are essential to our understanding of the full scope of Romantic prose: far more than reference works to be consulted for the insights they might provide into more allegedly literary genres and writers, they ask to be read in terms of their own literary interest. The ambitious digitization of the diaries of William Godwin, Anne Lister, and Henry Crabb Robinson attests to this. These writing practices may seem disparate and miscellaneous (in the Coleridgean sense), but they all also share one common aspiration: the double impulse to find a way to write to the moment, all the while writing in order to remember, to preserve something for future reconsideration. They are all forms of memoranda.

Diaries

Woof’s observation apropos Dorothy Wordsworth’s Grasmere Journal pertains to journal-keeping more generally: ‘There are no rules and structures for diary writing, as there are not for living’.7 There is no generic definition of a diary, no set of conventions by which one is to be regulated or evaluated. And the same is true of journals, a nearly synonymous term often used interchangeably by their editors and critics. Each designation suggests a regular writing practice, what Woof terms ‘the daily business of the Journal’ (GAJ, p. xx), which business could range (as Dorothy Wordsworth’s does) across reading to cooking, walking, and local gossip. The notebooks that Percy and Mary Shelley shared were used not only as a daily journal (including records of what they were reading and writing), but also as a place to consolidate miscellaneous bits of useful information, such as recipes, prescriptions, and addresses. After Percy Shelley’s death, Mary Shelley’s journal shifted from this sort of quotidian accounting to more emotional descriptions of her life. As the editors of the Journals note, ‘Mary was never absolutely sure what kind of journal she wished to write’.8 Again, there are no rules for the keeping of a diary.

There is, however, a long history of the diary as a form of personal accountability. For Catholics, the most compelling and oft-cited example would have been Ignatius of Loyola’s Spiritual Diary (written 1544–1545, and intended for his eyes alone), in which he applies principles from the Spiritual Exercises to the evaluation of his own conduct. The disciplinary purpose of such a diary for the Jesuits would have been to examine the state of their souls and to track their spiritual progress. There was an important corollary to this practice in the tradition of Protestant Dissent, similarly motivated by ‘a desire to record [one’s] adherence to godly strictures and tabulate the moral improvement associated with such a life’ (Godwin, Diary, 10). Godwin was raised in this tradition, and trained as a minister; his diary (begun in 1788 when he lost his faith) shows him ‘appropriating a dissenting tradition and turning it to secular purposes’ (10), as if determined to continue to account for his own self-improvement. Thomas Moore similarly strove in his journals to provide an accurate recounting of his daily life and the events of his daily routine, largely without personal reflection, in the journals he compulsively kept from 1818 through 1847.9 And Anne Lister used a quotation from Edward Gibbon’s journal as the epigraph for a diary she began in March 1817: ‘I propose fr[om] th[i]s day to keep an exact journal of my actions and studies, both to assist my memory and to accustom me to set a due value on my time’.10 Attending to the ‘due value’ of the writer’s time, such diaries serve as a record and a form of justification, whether to oneself or to another.

Other diaries were more reflective, and served as confidantes for their writers, such as Mary Shelley, who in the aftermath of Percy Shelley’s death in 1822 began what she termed ‘The Journal of Sorrow’:


Now I am alone! Oh, how alone! The stars may behold my tears, & the winds drink my sighs—but my thoughts are a sealed treasure which I can confide to none. White paper—wilt thou be my confident? [sic] I will trust thee fully, for none shall see what I write. But can I express all I feel?

(Shelley, Journals, ii. 429)



From this moment forward, Mary Shelley’s journal-writing changed significantly, as she increasingly turned to it as a form of catharsis. Her journals emphasize her emotional isolation, as if writing will counter or ameliorate her loneliness. Although not as anguished, Dorothy Wordsworth’s journals are also predicated upon absence. When William and their brother John set off from Grasmere for Yorkshire in May 1800, Dorothy ‘resolved to write a journal of the time till W. & J. return, and I set about keeping my resolve, because I will not quarrel with myself, and because I shall give Wm. pleasure by it when he comes home again’ (Dorothy Wordsworth, Journals, i. 37). In this instance written expressly to ‘give Wm. pleasure’, Dorothy’s journals often assume, as if trying to perpetuate, a conversation with those who are absent during the time of their writing.

In a similar vein, Lord Byron’s Alpine Journal was written specifically for his half-sister Augusta, in September 1816. Embarking from Clarens on a tour of the Alps with John Cam Hobhouse, Byron began the journal with the simple declaration that ‘I shall keep a short journal of each day’s progress for my Sister Augusta’ (Letters and Journals, v. 96), and proceeded to record, daily, his experiences of the alpine sublime. His anguished sense of her as his absent confidante becomes clear in the final entry, when he writes of the ‘desolation’ which has preyed upon him during this tour, and which precluded him from losing ‘my own wretched identity in the majesty & the power and the Glory—around—above—& beneath me … but enough. — —To you—dearest Augusta—I send—and for you—I have kept this record of what I have seen & felt.—Love me as you are beloved by me.——’ (Letters and Journals, v. 105). Byron’s Alpine Journal is an unusually emotional inflection of a popular sub-genre of the diary during the period: the travel journal. While Byron’s was not intended for publication, many were, such as the Shelleys’ History of a Six Weeks’ Tour (1817). Beginning with her trip to Hamburg with William and Coleridge in 1798, Dorothy Wordsworth kept numerous travel journals. When the Wordsworths (and Coleridge) travelled to Scotland in 1803, Dorothy did not maintain a daily journal (she claimed that ‘we took no notes’), but after their return wrote ‘recollections of our tour in the form of a Journal’, for ‘the sake of a few friends, who, it seemed, ought to have been with us’ (Dorothy Wordsworth, Journals, i. p. vii). Crabb Robinson too kept detailed notes of his travels, leaving behind ‘about thirty volumes of Journals of tours’.11

When Sarah Hazlitt travelled to Scotland in 1822 (to establish residence and obtain a divorce from William Hazlitt under Scottish law), she kept a diary, now known as the Journal of My Trip to Scotland, copied from miscellaneous notes into a continuous whole, apparently intended for future readers.12 At the same time as she was attending to the legal and financial implications of the divorce proceedings, she enthusiastically saw everything she could in Scotland, and her record of it ‘makes a travel book and diary of no small interest, quite over and above its contribution to our knowledge of Hazlitt’s distressed days’ (Hazlitt, Journals, 172). A representative entry, dated 13 July 1822, records her meeting with her solicitor regarding payments from William Hazlitt, the quality of a collection of pictures at Dalkeith House, and a walk of ‘about fifteen miles’, in a pair of light shoes, along the Firth of Forth: Sarah Hazlitt’s journal details a personally tumultuous period at the same time as it provides an antidote to it.

Sarah Hazlitt’s account of her time in Scotland from April through July 1822 is the only journal she appears to have kept. Other diarists were more systematic in their accounting, perhaps none more so than Godwin, who maintained a daily writing regimen for 48 years, from 1788 until his death in 1836. While there may not be a structural template for such daily writing, no Romantic diary was more systematically designed (and executed) than Godwin’s thirty-two octavo notebooks, each page of which he ‘painstakingly divided into seven equal sections, and on which he entered the year, at the top, then, at the side, the month, and the day and date’ (Godwin, Diary, 5). Godwin’s entries were succinctly registered in abbreviations of his own devising, and typically confined to indications of how many pages he had written that day, books he had read, letters he had written or received, calls that he had made (or received), and occasionally summaries of critical conversations. For the week beginning Sunday, 20 January 1793, Godwin entered these memoranda:


Jan. 20. Su. Mucius, Letter 2 ½ pages. Dine at H Tooke’s, with Holcroft, Sharpe, Banks & Jardine.

21. M. Stuart calls. Write to Morgan. Miss Godwin dines: Masters au soir. Execution of Louis.13
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Figure 24.1 Diary of William Godwin, week of 20 January 1793. By permission of The Diary of William Godwin, (eds) Victoria Myers, David O’Shaughnessy, and Mark Philp (Oxford: Oxford Digital Library, 2010). http://godwindiary.bodleian.ox.ac.uk.



That Sunday, Godwin wrote 2½ pages of his first letter (writing as Mucius) to the Morning Chronicle regarding the trial of Daniel Crichton for seditious libel, then dined at the home of John Horne Tooke, whose own trial for libel would begin on 24 January. For much of the rest of the week, he spent considerable time reading the manuscript of his Political Justice (1793), such as on 24 January, when he recorded ‘Pol. Justice, 168 pages’. And—as Godwin notes in passing—Louis XVI was executed on the 21st of January (see Figure 24.1). While critics have lamented the diary’s terseness, characterizing it as ‘a document of record intended for his own eyes only [that] still retains many of its secrets’,14 the editors of the digital edition of the diary persuasively argue that it should be considered in terms of its literary value, and regarded as a Bildungskalendar (Godwin, Diary, 9, 11).

While Godwin’s diary may be an extreme version of the diary as a daily record, a form of accountability, it is not the only such diary during the period, nor even the most cryptic. Anne Lister kept a diary from 1806 until her death in 1840, a nearly obsessive habit that generated 6,600 pages in 27 volumes, totalling nearly 4 million words.15 The journal alternates between ‘plainhand’ and what Lister termed ‘crypthand’, an elaborate code she devised that combined Greek letters with algebraic symbols of her own, in which she wrote without punctuation or spaces between words. The more she wrote in code, the more confident she became as to its indecipherability, and she proceeded to write with increasing frankness about her intimate life, including her numerous affairs with other women. After her premature death in 1840, her journals remained at her Yorkshire home and were not deciphered until the 1890s, by her cousin John Lister, after whose death in 1933 they were transferred to the Halifax library (Lister, pp. xiii–xv). A copy of the key to the code was later provided to the librarian, and the first excerpts from the coded entries were published in 1988.

Lister’s diaries provide invaluable insight into contemporary politics, local events, the management of her estate, and her many travels on the continent, but it is for their record of Anne’s ‘secret’ personal life that they are now most often consulted. Consider this ‘crypthand’ entry from July 1821, which reiterates Lister’s profound love for Mariana Lawton née Belcombe (‘M’ in the diary), with whom Lister remained involved, sexually and emotionally, after Mariana’s marriage in 1816:


Went to M—but somehow did not manage a good kiss. Refused to promise till I had really felt that she was my wife. Went to her a second time. Succeeded better & then bound ourselves to each other by an irrevocable promise for ever, in pledge of which, turned on her finger the gold ring I gave her several years ago.

(Lister, 176)



While this is precisely the sort of confession that Lister could only make in code, she confided in ‘plainhand’ on 31 May 1824, ‘What a comfort is this journal. I tell myself to myself & throw the burden on the book & feel relieved’ (Lister, 372).

Although no other Romantic diarist approaches Lister in word count, one common denominator shared by all the writers considered here is their use of journals as ‘a comfort’. For Dorothy Wordsworth and Byron, that comfort consisted in the attempt to communicate with someone from whom they were separated. For Moore and Godwin, that comfort took the shape of a daily writing regime. For all of these writers, however impersonal or impassioned, the diary served the role of a confidante—as Coleridge’s notebooks did for him.

Notebooks

What distinguishes a notebook from a diary? Why are the journals of, for example, Dorothy Wordsworth, Mary Shelley, Godwin, and Lister not denominated notebooks instead? While the designation of ‘diary’ (or ‘journal’) typically suggests a daily writing practice, or at least one organized by dates, the designation of ‘notebook’ isn’t necessarily structured in this way. Whereas a notebook might reductively designate a book of notes, any sort of brief abstract of facts or observations written down to assist the memory, it might also indicate a later mediation and more detailed development of material first recorded in passing as a memorandum. Or a compendium of discrete writings to be reread and further developed: as Yohei Igarashi has observed apropos Coleridge’s notebooks, note-taking carries with it an implicit ‘promise’, the ‘possibility of a written record of the present for safekeeping, for posterity’, the record of ‘a present thought for a future book’.16 A notebook might also be thought of as a working book, a place ‘for practising expression as well as for recording’, for exploring one’s ideas and refining one’s expression of them (Woof, 4, 10). The border between ‘journal’ (or ‘diary’) and ‘notebook’ was and remains porous: Woof called Coleridge a ‘Journal/Notebook keeper’ (Woof, 10). Nor is the OED much help. Previous to defining ‘notebook’ simply as ‘a book reserved for or containing notes or memoranda’, it defines ‘note’ variously as a brief record (in lieu of a more complete statement), a memorandum intended to serve as an aid in discoursing further, and as an annotation appended to a passage in a book—that is, a marginalium. For the purposes of this account, the notebook provides a valuable continuum between the regimen of the diary and the more occasional critical reading and writing practice of marginalia.

As kept by the Romantics, notebooks share various common characteristics with journals, travelogues, sketchbooks, common-place books, literary diaries, memorandum books, pocket books, and ‘writing books’, Robert Southey’s term for the books he kept, with formatting of his own devising, for the transcription of the ‘choicest passages’ from his reading, for later deployment in his heavily annotated narrative poems.17 Southey’s ‘writing books’ were fundamentally literary diaries in which he kept track of his reading—in other words, common-place books, the title under which materials from them were posthumously published, in part as testimony to his ‘accumulated learning, and … unlimited research’.18 The practice of keeping a common-place book has a long history in English, dating back at least to the sixteenth century, when it was typically employed for the preservation of notable passages from the Bible and other religious writings, then thereafter as a means by which to organize valuable passages from the variety of one’s reading under either predetermined or individual headings. In John Locke’s A New Method of a Common-place Book (first published in English in 1706), he proposes to its readers, as Jillian Hess has explained, that ‘each letter’s entry in an alphabetic index be divided into five boxes, one for each vowel’, and that ‘once the compiler settled on a general topic, he or she would index that topic according to its first letter and following vowel’ (Hess, 467). Thus, as Hess proceeds to note apropos the index of the Lockean common-place book of John Keats’s friend Benjamin Bailey, ‘the general topic “religion” would be placed in the e box under the letter R’ (467). Romantic readers who kept common-place books (including William Beckford, Humphry Davy, Mary Shelley, and the young Coleridge) tended to eschew the rigidity of this structure, and often organized their citations by dates or other markers of personal experience: as H. J. Jackson has noted, readers who ‘cop[ied] extracts into their books accepted the value of extracts but rejected the discipline of the common-place book, seen as a rather antiquated and laborious method of note-taking by this time’.19

An exception to this rule was John Hamilton Reynolds, one of whose common-place books survives (although not one following the Lockean practice). In ‘Living Authors, A Dream’ (The Scots Magazine, August 1820), Reynolds explains that ‘the poetical turn my dreaming mind has taken’ is due to his ‘constant custom’ to


write in a ruled common-place book (of a reasonable size, neatly bound, ordered after the method of the great Mr Locke, to be had of two worthy booksellers, yclept Taylor and Hessey, 93, Fleet Street, price only 12s.) my observations of the day, particularly of the literary gentleman whom it is in my good fortune to encounter,—.20



Reynolds’s notes in his common-place book serve as almost magical aids to his memory. Key to his conjurations is his orderly use of the ‘method of the great Mr Locke’: ‘I look in the index, if I happen to be Lockish and Methodical, at the letter B, and against it I find “Byron, Lord, page—.” I turn to that page, and, lo! there he is!— “In his habit as he lives!” ’ (Reynolds, 255).

The common-place book Reynolds mentions here is Taylor and Hessey’s The Literary Diary; or, Improved Common-Place Book, which advocates ‘the method of that great master of order, Mr. Locke’, and opens with a definition:


A common-place-book is a Register, or orderly collection of things, which occur worthy to be noted and retained in the course of a man’s reading or study; so disposed, as that, among a multiplicity of subjects, any one may easily be found.

common-place-books are of great service; they are a kind of promptuaries or storehouses, wherein to reposit our own ideas, as well as the most valuable thoughts of others, to be ready at hand when wanted.21



Advocating not only the collection of important formulations of others, but also the recording and developing of one’s own ideas, Taylor and Hessey expand and personalize the common-place book through marketing it as a ‘literary diary’.

Although many Romantics moved away from Locke’s seemingly laborious method, Southey embraced a similar procedure for the notebooks in which he accumulated and organized the materials on which he would later draw in poems and articles. In a letter of 1809, Southey provided ‘directions in the art of historical book-keeping as may save time and facilitate labour’: ‘Make your writing books in foolscap quarto, and write on only one side of a leaf; draw a line down the margin, marking off space enough for your references, which should be given at the end of every paragraph;—noting page, book, or chapter of the author referred to’.22 Southey, furthermore, recommends ‘numbering [supplementary notes], and making an index of them; in this manner they are ready for use when they are wanted’ (Southey, Letters, 157). Whether or not Southey followed his own directions to the letter, they provide a valuable example of the appeal of the common-place book as a ‘promptuary’, a repository where supplies are kept in readiness for (in this case) their remediation in his annotated poems.

Coleridge too kept a common-place book. In a letter from 1797 he remarked of his penchant for studying ‘books of massy knowledge’ that ‘as I have few books of my own, I read with a common place book’ (Letters, i. 323). More than any other Romantic, Coleridge used his common-place books less for copying out extracts than for developing his own ideas. From 1794 until his death in 1834, Coleridge wrote notes in 72 ‘notebooks’ (although he did not use this designation). His writing books are not uniform in size and condition, ranging from small pocket-books (ideal for taking memoranda in the moment) to substantial folio volumes. Nor did he use these notebooks in consecutive, chronological order: according to Paul Cheshire’s analysis, whereas Coleridge wrote in only one notebook in 1795 and 1796, in 1808 he wrote in 12, then in 1809 he wrote in 14, and used various notebooks intermittently over a number of years.23 In his letters as well as notebook entries, Coleridge refers to these books in various terms, calling them ‘day books’, ‘memorandum books’, ‘pocket books’, ‘fly-catchers’, ‘common-place books’, ‘work books’, and, in a different but telling register, his ‘sole’ or ‘full confidants’: as he wrote to Wordsworth in May 1812, vulnerable to the anguish of the rift between them, ‘Since I left you, my Pocket books have been my only full Confidants’ (Letters, iii. 408).

Coleridge’s notebooks are the record of an intense, omnivorous intellectual, a protracted account, as Seamus Perry has noted, of his ‘self-watching subtilizing mind’, which ‘in its unplanned, unfolding, various existence … allowed his multiform genius its natural outlet’.24 The range of their contents is extraordinary, as the purposes of the notebooks varied considerably over the years. Coleridge here details his travels, outlines projected works, copies out quotations from writers in English, German, Italian, Greek, and Latin, works on drafts of poems and metrical schemes, prepares notes for his Shakespeare lectures, and even takes notes on his notes as well as on various methods and possibilities of note-taking.25 Typically he writes in English, but resorts to Greek for sensitive topics, and deploys his own ciphers and symbols on other occasions.

There is no representative structure to an entry in Coleridge’s notebooks. Whatever the initial observation or catalyst, many entries are marked by digression, that most Coleridgean mode. In an 1805 entry, he finally interrupts himself in a long digression on the ‘confusion of Heathen & Christian Mythology’ to observe that he has, ‘as usual, thro’ a Labyrinth of Parentheses wandered out of the Possibility of connecting my sentence grammatically tho’ logically I have never let go of the Thought’ (Notebooks, ii. 2670). The labyrinth is an apt metaphor. In another entry from 1805, Coleridge queries himself, ‘Now how to get back, having thus belabyrinthed myself in these most parenthetical parentheses?’ Coleridge specifically designates his thoughts in this entry as ‘my Pocket-book Thoughts’—not idle, detached musings but thoughts that come into being precisely because he is writing in his notebook, thereby generating his ‘parenthetical parentheses’ (Notebooks, ii. 2431).

Perry has argued that the notebooks demonstrate Coleridge’s ‘formative irresolution’, his ‘protracted inability’ ever to reconcile his competing allegiances to synthetic inclusiveness and to recording the minutiae of life in the moment.26 Coleridge is himself keenly aware of the irresolution of his notebook writings, as a fascinating memorandum from 1810 indicates: ‘Mem.—If I should die without having destroyed this & my other Memorandum Books, I trust, that these Hints & first Thoughts, too often cogitabilia rather than actual cogitata a me, may not be understood as my fixed opinions—but merely as the suggestions of the disquisition’ (Notebooks, iii. 3881). That is to say, Coleridge regards his ‘Pocket-book Thoughts’ as ‘things thinkable’—things still to be thought—rather than ‘things thought by me’: memoranda for future thinking.

Coleridge’s notebooks offer the most fully realized Romantic example of the possibilities of notebooks. They simultaneously record discrete events of observation and memory and, taken as a whole, represent what Perry persuasively designates ‘the undeclared prose masterpiece of the period’ (Perry, 31). Considered as journals, they provided Coleridge with ‘the history of my own mind for my own improvement’ (Notebooks, ii. 2368), and served as ‘the Confidantes who have not betrayed me’ (Notebooks, iv. 4946). As Kathleen Coburn succinctly put it, they ‘catch one of the great minds in human history in its wide ranges of introspection, observation, and analysis’.27

Marginalia

The notebook is a writing practice, as is a diary. But it often also records a reading practice, which is characteristic as well of marginalia. In Coleridge’s case, as Jackson has observed, ‘the marginalia and the notebooks reinforced one another, the needs of the notebooks shaping the approach to the marginalia and the marginalia providing the seeds of ideas that could be transplanted to the notebooks for fuller development’.28 That this is the case should not come as any surprise: in addition to keeping the most capacious notebooks during the period, Coleridge was also its most copious annotator of books (in the Collected Works, the Marginalia account for over 500 annotated books). He remains ‘the best-known scribbler in books in the English-speaking world’ (Jackson, Coleridge, 272), and in fact refers on more than one occasion to having ‘scribbled’ and ‘bescribbled’ in the books of his friends, notably Charles Lamb, not infrequently signing his marginal notes as ‘S.T.C.’ or occasionally as ‘The Annotator’ (Marginalia, ii. 217, 243, 221).29 Indeed, it was Coleridge who introduced the term ‘marginalia’ into English, when in 1819 he published in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine an edited version of a long marginal note (dating from 1804) in Sir Thomas Browne’s Pseudodoxia Epidemica (1658; 3rd edn). In the introductory letter to the editor, the fictional contributor notes that ‘[i]t is well known to those who are in habits of intercourse with Mr Coleridge, that not the smallest, and, in the opinion of many, not the least valuable part of his manuscripts exists in the blank leaves and margins of books’, from which the following has been transcribed as ‘a fair specimen of these Marginalia’ (Marginalia, i. 796). As Jackson has noted, the word ‘marginalia’ is a neuter plural noun (singular marginale), until that point associated with scholarly commentaries on the Bible. In adopting it as a distinguishing term for his ‘scribblings’, Coleridge both aggrandizes and ironizes his own asystematic commentary on books of all kinds (Jackson, Coleridge, 273). And in publishing such seemingly ephemeral writing, Coleridge exploits the financial possibilities of his intellectual capital, otherwise languishing in the margins: his marginalia are ‘not the least valuable part of his manuscripts’ both in terms of their emerging marketability and in the ways that they made many of his ideas more accessible than they appeared in longer, more formal prose formats.

Coleridge occupies a pivotal position in any consideration of marginalia in English. Although he was certainly the most notorious annotator of books during the period, he was far from the only one. The practice of writing in books appears to have been widespread at the time, by both anonymous readers and such recognizable ‘literary’ names as Horace Walpole, William Beckford, Hester Piozzi, Anna Seward, Charles Burney, William Blake, John Thelwall, Leigh Hunt, Felicia Hemans, John Keats, and Richard Woodhouse, among others. Of these writers, Coleridge, Blake, and Keats stand out as the only three to have had their marginalia included in their collected works, even though many of the writers mentioned above were compulsive annotators (there exist at least 155 volumes containing Hunt’s marginalia30).

Why annotate a book? Why ‘spoil’ it, as Coleridge occasionally described his own marginalia? Or is annotation in fact a way of enriching a book, of creating a (marketable) ‘Relic’, as Coleridge noted in Lamb’s copy of Beaumont and Fletcher (Marginalia, i. 372)? While the rationales may be as diverse as the readers who annotated their books, three practices explain a great deal about Romantic marginalia. Numerous Romantic readers used the margins and flyleaves of books as if they were the pages of their own common-place books, or notebooks, to transcribe passages that piqued their interest, as well as to make critical observations and notes for their own future reading. Hundreds of Beckford’s books record such transcriptions.

A second, and seemingly pervasive, rationale for annotating books explicitly imagines later readers of the marginalia. Many of Coleridge’s marginalia are epistolary. Numerous of his marked books have lengthy notes on the front flyleaves which take the form of letters, sometimes to the friend from whom he had borrowed the book (e.g. Lamb), sometimes to the person to whom he anticipated giving the book (e.g. Sara Hutchinson), and on other occasions to an imagined future reader. As ‘a dissident reader’, Blake marked up his books ‘with a view to exhibiting the results to other people’ (Jackson, Readers, 154–155, 157). Although Blake did not publish his marginalia in the periodical press as Coleridge did, he intended ‘to make manuscript marginalia an integral part of the book and thus to publish his quarrel with the author as the book circulated’ (Jackson, Readers, 169; emphasis original). In Keats’s circle (including Reynolds, Bailey, Hunt, Woodhouse, and Charles Dilke), marginalia circulated less to document quarrels than as testimony to shared literary tastes: Keats marked ‘the most beautiful passages in Spenser’, intending it for Fanny Brawne in order to ‘give [her] however small a pleasure’ (Letters, ii. 302), and annotated a copy of Paradise Lost specifically for Maria Dilke (Lau 15, 23). Hunt was perhaps the most publicly outspoken advocate for the marking up of books. In an 1828 essay, ‘Pocket-Books and Keepsakes’, he urges anyone presenting a book as a gift to ‘mark his or her favourite passages throughout (as delicately as need be), and so present, as it were, the author’s and the giver’s minds at once’.31 As a familiar mode of address, marginalia provide informal criticism at the same time as they capture, in the way that correspondence does, the ‘voice’ of the writer.

A third way to think about marginalia might be as a method of composition (not unlike some notebook writing), a practice that is legible in Coleridge’s later marginalia. At a time when so much of his reading was undertaken for the purposes of publication, Coleridge’s annotations were integral to his creative and critical process, a way of ‘join[ing] things up as they occurred to him, without having to stop for second thoughts and exceptions to the rule’ (Jackson, Readers, 280). They served in this regard as rough drafts. As he noted in a January 1820 letter, ‘Of three great Works I have all the materials in bonâ fide mss Existence, that require little more than transcription from the various slips & scraps & pocket-books and Book-margins (to be done unhappily by myself alone) and the putting them together’ (Letters, v. 18; see also v. 25 and v. 27). Far from the wanton ‘spoiling’ of a book, such annotations are in no way ‘marginal’, but in fact represent Coleridge generating material for future remediation in published prose.

As idiosyncratic as marginalia necessarily are, various Romantic annotators made an effort to comment systematically, and in some instances to explain their ‘system’. In his copy of Johann Kaspar Lavater’s Aphorisms on Man (1788), Blake provided this direction to future readers: ‘For the reason of these remarks see the last aphorism’, which reads ‘If you mean to know yourself, interline such of these aphorisms as affected you agreeably in reading and set a mark to such as left a sense of uneasiness with you; and then shew your copy to whom you please’, which directions Blake adapted for his own use.32 Keats used a similar method in much of his annotation, heavily underlining those lines in Paradise Lost that pleased him, and adding vertical lines in the margins, as indications to other readers that they should pay particular attention to passages so marked.

On the front flyleaf of Browne’s Pseudodoxia Epidemica (see Figure 24.2), Coleridge offered a glossary of the marks he had devised for his own annotations:


N.B. In the marginal symbols, which I have made, <[circle] points out a profound or at least solid and judicious Observation;> = signifies that the sentence or passage in a line with it contains majesty of Conception or Style; [vertical lines] signifies Sublimity; [x with dots] brilliance or ingenuity; Q signifies characteristic Quaintness; and F, that it contains an error in fact or philosophy. S. T. Coleridge

(Marginalia, i. 765)
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Figure 24.2 Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s marginalia in Thomas Browne, Pseudodoxia Epidemica. By permission of The Henry W. and Albert A. Berg Collection of English and American Literature, The New York Public Library.



Whereas Coleridge supplied this index with one reader in mind (Sara Hutchinson), Hunt was thinking of a larger readership when in the Preface to Imagination and Fancy (1844) he explained his practice of reprinting ‘extracts from the poets, commented, and marked with italics, on a principle of co-perusal, as though the Editor were reading the passages in their company’ (Selected Writings 4, 3; emphasis original).33 In addition to italicizing various lines in his extracts, Hunt provided his own footnotes (some numbered, others cued by asterisks), thus creating the appearance of a personally marked copy, complete with marginalia. As he instructed his reader in the introductory essay, ‘An Answer to the Question, “What Is Poetry?” ’ ‘It is a good practice to read with pen in hand, marking what is liked or doubted’ (Selected Writings 4, 37). More than perhaps any other Romantic reader, Hunt was keenly aware of both the discipline of annotation and its social function.

Hunt’s private as well as public annotations are very much those of the appreciative reader, as if cheering on the author. Blake’s comments are typically more opinionated and combative, nowhere more so than in his criticisms of Joshua Reynolds’s Works (1798), where he warns his reader to expect ‘Nothing but Indignation & Resentment’ (Blake, Writings, 1450). Thelwall’s marginalia in Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria (1817) reveal him alternating between critical appreciation and personal indignation (at Coleridge’s apostasy in misrepresenting his ‘Jacobinical’ youth). Keats approaches Milton from the vantage of a working poet: his comments reveal him trying to explain how Milton works—what makes Milton so ‘exclusively Miltonic without the shadow of another mind ancient or modern’ (Lau, 112).

Keats’s intensely sympathetic engagement with Milton resembles what Coleridge denominated ‘genial criticism’. Coleridge’s own marginalia repeatedly reveal him to be a generous reader, one trying to read in sympathy with the spirit of the author, such as when he urges Lamb to reread ‘my sober-minded [Samuel] Daniel’ in a more ‘genial mood’, assuming ‘in your heart his Character’ (Marginalia, ii. 118, 119). While many of his later annotations may have been motivated in part by professional commitments, Coleridge was always reading personally. His notes are never systematic, and emerge unpredictably, when he is arrested by a particular formulation which sets his thinking in motion. In Jackson’s noteworthy formulation, Coleridge’s marginalia regularly give ‘the impression of someone running upstairs taking the steps two at a time’,34 such as in a note allegedly on Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida which quickly careens off through Timon of Athens to a reconsideration of King Lear, at which point Coleridge admits that ‘scarcely knowing what to say of [Troilus] I by a cunning of instinct ran off to Subjects on which I should find it difficult not to say too much’ (Marginalia, iv. 809).

The Daniel marginalia also occasioned Lamb’s well-known 1820 essay, ‘The Two Races of Men’ (those who lend books and those who borrow them), which concludes by urging his reader to lend his books ‘to such a one as S. T. C.—he will return them (generally anticipating the time appointed) with usury; enriched with annotations, tripling their value. … I counsel thee, shut not thy heart, nor thy library, against S. T. C.’ (Works, ii. 26–27). Coleridge was by this time increasingly aware of both the volume and the value of his marginalia: in preparing his will, he authorized his executor to publish material from his notes. Consequently, Henry Nelson Coleridge included generous selections from the marginalia in the Literary Remains (1836–1839), explaining that Coleridge regarded his books as ‘dear friends’ with whom he ‘conversed … as with their authors’, ‘pour[ing] forth, as in a confessional, all his mind upon every subject’.35 With this publication of Coleridge’s annotations, marginalia became a marketable genre of Romantic prose writing.

Conclusion

All of these writing practices—diaries, notebooks, and marginalia, as well as memoranda, journals, and common-place books—defy easy generic classification. At the same time, they attest to the diversity of quotidian Romantic forms of ‘writing-to-the-moment’. They provide a means of snaring observations and ideas as they occur, for preservation and perhaps future development. And they all raise questions of organization. As Coleridge exclaims plaintively in a late notebook entry, ‘When shall I find time & ease to reduce my Pocket-books and Memorandums to an Index – or Memoria Memorandorum?’ (Notebooks, iv. 4946). Coleridge was certainly not the only Romantic writer to wonder as much: his exasperation testifies to the richness of the materials he and many others had assembled in their diaries and journals, their ‘Pocket-books’, and their readerly annotations. Far from ephemeral, these previously marginalized practices demonstrate the dynamic vitality of Romantic writing that cannot be easily codified for commercial or literary purposes, and which are critical to our understanding of the daily practices of Romantic prose.
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Chapter 25


Letters



Thomas Richardson

Early in the editing process for the Duke-Edinburgh edition of The Collected Letters of Thomas and Jane Welsh Carlyle, now complete in fifty volumes, K. J. Fielding wrote: ‘when we can read the whole range of Thomas’s [letters], they may yet prove to be not only his most extensive work but his greatest’.1 Although the superlative ‘greatest’ will not apply equally to the letters of all writers of the British Romantic period, Fielding’s assessment of Thomas Carlyle’s letters underscores the status of the ‘letter’ as a firmly established—and significant—literary genre. For the Romantic generations of writers, who had become attentive to fame, celebrity status, and literary immortality, personal correspondence was important, not only for the practicality of communicating information with acquaintances and with business associates, but also for articulating literary, political, and social ideologies, and managing life stories for future biographers and critics. The letter was also a popular form for other nonfiction prose, especially periodical literature and travel writing, and as a literary form the letter merited the writers’ attention to style.

The extant personal correspondence of Romantic authors is extensive, and modern scholarly editions of collected or selected letters exist for most of the best-known writers including, among several others, Jane Austen, Joanna Baillie, Robert Burns, Lord Byron, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Thomas De Quincey, Maria Edgeworth, Mary Wollstonecraft and William Godwin, James Hogg, John Keats, Charles and Mary Lamb, Walter Scott, Mary and Percy Shelley, Robert Southey, and William and Dorothy Wordsworth. Additionally, important collections of unpublished correspondence of lesser-known writers have been preserved in publishers’ archives and research libraries. Interest in personal letters of the Romantic authors and other public figures is not just a modern phenomenon, however: letters were collected and published throughout the nineteenth century in the various formats common to modern editions, including biographical studies, ‘life and letters’ volumes, and editions of correspondence between an author and another individual. Nineteenth-century readers shared the interests of modern readers in the life stories of public figures, including personal and private matters, the esoteric and the sordid. Maria Edgeworth, writing to her half-sister, Lucy Edgeworth, on 4 November 1821, recommended that Lucy read Madame de Stael’s Dix Années d’Exil, although Maria did not entirely approve of what de Stael ‘thought or said’: ‘Tho’ there may be too much egotism yet it is extremely interesting and tho’ she repeats too often and uses too many words yet there are so many brilliant passages and things which no one but herself could have thought or said that it will last as long as the memory of Bonaparte lasts on earth.’ Maria then asks: ‘Why will friends publish all the trash they can scrape together of celebrated people?’2 The answer to Edgeworth’s question, of course, is that people want to read the ‘trash’ too, and personal letters in the nineteenth century offer an enticing mix of literary art, serious cultural analysis, friendly and polite communication, and bold gossip.

There were certain expectations for form and content even for strictly personal letters between friends and family members. Pamela Clemit points out, for example, Claire Clairmont’s criticism of Mary Shelley’s letters for not being ‘sufficiently tuned to the recipient’; Clemit quotes Clairmont’s letter to Shelley of 6 November 1835: ‘Your letters to me are very curious—they always seem written as if mine to you have never been received and you had not an idea of what was passing in my thoughts’. As Clemit argues, Clairmont’s letters, by contrast, are ‘shaped to nurture a relationship with the reader: first she replies to her correspondent’s queries; then she gives an account of her present situation; and finally she includes questions and requests for the recipient, designed to elicit a further exchange’.3 Mary Shelley apparently was not the only writer to disregard standard expectations for letters. By the 1820s the practice of personal letter writing was a sufficiently significant topic to have inspired parody and satire. An unsigned article by Caroline Bowles appeared in the March 1822 number of Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine.4 In ‘Thoughts on Letter-Writing’, Bowles humorously contrasts the delightful imaginativeness and ‘warm-hearted feeling’ of writing to friends, whereby the writer may ‘let the pen talk freely, and unpremeditatedly, and to one by whom we are sure to be understood’, with the ‘formal letter’, which


like a ceremonious morning visit, is tedious alike to the writer and receiver—for the most part spun out with unmeaning phrases, trite observations, complimentary flourishes, and protestations of respect and attachment, so far not deceitful, as they never deceive any body. Oh the misery of having to compose a set, proper, well worded, correctly pointed, polite, elegant epistle!—one that must have a beginning, a middle, and an end, as methodically arranged and portioned out as the several parts of a sermon under three heads, or the three gradations of shade in a school-girl’s first landscape! For my part, I would rather be set to beat hemp, or weed in a turnip field, than to write such a letter exactly every month, or every fortnight, at the precise point of time from the date of our correspondent’s last letter, that he or she wrote after the reception of ours—as if one’s thoughts bubbled up to the well-head, at regular periods, a pint at a time, to be bottled off for immediate use. (301)



Bowles calls on the engineer Marc Brunel to invent ‘an epistolary steam-engine’ for formal letters which, she says, would be the ‘most glorious’ of his ‘undertakings’ (302). Bowles concludes her article with translations of several ‘ingredients’ of ‘a fine lady’s letter’, setting in parallel columns what the ‘lady’ wrote and what the ‘lady’ really meant. For example, Bowles suggests that the greeting ‘My dear Lady D—’ should read ‘You tiresome old toad’, and ‘With feelings of the most inexpressibly affectionate interest, I take up my pen to congratulate you on the marriage of your lovely and accomplished Alethea’ is a substitute for the more honest ‘You’ve manœuvred off one of your gawky frights at last, and I must say something on the occasion’ (303).

Letter writing in the Romantic period was a necessary form of communication, the only viable alternative to face-to-face engagement, but for the authors of the age the letter was also another meaningful form of literary art. Beyond sharing personal information, letters frequently included literary analysis, political discourse, and cultural and religious criticism. The authors’ interest in their public personae and their growing attention to the significance of autobiography and biography seem at times to have shaped the style and content of their letters. The correspondence between author and publisher or editor offers important insights into the business of publishing in the period. The authors’ letters generally were attentive to their intended audiences and invited dialogue and intimacy. Over time, letters offered a mix of content—writing that seemed based on the expectation of public disclosure and also writing based on the expectation of privacy and confidentiality. The personal letter also captured the voice of the author and, importantly, for those writers who did not achieve literary attention in another genre, such as Jane Welsh Carlyle or Sophia Scott Lockhart, the letter is their only enduring voice.

Perhaps as much as any writer of the period, Thomas Carlyle articulated a critical perspective on literary art in letter writing. As a critic and editor, as well as a letter writer, Carlyle was attentive to the style and purpose of personal letters. In his reviews of John Gibson Lockhart’s biographies of Robert Burns and Sir Walter Scott, for example, he addressed the style of the letters by both authors, comparing the letters with the stylistic and purposeful successes of their works in other genres while noting that both writers wrote letters to specific audiences. Carlyle had high praise for Burns’s poetry but not uniformly for his letters. Carlyle complained that Burns’s letters lacked the ‘natural truth of style’ of his poetry; the letters were often ‘stiff’, ‘strained and twisted’, written in ‘a certain high-flown inflated tone’ that ‘contrasts ill with the firmness and rugged simplicity of even his poorest verses’. Carlyle attributes this stylistic weakness to Burns’s lack of facility with English prose and his efforts to bend his letters to what Burns thought people of a higher social rank expected of him. Carlyle does not leave the reader with a negative view of Burns’s letters, however, but returns to the importance of audience. The ‘faults’ in Burns’s letters ‘are not the rule, but the exception’, and when Burns writes ‘to trusted friends and on real interests, his style becomes simple, vigorous, expressive, sometimes even beautiful’.5

The style of Scott’s letters, too, was directed in large measure by Scott’s audience. Scott’s public image was very important to him—as a celebrated author, as a voice of reason in a highly political literary environment, and as a kind and fair administrator of justice as Sheriff of Selkirk. Carlyle writes of Scott’s letters as


never without interest, yet also seldom or never very interesting. They are full of cheerfulness, of wit and ingenuity; but they do not treat of aught intimate; … one may say they do not, in any case whatever, proceed from the innermost parts of the mind. Conventional forms, due consideration of your own and your correspondent’s pretensions and vanities, are at no moment left out of view. The epistolary stream runs on, lucid, free, glad-flowing; but always, as it were, parallel to the real substance of the matter, never coincident with it.6



Carlyle’s judgement is necessarily limited by the letters Lockhart chose to include in his life of Scott, and a broader selection might have expanded Carlyle’s analysis; nevertheless, Scott’s letters on the whole, ‘exemplary in that kind’ says Carlyle, reflect the image of Scott as ‘a most humane man of the world’ (88) but who self-consciously writes to that public image.

Carlyle was also later an editor of letters, and in that capacity he speaks to a broad sense of their value. In his edition of Cromwell’s Letters and Speeches (1845) Carlyle writes about the ‘Historical instruction’ in letters and the importance of letters for bridging the distance of time.7 Carlyle, in his inimitable prose, goes on to characterize the value of letters for insights into their author:


That autograph Letter, it was once all luminous as a burning beacon, every word of it a live coal, in its time; it was once a piece of the general fire and light of Human Life, that Letter! Neither is it yet entirely extinct: well read, there is still in it light enough to exhibit its own self; nay to diffuse a faint authentic twilight some distance round it. … By degrees the combined small twilights may produce a kind of general feeble twilight, rendering the Past credible, the Ghosts of the Past in some glimpses of them visible! Such is the effect of contemporary letters always. (i. 73–74)



To Carlyle, Cromwell’s letters were important for what they were—like Scott’s, ‘good of their kind’—but they were missing what Carlyle had come to expect in letters of his own age: ‘No eloquence, elegance, not always even clearness of expression, is to be looked for in them. They are written with far other than literary aims’ (i. 74).

The ‘literary aims’ of the personal correspondence of the Romantic authors were varied but were essential elements for most of the writers and common expectations for the readers. Not every author chose to publish the equivalent of Wordsworth’s ‘Preface’ to Lyrical Ballads (1800) or Shelley’s ‘Defence of Poetry’ (written in 1821), nor were they all interested in engaging in the literary–political warfare being waged in the contemporary reviews and magazines; letters, therefore, were central to defining their literary ideologies or sharing their critical assessments of their own or other writers’ works. Robert Burns, for example, sets out what might amount to a theory of his songs in his letters. In his correspondence with George Thomson for A Select Collection of Original Scotish Airs for the Voice (1793–1818), Burns clashes with Thomson over the expectations for the music, as well as the propriety, politics, and language of Burns’s songs. As Ross Roy notes, Thomson’s edition ‘was to be in every way a more “elegant” work’ than James Johnson’s Scots Musical Museum (1787–1803), and he was constantly ‘meddling’ with Burns’s lyrics and tunes.8 Burns wrote to Thomson in August 1793:


You know that my pretensions to musical taste, are merely a few of Nature’s instincts, untaught & untutored by Art.—For this reason, many musical compositions, particularly where much of the merit lies in Counterpoint, however they may transport & ravish the ears of you, Connoisseurs, affect my simple lug no otherwise than merely as melodious Din.—On the other hand, by way of amends, I am delighted with many little melodies, which the learned Musician despises as silly & insipid.—I do not know whether the old Air, “Hey tutti taitie”, may rank among this number; but well I know that, with Fraser’s Hautboy, it has often filled my eyes with tears.—There is a tradition … that it was Robert Bruce’s March at the battle of Bannock-burn.—This thought, in my yesternight’s evening walk, warmed me to a pitch of enthusiasm on the theme of Liberty & Independance, which I threw into a kind of Scots Ode, fitted to the Air, that one might suppose to be the gallant ROYAL SCOT’s address to his heroic followers on that eventful morning.

(Burns, Letters, ii. 235–236)



Burns included the words to his well-known song, ‘Robert Bruce’s March to Bannockburn’, but Thomson wanted Burns to rewrite the words to suit a different tune. Burns replied with a colourful defence of his musical tastes:


I dare say, my dear Sir, that you will begin to think my correspondence is persecution.—No matter—I can’t help it—a Ballad is my hobby-horse; which, though otherwise a simple sort of harmless, idiotical beast enough, has yet this blessed headstrong property, that when once it has fairly made off with a hapless wight, it gets so enamoured with the tinkle-gingle, tinkle-gingle of its own bells, that it is sure to run poor Pilgarlick, the bedlam Jockey, quite beyond any useful point or post in the common race of MAN.

(Burns, Letters, ii. 237)



James Hogg, too, was conscious of ‘literary aims’ in his correspondence, and he was attentive to his ‘epistolary stile’.9 Hogg and William Blackwood had hoped to capitalize on the interest in Byron’s literary celebrity following his death in April 1824 by publishing in Blackwood’s the correspondence between Hogg and Byron. Hogg, the Ettrick Shepherd, had himself gained a more limited celebrity status as a poet and fiction writer and, by this time, also as a character in the Blackwood’s feature series, the ‘Noctes Ambrosianae’. Blackwood and Lockhart had encouraged Hogg to prepare the correspondence for publication, and in the ‘Noctes’ conversation in the June 1824 number of Blackwood’s, written by Lockhart, the correspondence is suggested through the character of ‘the Shepherd’, who says, ‘I have a gay hantle letters o’ Byron’s in my ain dask—I wonder what the trade would give a body for a sma’ volume of his epistolary correspondence wi’ his friends.’10 As Hogg turned his attention to preparing the correspondence for publication, he was unable to find Byron’s letters to him. However, that did not deter Blackwood from pursuing the project, at least initially. Blackwood wrote to Hogg on 4 December 1824: ‘I anxiously hope you are preparing the correspondence. You should give the letters as near as you possibly can recollect them’.11 Blackwood was confident enough in the appeal of the correspondence to his magazine readership that he was willing to have Hogg reconstruct Byron’s letters.

The project got as far as setting in type the first of what must have been planned as a series, consisting of an introductory letter from Hogg to the fictitious editor of Blackwood’s, one letter from Hogg to Byron, and Byron’s purported reply to Hogg. Blackwood then halted the project on Lockhart’s advice.12 Lockhart apparently had become concerned about the proprietary issues of publishing Byron’s letters, or letters in Byron’s name, without the permission of Byron’s literary executor since the legal ownership of letters at this time remained with the author. In Hogg’s case there would also have been considerations of personal propriety since Hogg was not always attentive to the expectations of ‘polite’ society.

The modern edition of Hogg’s Collected Letters includes ten letters to Byron, mainly from 1814, although not the letter that was typeset for Blackwood’s because of its questionable authenticity. Leslie Marchand’s edition of Byron’s Letters and Journals includes only two letters to Hogg, as well as a brief fragment, although one of the complete letters is that typeset for Blackwood’s and, therefore, possibly the result of Hogg’s ‘memory’.13 Most of Byron’s letters to Hogg apparently remain lost. Hogg had to pester Blackwood to return the copies of his letters to Byron, which Hogg wanted because of their literary value: ‘As for those in his name I care not a doit about them but the two to him I set a high value on as I know I never wrote any thing half so good in the epistolary stile’ (Hogg, Letters, ii. 250).

After Blackwood rejected the Hogg–Byron correspondence, Hogg wrote to Aeneas Mackay to propose its publication:


By the by what will you give me for a very curious and interesting literary correspondence with Lord Byron for the space of several years? I have at least five long letters of his on various subjects besides some short ones of no value and copies of seven of my own in answer to these. Several of his fill three sheets of his rambling and dashing hand. The originals I will not part with, having lost some of them already in a way not very fair, but I see no evil in publishing a genuine and original correspondence (Hogg, Letters, ii. 227–228).



Hogg fails to mention to Mackay that the Byron letters would be fabrications based on Hogg’s memory and creativity. It is clear from Hogg’s ‘Memoir’ that prefaces his collection of stories, Altrive Tales (1832), that he did not suddenly find the missing letters. Hogg complains that all of Byron’s letters to him had been ‘stolen’ by ‘tourist visitors’ but he provides an interesting characterization of those letters:


They were indeed queer harumscarum letters, about women, and poetry, mountains, and authors, and blue-stockings; and what he sat down to write about was generally put in the postscript. They were all, however, extremely kind, save one, which was rather a satirical, bitter letter. I had been quizzing him about his approaching marriage, and assuring him that he was going to get himself into a confounded scrape. I wished she might prove both a good mill and a bank to him; but I much doubted they would not be such as he was calculating on. I think he felt I was using too much freedom with him.14



John Keats, probably more than any of his contemporaries, was committed to epistolary ‘literary aims’: he used his letters to express his ideas about literature and especially to work through his ideas about poetry and the imagination, almost as if he were thinking out loud in his letters. Many of Keats’s concepts from his letters are well known to readers of the Romantic period. It is in a letter to George and Tom Keats of December 1817, for example, that Keats describes the concept of ‘Negative Capability’: ‘that is when man is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason’.15 He wrote to Benjamin Bailey in November 1817 about the Imagination: ‘I am certain of nothing but of the holiness of the Heart’s affections and the truth of Imagination—What the imagination seizes as Beauty must be truth—whether it existed before or not’ (Keats, Letters, i. 184). His letter to John Taylor of 27 February 1818 includes his dictum ‘if Poetry comes not as naturally as the Leaves to a tree it had better not come at all’, as well as his acknowledgement that ‘it is easier to think what Poetry should be than to write it’ (Keats, Letters, i. 238–239). In many of his letters he expresses his view of the significance of and his admiration for Shakespeare’s works, as in a letter to B. R. Haydon in May 1817 in which he expresses his agreement with William Hazlitt that Shakespeare ‘is enough for us’ (Keats, Letters, i. 143).

In the same May 1817 letter to Haydon, Keats is critical of Leigh Hunt’s ‘self delusions’, especially as a poet, and is determined not to commit Hunt’s ‘sin’: ‘Perhaps it is a self delusion to say so—but I think I could not be deceived in the Manner that Hunt is—may I die tomorrow if I am to be. There is no greater Sin after the 7 deadly than to flatter oneself into an idea of being a great Poet’ (Keats, Letters, i. 143). However, Keats himself clearly had a desire to be named with the ‘immortal’ poets, and he seems to have vacillated between an expectation to ‘be among the English Poets after my death’ (Keats, Letters, i. 394) and a feeling that he might not live long enough to write poetry worthy of immortality. Keats wrote to Fanny Brawne, probably in February 1820: ‘ “If I should die”, said I to myself, “I have left no immortal work behind me—nothing to make my friends proud of my memory—but I have lov’d the principle of beauty in all things, and if I had had time I would have made myself remember’d” ’ (Keats, Letters, ii. 263).

Keats’s concerns about his place in literary history were in part exacerbated by the negative reviews of Endymion that appeared in the Quarterly Review for April 1818 and in Blackwood’s for August 1818.16 His letters capture his struggles with coming to terms with the reviews, trying to dismiss them as ‘a mere matter of the moment’ (Keats, Letters, i. 394) to embrace the bigger picture of a long-term reputation or taking the philosophical view that as a poet he must be his own best critic. In a letter to J. A. Hessey, 8 October 1818, Keats writes: ‘Praise or blame has but a momentary effect on the man whose love of beauty in the abstract makes him a severe critic on his own Works. My own domestic criticism has given me pain without comparison beyond what Blackwood or the Quarterly could possibly inflict. … I was never afraid of failure; for I would sooner fail than not be among the greatest’ (Keats, Letters, i. 373–374). He later hits back at Blackwood’s, though, for the ‘scandalous heresy’ of an article comparing the poetic genius of Burns and Hogg: ‘the scotch cannot manage by themselves at all—they want imagination—and that is why they are so fond of Hogg, who has a little of it’ (Keats, Letters, ii. 78).

If Keats had any doubts that he would live on through his poetry, he had none about his life through his letters. Keats valued letter writing for what might be called a Wordsworthian poetical experience: that is, in the letter of the moment there would be food for future joy. Keats wrote to his sister, Fanny, 10 September 1817, instructing her to keep his letters for such moments: ‘You will preserve all my Letters and I will secure yours—and thus in the course of time we shall each of us have a good Bundle—which, hereafter, when things may have strangely altered and god knows what happened, we may read over together and look with pleasure on times past—that now are to come’ (Keats, Letters, i. 156). Keats also consciously wrote letters for publication and imagined an extensive collection in the future. He wrote to George and Georgiana Keats, 28 June 1818: ‘We will before many Years are over have written many folio volumes which as a Matter of self-defence to one whom you understand intends to be immortal in the best points and let all his Sins and peccadillos die away—I mean to say that the Booksellers with [will] rather decline printing ten folio volumes of Correspondence printed as close as the Apostles creed in a Watch paper’ (Keats, Letters, i. 305). And he wrote to Fanny Brawne, probably March 1820: ‘I had nothing particular to say to day, but not intending that there shall be any interruption to our correspondence (which at some future time I propose offering to Murray) I write something!’ (Keats, Letters, ii. 281–282).

Byron was not as theoretical as Keats, either in or about his letters, but his letters are full of vivid—at times poetic—imagery, even if not to every reader’s taste. In the introduction to Byron’s Letters and Journals, Marchand points out, ‘Unlike Keats and some of the other Romantic poets, Byron did not consistently expound his poetic philosophy in his letters. Yet some attitudes toward poetry are strongly expressed’ (Byron, Letters and Journals, i. 12). Marchand’s accurate, though perhaps understated, assessment of Byron’s ‘literary aims’ in his correspondence is exemplified in Byron’s comments on Keats. Byron had a flair for the outrageous, certainly, but he was also attuned to his audience and the context of his letters, and he was a humane critic when the occasion warranted. Byron responded to Keats’s death with sympathy, although he thought Keats had overreacted to the negative reviews of Endymion. Shelley sent Byron the news of Keats’s death in a letter dated 17 April 1821; the cause of the death had been conveyed to Shelley by Leigh Hunt: ‘Young Keats, whose “Hyperion” showed so great a promise, died lately at Rome from the consequences of breaking a blood-vessel, in paroxysms of despair at the contemptuous attack on his book in the Quarterly Review’.17 Byron wrote to John Murray, his publisher and also the publisher of the Quarterly Review, on 26 April 1821:


Is it true—what Shelley writes me that poor John Keats died at Rome of the Quarterly Review? I am very sorry for it—though I think he took the wrong line as a poet—and was spoilt by Cockneyfying and Surburbing—and versifying Tooke’s Pantheon and Lempriere’s Dictionary.—I know by experience that a savage review is Hemlock to a sucking author—and the one on me—(which produced the English Bards &c.) knocked me down—but I got up again.—Instead of bursting a blood-vessel—I drank three bottles of Claret—and began an answer … However I would not be the person who wrote the homicidal article—for all the honour & glory in the World,—though I by no means approve of that School of Scribbling—which it treats upon.

(Byron, Letters and Journals, viii. 102)



Byron replied to Shelley on the same day: ‘I am very sorry to hear what you say of Keats—is it actually true? I did not think criticism had been so killing. … Poor fellow! though with such inordinate self-love he would probably have not been very happy. I read the review of “Endymion” in the Quarterly. It was severe,—but surely not so severe as many reviews in that and other journals upon others’ (Byron, Letters and Journals, viii. 103).

Private correspondence allowed for a kind of honesty that not all writers were comfortable to express in print. Although Byron claims that he would not write such a ‘savage review’ as that on Keats in the Quarterly, his comments on Keats in his private letters are more brutal than anything that appeared in the Quarterly or in Blackwood’s. Murray often supplied Byron with books, and Byron’s requests for reading material and his reactions to what Murray sent provide insights into Byron’s literary interests and his critical opinions. Writing to Murray on 12 October 1820, Byron commented on the books he had received from Murray and those he wanted. He wanted Walter Scott’s novels and the Edinburgh and Quarterly reviews, and he was glad to have Hogg’s tales, which he called ‘rough but racy’. Instead of Scott, however, Byron received ‘Johnny Keats’s p—ss a bed poetry … There is such a trash of Keats and the like upon my tables—that I am ashamed to look at them. … No more Keats I entreat—flay him alive—if some of you don’t I must skin him myself[;] there is no bearing the drivelling idiotism of the Mankin’ (Byron, Letters and Journals, vii. 200–202). Byron went on about Keats in letters over the next few weeks, praising Alexander Pope as ‘the most faultless of Poets, and almost of men’, but attacking ‘Jack Keats or Ketch or whatever his names are’, as a ‘miserable Self-polluter of the human Mind’; ‘why his is the Onanism of Poetry’ (Byron, Letters and Journals, vii. 217).

The examples of the correspondence of Hogg, Keats, and Byron, while limited, demonstrate the literary focus of letters, as well as the range, variety, and significance of the personal letter as a literary form. The use of the letter in Romantic nonfiction prose extends beyond personal correspondence to published literary works, especially for travel writing and for critical ‘essays’ in the periodicals and pamphlet publications. Most travel and periodical letters were published anonymously or under a pseudonym, which offered the author numerous options for structure and tone. Nevertheless, the ‘letter’ format seemed to invite a relationship with the reader, to draw the reader into a mental ‘dialogue’ with the writer, and, especially for travel writing, at least to imply honest, first-hand experience.

Travel literature was popular throughout the Romantic period, and often writers used the epistolary form to capture and share their experiences. Byron, however, was suspicious of the genre and told Murray not to send him travel books: ‘Books of travels are expensive—and I don’t want them—having travelled already—besides they lie’ (Byron, Letters and Journals, vii. 200). Byron’s disdain for travel writing seems to have been the exception rather than the rule among Romantic readers, for travel literature appealed to travellers interested in following the author’s adventures on their own and to those, in Mary Wollstonecraft’s terms, ‘who only accompany you in their chair’.18 The ‘lie’ of the travels seems to have been less in the content (ultimately, who can argue with an individual’s personal experience) than in the form. Travel ‘letters’ normally were not collections of letters written to individuals during the author’s travel; rather, the epistolary form was adopted after the travel and for the purpose of publication.

Wollstonecraft’s highly popular Letters written during a short residence in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark (1796) is a series of letters highlighting her travels and her personal experiences. The letters are numbered but they are not addressed to anyone in particular; the letter format seems to have been adopted to create a sense of intimacy with the reader. Wollstonecraft wrote to Gilbert Imlay, whom she loved and with whom she had a child, during her travels, but as one might expect her letters to him are not the same as the letters to her book’s reading audience. Given Wollstonecraft’s interesting subjects and the informal, readable style, the book might have been just as successful using a journal motif or a straightforward account of her journey. However, the ‘open letter’ form ensured a connection with the readers and, thus, an immensely popular book.

James Hogg, too, used the letter format for the publication of his Highland journeys. Hogg travelled to the Highlands of Scotland in 1802, 1803, and 1804, and although his complete travel accounts were not published in his lifetime, he began publication in the Scots Magazine of October 1802 as a series of letters to Walter Scott. Hogg did not originally write the accounts in letter form, however. It was Scott who suggested to Hogg that he turn his journal records of his travels into an epistolary series, and Scott wrote an introductory letter to the Scots Magazine enclosing the first of Hogg’s letters.19 Scott recognized the success of the letter for travel tales and understood the appeal of the personal letter for establishing a relationship with the reader. It was no doubt the general success of the epistolary travel account as a genre that led Scott himself to use the form for Paul’s Letters to his Kinsfolk (1816). Scott travelled the Continent after the Allied victory at Waterloo, and Paul’s Letters is the result of his travel experiences, his impressions of the results of the Napoleonic campaigns, and his encounters with military leaders and people affected by the wars. Scott’s form moves beyond that of both Wollstonecraft and Hogg, however. Scott’s voice is a fictitious persona, Paul, who writes of his travels to his fictitious sister, cousins, and some unnamed characters; the letter form was a device for publication, not a real-time correspondence. Paul’s Letters, too, was well received by the public.

The common technique for travel writing involved an author who travelled away from ‘home’ and then published an account of the travels. John Lockhart’s Peter’s Letters to his Kinsfolk (1819) is a different kind of travel narrative in many respects. Like Scott, Lockhart employs a fictitious writer who corresponds with fictitious recipients. But rather than Lockhart’s travelling out from home, he brings his persona, Peter Morris, a Welsh physician, to his home territory. Morris’s fictitious Edinburgh acquaintance, William Wastle, is his introduction to the major Scottish literary, political, legal, and religious figures of the time, as well as significant places, institutions, and ideological issues. By the time of the publication of Peter’s Letters, Lockhart was attempting to soften his reputation as the ‘Scorpion’ of Blackwood’s, and the persona of the ‘neutral’ Morris, as well as the intimate tone of the letter format, gave Lockhart a distancing voice from the earlier controversies of Blackwood’s to achieve a perceptive and fair, if not always flattering, picture of Edinburgh and Glasgow society. Lockhart creates a fictional literary device in the letters to provide nonfiction assessments of the places and the times. Walter Scott seems to regret that he had not done such a work himself, as he wrote to Lockhart in July 1819:


When I think that at an age not much younger than yours I knew Black Fergusson Robertson Erskine Adam Smith Jo. Home &c &c and at least saw Burns I can appretiate better than any one the value of a work which like yours would have handed them down to posterity in their living colours. Dr. Morris ought like Nourjahad to revive every half century to record the fleeting manners of the age and the interesting features of those who will be only known to posterity by their works.20



The rise of magazines and reviews in the Romantic period, with their competing political and literary ideologies, provided another outlet for nonfiction prose. The letter became a common form for periodical articles, including review essays and the full range of magazine writing: literary criticism, satire and parody, historical commentary, serialized travel writing, political opinions, and storytelling. There were also open letters to prominent political or literary personages. The periodical letters, like the standard articles, were almost always submitted anonymously or under a pseudonym, and the form seems to have been used across most of the Romantic periodicals. Fraser’s Magazine, for example, published ‘A letter to Earl Grey on the ministerial construction of the coronation oath’, addressing the issues of the relationship of Church and State; the author is unidentified.21 Fraser’s also published a satiric piece on autograph collectors, ‘The Miller Correspondence’, by William Maginn.22 Although perhaps not as clever as Bowles’s ‘Thoughts on Letter-Writing’, it is delightful and includes fictitious letters from numerous authors, including Scott, Coleridge, Edgeworth, Letitia Landon, Lockhart, Hogg, Washington Irving, and Lady Charlotte Bury, among others.

Blackwood’s employed the letter form extensively and with variety of intent. Many of the works using the letter were written by the regular contributors to Blackwood’s. The series of letters from ‘Timothy Tickler’, for example, focused primarily on literary figures and were written by various hands and with a range of tones from the serious and constructive to the bitingly satirical. The series of ‘Familiar Epistles to Christopher North’ were written by Christopher North (John Wilson) himself, including the vicious attack on one of Blackwood’s own major contributors, James Hogg.23 Hogg himself contributed two of the most interesting letters in Blackwood’s, ‘A Letter to Charles Kirkpatrick Sharpe, Esq. On his Original Mode of Editing Church History’24 and ‘A Scots Mummy’.25 The ‘Letter to Sharpe’ is an incisive review, in a sarcastic tone, of Sharpe’s edition of James Kirkton’s Secret and True History of the Church of Scotland (1817). ‘A Scots Mummy’ is purportedly written in response to a request from ‘Christopher North’ for an article from Hogg based on his observations of the ‘boundless phenomena of nature’ (188). Hogg’s letter tells the story of the exhumation of a suicide and the mysterious preservation of the body; the letter becomes the foundation for his best-known work, The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner (1824), and forms most of the second ‘Editor’s Narrative’ in the novel.

Finally, although the letters of many prominent authors have been published, there is a vast amount of correspondence in publishers’ archives remaining to be studied and published—letters that offer insights into the business of publishing, as well as the politics of reviews and the perceptions of personalities. For example, Lockhart writes a series of letters to Whitwell Elwin, who would succeed him as editor of the Quarterly Review, to offer background to and reminiscences of authors for reviews Elwin was composing. Lockhart sometimes demonstrates his biases and is not always completely accurate, but he offers interesting anecdotes and insights into the relationships among the writers, including what seems to be their consistent mellowing in their old age. Lockhart writes to Elwin on 20 October 1852 to give a brief history of Thomas De Quincey’s life and character for an anticipated review.26 Lockhart summarizes the family background, describes De Quincey’s ‘bolting’ from Oxford and his reconnection with his mother, and then his moving to the Lake Country:


where he had estabd himself as lodger in the house of a worthy old statesman, a neighbour of Wordsworth’s. This good little yeoman had a very handsome daughter—very tall—& De Q. though not above 5 feet high, w a head twice too big & almost no legs, made a conquest of her. In short she was enceinte & W. W. & his womankind aided the parents to their best to get a marriage accomplished but the hero wd not—he again bolted.



De Quincey eventually married the ‘handsome daughter’, Margaret Simpson, and they had seven other children over the years. However, Lockhart argues, opium ‘by degrees ruined the man soul body & estate, & he led for years an uncertain wandering life’. Lockhart had met De Quincey as early as 1815 but became better acquainted with him in the 1820s:


then, when sober, he was a very interesting companion—a good scholar & a sharp critic—arrogant enough already & pompous but not at all so absurdly as afterwards. He usually however was drunk dead drunk at an early hour—for he drank all he cd get & between glasses kept munching opium pills out of a snuffbox as another man might munch filberts. … I am told he has now in great measure reformed—he must be upwards of 70—& is in tolerable circumstances & taken care of by some daughters who, wonderful to say, have turned out more respectably.



But a week later Lockhart wrote Elwin again, upset with De Quincey’s ‘monstrous’ act of publishing unflattering portraits of the Wordsworth family while they were still alive, and decided ‘De Quincey must be punished by neglect’. Lockhart then goes on to comment on the Wordsworth women: ‘Mrs W. squints badly & I shd think never cd have had the least share of comeliness. A good soul, universally liked I believe, save by De Q. … But Miss W. (now for some years reduced to mental incapacity) had great genius combined w I believe every womanly excellence—save only beauty’.27

Lockhart wrote to Elwin on 22 November 1852 with anecdotes of Wordsworth and his circle.28 He describes Wordsworth as ‘a plain unaffected English gentleman with a good deal (so it seemed to me) of dignity. He was addicted to solemn prosing when the circumstances gave any opening’, and although Wordsworth protested that he did not like ‘personal talk’, Lockhart says that ‘he in common was quite ready to take his share in stories, anecdotes, gossip about anything or anybody’. Lockhart comments on how impressed he was with Wordsworth’s recitations of poetry, ‘in a sonorous style—almost like song’, and with his sense of humour:


One of the last nights I met W. W. was at Miss Rogers’s close by me here [in London]. In the eveng she had a bevy of young beauties & both he & Sam were a little excited. The amorous element had once been potent in both. As the girls & one especially were retiring the 2 Poets S. Smith & I observed them from the fireside of the outer room. Ah! said Sam what an advantage we have! In a few years all these fair creatures will be withered & their youth gone what is the worth of their sex! Whereas we are to the last about as good as we ever were & in short can do whatever we ever could—W. W. surveyed him from top to toe & bowing to the ground said in a whisper not to be forgotten—‘The devil we can! speak for yourself bard of Memory.’ Grand was Sydney’s roar & the Banker slunk away visibly demolished.



The day after the evening at Miss Rogers’s home, Lockhart saw Wordsworth at Highgate, where both had gone to see a monument to Coleridge:


He had on a former occasion told me many painful stories about Coleridge—how he was expelled from Greta hall for getting Southey’s maids w child one after another &c &c and all his horrid carelessness as husband & father &c &c. But now his strain was very different—he spoke w profound admiration respect & regret, & seemed to consider him as having passed his latter years in pious penitences that shd obliterate all errors.



Epistolary writing, as personal correspondence and as a form for literary publication, is a genre central to Romantic nonfiction prose. The ‘literary aims’ of the genre are worthy of the attention of readers—to return to Carlyle’s terms—for their eloquence, elegance, and clearness of expression, for their historical instruction, and for their ‘general fire and light of Human Life’. There are many more voices to be heard, and it is to be hoped that efforts to publish authors’ letters will continue, both in print form and digitally. Letters are as important to modern Romantic scholarship as they were meaningful, and perhaps sentimental, to the Romantic contemporaries, or so concludes the ‘Noctes Ambrosianae’ for November 1824: ‘The Mail-coach horn is heard sounding from the head of Leith Walk. The company listen in tender silence, and wiping a tear from the eye, brew a bowl of punch’.29
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Part V

Aesthetics, Language, and Style


Chapter 26


Fashion



Timothy P. Campbell

Introduction: Costume in Common

In his short essay ‘On Fashion’ (1818), the critic William Hazlitt—unquestionably among the great figures of Romantic prose—seems initially not at his best. He begins by outlining a largely conventional hostility to the entire phenomenon of fashion as mere ‘folly and vanity’ in terms that would have been as much at home during the Restoration as they were in Hazlitt’s own day:


Fashion constantly begins and ends in the two things it abhors most, singularity and vulgarity. It is the perpetual setting up and disowning a certain standard of taste, elegance, and refinement, which has no other foundation or authority than that it is the prevailing distinction of the moment, which was yesterday ridiculous from its being new, and to-morrow will be odious from its being common.1



Here, fashion’s unjustified and self-cancelling authority fundamentally contrasts with the beautiful and the good (sufficient to stand on their own) and with the beneficial (or the good for), all of which can only enlarge and not diminish themselves by wide dissemination. Yet true to form, and particularly as he contemplates the enlarged capacities of Romantic-era fashion to erode distinctions of various kinds, Hazlitt’s potentially rote disdain soon moves in more compelling directions: ‘The ideas of natural equality and the Manchester steam-engines’ peculiar to the age, he continues, ‘together have, like a double battery, levelled the high towers and artificial structures of fashion in dress, and a white muslin gown is now the common costume of the mistress and the maid, instead of their wearing, as heretofore, rich silks and satins or coarse linsey-wolsey.’2 As discursive ideology and the accelerated means of production find their material synthesis in the ‘common costume’ of modern clothing, fashion looms newly large as the concrete epitome and ubiquitous foundation of a newly capacious social order.

More directly to the purpose of Romantic prose itself, Hazlitt’s subsequent essay ‘The Dandy School’ (1827) goes on to link the mutual implications of fashion and the ‘levelling’ spirit of the age to the state of writing itself. In the prose of the moment, he observes, the language of fashion has alarmingly flattened distinctions between properly literary or imaginative expression and the commercialized cant of everyday social and material life. Hazlitt elaborates by immersively detailing the blurry estrangement the dandiacal prose of his contemporaries conjures:


Instead of transporting you to faery-land or into the middle ages, you take a turn down [to the fashionable shopping destination of] Bond Street or go through the mazes of the dance at Almack’s [assembly rooms]. You have no new inlet to thought or feeling opened to you; but the passing object, the topic of the day (however insipid and repulsive) is served up to you with a self-sufficient air, as if you had not already had enough of it.3



Significantly, Hazlitt has in view not only the fictional dawn of the silver-fork school of novelists or the disenchanted code of realism (which the novel of fashion’s hyperattention to the ‘self-sufficient’ ‘passing object’ and ‘topic of the day’ seems remarkably to anticipate), but also the novelty attractions of nonfiction prose exhibiting the same dynamic of dissolution: ‘You dip into an Essay or a Novel, and may fancy yourself reading a collection of quack or fashionable advertisements:—Macassar Oil, Eau de Cologne, Hock and Seltzer Water, Otto of Roses, Pomade Divine, glance through the page in inextricable confusion, and make your head giddy.’ Soon enough, Hazlitt observes, a ‘writer of this accomplished stamp, comes forward to tell you, not how his hero feels on any occasion … but how he was dressed, and makes him a mere lay-figure [or mannequin] of fashion with a few pert, current phrases in his mouth.’4 Here, Romantic fashion writing in an expanded sense (both as the material nomenclature of fashionable commodities and the ephemeral parlance of prosaic characters) pushes aside reflectively literary values of ‘thought or feeling’, philosophy and sentiment, in favour of a different mode of fantasy—one profoundly captive to alluring surfaces (textual as much as material) that dizzyingly collapse the real world and imagination into one another.

What Hazlitt calls the ‘common costume’ of mistress and maid, then, does not only collapse the socio-economic and gender hierarchies that ‘levelling’ more obviously summons, it also traverses the ostensible bounds between fictional imagination, critical judgement, and the sensory and phraseological immediacy of ordinary commercial life, thereby threatening an inescapable regime of prose—and all that depends on it—that can henceforth only be prosaic. Notably, although both essays strive in some ways to particularize and thereby contain fashion (as with the specific writers ‘of this stamp’ in the dandy school), even Hazlitt’s own critical distance proves difficult to sustain in this milieu. In the initial essay ‘On Fashion’, Hazlitt is himself provoked by fashion’s origin in mere singularity (anyone might reign) and conclusion in utter vulgarity (being ‘easily [ … ] assumed [ … ] by the most uninformed and commonest’). The essential structure of his pique, that is, perilously resembles the same processual motor of contempt that propels fashion’s systemic cycles of change. Even his very attitude of critique thus embodies the same pervasive, intractable reshaping of the prospects of Romantic prose by fashion that he seeks to diagnose and dispel.5 Amid an unprecedentedly wholesale collaboration between fashionable material life and Romantic prose writ large, no form of imagination or reflection seems safe.

Material Change

Hazlitt’s complex enactment of fashion thus underplays while simultaneously evidencing the larger story of fashion’s remarkable ascendance during the long Romantic period in Britain and its many consequences for prose writing. As Hannah Greig suggests in an incisive bibliographical overview of the long eighteenth century, ‘What emerges from even the most cursory survey of the period’s varied print culture is … the significance of fashionable society as a long-running concern for a range of commentators.’6 And in ways scholars have still not fully appreciated, literary Romanticism itself largely coincides, chronologically and otherwise, not only with an age of political and social revolutions, but also with fashion’s newfound centrality to cultural self-reflection in a more precise sense: as the highly descriptive and materially oriented discursive mode of attention to dress still familiar to us now as a ubiquitous backdrop for literary and cultural representation (in contrast to the broadly allegorical or typological modes of ‘Lady Fashion’ and stage fops that grew residual over the course of the eighteenth century). Through the proliferating textual genres that mediated (and precipitated) clothing’s effects from the mid-eighteenth century, the written ‘language of fashion’ came to serve, by turns, as a structuring chronology of everyday social life, a ready template for serial genres and projects, a generative model for close material description, and a productively disruptive textual repository of primary aesthetic qualities or provocations not easily bound to particular persons, times, or places.

In part, the new prose of fashion depended on transformed material conditions for British clothing. The Romantic ‘common costume’ of the elegant white muslin gown Hazlitt invokes (ostensibly delicate and simple and aligned with the ‘natural’ contours of the body) only culminated a longer history of technological innovation and global exchange that had made such accessible elegance newly possible for a widening social spectrum around the start of the eighteenth century—displacing the heavy, ‘drab’ ‘monotony’ of traditional woollens with a kaleidoscopic parade of affordable cotton fabrics that were bright, printable, and easily washed.7 By century’s end, as John Styles has argued, even the working poor could for the first time (initially only through clothing) at least broadly access the same processions of fashionable colours and patterns that captivated elites.8

Hazlitt’s gendered dilation on the convergent costume of mistress and maid also focalizes another significant Romantic shift, the ‘great masculine renunciation’ that suddenly relegated dynamically fashionable colours (and changes in silhouettes) to femininity.9 But this renunciation did not contract fashion’s sphere of influence as much as might appear. Rather, remaking men in the more subdued blue, black, and brown hues of the modern three-piece suit intensified attention to the delicate touches and refinements of Romantic clothing (especially, but not only, men’s tailoring)—those ‘insides of costly construction’, in Deidre Lynch’s phrase, that not only served as the ascetic architectural backdrop for a new regime of feminized sartorial visibility but also induced textual accounting to make them legible, in ways evocatively homologous with the inner depths of characters increasingly conjured in fiction.10

Print-Cultural Clothing

Amid dramatic material changes in the actual clothes people wore, then, Romantic fashion was also surveilled, retailed, and remade via unprecedentedly numerous, often extraliterary sites of printed prose. Fashion’s substantive social impact continued to be denounced by some commentators (as in the emergent feminist terms of prose works like Mary Wollstonecraft’s political–philosophical Vindication of the Rights of Woman or Anna Laetitia Barbauld’s epistolary-styled dream allegory ‘Fashion: A Vision’, where fashion’s deleterious effects on women’s minds and physical bodies inspire derision and horror, respectively) and, more occasionally, praised for the liberatory effects wrought by recent changes (as with Mary Robinson’s remarkable essay on the ‘Present State of the Manners …’ of London in 1800, where the ‘duchess, and her femme de chambre, are dressed exactly alike’; and ‘nature [has] resume[d] her empire’ via a ‘lightness of drapery’ that overturns the restrictive impositions of artifice to allow ‘unconstrained motion of the body’).11 But generally speaking, literary-historical accounts of Romantic writing have emphasized direct political–ideological critique like this at the expense of recognizing the more ordinary permeation of prose by written descriptions of clothing and the prominence of textual fashion content in the miscellaneous print formats where literary writing often appeared. The dramatically expanded, written domain of fashion in the period comprised not only increased description of dress in novels, but also the breathless reporting of newspapers; the commentary of fashionable periodicals; aids to daily life like women’s pocketbooks; written memoranda of fashion-related purchases in notebooks and ledgers; and essayistic remarks and captions within landmark illustrated histories of costume (by Thomas Jefferys, Joseph Strutt, W. H. Pyne, James Robinson Planché et al.) that helped inaugurate the modern study of dress history.

This novel ubiquity of ‘written clothing’ in the period, however, has proven difficult both to recognize on its own terms and to reconcile with an image of literary Romanticism still enduringly shaped by the anti-commercial feelings of canonical poets (who, like William Wordsworth, saw their practice as a mode of resistance to an overabundance of commercial stimulation at odds with more essential human faculties of feeling). The expansion of written fashion was a predominantly extraliterary phenomenon, transpiring largely in ephemeral sites with relatively low prestige; and even the fashion-focused prose that crossed into more obviously literary texts has often seemed subsumed within an almost paraliterary descriptive function, beneath the notice of critics more preoccupied with narratological, characterological, and socio-historically reflexive qualities presumed closer to the heart of these texts’ form and meaning.

Moreover, writing per se about fashion has eluded wider notice precisely because the proliferating illustrations of clothing during the period have seemed so compelling in their own right—and leave a more pronounced mark on the archive. In the wake of the extraordinary ‘macaroni craze’ of visual caricature in the early 1770s, the visual culture of print changed fundamentally, with an entire regime of political–social satire reorienting itself towards the immediately visible, caricaturable surfaces that now predominated as a ground of meaning (eclipsing the opaque or coded visual symbolics that formerly predominated).12 In the figure of the macaroni, markedly fashionable attire and behaviour both instantiated this nascent epistemological–semiotic break and promulgated its mode of seeing to a wide print-cultural audience. In subsequent decades the fashion-oriented macaroni vision expanded in social scope (evolving from the predominantly individual, typological specimens of 1770s macaronis to the social scenes of fashionable ‘monstrosities’ by Thomas Rowlandson, George Cruikshank et al. in the early-nineteenth century) and seeped into other prominent forms of visual–textual engagement with dress: in the costume of grand portraits, the art-adjacent appeal of neoclassical styles in clothing and decorative arts,13 and illustrated histories of British clothing and custom.

Yet whereas recent scholars of the Romantic-era visual culture of clothing have increasingly recognized the ‘significant aesthetic dimension’ of fashion as a feature that ‘drives aspects of social change’ (rather than presuming fashion’s merely ‘illustrative’ relation to ‘wider cultural forces, policies and trends’)—and have, in consequence, more fully appreciated ‘caricature prints as complex visual artefacts’14—the more dispersed, inchoate archive of fashion writing still awaits the same kind of reckoning. This reckoning has been inhibited on the one hand by disinterest in fashion writing as against writing of other kinds, and on the other by overconcern for the misrepresentation of fashion in prose, as with materially focused dress historians keener to emphasize the limited adequacy, or merely instrumental value, of textual representations of clothing in illuminating the period’s actual practices and artefacts. To be fair, such concerns already shaped Romantic fashion publications. Women’s periodicals apologized for the triviality of the subject even while painting fashion as ‘the very crux on which virtue, various social institutions, and the social structure itself rest’; and their reporting correspondents directly expressed ‘anxiety about the ability of the written word to truly accommodate fashion’ they observed.15 But critical devaluation of fashion writing not only obscures the dynamic relation between writing and the wider substantive and experiential phenomenon of fashion—the multiply mediated actuality of clothing as image, text, and object—but even more fundamentally misses the peculiar autonomy of written clothing that deserves closer exploration in its own right.

Naturally, the case for the distinctness of British Romantic fashion writing can be made too strongly. The first efflorescence of fashion-carrying periodicals significantly preceded the age, most famously via the intermittent fashion information, commentary, and visual illustration that first appeared in the Mercure Galant in France in the final decades of the seventeenth century and then re-echoed in the early high-water mark of the Tatler and Spectator (1709–1714). The latter publications continued to shape Romantic writing as canonical models for essayistic writing about the social present, with their ongoing circulation intermittently reassured through projects like Barbauld’s new edition in 1804 (which partly meditated on the ironically antiquarian value of their fashion content). But whereas the serial ambitions of these earliest projects of fashion writing proved unsustainable over the longer term,16 the Romantic age saw the inauguration of an enduring, two-century epoch of fashion-making prose (centred in a changing cast of periodicals) extending to our present—where something like Roland Barthes’s influential description of the code of ‘written clothing’ in the 1950s (‘Blue is in fashion this year’)17 proves almost as readily applicable to a prototypical pocketbook description of the ‘new fashions at Paris’ in September 1788 (where ‘an entire new taffaty … formed of the different shades of blue in stripes’ is taken up by ‘the most fashionable ladies’ and a ‘new cap … is now all the rage’)18 as to a late-twentieth-century issue of Vogue magazine.

And although the aforementioned shift in the visual record of fashion is more self-evident, the print record of writing does suggest an allied break, c.1770, after which fashion becomes more indispensable content. Jennie Batchelor, for instance, tantalizingly observes how the Lady’s Magazine—perhaps the most significant periodical of the last three decades of the eighteenth century—most markedly differed from its namesake predecessor precisely in this respect: the prior Ladies Magazine: or, the Universal Entertainer (1749–1753) had in ‘content, twin-columned presentation, and overall tone [ … ] a good deal in common with later women’s magazines except for its near total neglect of fashion, and its [alternative] obsession with accounts of contemporary crimes’.19 By contrast, as Chloe Wigston Smith suggests, ‘When the Lady’s Magazine [ … ] launched in 1770, it opened [by] … advertis[ing] the many useful and amusing subjects on offer in its pages’ with dress in particular marked as ‘a branch of information intirely new’.20 Roughly the same shift is evident in the women’s pocketbook, an annual format, everyday companion partly continuous with the older genre of the almanac (providing useful information like coach fares or the birthdates of reigning monarchs along with ruled pages for tracking appointments and expenditures), but new in featuring elegant cover illustrations of dress and descriptions of recent fashions alongside essays or fictional excerpts; poems, songs, and dances; and other cultural content.

Despite the continuing difficulty of sustaining serial fashion projects (Batchelor, for instance, emphasizes the inability of the first dedicated British fashion periodical, the Magazine a la Mode [1777], ‘to live up to its promise to be a purveyor of the latest styles’, especially because months passed by with ‘ “[n]o alteration worth noticing ha[ving] taken place” ’ in prevailing dress fashions),21 the very acknowledgement of material limitations on novelty shaped an emergent project to devise a language of fashion more adequate to subtler alterations: a set of writerly procedures capable of registering and producing sufficient degrees of contrast in style in more reliable ways, in part by expanding locations of attention and by juxtaposing (or comparing) fashions of the immediate moment with their antecedents in prior years, decades, generations, or centuries. Wigston Smith tracks a related story in the gradual demise of printed patterns (for use in dress-making) as content in fashionable periodicals (in the case of the Lady’s Magazine itself, she notes, patterns are first downsized from oversized, fold-out pages for hands-on use to merely standard-page sized ones focused on decorative treatments before quietly disappearing altogether c.1820). In this way, a formerly discrepant relationship between word or image and material making gave way to a purer mode of textual–visual consumption that enveloped even the textile–material dimension of fashion. Wigston Smith’s rare example, an advertisement for ‘Urling’s Lace House’ for an 1819 issue of the Lady’s Magazine (preserved with the full issue rather than discarded as was usually the case) includes both a ‘lengthy textual description of Urling’s specially patented thread’ and an engraving of the shop with miniscule ‘thread and lace samples … inserted in place of [its] front windows’. Though the ad is rare, it mirrors ‘marketing and haptic consumer practices’ more familiarly, fully integrated within the commercial arts-entrepreneur Rudolph Ackermann’s periodical the Repository of Arts (1809–1829), which likewise affixed textile samples of fashionable fabrics to its pages.22 Print-cultural developments like these secured a newly powerful traffic, anchored on the page, between words and images and clothing material that moved back and forth between book and world.

If Romantic political and critical prose was somewhat distantly coloured by these developments (as instanced in the metaphorics of significant rhetorical moments like the ‘decent drapery’ of society that Edmund Burke saw stripped away as ‘a ridiculous, absurd, and antiquated fashion’ in an age of revolutions; or the prophetic poetry Percy Shelley saw embodying the ‘spirit of the age’ partly by ‘array[ing]’ poems in the ‘alloy of costume’, the ‘temporary dress’ necessary to ‘temper this planetary music for mortal ears’),23 the fictional prose of the moment testifies with remarkable directness to the extensive traffic between print and world via fashion I have just described. This obtains not only in the general, intractable way close description of clothing becomes an integral part of historical fiction and then realist representation from the late-eighteenth century onwards, but also in the way so many Romantic novels come to transfixed halts before the prospect of clothing—entering into extended, ekphrastic descriptions citationally sourced to actual print-cultural documents of fashion. The list of writers directly invoking women’s pocketbooks, for instance, reads like a who’s who of the period’s major novelists—from Charlotte Smith’s 1794 Old Manor House (featuring a rural ‘coquet’ ‘appealing’ to ‘the authority of … a certain pocket-book [… ] which represented in one of its leaves “six young ladies in the most fashionable head-dresses for 1776” ’);24 to Maria Edgeworth’s 1817 Harrington (which links a page-long description of fashion to the ‘fashionable heads’ in ‘an old pocket book for 1780’ that might convey at a glance ‘a more competent idea … than I … can raise by my most elaborate description’);25 to Walter Scott’s 1816 Antiquary (where the antiquary Jonathan Oldbuck’s sister appears in the early 1790s as the mirror image of a relic pocketbook—‘rustl[ing] in silks and satins, and b[earing] upon her head a structure resembling the fashion in the Ladies’ Memorandum-book for the year 1770’);26 not to mention Jane Austen’s 1818 Northanger Abbey and her own surviving written annotations in the remnant pages of a pocketbook.27 The point of these examples is not fully to capture the force of the printed world of fashion on Romantic prose fiction—a force that is pervasive but inchoate and resistant to recovery—but to illuminate via these highly concrete connections the remarkable proximity between these worlds that was not always so directly confessed. We often presume the secondariness of fashion writing: perhaps economically necessary to the survival of Romantic periodicals keener to dispense moral advice and politer amusement, or pragmatically necessary (as per Barthes) to isolate and explain those select features of capaciously alluring objects and images that actually license their immediate currency, but always lagging behind the glamour of the ‘real’ material and performative scene of fashion. Taking the Romantic prose of fashion seriously enables consideration of the other, textual side of the coin.

‘To Extricate Myself Was Impossible’: Hogg and the Clothing of Romantic Prose

To examine closely one especially rich contemporaneous response to fashion’s fundamental significance for Romantic prose, the following section foregrounds an ostensibly unlikely text, James Hogg’s Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner (1824), and what I argue is the novel’s canny engagement with many of the developments outlined in this chapter. This engagement culminates in the novel’s concluding frame tale, where a strange overabundance of clothing and textile material wells up from the very grave of the novel’s ludicrous yet menacing anti-hero one full century after the events of his life. The Romantic-era frame tale or apparatus, a familiar site of interface between a properly imaginative fictional world and the prosaic print-commercial modernity of author and readers, frequently draws on the special mediating powers of written clothing. But in foregrounding the particular closing frame of the Confessions, I underscore its further stakes as a commentary on the foregoing novel’s deliberate representation (and chameleonic emulation) of a wider system of prose-genre writing. As the novel finally collapses into material accounting of the deceased anti-hero’s improbably evergreen, archaic clothing—the more alluring remainder, perhaps the necessary condition, of the narrative—Hogg registers a Romantic transformation of the entire system of prose as it bent to accommodate the heightened textual compulsions of fashionable life. Fashion writing, in this sense, was no longer just the haphazard variety of occasional pieces, satirical asides, or fragmentary notes in ledgers and inventories it had been, but a newly ubiquitous (if ostensibly subsidiary) expectation for a wide array of prose genres. And whereas Hazlitt still seeks to contain fashion by particularizing its sites and practitioners, Hogg’s novel more diabolically exposes and summons the vaster subterranean force that widespread attention to fashion exerted on the general conditions of Romantic prose.

The Confessions largely masquerades as nonfictional prose. The main text consists of a double narrative: a primary memoir (the found text ostensibly left behind by the unsettling Calvinist extremist Robert Wringhim in the first decades of the eighteenth century in Scotland) and a more objective account of the events the memoir relates (composed by an enlightened modern editor following the memoir’s discovery in the newly excavated grave of a long-buried suicide victim). In the first part of the novel, the editor’s extended prefatory account draws on and assesses (without entirely reliable disinterestedness) the fuller historical record and political–theological contexts of the memoir’s actors and events. In the second part of the novel, Wringhim’s inset memoir more completely unfolds his psychological disturbance as his doctrinal faith in predestination hurtles towards its terrifying, logical conclusion in unbridled, murderous criminality (on a journey interspersed with a series of real or imagined encounters with the satanic shapeshifter Gil-Martin, who tempts and urges Wringhim towards his misdeeds).

As the respective prose works of a spiritual autobiographer and minister’s son and an enlightened antiquarian-historian with an occasionally scientific bent, the two apparently irreconcilable halves of the novel collaboratively summon a sweeping range of prose genres—notably extending to important popular forms like sermons, political and theological commentaries, criminal biographies, and histories that sometimes elude literary-historical attention—and forego more authoritative narrative modes in favour of simulating these various genres on the page (in contrast to Hogg’s epochal rival Scott, whose celebrated historical novels hewed more closely in their narrative form and the author-persona they projected to a familiarly novelistic tradition). The Confessions likewise keeps a wider world of prose in view by evading more overt signs of fictionality that might otherwise stabilize the novel’s generic status. Most definitively, the editor’s concluding remarks on Wringhim’s memoir paint it as peculiarly unclassifiable because it hovers between the already paradoxical status of a true fiction (i.e. as a presumptive ‘allegory’ or ‘parable’) and an even more fundamental inscrutability: ‘What can this work be? … I cannot tell.’28 Moreover, the materially hybrid status of Wringhim’s memoir (literally dug from a grave) redoubles the novel’s wider, self-conscious summoning of a print-cultural scene of prose-making that pushes immersive fictional qualities aside in favour of inquiry into the selection, re/production, and circulation of its component textual materials. The majority of the found memoir derives from the sole surviving copy of a printed edition produced by Wringhim himself while employed at a printshop; and thus it hovers between the status of auratic original and reproduction (with something like the force of the fragments of clothing the grave later expels—tactile and singular yet also typical—at the novel’s conclusion). The complete memoir consists not only of this remnant print artefact but also the manuscript diary entries the fugitive Wringhim records in his solitary copy of the printed edition during his final days (which the editor transcribes into typescript but also indicates in the text and visually reproduces as a frontispiece, supposed-facsimile illustration of the handwritten diary). In a final turn, the novel clinches the ambiguity of its prose-generic status by pointing to a letter genuinely published by Hogg in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine as the work of the standoffish shepherd character named ‘James Hogg’ who appears within the novel’s concluding frame tale (Justified Sinner, 165–169).

As the editor’s closing commentary turns from the generic status of Wringhim’s memoir towards an antiquarian-anecdotal account of the circumstances of its discovery—and as the events of the novel approach Hogg’s Romantic present—the prose-system consciousness of the wider text rapidly devolves into something more like clothes-consciousness. The first sign, a narrative premonition of the exhumation scene’s fashion obsessions, occurs in the penultimate episode of the memoir immediately preceding Wringhim’s printshop employment, where he flees an angry populace only to become extraordinarily, literally entangled in a material scene of textile production. Aided by his devilish co-conspirator Gil-Martin (who supplies him with a conspicuously exotic green frock coat, buff belt, and turban to serve as a disguise), Wringhim manages to find shelter in the household of a weaver, only for his disguise to disappear without explanation as his more customary ‘black coat and cocked hat’ are mysteriously restored. This indicatively odd change of wardrobe prompts the state of mental confusion Wringhim subsequently experiences. Awakening alone in his borrowed room at the weaver’s house, he physically touches the implements of weaving to reassure himself he is not dreaming; moves to inspect his strangely restored clothing by the light of a small window; and then re-crosses the room only to become ludicrously ‘entangled’ ‘amongst the weaver’s looms’, unable to ‘get out again without working great deray amongst the coarse linen threads that stood in warp from one end of the apartment unto the other’ (148). Stuck, Wringhim calls out for help; yet rather than free him, the enraged weaver beats him with a loomspoke, as if forcibly recasting Wringhim’s designs on publication in the image of the weaver’s own textile trade. Wringhim’s wild thrashing finally leaves him helplessly suspended upside down: ‘I rode upon a number of yielding threads’, he observes; ‘and there being nothing else that I could reach, to extricate myself was impossible’ (149). Ultimately, the weaver’s wife intervenes by persuading her furious husband to slacken a pin and allow Wringhim to escape with his restored old clothes—and so Wringhim immediately departs for Edinburgh and finds his way to the printshop where he composes most of the extant memoir and commits the lion’s share to print.

As a textile–material premonition of the succeeding print production of Wringhim’s memoir, this precipitating episode follows Wringhim even to the afterlife of his 1823 exhumation in the concluding frame, where the byways of clothing profoundly mediate the memoir’s conditions of recovery and dissemination. The editor engages to some extent with the countervailing force of Wringhim’s memoir; and of course Hogg’s costume-laden conclusion partly deploys its modern characters’ excessive attention to remnant textile materials to figure the risibly presentist condescension of a liberal, commercial modernity incapable of confronting the full force of Wringhim’s hysterical religious enthusiasm. But the sheer extent of textile material extruded from the grave here more pointedly focalizes the peculiar susceptibility of Hogg’s contemporaries to fashion’s compulsions, betraying the memoir’s profounder moral and spiritual implications to the incompatible clothing obsessions of Wringhim’s Romantic unearthers.

The editor first journeys to the gravesite after reading the short letter on this ‘Scots mummy’ published by ‘Hogg’ (and Hogg) in Blackwood’s. The article relates the local lore of a century-old suicide victim whose grave two men recently opened to find the body in a preternatural state of preservation, with his clothes ‘quite fresh’. According to the interpolated, published account from ‘Hogg’, of all the potential mementos from among the grave’s contents, it is only pieces of his ‘enchanted garments’ that the two young men cut off to distribute to ‘Hogg’ and other gentlemen. ‘Hogg’, the letter claims, has in turn been prevailed on by other gentlemen to provide them with fragments from the larger pieces in his possession, and he purportedly encloses still another ‘small portion’ of the cuttings he has received (‘a piece of [the victim’s] plaid, and another of his waistcoat breast’) with the letter he composes to Blackwood’s itself (168)—in a procedure curiously evocative of the appended fabric samples of Ackermann’s Repository that likewise provided a ‘corporeal and tactile’ experience extending ‘beyond the boundaries of its printed pages’.29

Determined to seek out this ‘mummy’ and gauge the veracity of the story, the editor travels to the nearest town in the guise of a wool buyer to obtain an interview with this same ‘Hogg’, who proves in life to be a sceptical shepherd with little time for the editor. Though disappointed by ‘Hogg’ himself, the editor’s party soon finds an alternative shepherd to guide them to the grave, which they find surrounded with ‘some fragments of clothes, some teeth, and part of a pocket-book’—the last most literally identifying the variable sort of memorandum book with a long history in print, but in context inevitably summoning the specific, contemporaneous genre of the women’s pocketbook that was an iconic Romantic location of fashion images and description (171).

In what follows, the initial textile fragments and pocketbook become widening portals unloosing the prolific quantity of clothing (and consequent prose) that the grave soon belches forth, notwithstanding the previous collection and circulation of a not insignificant quantity of the grave’s clothing by ‘Hogg’. Although the body itself finally resists much distinguishing description—it is initially tantalizing but ultimately inert (not resuming the ‘sitting posture’ and preternatural lifelikeness it had assumed for ‘Hogg’ [168])—the clothes slip more effortlessly into a contemporary descriptive register. They are reconcilable enough with presently worn garments and materials to invite comparison, but sufficiently distinct to justify a kind of close description and recirculation that straddles the line between exotic alterity and the merely fashionably ‘new’. Further digging uncovers ‘great loads of coarse clothes, blanketing, plaiding, &c.’ succeeded by the curious garments of the corpse that seem impossibly pristine: ‘The breeches still suited the thigh, the stocking the leg, and the garters were wrapt as neatly and as firm below the knee as if they had been newly tied’, while the ‘soles, upper leathers, and wooden heels’ of the shoes are ‘as fresh as any of those we wore’. Their showroom fresh condition, in turn, opens a further cornucopia of close description that is partly an inventory but also a perverse negative image of a formulaic periodical account of the latest Parisian fashions: ‘a frock coat, of a yellowish drab colour, with wide sleeves’, a ‘vest … of striped serge … lined and backed with white stuff’; ‘breeches’ of ‘striped plaiding’; ‘garters … of worsted, and striped with black or blue’; and ‘stockings gray’, along with a distinctively incongruous Highland bonnet that is the shadow of a modern decorative accessory.30 In a way that unstably historicizes the clothes, the knowing local guide observes that it has been ‘200 years since’ some of these clothes were in fashion, dating them a century prior to the events the memoir narrates in a way that summons the time lag often embedded in the fashions Romantic periodicals commemorated (172–173).

In the process, the editor himself becomes not only a collector but also a purveyor of fabrics—‘br[inging] samples of all along with me’ and eventually ‘g[etting] possession of the bonnet’—a retailing function (of the archaic relic as fashion) punctuated by one more discovery: a pocket in the grave that is itself inexplicably filled with ‘several samples of cloth of different kinds, rolled neatly up within one another’—thereby suggesting the merchandizing of fabric but also a homologous relationship to the material shape of the found manuscript, itself likewise ‘rolled’ up, in a cover of ‘fine chamois leather’ (173). This supposedly disinterested editor thus proves (in material life and in his prose) a curious retailer of textile samples that the corpse seems largely a pretext for generating. In this sense the editor is the deathly mirror image of Hazlitt’s dandy school writer, less preoccupied with how this cipher of a mummy ‘felt’ or ‘thought’ than with how he was dressed, but on a scene of much wider implication (national, historical, and religious).

A surprisingly full instantiation of Romantic fashion writing, Hogg’s novel finally offers an exceptionally discerning diagnosis of the new indispensability of the language of clothes in the world of print his prose inhabits—where fashion sounded with marginal but surprising force in the many modes and genres of prose it infiltrated, oscillating disruptively between dully perfunctory backdrop and transgressive, primary fascination. In this way, fashion took its place alongside other practices and knowledges as an additional indispensable facet of the Romantic moment’s project to write and represent itself. Yet whereas for Hazlitt, fashion’s conquest of prose by way of a metastasizing ‘dandy school’ threatened to bring fiction and nonfiction alike into total convergence with an insubstantial, insipid consumer–commercial present of words and things, Hogg’s more divided Confessions represents the same convergence of prose and fashion with more faith in the always incomplete integration of fashion writing within the wider scene of prose, and in fashion’s affordances as a reservoir of difference or incommensurability that can call the confidences and assurances of a vaster regime of prose into question.

Epilogue

In the immediate and longer wake of its Romantic ascendance, fashion writing continued to flourish in prose form, both in requisite background descriptive sketches that periodicals and novels now supplied with regularity—and have done ever since, if perhaps with diminished self-consciousness—and in more theoretical accountings of fashion’s broader social implications, which continued to develop the same two divergent (not mutually exclusive) critical perspectives Hazlitt and Hogg embody. With Hazlitt, one line of critique observed the compulsive processions of clothing styles either as the point of origin for a new form of society writ large (remaking culture and industry in fashion’s image via generalization of planned obsolescence and reorientation of mass desire towards superficial change, for better or worse);31 or, more modestly, as a merely instructive epitome that exposed (by an especially intensive arbitrariness and cyclicality) what culture and society had always been. With Hogg, another line of critique underscored fashion’s resiliently unruly implications for confidence in historical settledness, rational production, and aesthetic autonomy—and drew upon the textual and visual instantiations of clothing as a productively autonomous site of oppositional possibility, never fully belonging to any one cultural domain or discipline, and where form and history, beauty and necessity, were paradoxically conjoined in dramatic proximity to everyday life.

Amid this prose-driven focalization of fashion, Romantic commentators increasingly recognized how fashion’s heightened, print-cultural prominence could scaffold a newly intensive periodization of literary history unfolding simultaneously. As Isaac D’Israeli (father of the future dandiacal novelist and prime minister) summarized in a short essay on ‘Literary Fashions’ (1807), ‘There is such a thing as Literary Fashion, and prose and verse have been regulated by the same caprice that cuts our coats, and cocks our hats.’ Just as ‘[d]ifferent times … are regulated by different tastes’ that fashion makes apparent, ‘every age of modern literature might … admit of a new classification, by dividing it into its periods of fashionable literature’.32 Summoning the insubstantial cycles of fashionable clothing as a template for the alterations of literary styles and genres across time was not an entirely new experiment, but D’Israeli’s project exemplifies the new obviousness of such an enterprise for a wide readership grown fluent in the discursive language of fashion. ‘Literary Fashions’ itself takes up only one modest facet of the vaster project D’Israeli outlined in ‘Anecdotes of Fashion’, which passingly observes the ‘trifling’ nature of dress fashions in their own right while nevertheless closely describing a great many particular examples and calling for an entire ‘volume’ on the topic, through which a philosopher, artist, and antiquary might together ‘investigat[e] … the progress of the arts and taste’ in new ways.33

For the likeminded, anonymous periodical essay ‘Fashion in Literature’ (1833), these two cultural domains are even more fundamentally indistinguishable: ‘It is needless to ask, for no one can tell, why a dress that is very becoming in 1820 should be very unbecoming in 1840.—But so it is. Thus also it is in literature.’ Moreover, the specifically British-centred trajectory of fashion this last essay unfolds, where ‘Europeans’ are ‘mutable’, but the ‘English’ are distinctly ‘fashionable’,34 suggests something like a secret history of the ostensibly modernist vision of art that our histories of aesthetics still normatively assign to the Parisian street scenes and visual idiomatics of Charles Baudelaire’s Painter of Modern Life (1863). For Baudelaire, beauty is the province of the ‘painter of the passing moment and of all the suggestions of eternity it contains’: necessarily, doubly composed of an ‘eternal, invariable element’ and a ‘relative, circumstantial’ one without which beauty would remain ‘beyond our powers’ to appreciate.35 Already in 1833, ‘Fashion in Literature’ nearly approximates this view in distinguishing ‘two sorts of beauty—the eternal, which is inseparable from our nature, and the transient, which belongs to fashion’. And despite stopping short of Baudelaire’s apotheotic unity of the eternal and circumstantial, the essay clearly moves in Baudelaire’s direction by re-appreciating the inescapability of fashion, enjoining the ‘true critic’ to study fashion’s ‘influence … on literary productions’ to avoid mistaking ‘merit’ or ‘essence’ for ‘accident’ yet with a deep recognition (directly gleaned, according to the essay, from the residue of previous decades’ periodical writing now collected on Romantic library shelves) that these cannot finally be extricated from one another.36

The dandy who makes attention to fashion a primary principle of life and who eventuates as Baudelaire’s pre-Modern flaneur, of course, first takes shape in a prior tradition of English prose, extending from Thomas Carlyle’s epochal, unstably satirical elevation of a ‘philosophy of clothes’ to a transcendental metaphysics in Sartor Resartus (1833–1834);37 to Scott’s costume-crowded fictionalizations of the historical past in the Waverley Novels; to numerous written depictions of the living dandy Beau Brummell, whose paradoxically prolific afterlife in prose seemed to emerge precisely from the vacuum of Brummell’s own studiedly epigrammatic taciturnity—and exacting sartorial restraint. (Hazlitt, for instance, observes of ‘Mr Brummell’s jests, that they are of a meaning so attenuated that [… ] they hover on the very brink of vacancy, and are in their shadowy composition next of kin to nonentities’ even as he generates writing from this very cipher;38 likewise Edward Lytton Bulwer’s lengthy Pelham (1828), the foremost of a subclass of novels featuring Brummell-inspired characters, concentres—at least in its reception—on the short list of epigrammatic maxims added to the second edition of the novel that circulated in excerpt form far beyond the pages of the novel itself.)

Set within this longer context of Romantic British fashion writing, Baudelaire’s own hypervisuality (The Painter of Modern Life begins with a review of old fashion plates, foregrounds the passing scenes of a street glimpsed through a window, and lionizes Monsieur G.’s visual sketches of the Crimean war for the Illustrated London News) seems almost intentionally to obscure the longer genealogy of his project in fashion writing. Honoré de Balzac’s intervening, still neglected Treatise on Elegant Living (1830), for instance—written early in Balzac’s career with a specifically British trajectory of fashion-consciousness explicitly in mind—generates a remarkable, fashion-driven ‘metaphysics of things’, in part by fictionalizing Brummell’s later biographical life in the form of an imagined dialogue with ‘Brummell’ the character. In upholding fashion as ‘encompass[ing] all the arts’ and as ‘indicating progress [by] tak[ing] the lead in everything’, Balzac’s partly satirical, partly genuine treatise closely balances a sense of the special capacities or priority of fashion (‘the one fact that towers over all others’ because ‘Man dresses himself before acting, … speaking, walking’ and thus proceeds in every other activity of life ‘under the influence of clothing’)—with a sense of fashion’s normative potential for an expanded and democratic culture of elegance where all ‘the material of life is looked upon as a great garment that is essentially mutable’. It was in Britain, Balzac observes with expansively epigrammatic power of his own, that a newly ‘advanced’ form of society reoriented towards the economically manufactured, ephemeral, light, comfortable, and inexpensive ‘material of [modern] life’ ‘received its final development’.39 If the actual material life of a prosperous nation of shopkeepers played some role in supplying this image to Balzac and the Continental writers who followed in his wake, the shoppable fashion of British Romantic prose played its own role, directly and indirectly, in setting the stage for Balzac and an enduring epoch of writing and critique (extending through Baudelaire and Georg Simmel to the Frankfurt School of criticism and beyond) that continued to circle round the peculiar force of the fashion form of culture.
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Chapter 27


Fine Arts



Quentin Bailey

The Fine Arts frequently served, once they made it to the pages of the periodical press, as a proxy for conversations about class and politics.1 This was perhaps inevitable after the National Assembly in France opened the former royal collection to the public in 1793, inaugurating an era, as Carol Duncan has noted, in which ‘public art museums became signs of politically virtuous states’.2 The exact nature of the relationship between the fine arts, the ruling class, and national values was, however, a source of significant disagreement, with subsequent debates touching on everything from private galleries and public institutions to exhibitions of contemporary painters and retrospectives of past masters. There were heated arguments about the merits of government expenditure on military statues in St Paul’s Cathedral and the purchase of the Parthenon Marbles, and frequent complaints about the lack of support for living artists. At stake, as Ann Bermingham has pointed out, was the role of the fine arts as both ‘the expression of national genius and as a fashionable, urbane pastime’ that could appeal to a growing middle class whose interest in acquiring cultural capital was one of the driving forces of the age.3 An account of three episodes in the period can, perhaps, go some way towards outlining the political pressures and class interests at work and should give some sense of the kinds of writing they engendered. The first was the retrospective of Sir Joshua Reynolds’s work at the British Institution in 1813, the second the purchase of Lord Elgin’s collection of Parthenon Marbles in 1816, and the third the establishment of a National Gallery in 1824, more than three decades after the Louvre had opened its doors to the new French citizenry.

The Reynolds Exhibition, 1813: Patrons, Painters, and the Public

Founded in 1805 by a group of connoisseurs and art patrons, the British Institution’s express purpose was to encourage ‘the talents of the Artists of the United Kingdom, and to open an Exhibition for the sale of their productions’.4 It was a counterweight to the Royal Academy and tensions between the two bodies were frequent. As Jon Klancher puts it, the British Institution conducted ‘a subterranean, rarely public warfare with the Royal Academy over the relation of contemporary British painters to the European Old Masters’ (70). Initially, the Institution walked a careful line, displaying the Old Masters the directors owned and the works of contemporary artists but insisting that, far from invoking invidious comparisons between them, such exhibitions aimed to inculcate the kind of taste that would allow patrons to appreciate the rising artists of the British school. In other words, the taste of the public would be improved by exhibitions of long-dead Old Masters; this newly educated public would then recognize the abilities of contemporary painters and support them financially. It was, as Linda Colley has noted, a remarkable achievement: the connoisseurs of the British Institution ‘helped to forge … the quite extraordinary idea that even if an art object comes from abroad, and even if it remains securely in private ownership, as long as it resides in a country house it must somehow belong to the nation and enhance it’.5 The nation, in this formulation, was to be identified in the first instance with its wealthy patrons and their holdings, and only derivatively with the productions of its native artists.

The careful balance the British Institution attempted in its early years was punctured, however, by the major Reynolds retrospective in 1813: no longer would modern painters be weighed, sympathetically, against the established geniuses of Renaissance Italy; rather, they were to be contrasted with an immediate, and towering, predecessor—and it would thus become clear whether there really had been an improvement in the overall standard. The landscape painter and diarist Joseph Farington reported that several artists, including J. M. W. Turner, thought the planned exhibition ‘invidious towards the Artists of the present day’.6 One example of the discomfort produced by the Exhibition—and the need to manage its effects—is the ‘Preface’ to the 1813 Catalogue, written by Richard Payne Knight, a key figure in the Institution’s founding. Payne Knight is best remembered now for his assessment that the Parthenon Marbles were Roman copies from the time of Hadrian, but he was an important, if controversial, writer on the arts in the period.7 In the ‘Preface’, he sought to downplay the issue of competition and to situate the exhibition as a celebration of the British school. It is a strained formulation that rather overlooks the Institution’s previous commitment to displaying Old Masters and one that articulates a form of patriotism that Payne Knight elsewhere decried:


It is not for the purpose of opposing the merits of the dead to those of the living; nor even merely to do honour to the memory of one, who has done so much honour, and conferred so much benefit on the country, that this public Exhibition of the Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds has been undertaken. On the contrary, its chief object is to call attention generally to British, in preference to foreign Art, and to oppose the genuine excellence of modern, to the counterfeited semblance of ancient productions, which too frequently usurp its place; and, under the authority of names deservedly venerable, absorb that wealth and patronage, which ought to foster and protect the British School.8



The exhibition, in Payne Knight’s view, was not meant to determine whether British art had indeed improved, nor was it meant simply to pay homage to Reynolds’s example. Rather, it was intended to establish a tradition in British painting that could compare with foreign schools. In fact, according to the logic of the ‘Preface’, the exhibition might even serve to highlight the supremacy of British paintings over those of the Old (and Foreign) Masters. Payne Knight stressed that Reynolds’s late masterpieces had been the result of early support from ‘the Lover[s] and Patron[s] of Art, and the Collector[s] of Pictures’ (10). This financial support had allowed Reynolds to develop as an artist and it was now time, Payne Knight implied, for living artists to be similarly supported.

The Morning Chronicle praised the exhibition, seeing it as a mark of respect that transcended the more immediate concerns of artists for financial support and situating it as an important intervention in the market that targeted the audience as much as the producers of art:


The Managers of the British Institution … have taken the most efficacious course for the ultimate promotion of their first object, that of forwarding the progress of the English School, by spreading over the public mind a correct taste for the Fine Arts, and by warming youthful genius into enthusiasm, by the honours thus paid to departed excellence. Prizes and premiums may do much with some tempers, but they have too much affinity with commercial feeling to stimulate the ardour of genuine ambition.9



The ‘irruption of Commerce into the higher provinces of all or any of the Liberal Arts’, which Prince Hoare criticized in Epochs of the Arts (1813) and which was a recurrent concern of commentators, is replaced here by a rhetoric that, in turning from painters to the public, emphasized the wider benefits of the exhibition and established patrician displays of private collections as a public good.10 Whereas the British Institution had initially aimed to provide a space within which artists could achieve a level of financial security—through annual prizes and the sales of paintings—it is depicted in the Chronicle as targeted primarily at public effects: the improvement of the national taste and the careful management of genuine ambition.

Such an understanding of the role of art was inherent in Reynolds’s own Discourses on Art (1797), which emphasized the broad civic benefits of painting.11 Indeed, as John Barrell has compellingly argued, the primary function of art for Reynolds was to ground ‘public spirit’ on a ‘particular kind of social knowledge’ based in the doctrine of central forms: ‘by central forms we are enabled to discover … what our individual characters have in common; and thus the “public” is made a visible object, as is the basis of our affiliation to it’.12 But whereas, for Reynolds, it was the sensibility of the painter that initiated the achievement of a shared civic sense, the actions of the British Institution suggested it was patrons and connoisseurs that deserved the greater credit: by exhibiting their personal collections—and buying the works of emerging British artists—they were contributing to the expansion of taste in the country and ensuring the continued existence of Britain as a political society with certain common values. Reynolds’s interest was in elevating the social status of painters, transforming them from tradesmen to gentleman through both his writings and, on a more permanent basis, the establishment of a Royal Academy; the Directors of the British Institution were noticeably less concerned about this project and, indeed, in the years after the French Revolution had a vested interest in maintaining the superiority of the patrician class over that of the artisans.

The tension simmering between patrons and painters—and the broader question of the relationship between art and the national interest—is evident in remarks made by Sir Thomas Lawrence, the future president of the Royal Academy, who bemoaned the lack of ‘proper encouragement for living artists,—and spoke of Bonoparte as having done more than has been done in this Country’ (Farington, Diary, xii. 4347 [Entry for 9 May 1813]). Government support for the arts, rather than the whims of individual patrons or purchasers, was evidence, in Lawrence’s terms, of a patriotism that could contest French claims to superiority. It is a formulation evident too in Benjamin Robert Haydon’s appeals for the state to commission large-scale paintings to adorn the Houses of Parliament and in the writings of Prince Hoare, whose 1806 Inquiry into the Requisite Cultivation and Present State of the Art of Design in England argued for government support of the arts and suggested that it was the only way in which the potential of this ‘great organ of instruction’ could be realized.13 Hoare returned to this theme in 1813, the year of the Reynolds exhibition, insisting that ‘[t]he lofty genius of a Painter, or the eminence of a Patron, may render a favoured Art the meteor of his day; but it is only by a continual supply, derived from the State, that the permanence of its lustre can subsist’ (Hoare, Epochs, 36). In his view, as in Haydon’s, the key relationship was between state and painter; the connoisseur and the public were of secondary importance.

Payne Knight, despite the sentiments he expressed somewhat laboriously in the ‘Preface’, was firmly opposed to such government support, arguing in favour of individual purchasers. In an 1810 essay in the Edinburgh Review on the painter James Barry, a vociferous proponent of state support for the arts, he argued that Barry had been wrong to believe that ‘greatness of size and extent of space, are necessary to greatness of character and effect’ and hinted that Barry was not skilful enough to paint larger pictures. He felt that Barry’s preference for larger canvases was the result of a misunderstanding of the nature of great art, suggesting instead that


We are so far from agreeing with him in the notion of the vast space of the Vatican walls or Farnese ceiling being necessary to display the talents of a Raphael or Annibal Caracci, that we are convinced that both these great artists would have displayed more talent, and deserved more reputation, had they only been employed upon easel pictures of moderate size.14



Payne Knight was arguing for works that could be displayed in private houses and that would be purchased in the open market, rather than large-scale paintings in public buildings paid for by government bodies. Connoisseurs, to his mind, were the key link between artists and the taste of the public, regulating the size and subject of works of art and determining the appropriate locations for their display. These questions about the source of support for the arts and the competing roles of connoisseurs and artists, which swirled around the Reynolds exhibition in 1813, emerged even more forcefully a few years later in the debates about the purchase of the Parthenon Marbles, where, especially in the writings of the most important art critic of the period, William Hazlitt, the stakes were heightened and came to include national conflicts and political principles.

The Parthenon Marbles, 1816: Lies, Legitimacy, and Revolutionary Ideals

Lord Elgin’s collection of Parthenon Marbles, assembled with questionable legal authority, went on display to select visitors in 1807. Haydon was one of the earliest to appreciate their quality—he later claimed he was the first to produce a painting ‘in which the principles [of the Marbles] were developed and acknowledged’—and he became a vocal advocate for the campaign to purchase them for the nation, recalling that he ‘enlisted himself at once on their side with a fury, argument, and enthusiasm that bore down all opposition’.15 This campaign spanned the best part of a decade, with Haydon’s pieces appearing in the pages of the Examiner and Champion from 1809 onwards, often under his preferred pseudonym, ‘An English Student’.16 The first, in October 1809, defended Elgin’s actions in Athens from the accusation that the removal of the Marbles should have been met with the same disgust felt by a ‘man of taste’ as the degradations wrought by the Venetians and the Turks in preceding periods.17 Haydon argued that Elgin would have deserved censure had he not taken the Marbles and secured them in a place where they could ‘renovate art to its lost purity and grandeur’. He repeated, as a justification for the Earl’s actions, a story he had heard from Elgin at their first meeting. According to Elgin, the resident of a house near the Parthenon told him he was wasting his time looking for fallen statues as he had pounded them into lime for mortar in order to build his house. Haydon lamented only that Elgin had not been able to save more works from such ruin.18

Haydon’s first salvo was preceded by a short editorial under the signature of Robert Hunt, the Examiner’s fine arts correspondent. It might well have been dictated by Haydon himself and asserted that the Marbles would inaugurate ‘a glorious era in the Fine Arts’ by presenting ‘a new world of beauty and taste to the eye of the young Artist’. The opening sentence highlighted a recurrent theme in defences of Elgin, with Hunt pointing out that ‘[w]hile the French Nation justly boasts of having the noblest Collection of Paintings ever accumulated, the English as fairly exult in possessing the best Sculptures’ (‘Fine Arts’, 652). The Marbles, in such a formulation, served as a patriotic counter to the Louvre, whose holdings had been significantly enlarged by Napoleon’s Italian campaigns. This representation of the Marbles as a symbol of British supremacy was encouraged by Elgin and his supporters. Elgin himself, in testimony to the Parliamentary Select Committee, insisted that Napoleon had wanted to secure them for the Louvre and had, while Elgin was a prisoner-of-war in France, made him an offer to cede his collection to the French. He further suggested that it was British victories over the French in Egypt that had encouraged the Ottoman authorities to issue the firman that gave him, he claimed, the legal authority to remove the Marbles from the Parthenon. As the Select Committee’s Report put it: ‘[t]he success of the British arms in Egypt … wrought a wonderful and instantaneous change in the disposition of all ranks and descriptions of people towards our Nation … [n]othing was refused which was asked’.19 The purchase of the Marbles, in other words, would signify an appreciation of the sacrifices made by the British military, and by Lord Elgin himself, in opposing the political and cultural ambitions of Napoleon. It would also counter the claim that Napoleon had provided greater support for the arts than the British government.

This politicization of the Parthenon Marbles was evident in the committee’s concluding remarks:


In contemplating the importance and splendor to which so small a republic as Athens rose, by the genius and energy of her citizens, exerted in the path of such studies, it is impossible to overlook how transient the memory and fame of extended empires, and of mighty conquerors are, in comparison of those who have rendered inconsiderable states eminent, and immortalized their own names by these pursuits. But if it be true, as we learn from history and experience, that free governments afford a soil most suitable to the production of native talent, to the maturing of the powers of the human mind, and to the growth of every species of excellence, by opening to merit the prospect of reward and distinction, no country can be better adapted than our own to afford an honourable asylum to these monuments of the school of Phidias, and of the administration of Pericles. (26–27)



The Report, it is worth remembering, was issued after Napoleon’s final defeat—an event that showed quite how ‘transient’ empires and mighty conquerors could be. By contrast, the Report suggested, the purchase of Elgin’s collection would affirm the supremacy of British values, with the ideals that inspired the ancient Athenians now finding an ‘honourable asylum’ in London. The future success of British artists, inspired by the example of the Marbles, is linked in the Report to the political system of Britain—a ‘free government’—and to the merit-based system of reward and distinction that, at least in the eyes of the Report’s authors, such freedom safeguarded. Art, in such terms, embodied the political values of the state.

Haydon was the first name on the list of witnesses submitted by Elgin, but was not called, apparently out of deference to Payne Knight. Instead, he published an essay in the Examiner, ‘On the Judgement of Connoisseurs being preferred to that of Professional Men’ (1816), which re-iterated points he had made previously and continued his battle against the connoisseurs whose cultural primacy he saw as throttling the growth of an English school. He took aim at Payne Knight, suggesting that he was one of those who ‘have that hateful propensity of sneering at all which the world holds high, sacred or beautiful’.20 He argued that no one would consult a connoisseur in medicine or law above professionals in the field and, in another example of the close connection between military campaigns and artistic productions, pointed out that ‘no minister would ask a connoisseur in war how a campaign is to be conducted’. In short, as he bluntly put it, in ‘no other profession is the opinion of the man who has studied it for his amusement preferred to that of him who has devoted his soul to excel in it’ (311).

These were points he had made previously in response to Payne Knight’s essay on Barry, where he suggested that such views were ‘prejudicial to the advance of high Art in this country’.21 Payne Knight’s insistence that painters should focus on learning the technical skills of their art rather than conceiving grand notions—which might have applied to both Barry and Haydon—was dismissed as a form of social control, keeping artists in their place. Haydon felt that the paintings desired by the likes of Payne Knight or Sir George Beaumont were insufficient to establish British supremacy in the arts: ‘[s]mall works may be more fitted for little parlours and fire-sides’, he argued, but amount ‘to nothing regarding us as a great nation’ (63). The kinds of easel paintings patrons desired—which they could display in living rooms—were never going to establish British primacy. Elgin’s collection, by contrast, which recalled the grand ambitions of Athens, was one clear way to match Britain’s military victories with its cultural possessions.

Hazlitt was somewhat less enthusiastic about the connection between military triumphs and artistic productions, at least in the terms articulated by Elgin and the Select Committee. Instead of an expression of British military and political might, he sought to expose the hypocrisy of the country’s rulers in their differing attitudes to the artworks collected by Napoleon and those obtained by Elgin. His first essay on the Marbles, ostensibly a review of the Select Committee’s Report, might well have been encouraged by Haydon.22 Certainly, his hope that ‘these Marbles … may lift the Fine Arts out of the Limbo of vanity and affectation into which they were conjured in this country about fifty years ago’ was in line with Haydon’s hopes for their futures (and also permitted him to take a swipe at Reynolds, who had become the Royal Academy’s first president nearly fifty years earlier and whose notion of general form Hazlitt had criticized in the Champion).23 But Haydon would have been deeply disappointed by Hazlitt’s claim that the public taste could never be improved by encouraging ‘the works of contemporary artists’ (Works, xviii. 101), since this was exactly what he wanted: state support for contemporary artists in the form of large-scale commissions on a par with Phidias’s Parthenon sculptures or the Vatican’s paintings.24 Hazlitt, however, was less interested in the question of patronage than in the political symbolism of such works and, as he often did in his writings on art, he turned from a discussion of the particular topic—in this case the Parthenon Marbles—to the Louvre, which he claimed was ‘of the greatest importance not only to France, but to Europe’. His language becomes almost religious as he writes of the experience of visiting the collection there:


It was a means to civilize the world. There Art lifted up her head and was seated on her throne, and said, All eyes shall see me, and all knees shall bow to me. Honour was done to her and all hers. There was her treasure, and there the inventory of all she had. There she had gathered together all her pomp, and there was her shrine, and there her votaries came and worshipped as in a temple. The crown she wore was brighter than that of kings. Where the triumphs of human liberty had been, there were the triumphs of human genius.

(Works, xviii. 102)



Hazlitt goes on to list the most famous works collected there, many of which he had seen during a visit in 1802. Such works of art were ‘monuments of human genius’ that proved individual talent superior to accidents of birth (xviii. 102). Brought together by Napoleon, whom Hazlitt venerated as the ‘child and champion’ of the French Revolution (xiii. p. ix), the paintings in the Louvre were a testament to the ‘eternal lie’ that power should be hereditary (xviii. 102).

Indeed, for Hazlitt, the Louvre symbolized the dreams of the French Revolution. In a March 1814 piece in the Morning Chronicle, he quoted the Times’s call for Paris to suffer looting and perhaps even destruction unless it immediately ‘set a price on the head of that wicked rebel who still dares to call himself the Emperor of France’ (xix. 126), and contested its assumption that the works in the Louvre belonged solely to the French. Instead, Hazlitt argued, their value lay precisely in the fact that they were available to all; they were not the sole property of those with galleries, palaces, or private mansions. They could not be restored—unlike the hereditary Bourbon monarchy: ‘once destroy the great monuments of art, and they cannot be replaced’. The works are ‘an inheritance to mankind’, left by ‘mighty geniuses’ and if their light is put out, it should not ‘be re-kindled, to be extinguished a second time by the harpies of the human race’ (xix. 127). This insistence that the extermination of all the ideals of the Revolution—embodied in the artworks in the Louvre—was the principal goal of the ‘patrons of eternal war’ was a theme that Hazlitt returned to in a contemporaneous essay ‘On the Late War’ (1814), where he insisted that, just as the war had been ‘a war of extermination’, the Pitt-party wanted the peace to be ‘a peace of extermination’ (vii. 72). The war with France had not been ‘a national quarrel, but a question about a political principle’; it was not based on ‘mercantile advantage’ or military strength, but on a desire to end the existence of the French government as it was constituted after the Revolution when the French rid themselves of ‘an odious and despicable tyranny’ (vii. 73, 74).

The Duke of Wellington’s insistence that the works of art that Napoleon had brought to the Louvre should be returned to their previous owners was not, for Hazlitt, an apolitical act of restitution. It was, as he put it ironically in terms that Wellington himself had used, meant to teach the French a ‘great moral lesson’ (xviii. 102). The restitution was supposed, in short, to punish the French citizenry for supporting Napoleon in his campaigns against Europe’s hereditary monarchies. In these terms, the artworks at the Louvre were not simply paintings and statues: they were emblems of a new political order, one in which individual merit could be raised higher than any king. Napoleon might have become an emperor, but he was an upstart who relied on natural talents rather than birthright. He was like a painter who conjured new worlds into being. Indeed, as Hazlitt put it elsewhere in terms that again tie politics to painting, ‘[t]he regular professors of the regal art were set aside by the superior skill and prowess of an adventurer’ when Napoleon rose to power (vii. 81). Napoleon was simply a better artist than his adversaries and with his victories, as with the greatest art, ‘the state of man rose exalted’ (vii. 12).

It was Wellington’s insistence that the artworks should be returned to their supposedly original locations that most rankled Hazlitt, and he repeated the phrase ‘it was fit that they should be removed’ three times to mark his disagreement (xviii. 102). Wellington had justified his actions in a letter to Lord Castlereagh in September 1815, insisting it was only out of ‘vanity’ that the French wanted to keep the artworks:


It must be a desire to retain these specimens of the arts, not because Paris is the fittest depository for them, as, upon that subject, artists, connoisseurs, and all who have written upon it, agree that the whole ought to be removed to their ancient seat, but because they were obtained by military concessions, of which they are the trophies.25



He concluded with a call to teach the French a great moral lesson. For Hazlitt these were spurious justifications, cover for the larger ambition of putting the upstart French citizenry back in their place. As he asked,


If works of art are to be a sort of fixtures in every country, why are the Elgin Marbles brought here, for our artists to strut and fret over this acquisition to our ‘glorious country’? If the French were not to retain their collection of perfect works of art, why should we be allowed to make one of still higher pretensions under pretence of carrying off only fragments and rubbish? (xviii. 103)



These were good questions and, as Hazlitt’s essay pointed out, there was little intellectual justification for insisting the French return the artworks collected by Napoleon whilst simultaneously debating whether the British government should purchase statues removed without authority from the Parthenon. It was, Hazlitt pointed out, all ‘cant and hypocrisy’ (xviii. 103), and his essays in this period repeatedly looked to the Louvre as a symbol of Napoleon’s revolutionary achievements, transforming paintings into political ideals. He maintained such ideals in subsequent writings, but the tenor changed significantly as the forces of Legitimacy re-established the pre-Revolutionary order.

The National Gallery, 1824: Monarchs, the Middle Classes, and Memories

The British government’s decision, in December 1823, to purchase the small but important collection of paintings owned by the deceased John Julius Angerstein was met with widespread approval, but little excitement. Daily attendance at the new National Gallery was around 250 people, with the gallery itself receiving little attention in the press. It certainly did not capture the attention of that ‘broad and voracious middle class’, whose investment in public exhibitions ‘amounted to hundreds of thousands of pounds a year’.26 There were several reasons for this, including the broad array of cultural activities open to London’s middle classes, but the indifference was also the result of what Carol Duncan has described as a lack of ‘political and historical fullness’: no one was quite sure what the new gallery meant or how best to respond to it. As Duncan notes, and as I have suggested in the previous sections, this was partly because Britain’s ruling class had little reason to pursue the formation of a national collection at a time when ‘national galleries tended either to signal the advent of republicanism or to give a liberalized face to surviving monarchies attempting to renew their waning prestige’.27

There was, however, no shortage of attempts to explain what the new National Gallery might mean. Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine was keen to identify it as an extension of royal power, calling it ‘an institution … which many centuries hence will continue to be associated in the grateful minds of Britons with the name and memory of the most accomplished, as well as liberal and munificent patron of the Fine Arts that has sat upon the throne of these realms since the days of Charles I’, and arguing that there should be no tax cuts until a new palace complex—that would include both the national library and gallery—had been built.28 This approach was adopted by Charles Westmacott, whose 1824 British Galleries of Painting and Sculpture was one of three works published that year that looked to exploit the public need for information and guidance about the various galleries that were now available to visit. The chapter in Westmacott’s work devoted to the new ‘National Gallery’ is preceded by accounts of the collections at ‘The King’s (Carlton House)’ and ‘Buckingham House’, suggesting that the national aspect of the gallery was meant to be understood in terms of its relationship to the King.29 Westmacott linked his chapter with a survey of the British Museum’s holdings, further cementing the connection between the monarch and the nation’s most recent major cultural purchases (the Parthenon Marbles and the Angerstein Gallery) in order to celebrate ‘the exquisite taste and elegant mind of the King’ (4). It was, Westmacott wrote, thanks to the ‘patriotic exertions of a few noble-minded individuals, with an august Prince at their head’ that ‘the higher and best informed classes of society’ had begun to support native talent in the arts (p. v); the fine arts, in other words, were dependent for their sustenance on the monarch and the encouragement he inspired.

Westmacott’s praise of Angerstein’s collection—whose purchase is put down to the ‘fostering care and munificent patronage’ (65–66) of George IV—repeats the connection between military victories and the arts that was common in the period, asserting that ‘[n]ot the luxuriant crown of victory, studded with ten thousand budding honours, the grateful tribute of a nation’s voice, can reflect more lustre on the name of a Nelson or a Wellington, than does the enviable laurel wreath … which decorates the revered recollections of those who have contributed to the glory, and elevated character of their country, by a liberal advancement and promotion of the fine arts’ (65). The ‘halo’ that illumines Angerstein is, for Westmacott, a wreath on a par with the military leaders who had brought Britain victory over the revolutionary ideals of France, and visitors to his gallery are encouraged to see through these triumphs to the guiding hand of Britain’s monarch.

Westmacott distinguished his guidebook from ‘certain criticisms on a few of the Paintings in different galleries’ that had appeared in the periodical press and were now being published in book form (p. viii). His work, he insisted, was more comprehensive and would include notices of every single work of art in the collections. One book he was seeking to distance himself from was P. G. Patmore’s British Galleries of Art (1824), which collected a series of essays he had written for the New Monthly Magazine in 1823. The other was Hazlitt’s Sketches of the Principal Picture-Galleries in England (1824), which assembled his essays from the London Magazine. Hazlitt and Patmore travelled to some of the galleries together, but their pieces—though markedly different from Westmacott’s—offer strikingly different takes on the experience of visiting an art gallery.

Patmore’s pieces situate a visit to a gallery as a sociable part of the capital’s cultural offerings. It is a trip made with friends, and Patmore is careful to provide details not only of the paintings, but also the surrounding area and local points of interest. He sums up the chapter on Hampton Court, for example, with the assertion that ‘[u]pon the whole, there are few spots in the neighbourhood of London more worthy of a day’s visit than Hampton Court’.30 The entry on the Royal Gallery concludes with an account of some of the famous romances witnessed by Windsor Castle: James I of Scotland’s wooing of Lady Joan Beaufort during his captivity and the Earl of Surrey’s unsuccessful pursuit of Lady Elizabeth FitzGerald. Even the weather and time of year is specified: a trip to the Dulwich Gallery is best on a ‘fine sunshiny day—in winter’ (167). The reader of British Galleries of Art learns not only what to say to friends about the artworks, but is also provided with witty anecdotes to share on the way to and from the gallery—and even, as in the chapter on Lord Egremont’s gallery at Petworth, a suggestion for an inn where the night might be passed. As Maryanne C. Ward has nicely put it, Patmore’s role is that of the ‘enthusiastic observer’ who sometimes feels a responsibility to encourage his readers to leave the delights of the landscaped gardens for the artworks within.31 In a companion work that he published in 1824, Beauties of the Dulwich Picture Gallery, Patmore hoped it would serve as ‘a useful and a pleasant companion’—a description that also summarizes the ambition of British Galleries of Art.32

Patmore’s approach, which seeks to demystify the world of art for an increasingly middle-class culture, emphasizes that appreciation will not be instantaneous and that a lack of knowledge is not an impediment. Day-trippers to Hampton Court are cautioned against expecting to ‘fall in love’ with the Cartoons immediately. Rather, appreciation should occur gradually: since the works are ‘among the highest triumphs of art, so, duly to feel and appreciate their transcendent excellencies, is among the highest triumphs of a judicious cultivation of the senses and the imagination’ (British Galleries, 40). Patmore assures his readers the first step on this path to appreciation is to ‘earnestly and sincerely desire to appreciate the Cartoons’ (40). It is a question not of knowledge, but of desire. This approach extends to the writer himself, with Patmore assuring readers: the ‘little regular study I have given to art has been prompted by the spontaneous love I have always borne to it; and thus my knowledge, such as it is, has sprung from much love, not my love from my knowledge’ (1–2). It is his objective ‘to make the reader acquainted with the riches of the old masters, not their poverty’; it will be left to others to ‘criticise’ (3). As he puts it later, the goal is to be ‘popular and amusing, rather than didactic’ (147). This is not Westmacott’s view of art as an extension of monarchical power, nor Hazlitt’s 1814–1816 view of its revolutionary potential, but one that emphasizes small pleasures and enjoyable excursions.

It is some way, too, from the opening of Hazlitt’s essay on the Angerstein’s collection (which a hasty ‘Advertisement’ noted had been recently purchased for the nation):


Oh! Art, lovely Art! ‘Balm of hurt minds, chief nourisher in life’s feast, great Nature’s second course!’ Time’s treasurer, the unsullied mirror of the mind of man! Thee we invoke, and not in vain, for we find thee here retired in thy plenitude and thy power! The walls are dark with beauty; they frown severest grace. The eye is not caught by glitter and varnish; we see the pictures by their own internal light. This is not a bazaar, a raree-show of art, a Noah’s ark of all the Schools, marching out in endless procession; but a sanctuary, a holy of holies, collected by taste, sacred to fame, enriched by the rarest products of genius. (x. 7)



The engagement with the sociable world of middle-class London, which permeates Patmore’s work, is almost entirely absent, replaced with a vision of art that is intensely individual. There is little sense in Hazlitt’s essays that he has a companion on these visits. They are, instead, full of quiet, introspective moments in which the viewer is invited to reflect on past experiences and memories. In the Angerstein chapter, this takes the form of a meditation on a painting, Carracci’s Susannah and the Elders, that he had seen at the Orleans Exhibition in the Strand in 1799: ‘We had seen it formerly, among other visions of our youth, in the Orleans Collection,—where we used to go and look at it by the hour together, till our hearts thrilled with its beauty, and our eyes were filled with tears’ (x. 9); in a chapter on the paintings at Burleigh House, the memory is of a visit there twenty years earlier when ‘[h]ope spread out its glad vistas’ (x. 62).

Such recollections, in Hazlitt’s writings on art in the 1820s, are almost always tinged with political undertones. In ‘On the Pleasure of Painting’, for instance, he recalls the effect the visits to the Orleans Exhibition had on him:


My first initiation in the mysteries of the art was at the Orleans Gallery … I was staggered when I saw the works there collected, and looked at them with wondering and with longing eyes. A mist passed away from my sight: the scales fell off. A new sense came upon me, a new heaven and a new earth stood before me. (viii. 14)



This sense of ‘a new heaven and a new earth’ was tied to the dreams of the French Revolution and its champion, Napoleon. Indeed, ‘On the Pleasure of Painting’ evokes both Napoleon’s victory at Austerlitz and the paintings he brought together at the Louvre on either side of the reference to the Orleans collection, linking them all together in a memory of the interplay of art and politics. The former is done through a recollection of a portrait of his father that Hazlitt completed on the same day he heard of Napoleon’s triumph and walked out and ‘saw the evening star set over a poor man’s cottage with other thoughts and feelings’ (viii. 13); the latter through the memory of his 1802 visit to the Louvre to which, as he put it, he had gone on a ‘pilgrimage’ multiple times since in his imagination (viii. 16). By the 1820s, as he visited and wrote about England’s art galleries, his tone had moderated from the fierce resistance of his earlier pieces on the Louvre and the Parthenon Marbles, but the essays remained allusively political. If we now read them as evoking a purely private vision of art, it is because we overlook how intensely political Hazlitt’s personal vision was.

There is, in Patmore’s chapter on the collection at Knowle Park, an indication of the kinds of conversations he and Hazlitt might have had as they visited England’s galleries. Discussing the Louvre, Patmore writes:


Those who are accustomed to lament that the battle of Waterloo ever took place, either forget, or do not attach a proper value to the fact, that it caused to be dispersed all over the civilized world those miracles of art which were collected within the walls of the Louvre: and if it did no other good but this, it was worth all that it cost.

(British Galleries, 143–144)



Westmacott would have approved of such sentiments, but it is hard to imagine Hazlitt did. The Louvre, as is clear in his writings at the time of Waterloo, was a symbol of revolutionary ideals. It was an ideal he held on to even as those dreams were crushed by the restoration of the Bourbons. As he noted in his Life of Napoleon, ‘[h]e who had the hope, nay, but the earnest wish to achieve any thing like the immortal works before him [in the Louvre], rose in imagination and in the scale of true desert above principalities and powers’ (xiii. 212). It was, as he put it in a phrase that recalls Richard Price’s celebrated support for the French Revolution, ‘a dream and a glory, like the coming of the Millennium’ (xiii. 212). Patmore might have preferred multiple smaller galleries to visit on leisure outings, but Hazlitt held on, in his imagination and in his writings, to a view of art that linked it to the ideals of the French Revolution.
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Chapter 28


Music



Jane Moore

This chapter examines the resonance of music in Romantic-era prose, in the music criticism of canonical writers such as Leigh Hunt and the remarkable prose rhapsodies of Thomas De Quincey through to more popular-cultural print forms, as per the periodical culture of music manifest in the plethora of reviews and essays about performance and performers evident in newspapers and magazines. From Hunt’s politically charged Examiner newspaper and his weekly literary periodical the Companion to fashionable magazines aimed at women such as La Belle Assemblée, and in periodical essays on songs, symphonies, and opera, music resounded through much contemporary prose. There was also a growing trend during the Romantic period towards conceptual, sometimes professionalized, music criticism, as for example, the article discussed here ‘On Songs and Song Writers’ (signed ‘D. T.’), which was published in April 1820 in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine at the height of the vogue for national melodies. Though many music reviews which appeared in the columns of the daily press throughout the Romantic age were very short, anonymous pieces that could be little more than puffery or brief animadversion, as the nineteenth century wore on, so music criticism underwent a steady transformation which dovetailed with the turn of the Romantic-period prose essay towards imaginative engagement with the musical arts.

The anonymous or pseudonymous publication of music reviews was widespread throughout the nineteenth century with individual authors, Hunt and William Hazlitt among them, often contributing to a number of periodicals, making attribution difficult in some instances. There is, nevertheless, a discernible and coherent body of attributed Romantic prose criticism on the music of the age by some of the period’s most renowned prose writers and poets: De Quincey, Hazlitt, Hunt, and also Felicia Hemans, whose connection with the music culture of her time runs deep. For Hemans, as for her male contemporaries, music and song, in seeming to circumvent reason through a direct and natural appeal to the heart, proved especially attractive; to certain poets of the Romantic period music became a metaphor for imaginative freedom, connection, and unity. For the likes of Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Percy Bysshe Shelley, music, in its mediation between thought and feeling, symbolized an ideal of freedom uninhibited by method or by conventions of rationalist empiricism. ‘Coleridge has more to say about music than Keats or Byron or Shelley’, writes Kevin Barry;1 yet Shelley too, as Jessica Quillin has emphasized, was empowered by a ‘musico-poetic conception of language’ in which ‘poetry, when modelled after or intertwined with music, can help the poet, and, in turn, humanity, come closer to achieving a true liberty of ideas and universal harmony’.2

In acknowledging the importance of music and song to Romantic-era prose, this chapter attends in particular to the print subculture of writing about music and to the manner in which the Romantic prose writers, among them De Quincey, Hazlitt, and Hunt, engaged imaginatively and intellectually with music. ‘Music’, De Quincey writes in Confessions of an English Opium-Eater (1821), ‘is an intellectual or a sensual pleasure, according to the temperament of him who hears it’; in the musical theorizing of his great contemporary Hunt, it is the ‘union’ of ‘passion and feeling’ with ‘science’ which ‘constitute[s] the style of Mozart and the other great German composers’; music, in this interpretation, is, to borrow Charles Lamb’s phrase, an ‘alembic strain’,3 a spark to fire the imagination.

Alfred Einstein, in his still-magisterial study Music in the Romantic Era (1947), draws attention to the ‘obliteration of the boundary-lines between the various arts, especially between music and verse’ in the Romantic period, highlighting a fluidity between different creative practices as a defining feature of the age.4 Poet-musicians such as Richard Wagner and, earlier, his German compatriot the fantasy writer and music critic E. T. A. Hoffmann, exemplify a creative agility and freedom that flows into their conception of music. Hoffmann grandly declared music ‘the most romantic of all the arts … its sole subject is the infinite’.5 He perceived ‘a loosening of all tensions’ musically and, being ‘in general a “Mozartian” ’, according to Einstein, ‘recognized the senselessness of counterpoint—of the late post-Bach counterpoint, which was no longer alive’.6

A repudiation of programmatical musical counterpoint in favour of looser tensions and contrasts has its literary equivalent in the rejection by Romantic-era poets of the poetic diction and rigid symmetries of eighteenth-century verse as part of their psychologically intimate project to explore the creative flux of thought and feeling. William Wordsworth’s 1800 ‘Preface’ to Lyrical Ballads famously describes the process of creating good poetry:


all good poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings; but though this be true, Poems to which any value can be attached, were never produced on any variety of subjects but by a man who being possessed of more than usual organic sensibility had also thought long and deeply. For our continued influxes of feeling are modified and directed by our thoughts, which are indeed the representatives of all our past feelings.7



In like manner, De Quincey, the ‘great prose harmonist’8 of the Romantic age, as he is aptly described by one early twentieth-century commentator, turns to musical metaphors to capture the process of human memory and thought. Musical language is threaded through De Quincey’s writing from start to finish. Whether in the contrapuntal patterning of vision-memories, as in ‘The English Mail-Coach’ (1849)—‘One after the other, like the antiphonies in a choral service, rises Fanny and the rose in June, then back again the rose in June and Fanny’—or whether in the work connected to that essay, the musically titled ‘Dream-Fugue’, or in the description given in the 1853 preface to his fourteen-volume Selections Grave and Gay (1853–1860) of the challenge in writing his Confessions—‘to clothe in words the visionary scenes derived from the world of dreams, where a single false note, a single word in a wrong key, ruins the whole music’—music structures much of the form and content of De Quincey’s masterworks, exemplifying in pronounced fashion the significance of music to Romantic-era prose writers.9

In the aforementioned Blackwood’s article ‘On Songs and Song Writers’, ‘D. T.’ defines a ‘good song’ as one possessed of ‘metrical and poetical merit, adapted to an expressive air’.10 The connections endorsed by the Blackwood’s author between simplicity and naturalness in relation to national song had been established in the pre-Romantic eighteenth-century musical theorizing of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who wrote in his influential Dictionnaire de Musique (1767), under the heading ‘The Unity of Melody’, that ‘the pleasure that springs from melody and song is a pleasure of interest and feeling that speaks to the heart’.11 The Blackwood’s essayist’s take on what makes a good lyric and lyrical music carries echoes of Rousseau, whose stress on primitive language looks forward to Wordsworth’s dictum in the ‘Preface’ to Lyrical Ballads. At one point the essayist’s words seem borrowed directly from the poet’s: ‘all lyrical music, which is expressive at all, expresses some passion or powerful feeling, by supposition inherent in and exciting the singer’ (‘On Songs and Song Writers’, 32). In this account, a song is an ‘overflow of powerful feelings’, to refer again to that famous phrase, and a form of ‘simple and unelaborated expression’, to borrow another. ‘Its language must be exclusively that of the feelings’, writes Blackwood’s essayist, ‘and being so, must, if it is true that simplicity is necessary to the pathetic, be also comparatively free from every appearance of the artificial’ (‘On Songs and Song Writers’, 32).

Applying these criteria of simplicity, feeling, and expressiveness, the author sees the recent past—and the immediate present—as a golden age of song. Though the essayist admits that, plainly, there were fine lyrics in the past, these were not always without fault: even


Shakespeare’s songs are very unequal … ‘Blow, blow, thou winter wind’, powerful as is its language, is yet a little too didactic to be perfectly lyrical … If we except a few excellent songs, which are certainly to be found scattered throughout the pages of English poetry, and the admirable specimens which are preserved amongst the early Scottish ballads, Robert Burns may be styled the first good song writer that has appeared.

(‘On Songs and Song Writers’, 33)



This is the golden age of British song; in Burns’s lyrics, writes ‘D. T.’, ‘is displayed that continuity of passion or of pathetic sentiment, or of joyous or of humorous feeling, expressed in simple, yet bold and original language, which constitutes the beau ideal of lyrical composition’ (‘On Songs and Song Writers’, 34). The Kilmarnock edition is the fons et origens of modern lyric in this narrative—and the next great poet in this tradition, and Burns’s only rival for the laurel wreath—is Thomas Moore, the phenomenally popular contemporary lyricist and sometimes composer of drawing-room songs full of passionate national sentiment. In the words of ‘D.T.’:


The songs of Moore are in a different style. They will probably long be the models of future cultivators of English lyre poetry, of which generally speaking, they are the most perfect specimens. By his felicitous ease of expression, Moore has freed his originality from that apparent artifice or labour which is fatal to the effect of a song. His tact, also, in adapting the train of sentiment to the air is equal to that of Burns. They are the twin stars, the Castor and Pollux of the British lyre.

(‘On Songs and Song Writers’, 34)



For the Blackwood’s author, the best songs are those where sound and sense harmonize, as with the most successful of Moore’s Irish Melodies (published in ten numbers, with a supplement, between 1808 and 1834), contrasted with those where the message dominates the music or the performance in general strikes an exaggerated, false, and overly dramatic note. ‘Of the dramatic songs of the present day I hardly know how to speak, for I have nothing good to say of them’, exclaims ‘D. T.’ (‘On Songs and Song Writers’, 34). Indeed, Moore himself comes under the essayist’s fire for being deemed guilty on occasion of putting the message before the medium. In ‘Let them rail at this life’ (the reference is to the song ‘They May Rail at this Life’, Irish Melodies, seventh number, 1818) Moore is accused of allowing ‘his satirical vein to entice him into a breach of the continuity of sentiment. The air is one of unmixed, though affectionate and feeling, cheerfulness, and ill bears the sarcastic turn which deforms the concluding stanza’ (‘On Songs and Song Writers’, 34). The playful eroticism of the song’s opening lines—‘They may rail at this life—from the hour I began it, / I found it a life full of kindness and bliss’—is undone by the sombre message of the closing verse that there are ‘cold hearts’ aplenty to blight earthly pleasures:


Oh! think what a world we should have of it here,

 If the haters of peace, of affection, and glee,

Were to fly up to Saturn’s comfortless sphere,

 And leave earth to such spirits as you, love, and me.12


This is a false intrusion, as ‘D. T.’ sees it, of the satirical into an ‘exquisite union of poetical and of musical expression’, sounding a discordant note in Moore’s fervently authentic Melodies, which cannot be heard sung ‘without experiencing some of the strongest emotions that genius has ever united to language’; Moore ‘is worthy of the melodies of Ireland, and they of him’, the essayist concludes (‘On Songs and Song Writers’, 34).

While for ‘D. T.’, Moore’s ear for harmonized sentiment is a gift to be admired in his national songs, other critics, notably Hazlitt, Moore’s critical bête noir on the issue of what constitutes good style in song writing, argued that the authentic power and moral purport of his Irish Melodies was at odds with the sentimental ornamentation of the lyrics. The antipathetic Hazlitt stings hard in his 1825 Spirit of the Age essay, ‘Mr. Moore.—Mr. Leigh Hunt.’, when he scoffs at Moore for converting ‘the wild harp of Erin into a musical snuff-box’ (Works, xi. 74). Moore was at the apex of the rise of the genre of national song in the nineteenth century that included ballad imitations and folksongs in the German, Welsh, and Scottish traditions, and which sparked an ongoing interest in, and controversy over, the relationship between authenticity and performance. On the latter note, our Blackwood’s essayist criticizes the patriotic English sea songs of Charles Dibdin for over-emphasizing the vernacular and performative element in songs that have a serious message, ‘for, from his attempts to clothe grave thoughts in seaman’s phraseology, good taste will always revolt’ (‘On Songs and Song Writers’, 35).

What is natural and what is artificial in performance acquires national inflections in Hazlittian theatre and music criticism. ‘I liked Mademoiselle Mars exceedingly well, till I saw Madame Pasta whom I liked so much better’ (Works, xii. 324) is the arresting opening sentence of Hazlitt’s 1825 essay ‘Madame Pasta and Mademoiselle Mars’. What purports to be a comparative analysis of the performers, Anne Françoise Mars, celebrated French actress, and Giuditta Pasta, the Italian singer and actress who was renowned as the best soprano in Europe, quickly becomes a disquisition on the English national character. The argument discriminates in favour of Pasta on national grounds, Pasta being deemed the more natural of the two, hence her likeness to an English performer: ‘the one is the perfection of French, the other of natural acting. Madame Pasta is Italian, and she might be English—Mademoiselle Mars belongs emphatically to her country’ (Works, xii. 324). Madame Pasta might as well be English, is the inference, because, in contrast to Mademoiselle Mars, she is bold, spontaneous, and natural. ‘Mademoiselle Mars … plays naturally too’, Hazlitt concedes, ‘but it is French nature’ and, being so, is subject to the requirements of ‘elegance’ and ‘precision of style’ (Works, xii. 324–325):


If Mademoiselle Mars has to smile, a slight and evanescent expression of pleasure passes across the surface of her face; twinkles in her eyelids, dimples her chin, compresses her lips, and plays on each feature: when Madame Pasta smiles, a beam of joy seems to have struck upon her heart, and to irradiate her countenance. Her whole face is bathed and melted in expression, instead of its glancing from particular points. When she speaks, it is in music. When she moves, it is without thinking whether she is graceful or not.

(Works, xii. 324)



The naturalness and spontaneity attributed to Pasta symbolize a kind of somatic musicality, a harmonious and powerful flow of movement that Hazlitt seeks more generally in whatever performance falls within his critical purview. Whether the performance is live opera, a boxing prize-fight, or even the frozen human forms of the Parthenon Marbles—subjects which form part of the diverse corpus of Hazlitt’s critical prose writing—he always admires strong, direct, and graceful movement, a style, indeed, that he seeks to emulate in his own writing, and one he associates with a quintessential Britishness of character and manner. Within Hazlitt’s appraisal of continental singer-actors and Blackwood’s of song-writing there is a barely disguised shared national agenda. Prose writing about music in the Romantic period, no less than politically freighted writing on sports, or theatre, or art, is an ideological vehicle for the articulation of national cultural values. This is especially notable in this instance because, when it comes to politics, Hazlitt and the Blackwoodians could scarcely be more at odds.

At the same time, the then exalted state of European classical music in Great Britain did not go unnoticed, even by Hazlitt. Although he openly criticized opera in 1814 as a ‘merely artificial vehicle of show, and dance, and song’ (Works, v. 196), Hazlitt nevertheless enjoyed music and shared the contemporary craze for Mozart, lauding him in a language of sensual appreciation congruous with that used by De Quincey and the Hunt circle in their appreciation of the maestro. For Hazlitt, the pleasure of music lay in the seduction of the heart and the body through the ear, transporting listeners into a trance-like state, feeling as if they are floating on air: ‘he who has an ear attuned to the trembling harmony, and a heart “pierceable” by pleasure’s finest point, is the best judge of music’, declares Hazlitt while writing of the famous nineteenth-century Italian operatic diva Madame Catalani’s singing (Works, xvii. 61). On another prima donna, the French soprano Madame Fodor’s performance of Mozart, Hazlitt remarks, with reference to her part in Così fan Tutti (1790), that ‘Madame Fodor’s voice does not harmonize with the music of this composer. It is hard, metallic, and jars like the reverberation of a tight string. Mozart’s music should seem to come from the air, and return to it’ (Works, v. 327). Hazlitt’s observations on Mozartian opera, as per his remarks on Don Giovanni (1787), bear comparison with the type of synaesthetic imagery also used by De Quincey. Here is Hazlitt reviewing a performance of Don Giovanni (‘Don Juan’), staged at the King’s Theatre on 20 April 1817, starring the same Madame Fodor, whose performance on this occasion is warmly praised:


[T]his opera is Mozart all over … The personal character of the composer’s mind, a light, airy, voluptuous spirit, is infused into every line of it; the intoxication of pleasure, the sunshine of hope, the dancing of the animal spirits, the bustle of action, the sinkings of tenderness and pity, are there, but nothing else. It is a kind of scented music; the ear imbibes an aromatic flavour from the sounds. … To show at once our taste or the want of it, the song of ‘La ci darem’ gives us, we confess, both in itself, and from the manner in which it is sung by Madame Fodor, more pleasure than all the rest of the opera put together. We could listen to this air for ever—with certain intervals: the first notes give a throb of expectation to the heart, the last linger on the sense. We encore it greedily, with a sort of childish impatience for new delight, and drink in the ethereal sounds, like draughts of earthly nectar. The heart is intoxicated through the ear.

(Works, v. 364)



Mozart is to Hazlitt’s conception of music what opium is to De Quincey’s: both essayists invoke a dream-state, the mind being stimulated, paradoxically, into submission so that the senses predominate. For both, music was a sensual—in a non-pejorative sense of that term—phenomenon, a matter of both feeling and imagination. De Quincey did not believe that ‘musical sounds’ should be programmatic or attempt to conjure up intellectual ‘ideas’ in the listener: ‘Ideas! my good sir? there is no occasion for them’, he exclaims in the Confessions; music, rather than offering something to understand—a ‘class of ideas’—actually plays to the heart, in bestowing a ‘language of representative feelings’.13

There is no irresolvable contradiction in Hazlitt’s work between his acceptance of artificiality in Mozartian opera and his objecting to it in Moore’s Irish Melodies. Neither does his praise of Madame Fodor’s performance in Don Giovanni refute the criticism of her performance in Così fan Tutti. In each instance, Hazlitt forms a judgement on the basis of the fit—or the lack of it as he perceives it—between sound and sense, music and word, and between sensory image and written text. Hazlitt is just as troubled by a perceived discrepancy between the patriotic intent of the Irish Melodies and the artificial dazzle and show, as he saw it, of the poet’s over-worked sentiment, as he is by the discordancy he hears in the ‘ethereal sounds’ of Così fan Tutti and the metallic inflections of Madame Fodor’s voice. There are nevertheless tension points in Hazlitt’s musical philosophizing. His own delight in Mozartian opera, for example, is contradicted by the insistence, in his essay on ‘The Italian Opera’ (Examiner, 4 August 1816), that the English ‘from constitution’ are not an opera-loving people: ‘[they] are so far from being an opera-going, that they are not even a play-going people, from constitution. You can hardly get them to speak their sentiments, much less to sing them, or to hear them sung with any real sympathy’ (Works, v. 325). This is typical Hazlittian hyperbolism. At the same time, such firm and witty overstatement exemplifies his belief in a strong prose style and is in keeping with his tendency to approach all forms of popular performance as cultural difference in action: ‘selon la coutume de notre pays—according to the custom of our country’, as he puts it (Works, v. 325).

Contra Hazlitt, the Romantic luminaries who gathered round the piano forte at Leigh Hunt’s and Vincent Novello’s musical evenings, among them Mary and Percy Bysshe Shelley, John Keats, and Charles Cowden Clarke, had little interest in elevating or promoting English taste in distinction from the continental. Instead, they were inclined to venerate Italian cultural art forms above the English, or at the very least to place Italian art and music on the same footing as the best of the English poets, namely Edmund Spenser, and also John Milton, the hero of liberty (in their account) who served their own liberal political beliefs. For the ‘Cockney Mozartians’,14 as Gillen D’Arcy Wood dubs the constellation of literary stars who orbited Hunt’s radical Examiner circle, a taste for Mozart became part of a lifestyle politics, and an attempt by the middle-class intelligentsia to wrest control of musical taste out of the hands of the aristocratic and courtly elite. Mozart’s celebrated Italian opera, Don Giovanni, did not make its triumphant debut on the London stage until 1817, at the King’s Theatre, a full thirty years after it premiered in Vienna and Prague. D’Arcy Wood attributes this overly long wait to the class politics governing the London theatres: ‘The generation delay in the debut of Don Giovanni, at the most prestigious Italian opera house in Europe after La Scala, opens up the political history of Mozart reception in England … specifically the struggle between the Mozartians of the Hunt circle and the aristocratic, anti-Mozart “cabal” at the King’s Theatre.’15 The King’s Theatre, through its association with the court and the upper classes, and in its resistance to staging Mozartian opera, represented ‘the stifling hegemony of aristocratic taste, inspiring a Cockney sense of injustice as keenly felt as at any lurid outrage of the Prince Regent, or Parliamentary waffling on reform’, writes D’Arcy Wood.16 He argues that Mozart became a touchstone and a rallying cause among the Hunt circle for a new kind of ‘ideal, democratic social formation’ and liberal lifestyle that extended to a less rigid organization of gendered roles.17

The musical evenings held at Hunt’s residence in the Vale of Health, Hampstead, and by Novello at his London home on Oxford Street, were a meeting ground for both sexes among whom the piano functioned as a gender-neutral instrument to be played by either sex. Until they left for Italy in 1818, Mary Shelley and her musically gifted stepsister Claire Clairmont spent enjoyable musical evenings with the Hunts and with Hunt’s friend and musical influencer Novello. An English chorister and renowned organist, Novello had an important part in disseminating the music of Mozart through his playing and through the major music publishing house he founded with his son. It was under Novello’s auspices that ‘Hunt steered a straight course for Haydn and Mozart’, writes Percy M. Young.18 Another of Novello’s associates was Charles Cowden Clarke, a friend of Keats in their schoolboy days, who married Novello’s eldest daughter, Mary Victoria, and later became editor of the Musical World, one of the four major music periodicals in the Victorian period.19 The women of the Hunt circle actively participated in their musical entertainments: Mary Novello remembered whole ‘Mornings and afternoons’ at her family home on Oxford Street given to ‘ “goings through” of Mozart’s “Cosi [sic] fan tutti”, “Don Giovanni”, “Nozze di Figaro”, and various songs of [Giovanni] Paesiello [sic]’,20 while her future husband, Charles Cowden Clarke, recalled ‘exquisite evenings of Mozartian operatic and chamber music at Vincent Novello’s own house, where Leigh Hunt, Shelley, Keats, and the Lambs were invited guests’.21 Notably, Shelley obtained a grand piano, with Hunt’s help, for Claire Clairmont to play at the house at Marlow so as to ‘duplicate the musical evenings [they] had enjoyed when visiting the Hunts’.22

This information about the wives, stepsisters, and daughters in the Hunt circle opens a window onto the gender politics of musical performance in the Romantic period. The gendered reception of female music performers is a subject beyond the scope of this chapter, but the relationship between women musicians and singers and their male critics in the early nineteenth century is to be observed, nevertheless, as a complex one. Rousseau’s ‘pitting of female modesty and domesticity (the true, natural woman) against female display (the aberrant woman)’, Katharine Ellis points out, remained influential in the nineteenth century and brought particular problems for male reviewers on whom such ‘deviant’ women were deemed to have a potentially effeminizing effect: ‘Unable to turn themselves into men, women turn us into women.’23 The latter observation brings to mind Hunt’s recollection of Lord Byron’s ‘splenetic’ remark on hearing him ‘dabbling on the pianoforte’ (which, as a domestic instrument, was becoming increasingly associated with women players in the nineteenth century) that ‘all lovers of music were effeminate’.24

While Hunt’s piano-playing is seen by Byron as effeminate, the celebrity female divas of the age appear in the writing of other male Romantic authors as enchantresses, who seduce their listeners both through musical display and physical appearance: ‘that mighty enchantress’, says De Quincey of Catalani, whom he had met personally in Liverpool in 1807.25 The sexualized aesthetics of De Quincey’s description of Catalani as an ‘enchantress’ are equally apparent in Hunt’s fixation on her physical appearance: ‘a Roman with the regular antelope face (if I may so call it); large eyes, with a sensitive elegant nose and lively expression’.26 If this is a demonstration of the male gaze in action, it is also a manifestation of how that gaze is often inflected in Romantic music criticism by a politics of national identity. Catalani’s foreignness, not just her gender, turns her into a spectacle, a vision to be inspected. La Belle Assemblée, for instance, in its review for January 1808 of Catalani’s performance at the King’s Theatre in the Italian opera Semiramide, implicitly associates her Italianness with frivolity and, worse, sexual corruption: ‘The Opera House does more to frivolize and corrupt the national taste than any other amusement of the age.—It makes our old men fools, and young men dilettantes;—and, too often, something worse.’

The magazine had earlier implicated Catalani’s foreignness in insincerity when it singled out her misuse of the smile in its review of her performance in the same opera, in December 1806: ‘One thing seems to have struck every person, viz. that she misapplies the smile, and puts it on death, barbarity, cruelty, and pain, in the same manner as on love, joy, and other sweet expressions.’ Over the following decades, Hunt, the great champion of Italian opera, was rounded on by La Belle Assemblée for his Italian-themed poetry. Hunt’s ‘absurd school of poetry’ must be ‘ranked among those follies of a day, which, with the infatuation of a mania, prevail for a time, and then sink into oblivion’, exclaims the author of the article ‘Strictures on the Poets of the Present Day. No. 1—J. H. Leigh Hunt’, published in the issue of the magazine for January 1823, with mocking reference to The Story of Rimini (1816).

Mary Shelley’s Journal entries for 1817 bear testimony to the centrality of the Hunts in the musical social life of the Shelley party. Twenty-one references from mid-December 1817 to the end of February refer to visits to the opera or plays or musical evenings spent in the company of the Hunts.27 Hazlitt also featured in the musical life of Mary and P. B. Shelley in London during this period; it is very possibly his articles that led them to Mozart: ‘Mary saw both Mozart’s Don Giovanni and Le Nozze di Figaro twice each. Her first attendance at Don Giovanni (with Shelley) took place … on 23 May 1817; Hazlitt had just given a second account of the performance (with Madame Fodor as Zerlina, Ambrogetti as Don Juan, and Naldi in the part of Leporello) five days earlier.’28 As for Hunt, he was stranded in Buckinghamshire when Don Giovanni had its premiere at the King’s Theatre. He wrote to Novello in April 1817 that he envied him being able to see the opera and, expressing delight at seeing advertised in the Morning Chronicle newspaper an edition of all Mozart’s works, told him: ‘I would have Mozart as common in good libraries as Shakespeare and Spenser, and prints from Raphael.’29 Hunt’s desire to have the joys of Mozart made as widely available as the works of Shakespeare and Spenser, and prints from Raphael, indicates his interest in developing a serious culture of the middle classes, in distinction to aristocratic and court culture. As observed by Einstein: ‘If it was the rule before 1800 that musicians came from musicians, it was the rule in the Romantic period that they came from the educated middle class.’30

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, who had visited England to great acclaim as a boy, died early in the period, in 1791, at the premature age of 35, and the Romantic age was also the heyday of Ludwig von Beethoven, Gioachino Rossini, and Franz Schubert, and the great violin virtuoso Niccolò Paganini, who caused much excited comment amongst the British Romantic prose writers mentioned here. Indeed, as the roster of Italian and German names suggests, and as demonstrated by the remark in the previous paragraph by Hunt on the equivalent value of Mozart with Shakespeare and Spenser, there was a tendency towards genuflection to the continental, especially Germanic music (the ‘population’ of Germany, declared Hunt, ‘learn music as they do their ABC’).31 The ‘lamentations of infants, during the year or so when they have no other language of complaint, run through a gamut that is as inexhaustible as the cremona of Paganini’, writes De Quincey in a manuscript note related to Suspiria de Profundis (1845).32 In the first volume of his Autobiographic Sketches (1853), he recalls as a boy being in thrall to ‘the concertos of [Arcangelo] Corelli’, the late Baroque Italian violin virtuoso, ‘but also, which far more profoundly affected me, a few selections from [the Neapolitan school of composers Niccolò] Jomelli and [Domenico] Cimarosa … But, above all, a thing which to my dying day I could never forget … I heard sung a long canon of [Luigi] Cherubini’s … It was sung by four male voices, and rose into a region of thrilling passion, such as my heart had always dimly craved and hungered after, but which now first interpreted itself, as a physical possibility, to my ear.’33

All of these classical musicians stand on the cusp of the Romantic revolution in music initiated by Beethoven, the maestro esteemed by Wagner for delivering compositions whose characteristic feature lay in the fact that they are ‘true poems, that in them an attempt is made to represent a genuine subject’.34 For the Romantics, the revolutionary appeal of the ‘perfect music’, in De Quincey’s description, ‘of Mozart or Beethoven’ lay in giving the audience an opportunity to respond individually through engaging the intellectual and imaginative power of the mind and the senses: ‘it is by the re-action of the mind upon the notices of the ear, (the matter coming by the senses, the form from the mind) that the pleasure is constructed’, writes De Quincey, following on from his recollections of visiting the opera on Tuesday or Saturday nights and hearing performances by the noted Italian contralto Josephina Grassini.35

De Quincey’s narcotic rhapsodies are sustained by music; for him, as Barry remarks, ‘the state of dream and the aesthetics of music appear to be one and the same’, citing the essayist’s declaration in the revised version of Confessions (1856): ‘Too soon I became aware that to the deep voluptuous enjoyment of music, absolute passiveness in the hearer is indispensable’.36 The concept of passivity as a necessary condition of musical appreciation has an equivalent in Coleridge’s idea of sedation as the key to all understanding. Coleridge, in his notebook, describes how it is only when the brain is off guard that memory, paradoxically, is at its most active and perception is heightened. A forgotten name is remembered, for instance, only by not thinking of it: ‘Consciousness. Well—it is given up—& all is quiet—the Nerves are asleep, or off their guard—& then the Name pops up, makes it way, & there it is!—not assisted by any association, but the very contrary—by the suspension & sedation of all associations.’37 In a quintessentially Coleridgean musical image, the mind is figured as an Aeolian harp, whose passive strings are stirred into music by the breeze blowing across them, producing ‘dream music or, as Coleridge says, the sound of the world singing’, remarks Adam Nicolson.38

The idea that lyric poetry is essentially musical is underscored by Hunt’s fascination with the sounds of Coleridgean verse, in particular his captivation with the ‘liquescent music’, in Young’s lovely phrase, of the line from ‘Christabel’ (1816), ‘And lay down in her loveliness’.39 Hunt returns often to this line in Imagination and Fancy (1844), ‘a book’ he introduces as being ‘intended for all lovers of poetry and the sister arts’, indicating the importance he gives to music as a close mutual companion of poetry.40 For Hunt, indeed, the mellifluous sounds of Coleridge’s poetical compositions offer an aural template for an ideal life of social harmony and integration. In Young’s description, Hunt ‘finds music to be part of the design for living … in music there was “not a mere prettiness to patronize, or movement to beat time to, but one interweaving of shapes of grace and circles of harmony” ’.41 ‘Interweaving of shapes of grace and circles of harmony’: this almost pantheistic expression of musical inclusivity, from Hunt’s 1847 volume of essays A Jar of Honey from Mount Hybla, exemplifies his faith in the socially ameliorative function of the sister arts of music and poetry. Elsewhere, in Imagination and Fancy (1844), Hunt borrows Christopher Marlowe’s redolent phrase ‘tuneful planetting’ as a metaphor for his belief in the twin power of poetry and music to encircle humanity in ‘the harmonious dance into which they are attracted round the orb of the beautiful’.42

Mozart’s achievement lay, for the Hunt circle, in crossing continents, bringing the music of the warm south of their idealized Italy to a northern audience, a geo-musical shift mobilized by a shared cosmopolitanism that has a counterpart in the Hellenistic revival poetry of Keats and in the continental and transnational settings of Hemans, one of the major female poets of the Romantic era. Hemans is also the poet of the age whose work is particularly attuned to the emotional power of the female voice and the rousing, unifying potential of national poetry and song. In such well-known poems as ‘The Switzer’s Wife’, from her widely praised collection Records of Woman: With Other Poems (1828), Hemans successfully fuses masculinist national sentiments with a feminine domestic sensibility in sound-orientated poetry: ‘Like a frail harp-string, shaken by the storm’, the ‘soft voice’ of the eponymous Switzer’s wife trembles into sound, gathering force and might—‘As it found language’—and stirs her husband to go forth into battle against the Austrian oppressor.43 The same volume contains ‘Mozart’s Requiem’, a poem described by Hemans’s memoirist and close friend, the music critic Henry Fothergill Chorley, as one that ‘breathed the feverish and uncurbed aspirings of former years’.44

Hemans did not work up her thoughts on music into published essays, and she was certainly not a professional reviewer—an occupation principally limited to men at a time when most reviews were published anonymously. She was musically literate, however, and her private correspondence with Chorley contains several statements on her musical philosophy and preferences. Her sister Harriet Browne, who set several of her poems to music, records that Hemans herself started to compose musical settings at a time in the early 1830s when her weekly music lessons with James Z. Hermann, alias Jakob Zeugheer Herrmann, conductor of the Liverpool Philharmonic (who with Chorley set to music Hemans’s Six Songs (1830), published in London by James Power, who had earlier brought out Moore’s Irish Melodies), gave her ‘a newly-awakened power of inventing airs, adapted to the words of some of her own lyrics’.45

Hemans chose the music of Mozart and Beethoven over that of Rossini, telling Chorley: ‘My sister applauds to the skies your preference of Rossini to all others; for my part, I think that those who have felt and suffered much, will seek for a deeper tone in music than they can find in him; something more spiritual and more profound, such as the soul which breathes through the strains of Mozart and Beethoven.’ In marked contrast to Byron, who, according to Hunt preferred the ‘dash and animal spirits’ of Rossini to Mozart,46 Hemans valued music which transported the listener to a place of reverie and slumber, exemplified by Neukomm’s ‘magnificent organ-playing’ at St Patrick’s Cathedral, which, her sister remarks, was ‘one great enjoyment of [her] residence in Dublin’, where she moved from Liverpool in 1831 (Works, 260). Her sister records Hemans’s response to the beautiful music at St Patrick’s thus:


If ever earthly music can be satisfying, it must surely be such as this, bringing home to our bosoms the solemn beauty of our own holy liturgy, with all its precious and endeared associations, in tones that make the heart swell with ecstasy, and the eyes overflow with unbidden tears. There was one anthem, frequently heard within those ancient walls, which Mrs Hemans used to speak of with peculiar enthusiasm—that from the 3d Psalm—‘Lord, how are they increased that trouble me!’ The consummate skill exhibited in the adaptation of sound to sense in this noble composition, is, in truth, most admirable. The symphony to the 5th verse—‘I laid me down and slept’—with its soft, dreamy vibrations, gentle as the hovering of an angel’s wing—the utter abandon, the melting into slumber—implied by the half-whispered words, that come breathing as from a world of spirits, almost ‘steep the senses in forgetfulness;’ when a sudden outbreak, as it were, of life and light, bursts forth with the glad announcement, ‘I awaked, for the Lord sustained me;’ and then the old sombre arches ring with an almost overpowering peal of triumph, bearing to Heaven’s gate the exulting chorus of the 6th and 8th verses.

(Works, 260–261)



Joyful Blakean overtones (‘glad announcement’) mingle with a recognizable Keatsian and distinctively Coleridgean longing for the reverie of half-sleep—equally, also, the De Quinceyean embracing fold of the opium dream—with Hemans’s own reverence for the power of music to heal, transform, and transport the fractured Romantic self into the imagined blissful world of unity and shared love.

Hemans was capable of idealizing virtuoso musicians as well as the poets, William Wordsworth and Mary Robinson for instance, whom she memorialized and celebrated. The foremost instrumentalist of the day was of course Niccolò Paganini, the virtuoso of all Romantic-era virtuosos, who, as Hunt had it, ‘with his violin could move both the tears and the laughter of his audience’.47 On hearing Paganini play at the Dublin Music Festival, also in 1831, Hemans echoed De Quincey’s dream visions, describing herself as falling into metaphorical slumber, then ‘wakening in what a German would call the “music-land” ’.48 She was not alone in this rhapsodic response: ‘Oh Dio!’ says one member of the audience, writes Hunt, in response to hearing Paganini play. Adoring fans and musicians alike ‘pressed forward … to get as close to him as possible; and they could not sleep at night for thinking of him’, exclaims Hunt enthusiastically. Mary Shelley was similarly awestruck: ‘heard Paganini today—he is divine—he had the effect of giving me hysterics—yet I could pass my life listening to him—Nothing was ever so sublime’.49 The virtuoso, ‘in his performance … plays as if from the soul of the composer’,50 as Hoffman’s contemporary Johann Adam Peter Schulz put it in 1792. Composer and poet both speak from the soul, from the creative imagination. Here the virtuoso becomes another simile of the enraptured genius to rival the poet in full imaginative flow, one who has drunk the milk of paradise; testimony to the power of music—and the musician—in Romantic-era prose writing.
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Chapter 29


Philosophy



Andrew Warren

No canon of English literature is more deeply invested in philosophy than Romanticism. And yet aside from Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s prose and a choice few works of political philosophy—Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790), Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), or excerpts from William Godwin’s Political Justice (1793)—most Romanticists typically read, write about, and teach very little British philosophy written between 1780 and 1830. How can this be? An easy answer would be that Romantic writers were themselves largely uninterested in their age’s philosophy—unless it was written in Germany. They carefully studied the ancients, particularly Plato and Lucretius, and thought deeply with and against Baruch Spinoza, and David Hume, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and the French materialists, and the thrilling new work of Immanuel Kant and the Post-Kantians, but found no lasting inspiration in the philosophers of their own time and place. Or so the story goes.

This chapter asks whether Romantic-era Britain really was the philosophical desert we take it to be, what William Drummond called ‘a mercantile nation’ with a ‘general distaste … for all speculative and metaphysical reasoning’.1 Of course, philosophy had a far wider scope then than today. Alongside better-known works in political philosophy, aesthetics, and metaphysics, such as Wollstonecraft’s Vindications (1790, 1792), Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria (1817), and Dugald Stewart’s Elements of the Philosophy of the Human Mind (1792, 1814, and 1827), one could in a chapter such as this legitimately read hundreds of philosophical works abutting other disciplines: John Brown’s Elements of Medicine (1780), Elizabeth Hamilton’s Letters on the Elementary Principles of Education (1803), William Herschel’s Preliminary Discourse on the Study of Natural Philosophy (1831), to name just three. Because this Handbook already contains chapters on specific or general aspects of aesthetics, literary criticism, education, rhetoric, empire, and science, there is an emphasis in my readings and larger narrative on theories of knowledge, metaphysics, logic, and ethics. And given this volume’s Part VI devoted to Politics, my concluding section on political philosophy, shorter than it might have been, highlights connections between the era’s political thought and its interrelated philosophical discourses.

The age is one of spreading, entangling, shifting relations—a lived experience reflected, theorized, contested, and sublimated in the times’ philosophies.2 I share Jonathan Rée’s conviction that there is no ‘essence of philosophical Englishness’, even empiricism, and that ‘philosophy in English contains far more variety, invention, originality and oddity than it is usually credited with’; it is ‘multi-lingual’, ‘fascinated—repelled as well as attracted—by foreign philosophy, and philosophical terms … that now pass as linguistic natives’.3 Even if British Romantic philosophy lacks an essence, this chapter nevertheless proposes a quiet thesis: that central to the age’s philosophy, perhaps like never before, was a problematizing of relations. That worry over relations became clear only later, with the quarrel between the idealist holism of T. H. Green and F. H. Bradley and early analytic philosophy. ‘The world’, Bertrand Russell would say, really ‘can be analysed into a number of separate things with relations’.4 Perhaps what is most remarkable about British Romantic philosophy isn’t any particular revolution, advance, or creation, but the broad-scale shifts and tremors operating beneath it that opened it up to novel crossdisciplinarity and future thought.

The Story of British Empiricism

To better grasp the achievements, commonplaces, and dead ends of British philosophers working in the Romantic era it is helpful to sketch a light history of philosophy in England up until that time. The British tradition, broadly viewed, is rooted in empiricism—or such is the picture the Romantic era itself will paint, perhaps most vividly in William Hazlitt’s Prospectus for a History of English Philosophy (1809). Empiricism is the doctrine that all knowledge—of things in the world and the laws governing them, of ourselves and our cognition, even of ethical and religious truths—is grounded in sense experience. In Aids to Reflection (1825) Coleridge gives a mock-scientific definition of the term: ‘Let y express the conditions under which E, (that is, a series of forms, facts, circumstances, &c. presented to the senses of an individual,) will become Experience … E + y = Experience; E – y = Empiricism’.5 What empiricism lacks, Coleridge suggests, are the mental conditions of—that is, our contribution to—experience. That view, threaded with Hazlitt’s history of empiricism’s progress, gives the familiar Romantic narrative of modern capitalism ‘unsouling’ the shaping spirit of our humanity: ‘Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers’, laments William Wordsworth; ‘Little we see in Nature’—in nature itself, but equally in our experience of nature—‘that is ours; / We have given our hearts away’.6

Empiricism did not take on that basic meaning in philosophy until after Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (1781) argued against the ‘principle of pure empiricism’.7 Kant’s chief worry, shared by many Romantic-era British thinkers, is that even Hume, ‘unblemished in his moral character’, and Joseph Priestley, ‘a pious and eager teacher of religion’, are compelled by ‘the principles of the empirical use of reason’ to ‘tear[] down two such pillars of all religion as the freedom and immortality of our soul’; ‘the interest of reason’, for them, ‘is diminished by the exemption of certain objects’, like the soul, ‘from the laws of material nature, which are the only ones which we can know and determine with precision’ (Kant, CPR, A745/B773). In the next section we will examine Kant’s alternative to pure empiricism, his so-called transcendental idealism, in which the mind actively participates in, or even constructs, its own knowledge and experience above and far beyond what the mere senses take in.

But it is important for our story that empiricism enters English in this exacting, pejorative sense from abroad, in F. A. Nitsch’s A General and Introductory View of Professor Kant’s Principles Concerning Man, the World, and the Deity (1796), written in English by a non-native speaker and dedicated to two Englishmen living in Königsberg. The book arose from multiple lecture series on Kant that Nitsch gave in London in 1794 and which were, as Monika Class has shown, ‘reviewed, read or attended’ by well-known Dissenters and radicals such as Godwin, John Thelwall, and Thomas Beddoes, who himself wrote about Kant’s thought and discussed it with Coleridge and Wordsworth.8 Nitsch sides with Kant in saying that ‘it is only a just enquiry into the bounds of human knowledge, which can secure … the laws of morals against the comfortless attacks of Fatalism, Scepticism, and Empiricism’.9

The yoking of philosophy and science, empirical observation, and materialism, and eventually fatalism and scepticism, made basic philological sense in English. Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary (1755) gives a few definitions of philosophy: 1) ‘Knowledge natural or moral’; 2) ‘Hypothesis or system upon which natural effects are explained’; 3) ‘Reasoning; argumentation’; 4) ‘The course of sciences read in schools’.10 Despite Johnson’s citational emphasis on literary or religious writers, these definitions focus on science, what was then—and into the Romantic period—also called natural philosophy. An obvious site of tension and excitement was the increasing overlap between the two halves of the first sub-entry, ‘Knowledge natural or moral’. Kant will famously ‘deny [theoretical] knowledge’ of the practical, moral realm to us ‘in order to make room for faith’ (Kant, CPR, Bxxx).

Of course, much of the vigour that marks seventeenth- and eighteenth-century British empiricism comes from philosophers’ and scientists’ commitment to curb dogmatism’s reach. Francis Bacon, pioneer of the scientific method, would name four idols, or biases, that get in the way of our rational understanding of ourselves and our world: idols of the tribe (human nature), cave (self), marketplace (language), and theatre (false systems). In his Prospectus, Hazlitt said Bacon saw equally well into ‘the material and the visible, and the incorporeal and invisible forms of things’, finding ‘experience’ and ‘facts’ in each (Hazlitt, Works, ii. 114–115). Hazlitt’s history is told from the position that ‘reason is a distinct source of knowledge or inlet of truth, over and above experience’, a criticism Hazlitt levels against John Locke’s blank slate theory of knowledge (ii. 117). ‘For Hazlitt’, Tim Milnes argues, ‘the problem with much English Philosophy is not merely that it is based in sensation, but also that it conceives of sensation as a material and mechanical process. Consequently, it trades upon “a wrong interpretation of the word experience, confining it to a knowledge of things without us; whereas it in fact includes all knowledge, relating to objects either within or out of the mind.” ’11 Thomas Hobbes, Hazlitt speculates, experienced the world so physically that ‘his strong mind and body appear to have resisted all impressions but those which were derived from the downright blows of matter … The external image pressed so close upon his mind that it destroyed all power of consciousness, and left no room for attention to anything but itself’ (Hazlitt, Works, ii. 116)—much less Kant’s ‘faith’. Locke is equally blinded by his own constitution: ‘All the force of his mind seems to have been so bent on exploding innate ideas, and tracing our thoughts to their external source, that he either forgot or had not leisure to examine what the internal principle of all thought is. He took for his basis a bad simile—that the mind is like a blank sheet of paper … the understanding is nothing in itself, nor the cause of any thing’ (ii. 146–147).

Hazlitt’s Romantic history of philosophy, repeated with variations in Coleridge’s own Lectures on the History of Philosophy, delivered 1818–1819, neglects important seventeenth-century work by women philosophers such as Margaret Cavendish and Anne Conway, whose criticisms of Hobbes’s blunt materialism may have resonated with a Romantic investment in ideas, reason, and spirit; Cavendish is a ‘panpsychist materialist’,12 and Conway says that ‘every motion and action … has a marvelous subtlety or spirituality in itself beyond all created substances whatsoever, such that neither time nor place can limit them’.13 These missed opportunities highlight how ‘British empiricism’ is a retrospective narrative projected upon a stranger, more variegated history.

George Berkeley, because his empiricism was so thoroughgoing that it led to a robust idealism, is a tougher case. In ‘On Life’ Percy Shelley confesses to assenting to Berkeley’s conclusion that ‘nothing exists but as it is perceived’ (Percy Shelley, Prose, 173), and Coleridge credits him with creating the gold standard in idealism—though one which, after its iteration in David Hartley’s theory of material vibrations (1749) and Joseph Priestley’s ‘moving powers’ (1782),14 ‘removes all reality and immediateness of perception, and places us in a dream-world of phantoms and spectres, the inexplicable swarm and equivocal generation of motions in our own brains’ (Coleridge, Biographia, i. 137). Coleridge, though intrigued by Hartley’s attention to the working buzz of our minds, is dissatisfied, as Hazlitt was, with empiricism’s separation of subject and object, the belief that ‘the sole practicable employment for the human mind was to observe, to collect, and to classify’ (i. 141).

The trend toward the routinization of thought, against which the young Wordsworth and Coleridge had undertaken the experiment of the Lyrical Ballads (1798), culminates, for Coleridge, in Hume: ‘The process, by which Hume degraded the notion of cause and effect into a blind product of delusion and habit, into the mere sensation of proceeding life … associated with the images of the memory; this same process must be repeated to the equal degradation of every fundamental idea in ethics or theology’ (Coleridge, Biographia, i. 121). For his wit, precision, and originality, Hume was nevertheless a companionable adversary, as Hazlitt, who had been reading ‘that completest of all metaphysical choke-pears, [Hume’s] Treatise on Human Nature’, laboured to explain to an unconvinced Coleridge (Hazlitt, Works, xvii. 113). Yet as late as his Logic in the 1820s, Coleridge tried to raise the estimation of Hume after Kant’s dismissals. Burke’s aesthetics were clearly a development of Hume’s own, and Shelley’s 1815 planned Treatise on Morals (1840), wherein the human being ‘is not [just] a moral and intellectual—but also and pre-eminently an imaginative being’, is indebted to Hume’s ethics.15

Indeed, Hazlitt’s most beloved and original philosophical work, An Essay on the Principles of Human Action (1805), likewise derives from Hume’s second Enquiry and the trickier sections, on personal identity, in Hume’s ‘choke-pears’. There, Hazlitt applies Hume’s trademark principle of separability—wherein two things are separate if we can form clear, distinct ideas of them—to the moral, epistemic, and ontological question of the self’s persistence in time:


However nearly allied, however similar I may be to my future self, whatever other relation I may bear to that self, so long as there is not this intercommunity of thoughts and feelings, so long as there is an absolute separation, an insurmountable barrier fixed between the present, and the future, so that I neither am, nor can possibly be affected at present by what I am to feel hereafter, I am not to any moral or practical purpose the same being.

(Hazlitt, Selected Writings, i. 11)



At issue are, again, fundamental questions concerning relationality that are central to the age. Although ‘I am always free from the consequences of my actions’, because I am never quite the same person who did them, an idea of the good within me can nonetheless inspire me to ‘pursue the good of others, of a relative, of a friend, of a family, a community, or of mankind’ (i. 12). ‘[T]he abstract idea of self’ is produced by custom and fancy; self-love is therefore ‘disinterested’ and, weirdly, ‘impersonal’ (i. 16, 13).

Hazlitt’s technique is to step beyond Hume’s appeal to an aggregating ‘gentle force’ that merely associates ideas together16 towards a more robust synthesis that involves the ‘immediate communication’ of ideas and an ‘inward conscious principle’—a ‘relation of a thinking being to itself’ (Hazlitt, Selected Writings, i. 34), what Thomas De Quincey would call thought’s inextricable involution (De Quincey, Selected Writings, 270). In seeking out a stable, unifying principle that might combat Humean sceptical analysis, Hazlitt joins Common Sense philosophers such as Thomas Reid, James Beattie, and Dugald Stewart. Those thinkers believed, as Stewart put it, that contra-Hume we should seek out solid correspondences between ideas not in mere mechanical resemblance but in analogy: ‘a correspondence … of relations, is not the object of sense, but of intellect, and, consequently, the perception of it implies the exercise of reason’.17 If Hume had exiled necessary relations from world and mind, Hazlitt, by revoking the law of association, at least tried to secure them in the mind: ‘The forms of things in nature are manifold; they only become one by being united in the same common principle of thought. The relations of the things themselves as they exist separately and by themselves must therefore be very different from their relations as perceived by the mind where they have an immediate communication with each other’ (Hazlitt, Selected Writings, i. 65). Hazlitt’s move was what Stanley Cavell has called the Kantian settlement: ‘the price Kant asks us to pay is to cede any claim to know the thing in itself … You don’t … have to be a romantic to feel sometimes about that settlement: Thanks for nothing’.18 And yet, to discover how to secure relations within world and mind, and between mind and world, many Romantic-era Britons looked abroad.

Philosophy in the World

J. G. von Herder’s Outlines of a Philosophy of the History of Man (1783) was translated into English in 1800 by T. Churchill, who said: ‘Every one, who is acquainted with Herder, must be aware of the difficulty, if not impossibility, of transfusing his spirit, his “words that burn”, into another language’.19 That Churchill assumes a sizable audience familiar with Herder should either surprise us or remind us of the craze for German drama and fiction that swept through Britain in the late 1780s and across the 1790s. But as Alexander Regier has convincingly argued, the thickness and frequency of the cultural connections between England and Germany, even between 1680 and 1790, were far greater than any of us, certainly since the Romantics and Victorians, had ever thought. In those years London published hundreds of monographs and articles translated from German, many of them by philosophers such as Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Christian Wolff, and Karl Ludwig von Haller.20 ‘When … De Quincey had to decide between wandering the streets looking for Ann and pondering Kantian metaphysics’, asserts Regier, ‘the Anglo-German community was already a constitutive part of this wider historical fabric’.21 Hamann himself, that cryptic, genre-challenging writer—part philosopher, part satirist, complete weirdo—lived in London, translated difficult British work into German, and produced the first review of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason … somehow before it was published.

This model of Anglo-German cultural and philosophical cross-pollination would seem to run counter to important accounts of British Romantic investments in common sense, pragmatism, and truth. Tim Milnes, for instance, hazards that ‘the “exteriority” that preoccupies much modern commentary is the legacy of a peculiarly German (Hegelian) restructuring of critique, one that would have made little sense to British romantic writers’; reason, for them, had more to do with ‘friendly conversation’ and ‘charitable dialogue’ than ‘hypostasised “otherness” ’, Milnes suggests.22 While one might easily find such ‘otherness’ variously, often ironically, depicted in the usual Romantic suspects (Coleridge, De Quincey, William Blake, etc.) or in the Gothic (Ann Radcliffe, Matthew Lewis, Charlotte Dacre, James Hogg), that fact does not negate Milnes’s strong claim about the importance of truth in British Romantic thought. The work to be done, to my mind, is to more carefully reconstruct how the British Romantics might have—indeed, did—receive or reject German Idealist thought.

A fruitful model is Robert Brandom’s inferentialism, a mode of judgement he traces back to Kant and G. W. F. Hegel and that seems compatible with Milnes’s own analytic theory of truth. For Brandom, Kant was the first to conceive of judgement—thought—as implicating one in an already-existing and unforeseeable set of tasks and commitments. In thinking, at all, we commit ourselves to those thoughts’ implications, to weeding out incompatible judgements or to revising our broader cognitive structures to accommodate them, and to seeking out justifications for our judgements so they cohere into a whole.23 Our thoughts change in dialogue with the way they fit, or do not fit, into the changing patterns and contexts of our system of thought. We could not think individual thoughts without that integrative interplay: ‘The contents of concepts are identified and individuated by the functional roles they play in historically evolving webs constituted by relations of mediation and determinate negation, that is, by their material inferential and incompatibility relations to each other’.24 We cannot be accountable to others’ or our own judgements (that is, to norms), Hegel suggests, without some experience, often an anxious experience, of interiority and exteriority. While this dynamic isn’t always ‘friendly’ or ‘charitable’, it does provide a dialogical model for conceiving the historical situation in which the British Romantics thought and strove to understand, integrate, or reject other kinds of thinking—from within and abroad. It is the problem, again, of translating Herder’s ‘words that burn’ from one place, time, and language into another—the very Romantic dilemma of historicism.

Kant

The final chapter of Drummond’s Academical Questions, Volume I (1805) begins with something rare in philosophy: news. ‘A German author of the name of Kant’, Drummond announces, ‘has effected a philosophical revolution in his own country, which is one of the most learned and enlightened in Europe, and has even found a few disciples in Great Britain, and in France’ (351). Revolution was, as Austria and Russia joined to fight Napoleon’s armies, a charged word, and it would not have surprised his readers that Drummond set to work undermining Kant’s project and influence. Kantians were, Drummond wagered, arrogant—‘Newton announced his discoveries with the simplicity of a modest man’ (351–352)—but also dogmatic, wordy, and esoteric. ‘You may not presume to speak either of moral, or of metaphysical subjects, unless you have examined the architecture of pure reason, and have been initiated into the mysterious doctrines of Kant’ (353).

It would be hard to imagine a better advertisement for a budding Romantic to go out and read Kant, whose works were slowly being translated into English, French, and (yes, still) Latin. In England in 1819, for example, you could read this call to arms from Kant’s Prolegomena: ‘My design is, to convince those, who … occupy themselves in the metaphysics, that it is indispensably necessary to set aside their present labour, to consider every thing hitherto done as undone, and above all things first to put the question, Whether such a science as metaphysic is but possible?’25 Though Hume’s conclusion about the impossibility of metaphysics was ‘precipitate and wrong’, Kant says, Hume at least achieved it through ‘investigation’ rather than by worshipping at the ‘oracle’ of ‘common-sense’ as ‘Reid, Oswald Beattie, and … Priestley’ had (Prolegomena, pp. viii, x); ‘it was Hume’s hint that first roused me from a dogmatic slumber … and gave quite a new direction to my researches in the field of speculative philosophy’—speculative philosophy being, Richardson’s note glosses, ‘Theoretical knowledge … refer[ring] to such an object or to such conceptions of an object as we cannot reach by any experience’ (Prolegomena, p. xi). This rigorous end-around Humean scepticism, and around the dullness of common-sense philosophy, must have seemed thrilling.

Drummond, that champion of the sceptical stance, is correct that one of Kant’s chief difficulties is his endless, sometimes shifting, jargon. ‘In reality’, De Quincey surmised, ‘Kant was a bad writer’ (De Quincey, ‘Kant in His Miscellaneous Essays’, Works, vii. 51), ‘the most unhappy champion of his own doctrines, the most infelicitous expounder of his own meaning, that has ever existed’ (De Quincey, ‘Autobiography of an English Opium Eater [June 1836]’, Works, x. 170). But Drummond further claimed that Kant and his followers were inattentive to sceptical criticism and maniacally bent, Odysseus-like, on finding an island ‘of pure intelligence’ protected from the stormy seas of experience and sensation. The Kantian, relates Drummond, ‘passes the stagnation of doubt; he descends to the roots of human science; he quits the prisons of experience; he studies the architecture of pure reason; he sees visions, traverses and measures the island of intelligence’ (Academical Questions, 380–381, 355). But, in that same passage Drummond refers to, Kant declares ‘that everything that the understanding draws out of itself, without borrowing it from experience, it nevertheless has solely for the sake of use in experience’; the pure understanding can only ever make empirical, not even transcendental, use of its concepts (see Kant, CPR, A236-38/B295-97). Such is a far more sober estimation of the understanding’s purview.

Coleridge, though prone to wild maritime speculations, knew and respected this Kantian sobriety, wherein reason (Vernunft) not the understanding (Verstand) overreached experience’s bounds: ‘In [Kant] is contained all that can be learnt … Kant will demonstrate to you, that this Faith is acquiesced in, indeed, nay, confirmed by the Reason & Understanding, but grounded on Postulates authorized & substantiated solely by the Moral Being’ (Coleridge, qtd. in Biographia, i. 156.n3). The Biographia Literaria was even more unsparing in its praise: Kant’s thought ‘took possession of me as with a giant’s hand’ (i. 153). Even if theoretical reason ‘might easily lose itself beyond its limits, among unattainable objects or even among contradictory concepts’, says Kant, practical (moral) reason could set one aright:


we shall begin with principles and proceed to concepts, and only then, where possible, from them to the senses, whereas in the case of speculative reason we had to begin with the senses and end with the principles … [now] the principles of empirically unconditioned causality must come first.26



That nature and scope of such unconditioned [Unbedingte, ‘unthing-ed’] power, which Kant locates in our free will, is precisely what will occupy Coleridge and the later German Idealists, who seek it equally in nature.

How exactly Coleridge and the post-Kantians read Kant is open to debate; so too are Kant’s answers to his most basic of questions, such as whether we have acquaintance with objects in the world, or what our cognitive faculties are.27 A recent interpretation, entitled ‘Why Kant Is Not a Kantian’, concludes that only in the relation between the understanding and the intuition can we grasp either.28 Those faculties’ acquaintance with the world concerns the nature of things-in-themselves: whether objects of experience are never wholly experience-able 1) because our mind’s view on them is necessarily perspectival (e.g. we can never hold fully in our mind’s eye the front and back of a house), or 2) because the objects we experience are themselves some projection of spookier, utterly remote objects haunting about somewhere out there beyond the confining spatio-temporal categories that our minds force them to conform to. How one reads this utterly basic point in Kant largely predetermines how one regards his moral philosophy, aesthetics, politics, and thoughts on teleology.

While today a modest, analytic account is perhaps most widespread,29 the Germans after Kant—and British Romantics and American transcendentalists after them—were largely dissatisfied with the Kantian settlement between mind and world. ‘I could never believe’, Coleridge confesses, ‘it was possible for him to have meant no more by his Noumenon, or Thing in Itself, than his mere words express; or that … he confined the whole plastic power to the forms of the intellect, leaving for the external cause, for the materiale of our sensations, a matter without form’ (Coleridge, Biographia, i. 155).

Fichte

In his General View of the Progress of Metaphysical, Ethical, and Political Philosophy (1814), Dugald Stewart demurs over discussing the post-Kantian thought of Johann Gottlieb Fichte and Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling. But in a few pages, via the translations in Joseph Marie de Gérando’s own Histoire comparée des systèmes de philosophie (1804), Stewart gives a fairly accurate account of Fichte’s basic tenets. ‘[T]he ego of Fichte has a creative power’, relates Stewart; ‘It creates existence, and it creates science; two things (by the way) which, according to him, are one and the same. Even my own existence, he tells me, commences only with the reflex act, by which I think of the pure and primitive ego. On this identity of the intelligent ego and the existing ego (which Fichte expresses by the formula ego = ego) all science ultimately rests.’30 But unlike de Gérando, who believes Fichte delved even more deeply in the spirit of transcendental idealism than Kant himself,31 Stewart remains sceptical that there could be a ‘transcendental sense’ that structures or supersedes the common one. Stewart is particularly struck by the simultaneous originality and ‘unparalleled absurdity’ of Fichte’s idea that ‘God does not exist yet; he only manifests himself as preparing to exist. Nature tends to an apotheosis, and may be regarded as a sort of divinity in the germ’.32 Stewart’s approach, though ultimately dismissive, is nevertheless curious and clear. What Stewart and de Gérando agree on, however, is that Fichte’s system outshone Schelling’s—a judgement Coleridge would soon contest.

Schelling

Schelling occupies a strenuous position in Romanticism. When unexpected talks on him appear in panels at conferences the audience suddenly finds the pattern in the carpet or their cuticles very interesting indeed. A kind of exasperated shame typically haunts a Romanticist’s engagement with him, one mirroring Coleridge’s own. Schelling was, the Biographia states, ‘not only … a great and original genius, but … the founder of the Philosophy of Nature, and as the most successful improver of the Dynamic System which, begun by Bruno, was re-introduced (in a more philosophical form, and freed from all its impurities and visionary accompaniments) by Kant’. Schelling completed ‘this revolution in philosophy’, but Coleridge modestly subtracts himself from competition with this German contemporary; ‘To me it will be happiness and honor enough, should I succeed in rendering the system itself intelligible to my countrymen’ (Coleridge, Biographia, i. 162–163). And yet we never learn what Coleridge really thought about Schelling. The lectures on German Idealism in Coleridge’s History of Philosophy remained unwritten, and so scholars piece together a position from the notebooks, marginalia, and unacknowledged borrowings.

Schelling’s relationship to the other British Romantics is less direct—some of it filtered through the Biographia, some simply resonant with the age’s larger spirit. His writings, embedded in the maelstrom of debate and invention that was German Idealism, are daunting. Indeed, Schelling’s relationship to German Idealism is itself strained. His delayed rift with Fichte is punctuated by Hegel’s The Difference between Fichte and Schelling’s System of Philosophy (1801). But Hegel’s early admiration turned into a productive, protracted animosity leading to Schelling’s Essence of Human Freedom (1809) and certain cryptic parts of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit (1807)—vide, ‘the night in which all cows are black’, an unfair but striking portrait of his former friend.33 Even Schelling’s relationship with himself seemed stressful. A wunderkind able to absorb entire discourses—biology, physics, critical philosophy—in a matter of months, but who changed his philosophy just as quickly, its surface if not its depths.

The most stubborn challenge, for both Schelling and his readers, remains the Absolute and its relationship to nature. That problem is contained within the very word, das Absolut, from the ‘Latin absolūtus complete, finished, perfect, pure, unqualified, unconditional … free, unrestricted … independent of any observer and any phenomena’, deriving from ab-solvere, loosened, broken off, untied, unbound.34 How can something perfect, complete, pure, and unbound interact with, condition, or ground anything else, much less everything else? How can we know such a disconnected thing? Such—astoundingly—is the question post-Kantian idealism begins with (in Schelling’s philosophy) and ends with (in Hegel’s).

The topic of Schelling’s dialogue Bruno, or On the Natural and Divine Principle of Things (1802) is ‘the idea [of the absolute], wherein … all opposites are not just cancelled, but are entirely undivided from one another’;35 ‘in the absolute … thought and intuition are simply identical’ (Bruno, 146). Both subject (what thinks) and object (what is intuited) emerge from it. ‘The stone that you see’, argues Bruno, ‘is in absolute identity with all things; hence for it, nothing is distinguished from anything else, nothing steps forth from self-enclosed night’ (160). But the stone does step forward from that night for us, and possibly for cows or grass, because we are organized to have it do so for us. We have an idea or knowledge of the stone which it, being a stone, cannot possess. But we only have that idea, in turn, because we too are part of the absolute. The world would make no sense—that is, we could have no idea of it or any idea at all—without an interplay between the ideal and the real, the organic and the inorganic, subject and object.36 The absolute must therefore have introduced diversity into itself to bring itself, and everything, including cows and stones and us, into concrete existence. The absolute above all is an activity, process, or power that can only realize itself in introducing particular beings, and relations between them, into the world; indeed, particular beings are relations of more basic, reciprocally receptive, forces or powers.

This splitting of nature’s activities happens, says Schelling, not through mere materialism, but ‘the eternal self-division of the absolute into subject and object, whereby its subjectivity, and the unknowable infinitude hidden therein, is made known in objectivity and finitude, and turned into something’.37 The universe’s hidden, subjective infinitude does not exist outside the concrete process of making them objective. There is no secret, extra-universal realm where they hide; they come into being—indeed, logic itself comes into being—through the physical world. Nature, not just the (Fichtean) ego, is creative.

Art—an idea Coleridge and others develop—models this holism and monism. The object of Schelling’s aesthetics is not the artwork as independent particularity, ‘but rather the universe in the form of art … the philosophy of art is the science of the All in the form or potence of art’.38 Although Schelling was an equally original philosopher of art, ethics, and history, it is on this ontological point that Schelling’s most careful readers parted ways with him: Coleridge, who eventually finds a pantheistic universe without a transcendent God unimaginable, associating it with Spinozism and vaguely ‘Eastern’ philosophies;39 and Hegel, who will insist that logic—however vexedly and circularly—must come first.40

Hegel

The Rückfall von Kant—the backsliding from Kant. So Coleridge summed up Hegel’s Logik (1812), a book he clearly, based on the marginalia, pondered extensively. Not dialectic but sophistry, Coleridge quotes back at Hegel; ‘bewilderment throughout from confusion of Terms’ and ‘a logical informality in this reasoning’.41 In the margin Coleridge kindly provides, in German, his own ‘insight … the Truer Genesis of our primary Notions’. A vast diagram explains ‘The✳ / Identity of Sub: and ob:ject’ (Marginalia II, 991). It is astonishing that anyone in England could make it 91 pages into Hegel’s most difficult book, much less take substantive issue with it. Two pages earlier Coleridge admits to finding ‘the first sensible Remark, I have met with’ and then two pages later, in the final surviving marginal note, falls into ecstasy: ‘My Stars! now we pop upon it all at once! The To self-subsist determinates itself into the Self-subsisting, oder zum Eins [or to the One]—&c &c!!—And so comes Repulsion, Attraction, and Quantity. What christian Heart could desire a clearer account—a more luminous elucidation?’ (997). One is reminded of Hegel’s famous remark that Schelling’s system ‘like a shot from a pistol, begins immediately with absolute knowledge’.42 Here—pop—it’s Hegel’s System (‘Repulsion, Attraction, and Quantity’), not absolute knowledge, blasted into existence.

What, exactly, are Coleridge and Hegel happily agreeing on here? In earlier notes Coleridge declares, ‘No! not the same as the absolute; but as its Idea in God. In the mere Absolute (i.e. the Almight) there is neither Division nor Distinction; but in God, whose is the Almight, there is each as well as all, perfect unity, but yet distinction’ (Coleridge, Marginalia II, 995). Coleridge’s emphatic sentiments accord with his thoughts on Schelling’s followers: ‘Here lies the fundamental Falsity of the Natur-philosophie.—It places Polarity in the Eternal, in God. All its other Errors are consequences of this’.43 Coleridge is responding more specifically to Hegel’s claim, in the Logic, that ‘The thing-in-itself is the same as that Absolute of which nothing is known, except that All is one in it’.44 What Coleridge understandably fails to realize is that Hegel’s Logic proceeds in stages, like that one, towards, not simply from, the Absolute, as in Schelling; the ‘sundering of the unity of subject and object’, as Stanley Rosen puts it, ‘will finally be revealed as self-differentiation or the complete manifestation of the absolute within its appearances’.45 Those relations Hazlitt’s Principles of Human Action found in our minds become discoverable within the world’s action.

Coleridge’s perennial worries regarding divisionless unity are precisely what the British Idealists later in the nineteenth century will take as fundamental. Bradley, for instance, will hold that ‘relations are unmeaning except within and on the basis of a substantial whole … Plurality and relatedness are but features and aspects of a unity’.46 This late-Romantic mode of thought sparked, again, Russell’s assertion that there really are things and relations between them in the world. Thus, although Hegel exerted scant influence on British Romantic philosophy, his impact on the Victorians (including Karl Marx, writing Capital in the British Library), and his negative catalysis of analytic philosophy, would become extraordinary. Our own notions of unity, separation, and relationality—in art, in politics, in thought, and the world—emerge from this complex, historical, and conceptual interplay between British Romantic philosophy and its German counterparts.

The World in Philosophy: Politics

In The Spirit of the Age (1825) Hazlitt called Godwin’s Political Justice ‘a metaphysical and logical commentary on some of the most beautiful and striking texts of Scripture’ (Hazlitt, Selected Writings, vii. 90). This tongue-in-cheek synopsis hoped both to highlight Godwin’s extravagances—‘The fault … of Mr. Godwin’s philosophy [is] … he raised the standard of morality above the reach of humanity’ (vii. 89)—and to rescue him from unthinking critique. One thing Hazlitt admires is Political Justice’s adherence to reason; ‘it by no means follows’, says Hazlitt, ‘because reason is found not to be the only infallible or safe rule of conduct, that it is no rule at all … if not the sole, it is the principal ground of action; it is “the guide, the stay and anchor of our purest thoughts, and soul of all our moral being” ’ (vii. 91). The quotation, or slight misquotation, derives from Wordsworth, who also strove—as the Shelleys soon would, and Wollstonecraft long had—to strike a balance between a commitment to reason and life’s fuller scope.

Reason was an obvious flashpoint in the 1790s debates over the Revolution. Burke, appealing to what would become a ‘Romantic’ conception of unity, censured reason in his Reflections on the Revolution in France: ‘All the pleasing illusions, which made power gentle, and obedience liberal, which harmonized the different shades of life, and which, by a bland assimilation, incorporated into politics the sentiments which beautify and soften private society, are to be dissolved by this new conquering empire of light and reason’ (Burke, Reflections, 77). Although much of the anti-empiricism outlined in this chapter was directed against British thinkers such as Locke, Hume, or Hartley, Burke participated in an equally widespread and energetic anti-French, anti-materialist rhetoric—one initiated by Rousseau and amplified during the darkest days of the Revolution and Napoleonic wars.

A complicating factor in the Revolutionary debate was the growing prominence of the Rational Dissenters from the 1760s to the 1790s, a community—including Hazlitt, Coleridge, Richard Price, Priestley, Anna Barbauld, and other intellectuals—which believed Christianity compatible with reason’s principles.47 Burke fretted, as his dressing-down of Price’s sermon makes clear, that the Dissenters’ model of distributed power—wherein one can bypass ‘the old staple of the national church’ by ‘set[ting] up … a separate meeting-house upon his own particular principles’—inevitably ‘affirms a most unfounded, dangerous, illegal, and unconstitutional position’ that only the people could appoint a ‘lawful king’ (Burke, Reflections, 12–14).

What radicals saw in Burke’s defences of monarchic legitimacy and the organic harmonizing of the nation’s ‘different shades of life’ was, instead, justification for long-standing inequalities and outmoded ways of thinking. ‘[M]en who can consign over the rights of posterity for ever on the authority of a mouldy parchment’, proclaimed Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man (1791), ‘are not qualified to judge of this revolution. It takes in a field too vast for their views to explore, and proceeds with a mightiness of reason they cannot keep pace with’ (Paine, Rights of Man, 98). Such reason was, as Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Men asserted, relational. Addressing Burke’s claim that feeling and tradition found community, Wollstonecraft argues: ‘I know not of any common nature or common relation amongst men but what results from reason. The common affections and passions equally bind brutes together; and it is only the continuity of those relations that entitles us to the denomination of rational creatures; and this continuity arises from reflection—from the operations of that reason which you contemn with flippant disrespect’ (Wollstonecraft, Vindications, 39). As Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Woman clarified, reason could restructure the very ‘relations of life’, a thought which should make ‘Tyrants … tremble’ (232). No reformation would be more radical than that of the relation between the sexes; young women were systematically ‘broken off from society, and by one error’, the institution of marriage, ‘torn from all those affections and relationships that improve the heart and mind’ (132).

Yet reason depended on a fragile dynamic between sociality and individualism. Reason’s assimilating force, Wollstonecraft reflected in Letters Written During a Short Residence in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark (1796), could also lead to despondent isolation: ‘My imagination hurries me forward to seek an asylum in such a retreat from all the disappointments I am threatened with’, she writes; ‘but reason drags me back, whispering that the world is still the world, and man the same compound of weakness and folly’ (Wollstonecraft, Letters, 86). Wollstonecraft’s worries, here, concern not just reason, but perhaps more fundamentally, relations. Just as reason had to temper her natural, pre-rational, ‘imperious sympathies’ (12), reason’s own sway had to be countervailed by the complex social dynamics that reason and sympathy laid the groundwork for. Reason drags one into despair, but also back into the world as it actually is.

Wollstonecraft’s commitment to engage the world as it stands is, contrary to Romanticism’s received idea, an abiding principle of the era’s political philosophy, and perhaps its philosophy more generally. It marks, for instance, Coleridge’s mature political thought which, Timothy Michael notes, seeks to find the ‘mid way’, between (Kantian) reason and the senses, ‘of the understanding, the faculty capable of recognizing what is above or beyond it, but not contradictory to it’; ‘The conditions of knowledge were … the conditions on which the practical affairs of this world were required to stand’.48 Knowledge here, contra Hume, is ongoing and relational; ideas and impressions cannot be coherently analysed into constituent parts and settled once and for all.

Such is the picture Shelley paints of philosophy’s progress in A Philosophical View of Reform (written in 1819–1820):


While that philosophy which, burying itself in the obscure part of our nature, regards the truth and falsehood of dogmas relating to the cause of the universe and the nature and manner of man’s relation with it, was thus stripping power of its darkest mask, political philosophy, or that which considers the relations of man as a social being, was assuming a precise form.

(Percy Shelley, Prose, 233)



Philosophy is defined not by the objects but the relations it discerns. That activity, in Shelley but in many other Romantic thinkers, is creative and interminable. The original discovery of order in the world, and in ourselves, arose through artists creatively observing their own imitations; their language ‘marks the before unapprehended relations of things and perpetuates their apprehension until the words which represent them become, through time, signs for portions or classes of thoughts instead of pictures of integral thoughts’ (278). If Shelley here participates in a philosophical invention—or reinvention—it is one that claims that philosophy is above all an activity, one that tracks, renews, and sometimes even renounces the world’s and thought’s manifold relations.
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Chapter 30


Rhetoric



Yasmin Solomonescu

‘[T]he popular idea of rhetoric’, wrote Thomas De Quincey in 1828, ‘… wants both unity and precision’. The immediate trigger for the remark was the clash of definitions to be found in the period’s two main treatises on the subject: Richard Whately’s Elements of Rhetoric (1828), which De Quincey was reviewing in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, and George Campbell’s Philosophy of Rhetoric (1776). According to these ‘formal teachers of rhetoric’, and many others besides, rhetoric could be defined as ‘the art of persuasion’. But then things got murky, for ‘if we inquire what is persuasion, we find them [the teachers] vague and indefinite, or even contradictory’. For Whately, persuasion (and likewise rhetoric) had to do with ‘conviction of the understanding’; for Campbell, with ‘an appeal to the passions’ (see Figure 30.1). For De Quincey, by contrast, rhetoric was antithetical to both understanding and passion, being instead (as his essay would promptly bypass Whately to contend) an art of giving provisional assent to one side in questions that admitted of no definite answers.1

Setting aside for now the particularities of De Quincey’s third way, what his assessment immediately makes clear is that Romantic rhetoric was no more a monolithic entity—in Roland Barthes’s phrase, ‘a veritable empire’2—than any of the versions that came before or after. Rather, since antiquity it has persisted as an unstable and amorphous concept, as regards the practices that it encompasses as well as their products. Traditionally, as De Quincey remarks, rhetoric denotes the art of persuasion: a set of verbal techniques for instilling or eliciting particular opinions and urging correspondent actions in an audience, and also the study of those techniques. Arthur Schopenhauer captures this sense when he describes


the ability to inspire in others our idea or view about something, to spark in them our feelings about it and make them in sympathy with us: and all this by having our words conduct the flow of our thoughts into their heads, and this with such vehemence that it diverts their thoughts from the course they had already taken and sweeps them along with our own.3







[image: image]

Figure 30.1 Thomas De Quincey, ‘Elements of Rhetoric’, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, December 1828. By permission of the Hesburgh Libraries, University of Notre Dame.



There is admittedly a suggestion here of mind control: of directly transposing ‘our idea or view … our feelings … our thoughts’ into the heads of others. Yet the definition remains fairly neutral by contrast with rhetoric’s ‘scarlet past’4: its denunciation as little more than the verbal equivalent of ‘cookery’ or ‘cosmetics’ (Plato), a ‘wine of error’ filling the ‘vessels’ of language (Augustine), or, quite simply, ‘perfect cheat’ (Locke).5

Although suspicion of rhetoric persists in many quarters, the concept has also gained new cultural and intellectual significance in two distinct senses.6 On the one hand, as television, advertising, and the Internet have supplemented older cultures of print and orality, rhetoric has come to designate the general force of communication across genres and media. The 2017 Oxford Handbook of Rhetorical Studies defines it expansively as ‘the art of effective composition and persuasion in speech, writing, and other media’, where ‘effective’ implies discourse that is not merely persuasive but conducive to whatever communicative effect the author intends (and might even imply discourse having any effect whatsoever).7 On the other hand, however, owing to an array of modern and postmodern intellectual developments, rhetoric has also undergone total redefinition. John Bender and David E. Wellbery dub the result ‘rhetoricality’ to mark a shift in emphasis from institutionalized, concrete precepts and procedures to universalized, abstract experience. Rhetoricality ‘manifests the groundless, infinitely ramifying character of discourse in the modern world’, and likewise names ‘the fundamental category of every inquiry that seeks to describe the nature of discursive action and exchange’.8 We encounter it, for instance, in Thomas Kuhn’s challenge to the objectivity of scientific research paradigms, Roman Jakobson’s case for metaphor and metonymy not as individual tropes but as large-scale semantic processes, Sigmund Freud’s analysis of jokes and puns as symptoms of the unconscious, George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s attention to the metaphors intrinsic to everyday communication, Jacques Derrida’s and Paul de Man’s sense of irony as a structural principle of language, Kenneth Burke’s insistence on the suasive functions of all texts, and Julia Kristeva’s concept of the expansive referentiality (‘intertextuality’) of even the most seemingly isolated utterances (27–37). For Bender and Wellbery, however, the writer who most forcefully captures and even ‘set[s] the agenda’ for modernist rhetoricality is Friedrich Nietzsche (26). They cite his early essay ‘On Truth and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense’, in which he argues for the fundamentally figurative nature of all language (treating figures not as mere ornaments to meaning but as necessary filters on our experience of the world), and they likewise highlight Nietzsche’s later philosophical perspectivism and insistence on appearances as our sole means of access to truth. One might also invoke the notes on rhetoric that Nietzsche composed in the 1870s for a series of lectures at the University of Basel. Remarking that the term ‘rhetoric’ is often reserved for utterances that we consider ‘not natural, as producing the impression of being done purposefully’, Nietzsche counters that


the rhetorical is a further development, guided by the clear light of the understanding, of the artistic means which are already found in language. There is obviously no unrhetorical ‘naturalness’ of language to which one could appeal; the language itself is the result of audible rhetorical arts. The power to discover and to make operative that which works and impresses, with respect to each thing, a power which Aristotle calls rhetoric, is, at the same time, the essence of language[.]9



Nietzsche thus rejects the distinction between natural and artificial language, extending Aristotle’s definition of rhetoric (‘the faculty of discovering the possible means of persuasion in reference to any subject whatsoever’10) to all utterances, not just those dealing with merely probable (as distinct from true) knowledge.

While Nietzsche was undeniably central to the transformation of rhetoric that Bender and Wellbery describe, his pivotal status in their account begs the question of just how singular (in the double sense of exceptional and unique) his perspective really was. Bender and Wellbery acknowledge that one could ‘construct a pre-Nietzschean history of rhetoric beginning with the Sophists and including such figures as Machiavelli and Vico’, and that Nietzsche’s version of rhetoricality likewise ‘has certain precursors’ (211n29). They nevertheless insist that it was only amid the social and cultural transformations specific to Modernism that rhetoricality became operative across cultural and intellectual domains. By contrast, the Enlightenment and Romanticism were fundamentally resistant to rhetoric, whether in the theoretical and practical demand for ‘neutral, nonpositional, and transparent’ discourse (enshrined, for instance, by the scientific revolution and the philosophies of John Locke and Immanuel Kant) (7–8), or in the aesthetic insistence on a realm of imaginative expression rooted in individual subjectivity and originality rather than in the emulation of past models of communicative excellence. With these large-scale shifts of value, Bender and Wellbery contend, the Enlightenment and Romanticism effectively ‘banished’ rhetoric from all major forms of discourse, precipitating its institutional and cultural ‘demise’ (5, 15).

While subsequent scholarship and even major anthologies of the rhetorical tradition have largely followed this narrative, leaving Romanticism in particular out of their accounts, some have also challenged it.11 This was notably the case with Don H. Bialostosky and Lawrence D. Needham’s 1995 collection Rhetorical Traditions and British Romantic Literature, which demonstrated that the dearth of systematic treatises on rhetoric during the Romantic period did not prevent the subject from receiving serious, sustained attention in other genres. Rather, diverse rhetorical traditions (the collection singles out the Sophistic, classical, biblical, and Enlightenment) persisted as compositional and philosophical influences on a range of Romantic writing, notably by William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge.12 In recent decades Romanticism’s adaptations of past rhetorical systems have also received attention for their role in the period’s ‘Revolution Debate’ and its broader cultures of controversy within and beyond Parliament.13 Of course, Romantic rhetoric has been the subject not only of reconstructive approaches but of deconstructive ones as well. For de Man and others, rhetoric is not an art of eloquence or persuasion but names instead the confrontation in all discourse between ‘two incompatible, mutually self-destructive points of view’, those of a literal and a figurative meaning.14 While de Man identifies powerful instances of this confrontation in works by British Romantic writers, he associates its definition not with any of those writers themselves but, like Bender and Wellbery, with Nietzsche (103–131). The shared assumption seems to be that any explicit theoretical break with traditional understandings of rhetoric finds expression chiefly with this one late nineteenth-century figure. What are we to make, then, of De Quincey’s earlier interest in reconceptualizing rhetoric, or indeed of the fact that he was not the only Romantic writer to express such interest?

This essay will show that in a range of works—including by Mary Wollstonecraft, John Thelwall, William Hazlitt, and De Quincey—and specifically in conflicting opinions about the works of Edmund Burke, contests over the very concept of rhetoric became as much a defining feature of the period’s writing as the recourse to rhetoric itself. Told from this vantage, the story of Romantic rhetoric is not just one of demise, survival-by-adaptation, or even transformation into another discipline altogether—whether belles-lettres, elocution, hermeneutics, literature, or basic literacy—but of profound recalibration and reorientation.15 Moreover, the result, bound up as it was with changing notions of truth and language, in several important respects foreshadowed modernist rhetoricality well before Nietzsche. Rhetoric, therefore, remains a crucial category for the study of Romanticism, and particularly for the understanding of Romantic prose, the chief medium in which it was debated—though not, of course, the only one in which it was deployed.

‘New Rhetoric’ and the Question of Figuration

Standard accounts of the fortunes of rhetoric in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries typically centre on the formation of the ‘New Rhetoric’, less a homogenous movement than a cluster of innovations with several features in common. One was a rejection of formal handbooks of tropes and figures as (in Adam Smith’s words) ‘very silly … and not at all instructive’,16 and an emphasis instead on naturalness, perspicuity, and appropriateness of language, especially as these qualities could be gleaned from the study of representative works of oratory and literature. According to Hugh Blair, ‘mere rhetorical rules’ were insufficient for training the would-be orator or writer, a task that called instead for the study of works adhering to universal principles of beauty and ‘good sense’.17 A polite and commercial–industrial society likewise demanded the cultivation of skills in oral delivery, or what elocutionist Thomas Sheridan—father of the playwright—described as a ‘just and graceful management of the voice, countenance, and gesture in speaking’.18 Overall, as Thomas M. Conley observes, the thrust of eighteenth-century British rhetoric was ‘operational’ rather than ‘controversial’: it was concerned primarily with ‘managing appearances’ rather than (as in Cicero and Quintilian) with ‘coming to reasonable decisions on complex matters’.19

Alongside these elocutionary and belletristic concerns ran a psychological and epistemological interest in uniting rhetoric with the period’s new theories of the mind. A major impetus in this regard was Locke, whose argument for the uniformity of our primary ideas (resulting from elementary sense perceptions) and for the variability of our secondary ideas (stemming from association) set the stage for new theories of how language might negotiate the divide, and also for the new emphasis on perspicuity of expression. Yet if developments in psychology called for a revised understanding of rhetoric, so too might rhetoric provide avenues for examining the mind. This is George Campbell’s point when, in the introduction to his Philosophy of Rhetoric, he observes that the study of rhetoric ‘is perhaps the surest and the shortest, as well as the pleasantest way of arriving at the science of the human mind’.20 For Joseph Priestley, too, ‘facts relating to the influence of Oratory, and the striking effect of Excellencies in Composition’, could be best understood by the lights of contemporary psychology rather than classical rhetoric.21

While both Priestley and Campbell stand as major figures in the late eighteenth-century psychologizing of rhetoric, they are also noteworthy for their disagreement regarding the rhetorical roles of perspicuity and figuration—a disagreement carried forward by subsequent writers. In A Course of Lectures on Oratory and Criticism (1777), Priestley bases his precepts on the theory of association set forth by David Hartley in Observations on Man (1749), an abridged edition of which Priestley had published in 1775. Central to associationism was the view that our passions and imaginations ‘consist of nothing more than a congeries or combination of ideas and sensations, separately indistinguishable, but which were formerly associated either with the idea itself that excites them, or with some other idea, or circumstance, attending the introduction of them’.22 One place we see the influence of this theory is in Priestley’s claim that the most intelligible transitions among ideas in narrative discourses are typically those that ‘tak[e] advantage of the strongest associations by which the ideas of things cohere in our minds’, for instance, associations of cause and effect (34). Associationism, however, by no means licenses the jumbling together of different kinds of rhetorical appeal. Rather, following much Enlightenment thought in distinguishing among distinct mental ‘faculties’, Priestley insists that ‘the only direct and proper … end of oratory’ is ‘the informing of the judgment, and influencing the practice’, and that the orator should ‘attempt to please, or affect, [only] when it is subservient to that design’ (68–69). Rhetorical persuasion, in other words, is first and foremost a matter of logical reasoning; anything not ‘absolutely necessary in argumentation’ therefore falls ‘under the consideration of artificial address’ (120). From this rationalist perspective, figurative language is an especially risky business: while its use might be justified to express ‘feelings and sentiments which no words, literally interpreted, could describe’, it should otherwise be avoided (77). A writer’s style should above all be ‘perspicuous’—‘free from ambiguity’ (281). This applies not just to individual turns of phrase but to the use of imagistic language in general. Because ‘vivid representation’ can be powerfully affecting, it should be used in fiction and imagination with discretion, ‘for the cultivation of the human heart’ (83).

We find a significantly different treatment of figuration in the other major psychological rhetoric of the day, Campbell’s Philosophy of Rhetoric. Like Priestley, Campbell sets out from the assumption that the mind is constituted of distinct faculties that must be addressed by different rhetorical appeals. Discourse that enlightens the understanding has the effect either of ‘instructing’ an audience about some unknown or misunderstood element of knowledge, or ‘convincing’ an audience of a position they disbelieve (2). By contrast, discourse that influences the will has the effect of ‘persuading’ an audience to a particular conduct (4). This influence on the will is not independent of other appeals but compounded of them: persuasion, in other words, is an ‘artful mixture’ of appeals to the understanding and the passions—‘the argumentative and the pathetic incorporated together’ (4). Both of these parts of discourse depend in turn on the rhetor’s ability to ‘communicat[e] lively and glowing ideas of the subject’ (78), or what Campbell also calls ‘vivacity’ of expression. Although he never precisely defines vivacity, he identifies its chief source as ‘striking resemblances in the imagery’—that is, between the imagery and its objects—and specifically ones that ‘escape[] the notice of the generality of people’ (73, 74). There is little or no vivacity in comparisons of ‘man to man, eagle to eagle, sea to sea’, but plenty in comparisons across ‘species’ or ‘genus’. The rhetorical value of such comparisons is not only that they raise novel images in the mind, but also that they carry implicit arguments about some fundamental point of resemblance between the compared objects. Campbell thus treats vivacity as no less legitimate or effective an instrument of conviction than comparison itself and, while noting its pervasiveness in poetry, questions its banishment from rhetoric: ‘Where then lies the difference between addressing the judgment and addressing the fancy? and what hath given rise to the distinction between ratiocination and imagery?’ (74) He even goes so far as to suggest that not only does resemblance create vivacity, but vivacity can in turn create resemblance: ‘By vivacity of expression, resemblance is attained, as far as language can contribute to the attainment’ (285).

Campbell’s awareness of the power and pervasiveness of figuration makes him an important precursor to Romantic language theory and poetics. As James Engell remarks, his understanding of the interconnection of mental faculties in persuasion is only ‘a short step’ away from Wordsworth’s definition of imagination as ‘Reason in her most exalted mood’.23 But while Campbell may have enabled the Romantic exploration of ‘figurative, natural language expressing the action of the mind in a state of excitement or strong emotion’ (Engell, Forming the Critical Mind, 217), we should be careful not to overstate the case for continuity. For, even while allowing that vivacity ‘commonly enlivens our ideas; and that lively ideas have a stronger influence than faint ideas to induce belief’, Campbell insists on clear limits to its powers. Distancing himself from David Hume in particular, he staunchly refuses to conflate vivacity with belief (‘I will not say with a late subtle metaphysician, that “Belief consisteth in the liveliness of our ideas” ’) (72). At stake are not just the ‘radical ontological and epistemological implications’ of such thinking,24 but also the implications for rhetoric. For if vivacity could not only embellish argument but to some extent carry it, what was to prevent vivacity (or indeed other qualities of style) from standing in for argument altogether? This anxiety seems to underpin Campbell’s insistence that the faculties of imagination, memory, and passion are not the ‘supplanters’ or ‘rivals’ of reason but only her ‘handmaids, by whose ministry she is enabled to usher truth into the heart, and procure it there a favourable reception’. As handmaids, they must always be closely monitored by reason, lest they lend their aid to ‘sophistry’ or ‘falsehood’ (72).

Many of Campbell’s tenets would be reiterated in Blair’s Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres (1783) and Whately’s Elements of Rhetoric. In both cases, however, Campbell’s partial allowance for the rhetorical powers of figuration was further attenuated. Blair shifts emphasis to the cultivation of standards of taste and criticism that could guide both composition and reception, while the Anglican clergyman Whately focuses on modes of argumentation that could serve to defend revealed truths. Nevertheless, we find in Campbell the seeds of a Romantic rethinking of the powers of rhetorical figuration, and indeed of rhetoric as dependent on figuration, that would come to fruition with later writers.

‘Strong, Stubborn, Incontrovertible Fact’

With the onset of the 1790s ‘Revolution Debate’ in Britain, rhetorical ends and means became not just abstract, analytical concerns but matters of heightened lived experience. As Marilyn Butler has remarked, amid the urgent thrust and parry of the pamphlet wars, the goal of many writers was ‘not to stimulate the reader’s introversion, not to address his private fears, but to encourage notions large enough, and common enough, to become a basis for collective political action’.25 In this context, a Priestleyan view of figuration as ornament or artifice typically prevailed. This was notably the case in assessments of the foremost prose stylist of the age, Edmund Burke. We are perhaps most familiar with Thomas Paine’s attack on ‘the spouting rant of high-toned exclamation’ that he found in Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790), and with his equally sharp rebuttals of his antagonist’s ‘gay and flowery … language’ (as in his famous barb about Burke’s lack of genuine compassion for the victims of oppression: ‘He pities the plumage, but forgets the dying bird’).26 Wollstonecraft was likewise disdainful of the ‘twist[ed] … periods’ and ‘equivocal idiom of politeness’ that permeated Burke’s prose, but she was also conscious that although ‘some dry reasoner’ might expose the flimsiness of his thinking, this debunking would likely prove impotent against the ‘witty arguments and ornamental feelings’ that appealed to ‘the comprehension of the fashionable world’.27 (Wollstonecraft was nevertheless willing to make the attempt and urged Burke to join her in ‘[q]uitting … the flowers of rhetoric’ and instead ‘reason[ing] together’ [7].) Both Wollstonecraft and Paine thus sought to lay bare the deceptiveness of Burke’s rhetoric by underscoring its reliance on ornament over argument, emotion over reason. Yet both also implicitly paid tribute to their antagonist (and to the indissociability of argument and figuration) by treating his style as no less worthy of reply than his stances—and indeed by blending argument and figuration in their own polemics.

Still more explicit in this regard was fellow reformer John Thelwall. In his 1796 pamphlet Sober Reflections on the Seditious and Inflammatory Letter of the Right Hon. Edmund Burke, to a Noble Lord, Thelwall remarks that Burke’s writing is both ‘elegant and abusive’, ‘beautiful, but mischievous’—and therefore all the more demanding of response.28 Qualified appreciation notwithstanding, Thelwall insists that Burke’s recourse to ‘poetry’ over reasoned argument has no place in the arena of popular political dispute (373). He objects in particular to Burke’s reliance on figuration, as in his attacks on the French Revolution’s ‘cannibal philosophers’. By means of such ‘artful transpositions, that unite things together which have no connection’, Burke ‘makes causes the consequences of their own effects’, and thus seeks to discredit his opponents through sheer ‘misrepresentation’ (360). This overwrought, associative mode of rhetoric receives fuller analysis in Thelwall’s second major reply to Burke, Rights of Nature, against the Usurpations of Establishments (1796). Thelwall is particularly incensed here by Burke’s account, in Letters on the Prospect of a Regicide Peace (1796), of the country’s ‘Jacobin’ reformers as a cancer on the body politic that must be operated upon immediately. ‘[L]et us not forget’, Thelwall urges, ‘… that these tropes, and metaphors, and allegories, however wild and incoherent in themselves, all point to one determinate object …: namely, that the eighty thousand jacobins … be submitted to the prompt execution of the cautery and the knife; to be cut and burnt away, like warts, from the eruptive body’.29 But while Thelwall debunks Burke’s recourse to figuration, he does not reject figuration itself altogether. Rather, more like Priestley than Campbell, he allows that the ‘living colours’ of language can legitimately be employed as supplements to rational arguments, but never as stand-ins for them (Rights of Nature, 436). Thelwall remains confident, moreover, that such rational arguments will inevitably topple Burke’s sophistry by the sheer force of ‘Fact—strong, stubborn, incontrovertible fact’ (Sober Reflections, 362). For others, by contrast, Burke’s light touch with the facts was the key to his deserved rhetorical pre-eminence.

Refiguring Rhetoric

If De Quincey was one of the period’s chief admirers of Burke’s rhetoric, this was the product not only of political sympathy, but of a different understanding of language, truth, figuration, and influence—in a word, of rhetoric—altogether. In De Quincey’s estimate, ‘where conviction begins, the field of rhetoric ends—that is our opinion: and, as to the passions, we contend that they are not within the province of rhetoric, but of eloquence’ (‘Rhetoric’ in De Quincey, Works, vi. 156). Rhetoric stands apart from rational conviction because of the nature of the questions it addresses. The latter lie within ‘that vast field of cases where there is a pro and a con’, and also within the ‘immense range of truths, where … the affirmative and the negative are both true’. In such indeterminate questions—‘for example, the goodness of human nature and its wickedness’—rhetoric consists in the ability to urge provisional answers rather than definite ones: ‘the rhetorician exhibits his art by giving an impulse to one side, and by withdrawing the mind so steadily from all thoughts or images which support the other, as to leave it practically under the possession of this partial estimate’ (vi. 160). On questions admitting of multiple valid perspectives, that is, the rhetorician’s task is to advance one side, stacking the mental balance with the weight of ‘thoughts or images’. Such weight has as little to do with rational argument as with appeals to the passions, those ‘strains of feeling’ being the purview instead of orators and ‘sentimentalists’ (vi. 181). Abandoning the eighteenth-century notion of rhetoric as a combined appeal to the mental faculties, De Quincey insists instead on its drawing out ‘some aspect of truth’ by means of ‘artificial aids’, or what he also calls ‘artifice and machinery’ (vi. 160, 166).

Dexterity with such aids is what, for De Quincey, makes Burke ‘the supreme writer of his century, the man of the largest and finest understanding’ (vi.176). The apposition of epithets captures their reciprocal relation: Burke is a supreme writer because he is a fine thinker, and a fine thinker because he is a supreme writer. De Quincey therefore calls Burke a ‘schematizing’ and ‘figurative’ thinker, one who excels not merely at ‘laying … on [figures] by way of enamel or after ornament’, but at making those figures part and parcel of his thoughts—at ‘thinking in and by his figures’. Borrowing from Wordsworth, De Quincey describes Burke as a master of ‘incarnating’ rather than simply ‘dressing his thoughts in imagery’ (vi. 177). In his prose, ‘every truth … grows in the very act of [its] unfolding’, actually causing him to ‘change his own station concurrently with the advance of the sentences’ (vi. 184n). It is by virtue of his richly figurative rhetoric, in other words, and not strictly of his intellect, that Burke ultimately ‘view[s] all objects of the understanding under more relations than other men, and under more complex relations’ (vi. 176).

De Quincey’s sense of rhetoric as an art of mobile position-taking has led some scholars to identify him as the pivot in British rhetoric’s ‘Romantic turn’: its transition away from a traditional emphasis on techniques for achieving civic consensus and towards a postmodern emphasis on ‘subjectivity and indeterminacy’.30 By this reading, De Quincey’s interest in rhetorical invention anticipates more recent theories of dialogic imagination and open exchange with differing views.31 As in the case of Campbell, however, in highlighting such facets of De Quincey’s break with rhetorical tradition, we should not lose sight of the restrictions he nevertheless imposes on his alternative formulation. For one thing, much like his rationalist contemporaries, De Quincey worries that style can usurp the place of argument in the public sphere. In his 1840–1841 Blackwood’s essay on ‘Style’, for instance, he concludes that just as the art of composition was abused by the ‘wicked radical orators’ of ancient Athens, so too is it misused by present-day Jacobins and Chartists.32 Moreover, even though De Quincey praises Burke for ‘thinking in and by his figures’, he also draws a sharp distinction between the ‘subjective’ realms of thought and expression in which this incarnation is desirable, and the ‘objective’ realms in which it is not. Of the former De Quincey explains that


the more closely any exercise of mind is connected with what is internal and individual in the sensibilities, that is, with what is philosophically termed subjective, precisely in that degree, and the more subtly, does the style or the embodying of the thoughts cease to be a mere separable ornament, and in fact the more does the manner … become confluent with the matter. (xii. 73)



Burke’s figurative thinking falls under this category, as does much poetry. By contrast, under the larger category of ‘objective’ mental exercises, De Quincey includes all branches of study based on ‘absolute facts’ (xii. 71) that are ‘external’ to the mind (xii. 73), including physiology, anatomy, astronomy, and judicial (though not deliberative) legal proceedings (xii. 71–73). As for logic, in the conclusion to his review of Whately he proclaims it ‘a subject … much more important than rhetoric’ (vi. 189). Thus, even while lamenting that ‘[t]he rhetorician’s art, in its glory and power, has silently faded away before the stern tendencies of the age’ (vi. 163), De Quincey all but completes the effacement by drastically circumscribing its domain. It was only with fellow essayist William Hazlitt, and once more with reference to Burke, that a Romantic rhetoric of invention found fuller leeway and expression.

The Rhetoric of Paradox

Between the 1800s and 1810s Hazlitt performs a striking about-face regarding the nature, tendency, and value of Burke’s rhetoric. His most positive assessment occurs in the 1807 essay ‘Character of Mr. Burke’, composed (as his subsequently appended note explains) in ‘a fit of extravagant candour’ that attempted to ‘do justice … to an enemy, without betraying a cause’.33 Writing under this influence, Hazlitt draws an extended contrast between the rhetoric of Burke and that of Lord Chatham (William Pitt). Whereas Chatham practises a ‘refined’ rhetoric that seeks to inculcate particular opinions and elicit correspondent actions, Burke deploys an ‘inventive’ rhetoric of intellectual exploration and discovery. By contrast with Chatham, Burke’s goal is not to ‘strengthen the mind’ or ‘rivet … old impressions more deeply’; rather, he seeks to ‘enrich’ the mind, ‘to furnish [… it] with new ideas, to lead [… it] into new trains of thought, to which it was before unused, and which it was incapable of striking out for itself’ (vii. 303). One consequence is that Burke’s arguments are not ‘conclusive’: they do not arrive at definitive positions. They are nevertheless often ‘profound and true, as far as they go’ (vii. 307). By this paradoxical allowance Hazlitt means that Burke presents crucial facets of truth, and that he does so with such ‘force, beauty, and clearness’ that his audiences supply other facets of truth themselves, whether because they are goaded by Burke’s partiality to look further into a given question or because they are inspired by his eloquence to match it from different perspectives (Hazlitt does not specify which). Burke, in other words, masterfully presents ‘one view or face of society’ and leaves (or perhaps provokes) others to supply the ‘reverse’ (vii. 308).34 What makes his non-conclusive rhetoric so valuable, then, is that it stimulates a response, not merely of assent, but of active reflection. And this in turn is valuable because, as Hazlitt suggests boldly but transiently here, truth itself is multifaceted—not ‘one’ but ‘many’—and we need intellectual prods to gain a clearer sense of the ‘particulars’ involved in such complexity (vii. 308).

Hazlitt’s further insight in the 1807 essay is that Burke’s rhetoric extends an invitation to thought as much by its ‘reasoning’ as by its ‘imagery’. Although his prose abounds in ‘elegant shapes’ and ‘curious figures’, Burke is not merely a gaudy or flowery writer, but ‘one of the severest writers we have’: his words exhibit ‘the extent, the force, and intensity of his ideas’, not to dazzle an audience, but to produce in them the kind of transport he experienced when addressing a subject (vii. 309). Burke therefore has a light hand with facts, imaginatively elevating the probable to the actual (vii. 311). And while Hazlitt recognizes that these twinned characteristics of heavy figuration and lean facticity have made some of Burke’s writings downright destructive—‘as instruments of political power [they] have been tremendous, fatal, such as no exertion of wit or knowledge or genius can ever counteract or atone for’—he nevertheless insists on the overall value of his antagonist’s rhetorical ‘richness and originality’ (vii. 308–309, 312).

Ten years later, however, the ‘fit of candour’ over, Hazlitt’s position on Burke has shifted dramatically. His new ‘Character of Mr. Burke’, first published in 1817, focuses from its first sentence on the ‘vices and infirmities’ of its subject’s rhetorical mind.35 Hazlitt will no longer grant much if any truth-value to Burke’s writings. Notwithstanding his ‘fine fancy and subtle reflection’, he has neither ‘sound and practical judgement’ nor ‘high or rigid principles’, and is therefore ‘not competent to the discovery of any elementary truth’ (vii. 227). Burke’s disregard for facts, meanwhile, is no longer a virtue but a sign of intellectual dishonesty: he fits the facts to his ‘preconceived theories’, allowing him to defend any abuse through mere plausibility (vii. 228). And while Hazlitt remains conscious of Burke’s prowess with imagery and figuration, he now invokes this skill to dismiss Burke’s talents as strictly ‘literary’ and no longer rewardingly speculative but basely coercive. The ‘crowd and variety of [ … his] images’ serve ‘to make the reader feel and see the thing as he has conceived it’ and ‘to transfer his conceptions entire, living … to the minds of others’. The wording evokes Schopenhauer but with greater emphasis on the violence of the effect. Burke aims not at goading his audiences into thought but at ‘overpowering’ them: ‘His only object is … to strike hard, and in the right place’ (vii. 229). He no longer instantiates a rhetoric of subtlety and invention but one of dogmatism and conquest.

Hazlitt’s 1807 praise of Burke’s rhetoric may thus seem obliterated by the force of his 1817 denunciation. Yet what is perhaps most striking about the change of perspective is its continuing instability. Indeed, Hazlitt shifts his position on Burke’s rhetoric not just once but multiple times over the rest of his career. In ‘On the Difference between Writing and Speaking’ (1820), Burke is hailed as a true ‘author’, one who draws on ‘a certain range of thought and expression beyond the regular rhetorical routine’: he delves eagerly into his own mind to ‘pluck[] up an argument by the roots’, and, precisely because he cares so little about producing an effect in others, ‘therefore … produces the greatest’.36 Hazlitt comes full circle in ‘On the Prose-Style of Poets’ (1826), claiming that Burke’s prose style has ‘always’ struck him as ‘the most perfect … powerful … dazzling … daring, that which went the nearest to the verge of poetry, and yet never fell over’, being held back by an overriding concern with truth and power (rather than beauty and pleasure).37 Whereas Thelwall had condemned this poetic tendency, Hazlitt sees it as precisely the source of Burke’s rhetorical force and interest. Since the object of prose is ‘to impart conviction’, every word of Burke’s needed to ‘be a blow’, with ‘tropes and figures … fit[ted] to their place in the argument’ (xii. 11)—as real rather than brass knuckles. Notwithstanding these compliments, however, Hazlitt cannot resist landing a few further blows of his own. In ‘Arguing in a Circle’ (1823), he portrays Burke as not only the ‘most accomplished rhetorician’ but also an ‘eloquent apostate’—a pen for hire who ‘strewed the flowers of his style over the rotten carcase of corruption’.38 Hazlitt is not just striking out for amusement; rather, his jabs are part of a larger attempt to distinguish mere turncoatism from thoughtful self-correction (xix. 277). And as other essays make clear, the stakes are no less than an explication of Hazlitt’s own rhetorical style, including his changing stances towards Burke.

Discussing Hazlitt’s protracted polemical engagement with Burke, John Whale emphasizes Hazlitt’s mounting unease with the allowances he made in the 1807 essay for ‘the idea that the literariness of language is invested with truth’, and more generally, with the reactionary tendencies of the imagination, which he ultimately deems ‘untrustworthy in matters of state’.39 Yet the distinction between matters of state and matters of private judgement is never easy for Hazlitt to maintain. Indeed, his subsequent writing tends to endorse anew the truth-value of an exploratory, inventive mode of rhetoric, and to do so, moreover, self-referentially. In ‘On the Causes of Popular Opinion’ (1828), for instance, Hazlitt defends himself against charges of both flowery and self-contradictory writing:


All abstract reasoning is in extremes, or only takes up one view of a question, or what is called the principle of the thing; and if you want to give this popularity and effect, you are in danger of running into extravagance and hyperbole. I have had to bring out some obscure distinction, or to combat some strong prejudice, and in doing this with all my might, may have often overshot the mark. It was easy to correct the excess of truth afterwards. I have been accused of inconsistency, for writing an essay, for instance, on the Advantages of Pedantry, and another, on the Ignorance of the Learned, as if ignorance had not its comforts as well as knowledge. The personalities I have fallen into have never been gratuitous.40



Hazlitt admits that he may have pushed both his opinions and his style to extremes, but he justifies this as necessary to combatting prejudices and casting subtle distinctions into strong relief. Anywhere he ‘overshot the mark’, he has been careful to compensate by considering the other side. Yet this arguing in utramque partem (on both sides of the question) has ‘never been gratuitous’. Kevin Gilmartin attributes this rhetorical ‘excess’ to a belief in critical disinterestedness that, for the radical essayist, means expressing not just sympathy with alternative viewpoints but also robust antipathy.41 There is, however, also an epistemological dimension to Hazlitt’s stance. However contradictory his writing, Hazlitt implies, it has always advocated truth. Not the truth, significantly, but its particular expression in given contexts: to take his example, ‘ignorance [… has] its comforts as well as knowledge’. In short, by contrast with the kind of paradox that people hurry into when they want merely to fit with or discomfit popular opinion, Hazlitt’s paradox consists in a conscious, reflective commitment to seeing a question from diverse sides, and with attention to particularities of circumstance.

Hazlitt’s rhetoric thus exemplifies the quality that he admired in Burke: the ability to convey impressive, truthful views of a question that are inevitably partial but nevertheless crucial for glimpsing larger (albeit changeable) pictures. Attentive to the resulting mobility of perspective in Hazlitt’s prose, David Bromwich concludes that he was not merely ‘a collector of facts, a hired advocate, or a rhapsodist’, but ‘simply a master of persuasion. He is great when he succeeds in imparting conviction, and the truth he cares for is a truth established by his effect on the audience, which they themselves disclose by their words and actions’.42 The remark is applicable not only to Hazlitt’s rhetorical practice, however, but also to his rhetorical theory. Largely overlooked in histories of the subject on account of what some have called his ‘romantic contempt’ for rhetoric’s ‘classical categories, stock images, and strange epithets’,43 Hazlitt was nevertheless deeply preoccupied with the formation and transformation of beliefs. Yet the prose rhetoric that he both recommends and practises is not merely a codified set of techniques for communicating fixed truths, but a mode of discovery at once figural, perspectival, and provisional: willing to think in figures and even to contradict itself if this means better approximating complex truths.

In this sense, Hazlitt’s rhetoric marks a significant departure from the period’s earlier emphasis on rationality and perspicuity, and also turns out to rest on theoretical foundations not far removed from those that would come to underpin twentieth-century rhetoricality.44 And while the same might be said of De Quincey’s redefinition of rhetoric, only with Hazlitt does the concept come to cut across categories of knowledge and expression. This ‘only’, however, may be too hasty. It may well be, after all, that by enacting our own rhetorics of discovery, we identify other, equally innovative perspectives on the ends and means of rhetoric in the wider gamut of Romantic prose.

Notes

1De Quincey, Works, vi. 156. De Quincey takes liberties with Campbell’s actual definition, discussed hereafter.

2Roland Barthes, ‘The Old Rhetoric: An Aide-Mémoire’, in The Semiotic Challenge, trans. Richard Howard (New York: Hill and Wang, 1988), 14.

3Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation, trans. and eds Judith Norman, Alistair Welchman, and Christopher Janaway, Vol. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 126.

4Thomas O. Sloane, Preface, Encyclopedia of Rhetoric, gen. ed. Sloane (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. ix.

5Plato, Gorgias, in Lysis; Symposium; Gorgias, trans. W. R. M. Lamb (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1975), 313 (463a–b); Augustine, Confessions, Volume I: Books 1–8, trans. Carolyn J.-B. Hammond (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014), 47 (1.16.26); John Locke, An Essay concerning Human Understanding, ed. Peter H. Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2001), 508 (3.10.34).

6On the Western suspicion of rhetoric from the early-modern period to the present, see Bryan Garsten, Saving Persuasion: A Defence of Rhetoric and Judgment (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006).

7Michael J. MacDonald, Introduction, The Oxford Handbook of Rhetorical Studies, ed. MacDonald (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 5.

8John Bender and David E. Wellbery, ‘Rhetoricality: On the Modernist Return of Rhetoric’, in The Ends of Rhetoric: History, Theory, and Practice, eds Bender and Wellbery (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990), 25, 25–6.

9Friedrich Nietzsche, ‘Nietzsche’s “Lecture Notes on Rhetoric”: A Translation’, trans. and ed. Carole Blair, Philosophy and Rhetoric, 16/2 (1983), 106–107.

10Aristotle, The Art of Rhetoric, trans. John Henry Freese (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000), 15 (1355b).

11See, notably, Patricia Bizzell and Bruce Herzberg, eds, The Rhetorical Tradition: Readings from Classical Times to the Present, 2nd edn (Boston: Bedford/St Martin’s, 2001), and Thomas Conley, Rhetoric in the European Tradition (New York: Longman, 1990), both of which skip from Campbell (or Blair) to Whately among British rhetoricians. Even the recent Oxford Handbook of Rhetorical Studies largely elides the Romantic period, passing from Enlightenment rhetoric and the eighteenth-century elocutionary movement to feminist rhetoric in nineteenth-century America.

12Don H. Bialostosky and Lawrence D. Needham, eds, Rhetorical Traditions and British Romantic Literature (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995).

13Classic studies include James T. Boulton, The Language of Politics in the Age of Wilkes and Burke (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1963); Olivia Smith, The Politics of Language, 1791–1819 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984); Marilyn Butler, ed., Burke, Paine, Godwin, and the Revolution Controversy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984); and Jon P. Klancher, The Making of English Reading Audiences, 1790–1832 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1987). Parliamentary rhetoric receives due attention in Christopher Reid’s Imprison’d Wranglers: The Rhetorical Culture of the House of Commons, 1760–1800 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012).

14Paul de Man, Allegories of Reading: Figural Language in Rousseau, Nietzsche, Rilke, and Proust (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979), 131.

15On rhetoric’s Romantic-era transformation into elocution and belles-lettres, see Conley, Rhetoric in the European Tradition, 213–223; on its transformation into hermeneutics, see David Wellbery, ‘The Transformation of Rhetoric’, in Romanticism, ed. Marshall Brown, Vol. 5 of The Cambridge History of Literary Criticism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 185–202; on its transformation into literature and basic literacy, see Hayden White, ‘The Suppression of Rhetoric in the Nineteenth Century’, in The Fiction of Narrative: Essays on History, Literature, and Theory, 1957–2007, ed. Robert Doran (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010), 293–303.

16Adam Smith, Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres (1762–1763), ed. J. C. Bryce (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1985), 26 (lecture 6).

17Hugh Blair, Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres (2nd edn, 1785), eds Linda Ferreira-Buckley and S. Michael Halloran (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 2005), 5, 7.

18Thomas Sheridan, A Course of Lectures on Elocution: Together with Two Dissertations on Language; and Some Other Tracts Relative to Those Subjects (London: W. Strahan, 1762), 19.

19Conley, Rhetoric in the European Tradition, 224.

20George Campbell, The Philosophy of Rhetoric, ed. Lloyd F. Bitzer (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1963), p. lxxiv.

21Joseph Priestley, A Course of Lectures on Oratory and Criticism, eds Vincent M. Bevilacqua and Richard Murphy (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1965), p. i.

22Priestley, A Course of Lectures on Oratory and Criticism, 72–73.

23James Engell, Forming the Critical Mind: Dryden to Coleridge (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), 203.

24Arthur Walzer, ‘Origins of British Enlightenment Rhetoric’, in The Oxford Handbook of Rhetorical Studies, 526.

25Marilyn Butler, Introductory Essay, Burke, Paine, Godwin, and the Revolution Controversy, 17.

26Paine, Rights of Man, 100, 102.

27Wollstonecraft, Vindications, 5, 6.

28John Thelwall, Sober Reflections, in The Politics of English Jacobinism: Writings of John Thelwall, ed. Gregory Claeys (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), 330, 331.

29Thelwall, Rights of Nature, in Politics of English Jacobinism, 419.

30Lois Peters Agnew, Thomas De Quincey: British Rhetoric’s Romantic Turn (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 2012), 132.

31For William A. Covino, De Quincey belongs to an often-overlooked genealogy of rhetoric, passing from Montaigne to Derrida and beyond, that questions any ‘norms, conventions, and pragmatics which restrict the play of discourse’; ‘Thomas De Quincey in a Revisionist History of Rhetoric’, Pre/Text, 4/2 (1983), 122.

32De Quincey, Works, xii. 82.

33Hazlitt, Works, vii. 301.

34On the essay as representative of Hazlitt’s own technique of inviting readers to ‘resituate their … political interests’, see Katie Homar, ‘Rhetorical Accretion and Rhetoric Criticism in William Hazlitt’s Eloquence of the British Senate’, Advances in the History of Rhetoric, 20/3 (2017), 297.

35Hazlitt, Works, vii. 226.

36Hazlitt, Works, xii. 276, 279.

37Hazlitt, Works, xii. 10.

38Hazlitt, Works, xix. 271.

39John Whale, ‘Hazlitt on Burke: The Ambivalent Position of a Radical Essayist’, Studies in Romanticism, 25/4 (Winter 1986), 473, 481.

40Hazlitt, Works, xvii. 312–313.

41Kevin Gilmartin, William Hazlitt: Political Essayist (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 159, 160.

42David Bromwich, Hazlitt: The Mind of a Critic, with a New Preface (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999), 408.

43Floyd Douglas Anderson and Andrew A. King, ‘William Hazlitt as a Critic of Parliamentary Speaking’, Quarterly Journal of Speech, 67/1 (1981), 47–48, 56.

44Ian Patel similarly notes that Hazlitt’s ‘method of dialogical writing’ anticipates modernist rhetoricality, but he then aligns that method with the classical appeal to ethos, a display of rationality mingled with ‘basic goodness and even-handedness’ that aimed not at the interplay of perspectives but at conviction and consensus; ‘Hazlitt’s Rhetorical Style’, Hazlitt Review, 2 (2009), 36, 37.

Further Reading

Bialostosky, Don H., and Lawrence D. Needham, eds, Rhetorical Traditions and British Romantic Literature (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995).

Bullard, Paddy, Edmund Burke and the Art of Rhetoric (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).

Goring, Paul, ‘The Elocutionary Movement in Britain’, in The Oxford Handbook of Rhetorical Studies, ed. Michael J. MacDonald (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 559–568.

Guillory, John, ‘Mercury’s Words: The End of Rhetoric and the Beginning of Prose’, Representations, 138 (Spring 2017), 59–86.

Howell, W. S., Eighteenth-Century British Logic and Rhetoric (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1971).

Mulvihill, James, Upstart Talents: Rhetoric and the Career of Reason in English Romantic Discourse (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2004).

Myers, Victoria, ‘William Godwin and the “Ars Rhetorica” ’, Studies in Romanticism, 41/3 (Fall 2002), 415–444.

Nabholz, John R., ‘Romantic Prose and Classical Rhetoric’, The Wordsworth Circle, 11/2 (April 1980), 119–126.

O’Brien, Kathleen, ‘Romanticism and Rhetoric: A Question of Audience’, Rhetoric Society Quarterly, 30/2 (Spring 2000), 71–91.

Potkay, Adam, The Fate of Eloquence in the Age of Hume (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994).

Solomonescu, Yasmin, ‘“A Plausible Tale”: William Godwin’s Things as They Are’, European Romantic Review, 25/5 (2014), 591–610.

Veeder, Rex L., ‘Romantic Rhetoric and the Rhetorical Tradition’, Rhetoric Review, 15/2 (Spring 1997), 300–320.

Walzer, Arthur E., ‘Rhetoric and Gender in Jane Austen’s Persuasion’, College English, 57/6 (October 1995), 688–707.


Chapter 31


Translation



Daniel DeWispelare

The first edition of Alexander Fraser Tytler’s seminal Essay on the Principles of Translation appeared in mid-1791. Tytler’s essay is often heralded as the first systematic attempt at a general theory of translation in English; an updated second edition was published in 1797.1 That this text should appear during the French Revolution is fascinating. At the very same moment when the attenuated lines of intellectual exchange that had been sustained by the Latin-language Republic of Letters were being sundered by European political upheaval, Tytler put forth the internationalist dream that stable principles of translation would allow linguistic cultures to go on exchanging prestigious ideas and aesthetic achievements across languages, even in the absence of a lingua franca. Contemporaneous to Tytler’s essay, the revolution debates were raging in Britain and across Europe and its colonies at the time. As others have shown, these debates both featured and engendered xenophobia surrounding international trade, travel, and cultural exchange.2 Fears of the possibility of revolutionary spill-over and political contamination from the Continent took hold of the anglophone imagination. Yet, a book buyer in London during the 1790s could find Tytler’s essay on translation alongside Thomas Paine’s The Rights of Man, also first published in 1791, and, like Tytler’s, republished throughout the decade.

It is worth summarizing Tytler’s assertions as a way into bigger questions surrounding Romantic-era translation, which, across the period moves toward exactitude and the ethnographic. Tytler’s first principle is that a good translation should be a ‘complete transcript’ of the original work.3 Nothing should be removed and nothing superadded to the source text unless, ‘the superadded idea shall have the most necessary connection with the original thought’ (Essay, 15, 39). A specific critique of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries’ tendency to add and subtract from source texts, Tytler’s admonition against subtractions and additions is relatively easy for a translator to uphold. Tytler’s second principle is that the ‘style and manner’ of the translated text shall mimic that of the original. This can be a thornier problem, precisely because the translator must work within constraints imposed by each language’s grammar and syntax. Languages parse and encode the world in myriad ways, and Tytler is attuned to this when he notes, ‘The English language is not incapable of an elliptical mode of expression; but it does not admit of it to the same degree as the Latin’ (187). For the translator, the task of matching ‘style and manner’ becomes a dialectical negotiation of the ‘nature or genius of the languages of the original and [of] the translation’ (169). Latin’s cases mean that it can make use of free word order and rhetorical flourishes like hyperbaton, whereas English is confined by the expectations of relatively fixed word order. The requirement that the ‘style and manner’ of the translated text match that of the original text means that the translator must be careful when using one language’s idioms to match another’s.

Tytler’s final and most difficult principle is that ‘the Translation should have all the ease of the original composition’ (15). The meaning of ‘ease’ here can be grasped more clearly through Tytler’s definition of a good translation. A good translation is one ‘in which the merit of the original work is so completely transfused into another language, as to be distinctly apprehended, and as strongly felt, by a native of the country to which that language belongs’ (14). A translation that matches the ‘ease’ of the original text is one that no ‘native’ can perceive as a translation. Achieving this effect can be tremendously difficult as certain types of writing ‘will take a strong tincture of difference from the manners of a country’ meaning that a translator may fail in translating the manners of one country into those of another (365–366). Matching the ‘ease’ of the original is easier to achieve with a source text that is ‘brilliant and rhetorical, which employs frequent antitheses, allusions, similes, metaphors’ than it is with a source text in which sentiments ‘are clothed in pure and simple language’. This is because ‘the former characters are strong and prominent, and therefore easily caught; whereas the latter have no striking attractions, their merit eludes altogether the general observation, and is discernible only to the most correct and chastened taste’ (31).

While Tytler draws useful through links from Classical and Renaissance to eighteenth-century thinking about translation, his treatise is not a guide to translation practice that will be useful to translators now. As the discussion of his last principle shows, terms like ‘ease’, ‘genius’, and ‘spirit’ are anachronistic and must themselves be translated into contemporary terms. Moreover, Tytler’s examples can seem blindered, given that he is totally oblivious to the context of imperialism, race, class, and gender as they undergird eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century history. The text only addresses translation networks between a small set of formally similar languages—Greek, Latin, Italian, French, Spanish, and English. Tytler does not register the fact that contact translation is, even as he composes, fully transforming exported English languages and dialects in North America, South Africa, South Asia, and the Pacific. Indeed, James Cook’s Pacific journeys during the 1770s describe, among other things, sensational instances of linguistic contact, but Tytler takes no notice of these. Nor does Tytler mention that traders, slavers, and evangelists on the West African coast are, even at the moment of his writing, in the process of compiling dictionaries, phrasebooks, and other linguistic training devices that would predetermine Anglo-African translation practices for centuries, and doing so according to the models set by evangelist-colonists in North America during the seventeenth-century.

More glaringly, Tytler’s frames of reference are allergic to the linguistic habits of the lower classes. As he opines of the ‘degraded populace’ in one section, ‘The ancients, in the expression of resentment or contempt, made use of many epithets and appellations which sound extremely shocking to our more polished ears, because we never hear them employed but by the meanest and most degraded of the populace’ (257–258). In another section lambasting Paul Scarron’s burlesque, Le Virgile Travesti (1648), Tytler complains that Scarron has degraded Virgil’s heroes by imbuing them with the ‘meanness, rudeness and vulgarity of ordinary prize-fighters, hackney coachmen, horse-jockeys, and watermen’ (354). Indeed, Tytler abuses local and especially urban dialects in his treatise. Even if it is a burlesque meant to be ‘risible’, how dare a translator render the Classics or Renaissance poetry in the class-marked dialects of ‘Billingsgate and Wapping’, for example? (210). While arguing for the transparent exchange of aesthetic achievements across languages, Tytler remains silent on the revolutionary and imperial happenings of the late-eighteenth century, each of which was increasing the rapidity with which new translations of non-English aesthetic and political material were coming to press.

Its limitations notwithstanding, Tytler’s Essay is one important context for understanding ideas about translation that were circulating in the early Romantic period. To see this, consider Tytler’s principles in conjunction with an advertisement for a new English translation of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s sensational novel Die Leiden des Jungen Werthers (1774) that appeared in the newspaper The Albion and Evening Advertiser in October of 1800.4 As the ad announces, a new translation of a much-discussed novel has been executed by William Render, a grammarian and writer who was born in Germany and who emigrated to Britain. Render claims, in addition to native language skills, to have been acquainted with the actual individuals who appear in the novel as characters. Stressing the international popularity of Goethe’s work, the advertisement emphasizes two important things. First, Render’s new translation, entitled The Sorrows of Young Werter, is an attractive object that appears ‘in One Volume Duodecimo, with a beautiful Frontispiece, representing Charlotte at the Tomb of Werter, designed by Burney, and engraved by Fittler’. More importantly, the volume is billed as a vast improvement over previous translations. As the ad puts it,


The present is the first translation of this affecting story, which has been made from the language in which it was originally written. The translation, which has been so universally read in England, was made from a mutilated French Edition [ … ] in which the spirit of the original was necessarily, in a considerable degree, evaporated.



This ad differentiates Render’s work by emphasizing that the relay translation from German to French to English has irrevocably marred the 1779 translation.5 Whole sections have been lost or omitted, and the narrative is therefore incomplete, a fact which violates Tytler’s first principle of translation. The work’s passage along several translational nodes—from Leipzig to Paris to London—has caused the novel’s true ‘spirit’ to ‘evaporate’, which is a violation of Tytler’s second and third principles. Tytler would have reserved his favourite aspersion, ‘licentious’, for naming the excessive liberties that the 1779 version takes with Goethe’s source. By contrast, Render’s direct German–English volume promises to have a less volatile relationship to its original.

The relationship of a translation to an original is always complex, especially when translations are loose and paraphrastic, or invented whole cloth, as is often the case throughout the eighteenth century and Romantic period. Considerations of this different moment in the history of translation ramify the complexities that attend studying translation in general. Languages are many, and so are registers within each language. The material forms in which translations and translational commentary appear are likewise many, including dictionaries, glossaries, commentaries, paraphrases, and ‘translations’ in the sense that most would understand the term today. The places where anglophone texts are translated are also many, including London, Paris, Amsterdam, South Asia, and North and South America. Furthermore, the vectors of translation point in varied directions, and usually asymmetrical ones, as the route a translation takes to a target market can meander. Finally, translation itself is a term that varies in meaning from one generation to the next. These complexities have often been reduced or caricatured, as in Render’s advertisement, via accusations of infidelity and deficiency that do little to contextualize the varied cultural horizons that mingle in translation. Given these complexities, one can describe the Romantic scene of translation in a variety of ways, including a general accounting of foreign language works that were translated into English during particular periods. This is the work that the expert writers and editors of The Oxford History of Literary Translation in English have done.6 By contrast, the focus of this essay is on forms and modalities of translation, as well as the way that translation itself is treated in aesthetic terms.

Focusing strictly on the relationship between source text and target text can occlude other important aspects of the history of translation, as recent scholars and thinkers have shown. For example, celebrated contemporary writer Teju Cole has enjoined others to think about translation beyond the question of fidelity. ‘Much is found in translation’, Cole writes in an essay that describes his own affective responses to seeing his prose translated into other languages.7 Thanks to translation, Cole finds himself inserted into new literary traditions and institutions; the subtleties of his anglophone writings are transmuted—not just translated but instead translated and then grafted—into the long history of linguistic and literary exchange. Cole relishes becoming the heir to other languages’ traditions just as he appreciates becoming a literary antecedent to emerging writers who are working in the traditions into which he has been translated. He opines that ‘Translation, after all, is literary analysis mixed with sympathy, a matter for the brain as well as the heart’, thereby intimating that a broad conversation about the long and vexed history of intercultural exchange can replace the discourse of betrayal that runs deep in the history of translation criticism, one that is on full display in Render’s ad.

By noting what is found or gained rather than what is lost or deficient in translation, Cole’s reflection echoes contemporary developments in the field of translation studies at large, where recent work has focused on what translations produce rather than lamenting what they alter or efface.8 Rather than the old cliché traduttore traditore—‘the translator is a traitor’—translation is increasingly understood as a cultural contact zone and a crucible of new linguistic and literary forms, especially when questions about the relationship between source and translation are murky. Prolific translator Mark Polizzotti makes a related point in Sympathy for the Traitor, his 2018 manifesto in favour of translation studies as a discipline. Polizzotti notes that ‘translators are creative artists in their own right, on a par, and in partnership, with the author being translated’.9 In this vein, author and translator can and should be thought of as a co-productive dyad, and so too should source culture and target culture. It is true, as Lawrence Venuti has written, that ‘translating never gives back the source text unaltered’, and even so, there is a great deal to learn about authorial and translational agency in the sometimes subtle and sometimes not so subtle alterations that translations effect.10

Attending to these relationships, as well as the patterns and practices of translation history, generates new literary analytics and reveals cultural lineages that would be otherwise inaccessible. Mary Helen McMurran’s The Spread of Novels (2009) offers a bravura example of these newly possible analytics and lineages. Her study of the novel’s emergence out of English and French cross-Channel translation practices points out that ‘translating and originality are not easily distinguished in eighteenth-century fiction, not least because novels did not simply move from the source to target language, and one nation to another, but dangled between languages and cultures’.11 The indeterminacy that McMurran notes here is exactly what the ad for Render’s book bucks against. Translations have often been discussed in terms of whether they ‘domesticate’ or ‘foreignize’ a source text. This is in large part the legacy of the work of Friedrich Schleiermacher, an early-nineteenth-century philosopher, translation scholar, and translator of Plato into German. A domesticating translation presents the source text in linguistic and aesthetic forms that appear conventional to the reader, thereby erasing the translator. A foreignizing translation, by contrast, introduces the formal properties of the source language into the target language in order to act on and alter the target language. McMurran points out, ‘To apply the terms domesticating and foreignizing to eighteenth-century prose fiction translation can too easily presume distinctions that do not obtain, and consequently, the terms risk misjudging the object of study by preemptively limiting the field.’12 Saree Makdisi has strongly advanced a series of related points in his work, Making England Western (2014). In particular, Makdisi notes, ‘In this context, it is, at best, misleading or confusing to speak of a single national culture, as some scholars of nationalism have done; or of a wider racial or civilizational identity that might locate all English people (never mind all Britons) on one side of a clearly delineated divide.’13 Discussing eighteenth-century translations along the spectrum from domestication to foreignization risks projecting nineteenth-century forms of nationalism backwards in time. Because the Romantic period is one in which certain forms of nationalism emerge and congeal, scholars of Romantic-era translation should be particularly careful.

A close look at the role of ‘translation’ between about 1770 and 1840 reveals that cultural rumination on translational practices, patterns, and networks is one of the beating hearts of anglophone literary production during the Romantic period. Such a look also reveals that varied forms of translation undergird Romantic aesthetic developments. Anglophone writers during this period are keenly aware of translation as a precondition for intercultural interaction. Most but not all writers have been trained in translation as a part of their education, although writers’ exposure to translation varies based on education’s rigid gender restrictions. For example, the well-known author and poet Helen Maria Williams defies the gendered narratives with which scholars are familiar, and so do other women whose work in the field of translation has been indispensable, albeit undervalued.14 Given the new vectors and nodes of translation emerging via the growth of British imperialism, and given the new individuals doing the work, Romantic-era translations gradually become more sociological in character. Writers mould circulating ideas about translation into tropes for characterizing human difference. The remainder of this chapter will sketch the centrality of translation to the period’s cultural developments, by offering case studies relating to interlingual translation, intralingual translation, and pseudotranslation, terms that are glossed in detail further on in this chapter.

Before turning to these, it is instructive to mention some of the ways by which the cultural visibility of translation appears in fictive works, especially the way that translation becomes a trope. Consider William Godwin’s well-known novel Things as They Are; Or, The Adventures of Caleb Williams (1794), a semi-Gothic mystery in which the dynamics of translation are thematized throughout the text in unexpected ways, even if translation itself seems tangential at first blush. In brief, the novel tells of the relentless pursuit of a servant named Caleb Williams by his malevolent former boss, the wealthy landowner Ferdinando Falkland. As is well known to readers, early in the novel Caleb uncovers a damning secret about his boss and this earns him Falkland’s eternal enmity. After this fateful discovery, Caleb is harried by Falkland across Britain, haunted at every turn, falsely imprisoned, and forced to adopt increasingly complicated stratagems to protect himself from ruin at Falkland’s hands. Falkland’s reputation requires his subaltern’s silence, and Caleb’s only resort is disguise.

While Caleb is on the run, he is frequently impoverished and unemployable, but he continually reinvents himself in order to stay afloat and out of reach. At one lean moment, down-and-out Caleb begins working as a writer for hire, but not just any writer. He becomes a translator. To sell his works, Caleb narrates, ‘I bethought myself of the resource of translation [ … ] my thoughts frequently led me to the histories of celebrated robbers; and I related, from time to time, incidents and anecdotes of Cartouche, Gusman d’Alfarache, and other memorable worthies, whose career was terminated upon the gallows or the scaffold.’15 In other words, Caleb begins to translate and repackage narratives about works by notorious French and Spanish anti-heroes in the hopes that the stories of their lurid lives will sell well in English, which, according to the novel, they do.16 This direct invocation of translation as a marketable writing skill is surrounded throughout the novel by other, more oblique references to the dynamics of linguistic difference. While hiding out in London as a writer for hire, Caleb is forced to counterfeit his identity. ‘The exterior which I was now induced to assume was that of a Jew.’17 He continues by bragging that his knowledge of British Jews meant that he ‘could copy their pronunciation of the English language, sufficiently to answer such occasions as were likely to present themselves’.18 Whereas in the first example, Caleb is engaging in what translation studies scholars called ‘interlingual translation’, that is, translation between two different linguistic systems, Caleb’s ventriloquism of British Jewish speech patterns is a species of ‘intralingual translation’, meaning a translation between different registers, or in this case ethnolects, of the same linguistic system.

The figure of the Jewish writer in Caleb Williams dovetails with debates about religious translation that run through the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Take, for example, the tranche of the publishing market devoted to religious texts, a market that burgeoned during the eighteenth century as a result of ongoing conversations about religious identity in Britain. Between about 1750 and 1840, an era that roughly corresponds to the most heated period in the debates over Jewish naturalization, Christian and Jewish translators alike regularly published their new versions of the Torah or Pentateuch, the central legal and ethical canon of Judaism, as part of an ongoing cultural ferment regarding identity, language, and religious truth. The sometimes highly unorthodox and outright inaccurate translations from biblical Hebrew to Standard English were seen by diverse communities as a way to bring the King James Version (1611) into accordance with evolving religious ideas.19 It is also true, however, that Romantic-era translations of these books (and many others) are bound up in changing ideas about community, national, and imperial self-definition as they relate to and unfold in language.

For example, during the eighteenth century, Genesis underwent at least seven complete or partial retranslations; Exodus was retranslated thrice; and assorted chapters of Numbers and Deuteronomy were retranslated and published as well—all of which use translation to stake claims about the appropriate protocol of biblical interpretation. Remarkably, the Book of Job, which is not in the legal canon, was retranslated at least 15 separate times. Equally, interestingly, the will to retranslate texts central to both Judaism and Christianity derives in part from mid-eighteenth-century religious debates about the nature of the biblical Hebrew writing system.20 Several prominent and schismatic Christian theologians, for example, openly rejected reading the systems of vowel pointing, or niqqud, that have been long established in Rabbinic and Christian thought. For anyone but the most trained and expert reader, these vowel points are essential. The purging of niqqud occasioned a number of truly fantastical and patently inaccurate translations, but their existence in the world is revealing. This case study shows that new translations of old religious material were working to consolidate diverse communities of believers, including Anglicans, Catholics, Dissenters, and Jews.

This abstract of Hebrew–English interlingual translation also shows that when linguistic systems cross-pollinate, they do so within social, political, racial, gender, and class hierarchies. These hierarchies mediate linguistic interactions and often predetermine the results of translation, as is the case with schismatic readers of biblical Hebrew. Focusing on what is gained rather than what is lost or altered in translation requires attending to these hierarchies and accounting for how they inform the history of literary exchange. Caleb Williams may never leave Britain, but an enormous number of young Britons did leave Britain during the Romantic period in the service of British imperialism abroad. Similarly, Caleb Williams’s Judaism is a fabrication, and yet there existed actual British Jews whose ideas were under attack as a result of political oppression and fanciful Hebrew reading practices. Under these circumstances, what can translation studies help scholars find except violence, loss, and cultural eradication? Padma Rangarajan frames this problem brilliantly: ‘We must bear witness to the violence on the ground that underwrites translation in colonial spaces, but we should also remain open to the irresolution of translation, its unfixed nature, and its ability to transform the colonizer as well as the colonized, the translated language and the translator’s language.’21 Rangarajan’s formulation keeps the violence of imperialism in full view even while indicating that imperialism’s linguistic transactions can help scholars account for the mutual transformations that attended colonialism, perhaps with a view towards decolonizing them.

While religious communities used translation from biblical Hebrew in order to rectify perceived errors in scriptural translation, and thus theology, other translations proliferated during the period because of the emergent belief that the increasing number of translations was actively injecting anglophone literature with new narratives, vocabulary, and tropes. Translations published before and during the Romantic period are indeed the products of new forms of cultural contact as a result of travel, trade, slavery, imperialism, and settler colonialism. From North America to South Asia, and from the Caribbean to the Pacific, translated texts were desirable and abundantly circulated in print between the 1770s and the 1830s. The translations of the East India Company were among the most dramatic insofar as company translators were translating new languages into English in new ways. In 1776, for example, Nathaniel Brassey Halhed published A Code of Gentoo Laws as part of the East India Company’s gambit to take on judicial functions in Bengal. For the purposes of the translation, eleven pandits were assembled to generate a Persian text from its Sanskrit source, and then this Persian version was translated by Halhed into English and published in London under the company’s aegis. Following in the footsteps of his former teacher, Sir William Jones, who published the first grammar of Persian in English in 1771, Halhed went on to publish the first Bengali grammar in English in 1778, a project for which Charles Wilkins and the blacksmith Panchanan cut the first Bengali fonts (see Figure 31.1). One also sees analogous forms of cultural contact, hybridity, and multiplicity unfolding in the translations of North American evangelists among Native Americans—and in the anglophone writings of Native Americans themselves.22 Similarly, Native American words, ideas, and ways of using language were taken up and caricatured in anglophone fiction, as the novels of Charles Brockden Brown show.23 The upcycling of Native American cultural material, and the expansion of literacy, that one sees during the late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-centuries make sense, for as Sean Harvey demonstrates, ‘Encounters between Indians and Europeans were frequently language encounters’.24

Even though important language standardizers of the eighteenth century like Samuel Johnson regularly condemned the borrowings and alterations that were occasioned by translation—Johnson calls translation a ‘pest’—there are likewise important strains of linguistic thought in the anglophone context that valorize the linguistic mixing that translations bring about.25 Joseph Addison self-consciously praised the expressive power of Hebrew structures in English:


There is a certain Coldness and Indifference in the Phrases of our European Languages, when they are compared with the Oriental Forms of Speech; and it happens very luckily, that the Hebrew Idioms run into the English Tongue with a particular Grace and Beauty. Our Language has received innumerable Elegancies and Improvements, from that Infusion of Hebraisms, which are derived to it out of the Poetical Passages in Holy Writ.26
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Figure 31.1 Nathaniel Brassey Halhed, A Grammar of the Bengal Language (1778). Image Courtesy of the Rare Books Collection of the Library of Congress.



Here Addison praises the Hebrew linguistic forms that the relatively foreignizing King James translation brought into English, stock forms like ‘Thus sayeth the Lord God of Israel’, which follow biblical Hebrew’s preference for verb-subject-object sentence structures. A generation later, the theologian and grammarian Robert Lowth would publish a new and unique theory of Hebrew-to-English poetic translation as well as his own translation of the Book of Isaiah in 1778.

The idea that translation brought about literary innovation was popularized and elaborated by the orientalist William Jones. The difference is that Jones included languages of the imperial world in his account and that the new study of Asian languages is totally inseparable from the British imperial project. Specifically, Jones argued in the ‘Essay on the Poetry of Eastern Nations’ that if more Asian languages were studied and translated into English then, ‘we should be furnished with a new set of images and similitudes, and a number of excellent compositions would be brought to light, which future scholars might explain, and future poets might imitate’.27 The ethics of Jones’s appropriative claims have troubled but also provoked scholars ever since, as postcolonial scholarship has made abundantly clear. Rangarajan, echoing McMurran, reorients Jones’s sense that other contact with other languages would alter English for the better when she writes, ‘Translation and adaptation are more complex than a simple act of appropriation, as the nineteenth-century British writer, translating other cultures into English, must wrestle with how England may itself be transformed.’28

Jones’s specific interest is to expand the expressive repertoire of anglophone writing. In this way, he participates in what Raymond Schwab called an ‘Oriental Renaissance’, the movement by which it was assumed that European letters would be invigorated by close attention to Sanskrit, Persian, Bengali, and other antiquities in India. Just as renewed attention to classical languages was seen to have energized early modern Europe, so too would attention to Asian languages in the late-eighteenth century.29 Like Tytler, Jones’s forms of thinking posit the unicity of cultural groups, which are discussed in caricatured, homogeneous terms. Persians, for example, ‘pass their lives in a pleasurable, yet studious, retirement; and this may be one reason, why Persia has produced more writers of every kind, and chiefly poets, than all Europe together, since their way of life gives them leisure to pursue those arts, which cannot be cultivated to advantage, without the greatest calmness and serenity of mind’.30 Makdisi describes Jones’s literary projects as essentially extractive: ‘What Jones proposed, then, was to establish a cultural and literary parallel to the extraction of material wealth from the East and to transfer both sets of treasures back to Britain.’31 Published between 1788 and 1839, the annual volumes of Asiatick Researches make clear that studies of language and translation were fully interwoven with archaeological, geological, botanical, religious, and numismatic studies, among others. The first volume contains a diagram of Indian, Arabic, and Persian breathing marks as well as a lengthy essay on transliteration entitled, ‘A Dissertation on the Orthography of Asiatick Words in Roman Letters’. The practice of translation in South Asia was fully determined and delimited by the project of imperialism. The same volume also contains an essay on a royal land grant engraved on a copper plate and an essay on the translation of a dynastic inscription found on an ancient pillar, both of which are translations that participate in British curiosity about Indigenous land and resource rights.

The translation of religious material is crucial to the early history of company rule in Bengal. Charles Wilkins, one of Jones’s acolytes, published a translation of the Bhagavad Gita in 1785 under the title The Bhagvat-Geeta, or Dialogues of Kreeshna and Arjoon, as well as a translation of the Hitopadesha, a cycle of fables, in 1787. He is also the translator of the inscription on the ‘pillar near Buddal’, among many other things. Prepended to Wilkins’s translation of the Bhagavad Gita is a long and defensive preface by Warren Hastings, the Governor-General of Bengal, just prior to the beginning of his drawn-out impeachment trial. In this preface, Hastings makes his own contributions to the discourse of translation, fawning over Wilkins’s excellent work and drawing favourable comparisons between the theology presented in the text and that of the ‘Christian dispensation’. He declares, ‘I hesitate not to pronounce the Geeta a performance of great originality; of a sublimity of conception, reasoning, and diction, almost unequalled; and a single exception, among all the known religions of mankind.’32 He goes on to say, ‘I should not fear to place, in opposition to the best French versions of the most admired passages of the Iliad or Odyssey, or of the 1st and 6th Books of our own Milton, highly as I venerate the latter, the English translation of the Mahabharat.’33 The tremendous translational churn that occurred in India at the behest of the East India Company is lucidly described in Michael Franklin’s Orientalist Jones and William Dalrymple’s The Anarchy: The East India Company, Corporate Violence, and the Pillage of an Empire.34

Up until now I have been discussing the complex history of translation from one language to another—so called ‘interlingual translation’—during the Romantic period. Equally important to ‘interlingual translation’ is the phenomenon of ‘intralingual translation’, the process whereby nonstandard forms of English are translated or glossed in Standard English, and vice versa. Intralingual translation from ‘dialect’ or nonnormative language to the more official (yet still emergent) Standard English has generally been approached as part of the history of the prescriptivist standardization movement. Intralingual translation—that is from ‘dialect’ to ‘Standard’—overlaps in both theory and methodology with the work British orientalists, for example, were undertaking at the time. As the forms of cosmopolitanism that characterized eighteenth-century Europe transformed, Britons increasingly looked inward. This resulted in phenomena as diverse as the development of a domestic tourism industry and new engagements with the varied forms of English and Scots that were present and thriving across the country. Throughout the Romantic period, proto-linguists and fictive authors document, translate, and invent class-based and regional forms of English in print. Romanticists will be most familiar with this process in the work of poets like Robert Burns or John Clare. Intralingual translation happens in prose as well, especially in the prefaces, footnotes, and glossaries of local vocabulary, the last of which, in conjunction with orientalism and contact translation, represent the earliest germs of nineteenth-century philology. Maria Edgeworth’s Castle Rackrent (1800) and Maria and Richard Lovell Edgeworth’s An Essay on Irish Bulls (1802) are exemplary as regards intralingual translation.

Similarly, Ann Wheeler’s The Westmorland Dialect in Three Familiar Dialogues was first published in 1790 and dramatizes intralingual translation in interesting ways. In her Standard English preface, Wheeler describes being ‘struck’ at the language spoken by the locals in the vicinity of Westmorland, her new home. Wheeler was ‘determined to try what kind of Orthography could be formed from it’.35 After reading the dialogue to some friends, they encourage her to write more and publish them for readers ‘who take a Pleasure in observing the Progress towards improvement, which is daily making in the Dialect of every District, and the great difference which exists between the Dialect of the Country and Town, though in the same County’.36 Wheeler’s justification for imitating local speakers around her is that in this way she can preserve their language. Roger Wilbraham’s An Attempt at a Glossary of Some Words Used in Cheshire (1820) justifies itself similarly: ‘Now each of these counties has words, if not exclusively peculiar to that county, yet certainly so to that part of the kingdom where it is situated, and some of those words are highly beautiful and expressive; many of their phrases, adages, and proverbs are well worth recording’.37 The need to translate nonnormative forms of English into Standard English derives in these authors from the sense that homogenization was driving dialects to extinction, and this in spite of the fact that dialects contained within them wonderful forms of cultural and linguistic history. William Carr’s The Dialect of Craven in the West Riding of the County of York (1828) repeats these earlier justifications and adds some urgency to the project of cultural preservation through translation. For Carr, ‘it has become a subject of much regret that, since the introduction of commerce, and, in consequence of that, a greater intercourse, the simplicity of the language has, of late years, been much corrupted’.38 To record the dialect in print, which the larger glossary does masterfully, Carr includes a fictive note to the reader from the book’s dialect-speaking typesetter. This message ends by noting that recently, new and ‘outlandish words’, have been brought to Craven. As a consequence, ‘For, o’lat years, young foak are grown seea maacky an seea feeafully gien to knackin, at their parents er ill set to ken what ther barns er javvering about’.39 Language change is driving a wedge between generations, in other words, and the attempt to arrest that change is a valuable one.

Given the cultural visibility of translation during the Romantic period, it is not surprising that novelists would take its themes up in their work. One extreme example of this is pseudotranslation, that is, when an original work is passed off as a translation. Just as Godwin had used translation as a trope in Caleb Williams, a fascinating pseudotranslation can be found in Mary Shelley’s mid-career novel, The Last Man (1826), which begins with a frame narrative that is almost as memorable as the demographic cataclysm that the novel itself chronicles. According to the frame, while wandering in the hinterlands of Naples, in the year 1818, the narrator and her companion stumble upon the abandoned cave of the Cumaean Sibyl, a prophetess who appears in stories relating to the early history of Rome. The cave is bestrewn with pages and pages of prophecies, and once the travellers realize what they behold, the companion declares exultantly, ‘This is the Sibyl’s cave; these are Sibylline leaves’ (Mary Shelley, Works, iv. 7). Even though the cave’s light is dim and diminishing, the pair discern that the prophecies are composed in ‘various languages: some unknown to my companion, [like] ancient Chaldee, and Egyptian hieroglyphics, old as the Pyramids’ (Shelley, Works, iv. 7). Further examination reveals that other prophecies appear in diverse ‘modern dialects’ as well, an indication that, in Shelley at least, the Sibyl is presented as regularly prophesying across languages and across time (Shelley, Works, iv. 7). Like actual Romantic-era voyagers to colonial and provincial space, the two fictional companions pillage all of the manuscripts they can carry. But the prophecies that they amass are ‘unintelligible in their pristine condition’, and so the narrator, who refers to herself as a ‘decipherer’, sets about rendering them in ‘English dress’ (Shelley, Works, iv. 8).

In Shelley’s pseudotranslation, the reader is made to believe that the Cumaean Sibyl is the true author of The Last Man, and additionally, the reader is made to believe that the sibyl has long ago prophesied the world’s social collapse and humanity’s gruesome final end. While the details of this understudied novel are fascinating, I emphasize the novel’s narrative framing because, metaphorically at least, this brief preface depicts translation as a form of labour with tremendously important human ramifications, including access to ‘the immensity of nature and the mind of man’ (Shelley, Works, iv. 8). In addition to the value of translation to human cultural exchange, Shelley, writing towards the end of the Romantic period, traditionally construed, also figures translation as a balm for sorrow and a jolt to the imagination. ‘I have been employed in deciphering these sacred remains’, reports the narrator. ‘Their meaning, wondrous and eloquent, has often repaid my toil, soothing me in sorrow, and exciting my imagination to daring flights’ (Shelley, Works, iv. 8). Finally, the narrator articulates a well-worn anxiety about the risk that translation debases the original by confessing, ‘Doubtless the leaves of the Cumaean Sibyl have suffered distortion and diminution of interest and excellence in my hands’ (Shelley, Works, iv. 8). In these ruminations, Shelley’s pseudotranslation gathers together ideas and metaphors surrounding translation—translation as labour, as cultural infusion, as debasement, and as mediation—which develop over the course of the Romantic period.

In a more bombastic way, Elizabeth Hamilton’s epistolary novel, Translation of the Letters of a Hindoo Rajah (1796), adopts the form of pseudotranslation in order to achieve satirical effects and exaggerated exoticism, similar to what Montesquieu, Françoise de Graffigny, and Oliver Goldsmith did in Lettres persanes (1721), Lettres d’une Péruvienne (1747), and The Citizen of the World (1760–1761) columns, respectively. For her part, Hamilton includes a preliminary discourse, which amounts to a rambling ethnographic description of late-eighteenth-century Indian culture and its interactions with Britain. Moreover, the text contains an extensive glossary of untranslated terms included in the letters, and the Oxford English Dictionary records that at least seven of these glossary words are the first known occurrences of words from Indian languages in an anglophone text. The strangeness of Hamilton’s elaborate frame narrative is thrown into stark relief when put alongside an actual translation of the reflections of a South Asian traveller to Europe. Mirza Abu Taleb Khan’s Masir-i Talibi was translated from Persian into English by East India Company official Charles Stewart in 1810 as The Travels of Mirza Abu Taleb Khan in Asia, Africa, and Europe. Abu Taleb’s sensational ‘reverse travelogue’ narrates the Persian aristocrat’s journey first to Britain and then across Europe between 1801 and 1804. The autobiographical narrative features lively descriptions of life in Cape Town and London, as well as in a variety of cities across Europe and the Ottoman Empire that Abu Taleb encounters during his overland trip back to India. Abu Taleb’s reflections are rich and textured in ‘English dress’, as I am sure they must be in Persian. Suffice it to say here that Stewart’s translation of Abu Taleb’s narrative generates something new and productive in anglophone cultural life in a way that Hamilton’s pseudotranslation cannot, no matter how well researched.

To close, consider the way that Thomas De Quincey’s Confessions of an English Opium-Eater (1821) captures the divergence of Romantic-era translation practices through its juxtaposition of the familiar and the foreign. Early on in the work, De Quincey brags to the reader about his peerless skills in the classical languages, thereby emphasizing the way in which his traditional, upper-class education has prepared him for life: ‘At thirteen, I wrote Greek with ease; and at fifteen my command of that language was so great, that I not only composed Greek verses in lyric metres, but could converse in Greek fluently, and without embarrassment—an accomplishment which I have not since met with in any scholar of my times’ (De Quincey, Selected Writings, 8–9). De Quincey’s self-adulation here registers fading pedagogical traditions that would have been known to upper-crust students of the time but few others: learn Latin, learn Greek, perhaps Hebrew. As a teacher reports, ‘ “That boy”, said one of my masters, pointing the attention of a stranger to me, “that boy could harangue an Athenian mob, better than you or I could address an English one” ’ (De Quincey, Selected Writings, 9).

Yet, for all of this, the author’s frequently lauded skill in Latin and Greek fails him in one of the text’s key communicative moments. The uncanny arrival of the ‘Malay’ at Dove Cottage, the house De Quincey was occupying at the time, includes racializing rhetoric alongside commentary on linguistic and cultural filiation. ‘One day a Malay knocked at my door. What business a Malay could have to transact amongst English mountains, I cannot conjecture: but possibly he was on his road to a sea-port about forty miles distant’ (De Quincey, Selected Writings, 50). This moment in the text could be a racist hallucination, especially as De Quincey makes a point of comparing the Malay unfavourably to his servant. It could be the subconscious upwelling related to De Quincey’s disavowal of his opium addiction and opium’s origins in ever intensifying British imperial activity in Asia. It can also be read metaphorically as a moment when translation and thus relation itself are impossible. ‘There seemed to be an impassable gulph fixed between all communication of ideas’, De Quincey writes, before cracking a revealing joke: ‘I addressed him in some lines from the Iliad; considering that, of such languages as I possessed, Greek, in point of longitude, came geographically nearest to an Oriental one’ (De Quincey, Selected Writings, 51). Taken together, De Quincey’s absolute mastery of Ancient Greek and utter idiocy relating to Malay dramatize the revolutionary events that accompanied prose translation during the Romantic period when old forms of British language learning were being replaced by a vast panoply of new linguistic traditions and lineages.
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Part VI

Politics


Chapter 32


Political Controversy I

The Revolution Debate



Yoon Sun Lee

The Revolution Controversy was a war of words and about words that began in Britain in 1789 and lasted until around 1796.1 It was touched off not only by events happening in France but by British responses to those events. How should events in France be properly seen? What was the nature of that revolution, and how should it be related to England’s history, its current situation, and future? What role did abstract thinking, instinctive feeling, or extended metaphors have in the public sphere? More than any other, the work that gave rise to the controversy was Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790). Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Men was published a mere twenty-eight days later.2 The following year saw the publication of Thomas Paine’s The Rights of Man, Part I. In 1790–1791, Burke’s and Paine’s books together sold at least 80,000 copies.3 Innumerable pamphlets, pamphlet anthologies, reviews, and visual satires were published and circulated; new societies debated, disseminated, or combated revolutionary ideas.4 Some supported the established order, but many attacked it, even after Britain officially entered into war with France in 1793. Juries were reluctant to convict writers and printers for treason, despite the government’s best efforts. In 1795, two bills were introduced, one aimed at ‘Treasonable and Seditious Practices and Attempts’, and the other at ‘Seditious Meetings and Assemblies’. In the words of the young, then-radical Samuel Taylor Coleridge, this legislation tried ‘to assassinate the Liberty of the Press … to smother the Liberty of Speech’; the preamble to the first bill states that it was provoked by ‘the multitude of seditious pamphlets and speeches daily printed, published, and dispersed, with unremitting industry and with a transcendant boldness’.5

Classic analyses of the Revolution Controversy focus on the relations between language, social class, and political reform, particularly with regard to the development of English working- and middle-class consciousness. More recent ones have examined the political valences of sensibility, gender, and the impact of the expansion of print culture in the surrounding decades. But the nature of the relation between prose style or prose form and politics still remains unclear.6 Marilyn Butler notes the difficulty of appraising the prose of the 1790s: ‘we have been taught the primarily aesthetic values adopted by literary men after their political defeat’.7 She praises radical writers such as Paine and William Cobbett for ‘their capacity to make a simple uncluttered point’ in an accessible vernacular. ‘For this group of writers … the criterion of excellence was not to stimulate the reader’s introversion, not to address his private fears, but to encourage notions large enough, and common enough, to become a basis for collective political action.’8 Aesthetic value, introversion, privacy, and individuality are implicitly set against notions of use value, the common, and the collective: public reason as opposed to ‘private fears’. This was in fact how many radicals in the 1790s saw what they were doing. Burke was caricatured as a sentimental, hypocritical rhapsodist. Most elaborately, William Godwin’s Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793) offers an antidote or counter-example in its patient, lucid, and methodical explanations of basic principles and the implications to be drawn from them.

But the internal organization and public functions of prose both changed during this large-scale, prolonged debate. I will take a broader understanding of the aesthetic as the realm of the perceptible, as what can be felt or registered through the senses. The Revolution Controversy turned on this definition of the aesthetic. As Jacques Rancière has shown, the aesthetic thus understood lies at the heart of the political: what (or who) cannot be seen or heard is excluded from any shared political life.9 Rather than classifying prose style as ornate or plain, or paraphrasing its content as conservative or radical, then, I want to suggest that the Revolution Controversy was deeply concerned with the parameters of prose, with prose as a medium or affordance. What was prose allowed to do, show, or feel, and were those feelings the same as those that had a place in politics? What relation did prose or politics have to personal experience or reflection? When could prose claim to speak on behalf of, or even about a corporate or collective body? Was prose supposed to be impersonal? If so, how was that impersonality constructed? Could prose appear to be spontaneous, could it invoke multiple voices, should it register, provoke, or rigorously exclude affect?

This aspect of the controversy can be summed up in one phrase in the Reflections: ‘the age of chivalry is gone’ (76). People could not understand what kind of statement this was, what kind of utterance Burke was making, and how he intended it to be taken. Was this a distorted allusion to Scottish Enlightenment conjectural history? Was it a foppish compliment to an undeserving queen? Not only was the phrase itself echoed in countless publications, usually derisively, but the posture of utterance was also imitated in ways that were not always clearly conscious. In his Reflections, Burke combined theatrical, epistolary, and analytical prose into something that people did not know how to take. His skills as an orator had long been established, and similar topoi and sentiments had appeared in his speeches on the American Revolution, the trial of Warren Hastings, and other occasions. But here Burke seems to reinvent prose as a double-sided instrument of critique. Although the term ‘ideology’ would only be coined six years later by Destutt de Tracy to describe a science of ideas, Burke’s Reflections suggest that prose had an intimate relation with the concept of ideology as it came to be understood later, as the inverse of truth and medium of experience. The Reflections demonstrated that prose could reveal or encode all the ways in which thinking could be deliberately opaque, cut off from first principles, resting on contingent circumstances and interests. Some parts of the Reflections, as I will argue further on, could be described by Ann Banfield’s name for free indirect style: unspeakable sentences.10 In Burke’s case, they are unspeakable because of how they combine knowing and not-knowing. Prose was no longer only a cognitive and communicative medium: it became a way to test and vex the very limits of knowledge, the cultural codes on which experience implicitly rested.11

This chapter will argue that the Revolution Controversy shifted the parameters of prose. Burke’s Reflections detached experience from reflection, the empirical subject from the subject of prose. It was the avowedly personal quality of certain passages that incited the strongest reactions from Burke’s readers; yet that personal quality was also oddly impersonal, highly imitable, and for that reason unsettling.12 Burke also questions the conventional rationalist assumptions that abstract ideas emerge as the result of reflecting on experience, and that the task of prose is to lay out those abstract ideas in orderly fashion. What he offers in the Reflections is a concept of experience as essentially, deeply heterogeneous and of prose as descriptive of that heterogeneity. The question of feeling or affect also became involved in the vocation of prose, as Burke doubled down on the connections between private feeling and public expression. Burke’s prose at times reflects an understanding of experience as disorderly, non-linear, and contingent. It assembles a powerful instrument of critique, even as it disavows its use.

Burke’s violent condemnation of the French National Assembly’s actions came as a surprise, given his record of defending those he saw as unfairly oppressed and of attacking those he saw as abusing power. But Burke refuses to view the events in France in 1789–1790 as the Reverend Richard Price did, as ‘Thirty Millions of People, indignant and resolute, spurning at slavery, and demanding liberty with an irresistible voice’ (Reflections, 65). Burke sees it not as a sublime spectacle but simply as an illegitimate coup: ‘I can never consider this assembly as any thing else than a voluntary association of men, who have availed themselves of circumstances, to seize upon the power of the state’ (165). Burke insists on looking away from the large, abstract characters and principles that were continually enunciated: the people, the nation, the declarations of the universal rights of man. He directs attention to the details of the National Assembly’s composition, and to its particular legislative acts. He also considers England itself, and offers a vision of its government as the opposite: as an arrangement that is heterogeneous socially, ideologically, and historically. He praises the way that it links and cements contingencies together into a structure, its celebrated constitution.

Burke’s reverence for the English constitution is orthodox. What seems to have made the Reflections so controversial had to do, instead, with his rejection of politics and prose that rely on abstractions as the truth of experience: ‘I cannot … give praise or blame to any thing which relates to human actions, and human concerns, on a simple view of the object, as it stands stripped of every relation, in all the nakedness and solitude of metaphysical abstraction’ (7–8). Burke’s prose, then, aims at maximal complexity and heterogeneity. It is ironic that he has often been taken as the spokesman for a simple defence of an abstract conservatism. He most consistently defends a deeply contextual and situated understanding. The meaning and value of any idea or principle are bound up with who is arguing for (or enacting) it to whom, when, through what means, and for what purpose. But those parameters themselves are not simple facts or data. The style, manner, timing, feeling, and associations of an utterance also matter because they structure the experience of both speaker and hearer. What is at stake, then, at another level of his argument, is the nature of communicative experience. The responses of Burke’s critics often provide an apt guide to how the parameters of prose were being contested and controverted.

The Reflections emerge from a correspondence with ‘a very young gentleman at Paris’, but Burke notes that ‘having intended it for a private letter, he found it difficult to change the form of address, when his sentiments had grown into a greater extent, and had received another direction’ (4). While the form of correspondence is not unusual, Burke stresses the strange contrast between the private form of address and his ambition to speak both to and on behalf of many. He notes, ‘I have no man’s proxy. I speak only from myself’ (84). Yet he goes on to speak in a way that appeared intimate and yet claimed to be collective.


I almost venture to affirm, that not one in a hundred amongst us participates in the ‘triumph’ of the Revolution Society … We have not (as I conceive) lost the generosity and dignity of thinking of the fourteenth century … In England we have not yet been completely embowelled of our natural entrails; we still feel within us, and we cherish and cultivate, those inbred sentiments … We preserve the whole of our feelings still native and entire … we look up with awe to kings; with affection to parliaments; with duty to magistrates; with reverence to priests; and with respect to nobility. … You see, Sir, that in this enlightened age I am bold enough to confess, that we are generally men of untaught feelings … (85–87)



Many of Burke’s readers did not recognize themselves in this picture, and found it hard even to categorize this statement. Who was Burke speaking for or of, in this odd, defiant first-person plural? This was not Burke exhibiting America or India to his listeners. It did not seem to be Burke speaking for himself, or even for his own party. Who was this we, this first-person plural subject of feeling? James Mackintosh and William Godwin insisted that there was no such thing as group feeling; society was ‘nothing more than an aggregation of individuals’, each of whom might have private feelings, but none of whom were entitled to make such claims (Godwin, Political Justice, 57). Godwin deplores ‘the absurdity of that fiction, by which society is considered … as a moral individual’ (303).

Such statements led some of Burke’s readers to see in them a kind of performative subjectivity.13 Mackintosh notes,


Nothing is more favourable to the popularity of a work than these lofty generalities … exhibited as they are by Mr. Burke, they gratify the pride and indolence of the people who are thus taught to speak what gains applause, without any effort of intellect, and imposes silence, without any labour of confutation; what may be acquired without being studied, and uttered without being understood. Of this nature are these vague and confident assertions, which without furnishing any definite idea, afford a ready jargon for vulgar prejudice.14



Wollstonecraft remarks more acerbically, ‘Even the Ladies, Sir, may repeat your sprightly sallies, and retail in theatrical attitudes many of your sentimental exclamations’ (Vindications, 6). The more personal Burke’s prose seemed to become, the more it lent itself to being repeated, performed, parroted. Yet that was in a sense what Burke himself claimed to be doing: he was claiming to voice, not his own original feelings, but merely the feelings of generations. But what is perhaps clearer to us now is that the feelings in question could not be said to belong to anyone: the Reflections offered a subjectivity or subject position constituted in and through prose, through what Banfield calls ‘the sentence of represented speech and thought’.15 Even Burke’s critics could not seem to avoid rehearsing, imitating his syntax and tone. When Wollstonecraft tries to refute the above passage, she only changes the objects and order of the sentences: ‘I reverence the rights of men.—Sacred rights! for which I acquire a more profound respect, the more I look into my own mind; and, professing these heterodox opinions, I still preserve my bowels; my heart is human, beats quick with human sympathies—and I fear God! I bend with awful reverence’ (Vindications, 33). If anything, she repeats the same feelings with even more vehemence. Burke’s authority claimed to rest on personal feelings that did not belong to anyone, experiences that resided within a certain rhythm, pace, tone, and syntax.16 This was more than rhetoric. These were communicative feelings, rather than simply pre-existing social ones.

If prose had aligned itself in the hands of Joseph Addison, Adam Smith, or David Hume with impersonality or impartiality, Burke’s prose does not. He refers openly to his own position and experience. ‘I speak from observation not from authority; but I speak from the experience I have had in a pretty extensive and mixed communication with the inhabitants of this kingdom, of all descriptions and ranks … for near forty years’ (Reflections, 85). He also attacks the French National Assembly in a way that many viewed as personal. ‘After I had read over the list of the persons and descriptions elected into the Tiers Etat, nothing which they afterwards did could appear astonishing’ (40). Did the personal stance, then, simply indicate personal interest, a stake in the game, a desire to acquire or maintain advantage for oneself or for one’s social class? In Daniel Eaton’s Politics for the People (1793), we find a miniature pastiche of Burke’s Reflections carefully presented in a particular context: an account of a speech ‘by Gaffer Greybeard, Esq … on his being chosen Mayor of that ancient Borough’. He was


Determined … to display his oratorical abilities, by making a brilliant speech on the occasion … [he] raised himself erect on his two hinder legs, clapped his fore paws on the back of a chair … and thus began: What I have to offer is of the last importance—for our dearest privileges, our political existence, our magisterial consequence … under this glorious, ever-blessed, and most adorable Constitution, depend upon it … I have to assure your Lordship, and you, my right worshipful brother hogs of the Corporation, that nothing but the most consummate wisdom, united with the strongest vigour, nothing but the extreme of cunning with the severity of rigour blended, can make the scale preponderate much longer in our favour. Those grovelling, grunting brutes the Swinish Multitude, must be kept in awe … or soon, very soon … all the noble orders, the proud and polished pillars of Superb Society, though their towering capitals now penetrate the clouds and scale the heavens, and their broad basis [is] firmly fixed upon the grisly backs of the Vulgar Herd … shall be levelled with a stroke, laid in ruins …17



‘The swinish multitude’ was another of Burke’s phrases that had a powerful after-life, providing Eaton and other radical publishers with titles and ammunition. Eaton’s proto-Orwellian rendition tries to reveal a simple, ugly self-interest behind the sublime rhetoric.18

But the personal dimension of Burke’s prose was deliberately stylized, intended to question the attitude of impartiality adopted by revolutionists.19 Burke suggests that claims to speak from nowhere, to argue from universal first principles to similarly abstract conclusions, cannot be trusted. His situated first-person plural deliberately negates the style of statements such as ‘Men are born, and always continue, free, and equal in respect of their rights’. In his reply to Burke, The Rights of Man, Paine concludes his narrative of the summer of 1789 with the publication of the Declaration of the Rights of Man by the National Assembly (Paine, Rights of Man, 162, 161). It is presented in a separate section of Paine’s text in order to emphasize its freedom from any contingent or conditioning circumstances. It is not spoken by anyone or from any position. It proclaims its principles to be ‘natural, imprescriptible, and unalienable … being constantly present to the minds of the members of the body social, they may be ever kept attentive to their rights and their duties’ (161–162). Its sentences do not depend on anyone’s force of articulation; they are supposed to be inscribed directly on the mind, above the reach of feeling, associations, interest, or personality.

Burke refers most notoriously to his own experience of a singular occasion in the past. After giving a lurid account of the October Days of 1789, he contrasts this treatment of the queen with a personal memory:


I saw her just above the horizon … glittering like the morning-star, full of life, and splendor, and joy. Oh! what a revolution! and what an heart must I have, to contemplate without emotion that elevation and that fall! … But the age of chivalry is gone.—That of sophisters, economists, and calculators, has succeeded … never more, shall we behold that generous loyalty to rank and sex, that proud submission, that dignified obedience … that sensibility of principle, that chastity of honour … which ennobled whatever it touched, and under which vice itself lost half its evil, by losing all its grossness. (75–76)



Burke presents this as a complex sense-experience that could have been—must have been—anyone’s. Wollstonecraft correctly points out that such experience was already problematically gendered in Burke’s own earlier treatise on the sublime and the beautiful.20 But here Burke tries to redefine his earlier concept of sense-experience; the sight of the queen feels immediate, even while it is known to be culturally mediated. This type of sense-experience is envisioned as the source of political virtue, even as Burke invites his readers to recognize it as mere ideology, the mere ‘decent drapery of life … superadded ideas, furnished from the wardrobe of a moral imagination’ (Reflections, 77). It counts as a type of virtue, in his view, because it serves the purpose of mitigating or restraining power, which Burke seems to believe is at once the most vital and most difficult of political tasks to achieve.

A very different way of linking experience, personal feeling, knowledge, and prose can be seen in Burke’s opponents. In his Enquiry Concerning Political Justice, Godwin acknowledges the power of sense impressions—for example, of seeing a glittering court—but for that very reason, minimizes the role sense impression might play in either prose or politics. He disputes the notion that ‘the conduct of human beings … is … determined … by immediate and irresistible impression, in defiance of the conclusions and conviction of the understanding’.21 If that were the case, then ‘the salutary prejudices and useful delusions (as they have been called) of aristocracy, the glittering diadem, the magnificent canopy, the ribbands, stars and titles of an illustrious rank, may at last be found the fittest instruments for guiding and alluring to his proper ends the savage, man’. He summarizes Burke’s argument as the proposition that men should be made to obey the law ‘through the medium of their senses, and not … the uncertain process of immature reason’. But to behave on the basis of sense impression is ‘the state of mere inanimate machines, acted upon by causes of which they have no understanding’.22

What follows is a kind of prose that tries to achieve maximal transparency. Godwin’s book aims directly at the cognitive faculty while bypassing the senses as much as possible.23 ‘There are two modes, according to which the minds of human beings may be influenced … The first of these, is a strong and commanding picture, taking hold of the imagination, and surprising the judgment; the second, a distinct and unanswerable statement of reasons.’24 Thus, Godwin tries to make his own prose as little like ‘a deceitful medium’ as possible. He begins with a ‘Summary of principles established and reasoned upon in the following work’, and invites the reader to ‘[examine] for himself the truth of these principles, and the support they afford to the various inferences interspersed through the work’. He even summarizes the summary, reducing it to five brief propositions.25 Still, Godwin cannot avoid acknowledging that this inevitable triumph of truth actually depends on adequate communication:


If the conduct I am required to observe be reasonable, there is no plainer or more forcible mode of persuading me to adopt it, than to exhibit it in its true colours, and show me the benefits that will really accrue from it … he that sees the merits of a case in all their clearness, cannot in that instance be the dupe either of prejudice or superstition.26



But at such moments, there is a hint of uneasiness: to exhibit something in a way that strikes the mind may not be quite the same thing as to explain it in a way that is ‘laborious, patient and clear’.27

Mackintosh’s careful response to Burke takes into account all dimensions of the latter’s argument and offers an alternative understanding of the proper relation of experience to prose and politics. His description of what it feels like to read the Reflections is worth quoting:


It is certainly in every respect a performance, of which to form a correct estimate, would prove one of the most arduous efforts of critical skill … The arrangement of his work is as singular as the matter. Availing himself of all the privileges of epistolary effusion, in their utmost latitude and laxity, he interrupts, dismisses, and resumes argument at pleasure … in this miscellaneous and desultory warfare, the superiority of a man of genius over common men is infinite. He can cover the most ignominious retreat by a brilliant allusion. He can parade his arguments with masterly generalship, where they are strong. He can escape from an untenable position into a splendid declamation. He can sap the most impregnable conviction by pathos, and put to flight a host of syllogisms with a sneer. Absolved from the laws of vulgar method, he can advance a group of magnificent horrors to make a breach in our hearts, through which the most undisciplined rabble of arguments may enter in triumph.

 Analysis and method, like the discipline and armour of modern nations, correct in some measure the inequalities of controversial dexterity, and level on the intellectual field the giant and the dwarf. Let us then analyse the production of Mr. Burke … dismissing what is extraneous and ornamental. (pp. vi–vii)



After indulging himself in this extended Burkean metaphor, Mackintosh rests his hopes on methodology.28 He tries to reconcile experience with truth, prose, and politics by referring to the concept of scientific experiment. The latter is ‘the basis of human knowledge, as well as the guide of human action’ (111), but it is only to be obtained by essentially demoting others’ experience to the status of raw data, and scrutinizing it for patterns or principles. ‘All the Governments that now exist in the world (except the United States of America) have been fortuitously formed. They are the produce of chance, not the work of art. They have been altered, impaired, improved, and destroyed by accidental circumstances.’ They contain ‘many discordant principles, many jarring forms, much unmixed evil, and much imperfect good’ (115–116). Mackintosh sees the French Revolution as the first attempt to pursue government on a properly experimental basis: ‘a grand experiment, to ascertain the portion of freedom and happiness, that can be created by political institutions’ (111). Mackintosh distinguishes between looking at what others have done as ‘finishing models, or principles. An artist who frames his machine in exact imitation of his predecessor, is in the first sense said to be guided by experience’. But ‘when the inspection of a machine discovers to him principles, which teach him to improve it, or when the comparison of many … enables him to frame another more perfect machine different from any he had examined’, this is science in practice. Note again the distinction between mere passive experience and a more active comparison. ‘History is an immense collection of experiments on the nature and effect of the various parts of various Governments. Some institutions are experimentally ascertained to be beneficial; some to be most indubitably destructive’ (112). Again, there is an effort to transcend experience, to demote it to mere data, ‘to compare and generalize’ to arrive at ‘an experience liberal and enlightened’ (113–114).

It is not surprising that Mackintosh invokes mechanics as the model of rational politics: ‘The rights and the nature of man are to the Legislator what the general properties of matter are to the Mechanic, the first guide’ (113–114). Mechanics offers the clearest example because it aligns experience with mathematical laws. It would be absurd, Mackintosh observes, to state that ‘three and three are six, because they were so in the camp of Genghis Khan’ (310). Mathematical proof, then, is the ultimate aim, and Mackintosh pursues his prose with the confidence inspired by geometry: ‘Now suppose it had been mathematically proved, that by a certain alteration in the structure of a machine, its effect would be increased four-fold, would an instructed mechanic hesitate about the change?’ (119–120). He does, however, allow himself this slightly bitter footnote: ‘Mechanics, because no passion or interest is concerned in the perpetuity of abuse, always yield to scientific improvement. Politics, for the contrary reason, always resist it’ (120–121). Mackintosh seems to admit that passion and interest are bound up not only in politics but in prose as well.

Burke’s prose not only defended experience but offered itself as an irreducible and elusive experience of reading. Wollstonecraft notes:


reading it more for amusement than information, my indignation was roused by the sophistical arguments, that every moment crossed me … Many pages of the following letter were the effusions of the moment; but, swelling imperceptibly to a considerable size, the idea was suggested of publishing a short vindication of the Rights of Men … I glow with indignation when I attempt, methodically, to unravel your slavish paradoxes, in which I can find no fixed first principle to refute.

(Vindications, 3, 7)



Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Men, like extended marginalia, follows the turns of Burke’s writing. Those twists and transitions are in fact vital. When the Reverend Price claims ‘that by the principles of the [Glorious] Revolution the people of England have acquired three fundamental rights, all which … lie together in one short sentence … 1. “To choose our own governors.” 2. “To cashier them for misconduct.” 3. “To frame a government for ourselves” ’ (Reflections, 16), Burke suggests that an important claim is made by the form itself, in the way it simply extracts and enumerates three parallel rights and expresses them in non-finite verbs.

Burke’s prose most strongly militates against the belief that politics concerns ‘men in general’, treated as ‘one homogeneous mass’ (186). As all artificial arrangements, including the ‘contrivance’ of government, ‘vary with times and circumstances, and admit of infinite modifications, they cannot be settled upon any abstract rule’ (60). His prose suggests that experience is unstable, heterogeneous, and that arrangements that reflect or preserve these qualities are more likely to endure. At best, analogies can be self-reflexively drawn, or certain formulas repeated to create semblances of continuity; this is the essence of his argument about the Glorious Revolution. His highest praise is for what he calls ‘excellence in composition’, as opposed to ‘excellence in simplicity’: to achieve the former, ‘we reconcile, we balance. We are enabled to unite into a consistent whole the various anomalies and contending principles that are found in the minds and affairs of men’ (170). Whether this can be done in politics is debatable; Burke certainly succeeded in doing it in his own prose. His discussion of the Glorious Revolution, intended to refute Price’s reading of it, pointedly refuses to call inheritance a principle; rather, he calls it an analogy: ‘we are guided … by the spirit of philosophic analogy … we have given to our frame of polity the image of a relation in blood’ (34). The form of the verbs is important; Burke claims to describe what is done and how it is done, not an abstract capacity to do something. Burke invokes a type of reflective judgement: rather than beginning with an abstract concept of inheritance and deriving the government from it, he suggests that the English discovered it along the way.

In a perceptive analogy, Paine compares Burke’s prose to a horizon: ‘it continually recedes and presents itself at a distance before you; but … there is no point at all’ (Rights of Man, 100). It is meant to be a put-down, but it accurately indicates the degree to which Burke’s prose is a phenomenological test or exercise in perception, trying to convey the nature of experience. There could not be a stronger contrast. Even beyond his simple diction or short sentences, Paine focuses on the structure of the binary opposition. The dead and the living; to act or not to act; freedom or slavery; and the master opposition, reason and ignorance. A government is ‘either out of the people, or over the people’; ‘two distinct and opposite forms [of government], erect themselves on the two distinct and opposite bases of Reason and Ignorance’ (123, 190). There is certainly no middle ground between the two: ‘the preclusion of consent is despotism’, Paine remarks (173). These ideas admit of no conditions; they are absolute. His abhorrence of mixing or blending, of any ‘heterogeneous production’, is notable: an established church is ‘a sort of mule-animal’, a mixed government is ‘an imperfect every-thing, cementing and soldering the discordant parts together by corruption, to act as a whole’ (138–139, 191).29 Legitimacy stems from a single point of origin, which must be discovered: ‘there is but one species of man’ (192). The progress of knowledge is uni-directional: ‘when once any object has been seen, it is impossible to put the mind back to the same condition it was in before it saw it … it has never yet been discovered, how to make a man unknow his knowledge, or unthink his thoughts’ (169). The force of Paine’s argument stems from the repetition of such simple oppositions. The form of the opposition begins to transcend any momentary embodiment. Paine’s prose thinks of itself as something close to pure argument. Though the first part of The Rights of Man also delivers a narrative of the events of 1789, Paine makes clear that the meaning is separate from this narrative. It is best summed up schematically: ‘A cannot make a will to take from B the property of B, and give it to C’ (175).

Eaton’s Politics for the People, or a Salmagundy for Swine, shows the spirit of Paine’s abstract oppositions embodied in other, more diverse prose forms. This periodical includes beast fables such as ‘The fable of the living lion, and the dead lion’: ‘Explanation. By the Lion in this Fable, is understood, a Man in Power and Authority, who lives not on his own Property, but, by oppressing and taxing others … By the Beasts that feed on Grass, are meant all the Inhabitants of a Country, who live, not by oppressing others, but by the fruits of their own industry and labour’.30 It features aphorisms such as ‘Slavery so far degrades man, that he at length becomes enamored with it’, and ‘The plough of the conquered peasant produceth more good to society than the sword of the victorious tyrant’.31 Perhaps most revealingly, the following contribution removes any syntactic relation between its terms and offers them in the form of a neat two-column list. The frequent contributor ‘Old Hubert’ (the physician James Parkinson), we are told, for the ‘numerous friends to free inquiry who, by their confinement in jails are prevented from learning what is really taking place in the political world, has chosen this compendious mode of conveying the desired information’:


Bishops— Feasting.

Curates— Starving.

Mr. Wyndham— Syllogizing.

Mr. Burke— Raving.

 …

Pensioners— Laughing.

Titled Villains— Flourishing.

Unfortunate Debtors— Rotting.

 …

Liberty— Sinking.

Tyranny— Strugling. [sic]

The French— Regenerating.

And the English,— Degenerating.32


What is ‘taking place in the political world’ can best be represented in a single word assigned to each actor; the meaning lies in the structure of antithesis or contradiction, which is taken to be a social fact as well as a cognitive schema. To Burke’s critics, the sheer copiousness of his prose was a social and political evil. Wollstonecraft remarks, ‘Words are heaped on words, till the understanding is confused by endeavouring to disentangle the sense, and the memory by tracing contradictions’ (Vindications, 51).

There emerges a powerful and politically fraught opposition between surface and depth. That antithesis allows Burke’s opponents to conflate his prose with the political argument that he appeared to be making. Wollstonecraft describes the former as a ‘shallow sparkling stream’, and the latter as ‘smearing a sentimental varnish over vice’ (Vindications, 61, 24). The corrective is to go deep: ‘to discover its real nature, the enquiry must go deeper than the surface … We ought to beware of confounding mechanical instinctive sensations with emotions that reason deepens, and justly terms the feelings of humanity’ (53–54). Burke not only invited this critique but performed it first himself, referring to the ‘decent drapery of life’ and deploring and repudiating the things which had now been made apparent. Burke’s prose, however, tries to capture the simultaneous states of knowing and not-knowing, belief and disbelief. One way that he does this is through voicing, through combining different states of knowledge and points of view in sentences that should not be speakable. He puts words in the mouth of a çi-devant peasant who is asked to continue to pay taxes:


You have sent down our old aristocratic landlords in no other character, and with no other title, but that of exactors under your authority … You have sent them to us … so displumed, degraded, and metamorphosed, such unfeathered two-legged things, that we no longer know them … Before this measure of yours, we might have thought we were not perfectly equal. We might have entertained some old, habitual, unmeaning prepossession in favour of those landlords. (225–226)



The impossibility exists not simply at the level of verisimilitude, but at a psychological one. Burke suggests both blindness and awareness on the peasant’s part, belief and disbelief in the legitimacy of hereditary socio-economic inequality. He invokes and denies a master–slave dialectic as a social fact. It could be seen as an inversion of free indirect style; here, the character articulates things that only the narrator should know. Such a moment may be seen as a hinge between political prose and literary prose. As Banfield notes in her perceptive study of free indirect style,


If, in discourse, point of view is always the speaker’s and therefore its presence in the sentence is unmarked, in literary texts point of view is remarked because it need not be assigned to the first person. … The existence of this style where elements and constructions expressive of subjectivity are not interpreted as the speaker’s point of view means that the notion of point of view or subjectivity is not by definition tied to the speaker.33



It is not surprising that Burke’s impact on the Revolution Controversy can also be seen in the novels of the 1790s. The breakdown of the prose and poetry distinction appears to be one of the legacies of that controversy. These novels display many of the incongruous mixtures and developments that Wollstonecraft found in Burke’s prose: ‘in modern poetry the understanding and memory often fabricate the pretended effusions of the heart, and romance destroys all simplicity … This romantic spirit has extended to our prose, and scattered artificial flowers over the most barren heath; or a mixture of verse and prose producing the strangest incongruities. The turgid bombast of some of your periods fully proves these assertions’ (Vindications, 28). Prose has acquired the spirit of poetry, and both poetry and prose have become, in the view of the Anti-Jacobin, merely vehicles to illustrate certain abstract principles.


In the Specimen of Jacobin Poetry which we gave in our last Number, was developed a principle, perhaps one of the most universally recognized in the Jacobin Creed; namely, ‘that the animadversion of Human Law upon Human Actions is for the most part nothing but gross oppression …’ This principle has of late years been laboured with extraordinary industry, and brought forward in a variety of shapes, for the edification of the Public. It has been inculcated in bulky quartos, and illustrated in popular novels. It remained only to fit it with a poetic dress … It is versified in Sonnets and Elegies without end.34



As a result of the Revolution Controversy, the distinction between poetry and prose became to a certain degree elided by questions of who is speaking, of what type of experience, what kind of knowledge, what sort of voice is being represented—whether experience is being reduced, summarized, abstracted, or invoked as flux, as relationality, as a search for analogy rather than a deduction.

Two novels both published in 1796 show the different ways in which Burke’s prose and politics could be taken up. Indeed, both may find their most congenial home in the mixed, heterogeneous genre of the novel. Mary Hays’s Memoirs of Emma Courtney and Robert Bage’s Hermsprong; or Man As He Is Not are both deeply opposed to Burke’s political position; they espouse and embody the doctrines of Wollstonecraft and Godwin. But they are saturated with Burke’s ways of thinking and of representing experience as complex, conditioned, multiply voiced, and temporally entangled. Though the two are stylistic opposites, the former an epistolary novel of sensibility, the latter a satirical novel of manners, both of their plots centre on the question of inheritance, legacy, and the claims that can be made on and by the past. For Hays, it seems as though introspection itself has to be Burkean in form, texture, and affect, even if the ultimate point that might be abstracted from the text is Wollstonecraftean: ‘Hemmed in on every side by the constitutions of society, and not less so, it may be, by my own prejudices—I perceive, indignantly perceive, the magic circle, without knowing how to dissolve the powerful spell’, its heroine writes.35 In its epistolary stance, its strangely public, intense intimacy, its tone of bitter defiance, Hays’s novel seems to continue Burke’s performance. Bage’s novel, though its narrator is technically homodiegetic, a character in the tale, works toward a kind of narrative omniscience. Burke’s ideas, in somewhat simplified form, are embodied in tyrannical and obsequious characters. But the novel’s interest in ideology, as well as its enjoyment of satirical distance from experience, can be seen to derive from Burke as well. In the Revolution Controversy, we can see emerge quite clearly the notion that prose can be, at the same time, both the medium of ideology and the most effective instrument of its critique.
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Chapter 33


Political Controversy II

Waterloo To Peterloo



John Gardner

George Cruikshank portrays a blank-faced murdering monarch, made of cannons and shackles, trampling British citizens (see Figure 33.1). The robot warrior wears a crown and robe as it waves a sword and burning torch in an atmosphere of flames and smoke. Surrounding the crown is a halo of eleven daggers, which may represent the eleven people who were then said to have died at Peterloo. Recent research shows there were eighteen people killed. The machine marches over men, women, children, and skulls as it approaches a pole wound with feeble foliage reaching towards a Cap of Liberty. Under the cascabel of the left cannon foot is the crushed neck of a woman clutching a naked dead toddler. At Peterloo the first casualty was 2-year-old William Fildes, who was trampled and killed after being knocked from his mother’s arms by a cavalryman. In the background an executioner next to a gallows with two hanging people, holds up the messily decapitated head of someone recently cut down. In the other hand is the axe he used for the operation. Many of Cruikshank’s other illustrations such as ‘Manchester Heroes’, ‘Peterloo Memorial’, and ‘Steel Lozenges’, devastatingly mock those guilty of the Peterloo massacre. However, there is no humour here in what might be the most gruesome image Cruikshank produced. The image of a crown-controlled machine killing subjects shows something that would never identify with its victims. Soldiers faced with killing people from their own country and class, conceivably might waver over whether they should carry out the instructions of their leaders. Waterloo and Peterloo were confrontations that polarized opinion, and authorities often doubted the reliability of the regular army. The army was divided at Waterloo by class distinctions and at Peterloo these became starker as they formed into two kinds of soldiers: the regulars, some of whom had been at Waterloo, and the Yeomanry, which consisted of well-off young men who had bought their own uniforms. Accounts of both events and the figures involved in them have become legendary, with much mythology surrounding Waterloo, such as: the battle was ‘won on the playing Fields of Eton’; the Duke of Wellington’s troops were ‘detestable’, and they were fierce enough to ‘frighten’ him.1 There is the story of the Brunswickers who are supposed to have eaten a dog, named Rifle, who belonged to the 95th Rifles. Apparently, the British Rifles got their revenge by butchering the backside from a dead Frenchman, smoking it, then selling it as ham to their dog-eating allies.2 Massacres always become posthumous narratives, fighting for domination. Events are ephemeral, and even those present might have little idea of what to say about an occasion outside their own space in it. Wellington famously said that the ‘history of a battle is not unlike the history of a ball. Some individuals may recollect all the little events of which the great result is the battle won or lost; but no individual can recollect the order in which, or the exact moment at which they occurred’. Thomas Carlyle stated that Peterloo left a ‘treasury of rage’ behind, and there are over three hundred eyewitness accounts of the massacre.3 The London Times had a reporter, John Tyas, on the platform with the organizers, and his accounts sided with the people who were targeted by the authorities. This chapter examines perceptions of the army and the transmission of violence between Waterloo and Peterloo.



[image: image]

Figure 33.1 George Cruikshank, The Right Divine of Kings to Govern Wrong! (London: William Hone, 1821), 60. Private Collection.



Pierre Cambronne’s ‘Merde!’ is as good a word as any to describe war. There were 200,000 men, and 60,000 horses, fighting closely on 18 June 1815, leaving 54,000 people dead at Waterloo by nightfall. Nonetheless, bells rang out around Britain to celebrate the victory. Waterloo did more than just establish Britain’s dominance in the world. Louis XVIII was back on the throne, and it seemed that Waterloo had confirmed the authority of royalists and the ruling classes. The implications of this were evident to many. Jeremy Bentham predicted that ‘Waterloo—will one day be pointed to by the historian as the grave—not only of the French but of English liberties.’4 Lord Byron also considers which section of society benefited from the victory in his address to Wellington:


You are ‘the best of cut-throats:’—do not start;

 The phrase is Shakespeare’s, and not misapplied:—

War’s a brain-spattering, windpipe-splitting art,

 Unless her cause by Right be sanctified.

If you have acted once a generous part,

 The World, not the World’s masters, will decide,

And I shall be delighted to learn who,

Save you and yours, have gained by Waterloo?


 (Don Juan, IX. 25–32; Byron, Poetical Works, v. 410)

William Wordsworth and Robert Southey obviously felt they were among those who ‘gained’ from Waterloo. Southey promoted merrymaking in honour of the victory with an ascent of Skiddaw where there was a party with a bonfire, attended by his family, along with William, Mary Wordsworth, Dorothy Wordsworth, local gentry, friends, and children. All celebrated by feasting until after midnight when they returned to Keswick. Both poets then began work on their Thanksgiving poems. Those apostles of the revolution in France were now firm apostates who, like many people in Britain, would celebrate the cult of Wellington. Soon there would be Wellington boots, hats, places, streets, pubs, and bridges to commemorate the victory. Not everyone celebrated. Benjamin Haydon records William Hazlitt’s reaction to news of Waterloo:


As for Hazlitt, it is not to be believed how the destruction of Napoleon affected him; he seemed prostrated in mind and body, he walked about, unwashed, unshaved, hardly sober by day, and always intoxicated by night, literally, without exaggeration, for weeks; until at length, wakening as it were from his stupor, he at once left off all stimulating liquors, and never touched them after.5



Hazlitt attacked the victors right up to his death with his Life of Napoleon (1828–1830), and concentrates his ire on a war that affected his whole life. In ‘On the Late War’ Hazlitt muses on what the outcome of the war has been:


We have been twenty years at war, and have laid out five hundred millions in war taxes; and what have we gained by it? Where are the proceeds? [ … ] They have nothing to shew for either, but spiked cannon, rotten ships, gunpowder blown into the air, heaps of dead men’s sculls, the turned heads and coats of Poets Laureate, with the glories of Trafalgar and Waterloo, which however will pay no scores. Let them set them up at auction, and see what they will fetch. Not a sous!

(Hazlitt, Works, vii. 222)



Nevertheless, many felt the opposite, and made a pilgrimage to the field of Waterloo, either to see where their relatives fell, or to go in search of a safe engagement with sublime carnage. Perhaps a need to feel something immense is what drew Wordsworth when he went to Waterloo for the first time in July 1820. During this visit, Dorothy Wordsworth wrote in her journal: ‘We stood upon grass, and corn fields where heaps of our countrymen lay buried beneath our feet. There was little to be seen; but much to be felt;—sorrow and sadness, and even something like horror breathed out of the ground as we stood upon it!’ (Dorothy Wordsworth, Journals, ii. 29). The ‘much to be felt’ drew William Wordsworth back to Waterloo again on Thursday 26 June 1828. This time he brought Coleridge, who noted: ‘William clearly explained to me the Battle of Waterloo in the Inn Garden—where I pluck flowers—my Blunder of Highways & By Ways’ (Coleridge, Notebooks, v. 5884). Both poets read like frivolous tourists, unable to empathize with the horror others suffered. Mary Moorman writes that ‘Wordsworth became much excited and was “insatiably curious after tombstones, and the spots where officers had fallen”. It was above all his “Matter-of factness” that astonished and amused. He pioneered all the walks, “bustling through, asking the way of everyone we met” ’.6 There appears to be a lack of sympathy, while Wordsworth seems as intent on seeking out the relics of death as he had been in Paris during the revolution. Wordsworth’s reaction bears some similarity with Jane Austen’s after reading about the Battle of Albuera. Writing to her sister Cassandra on 31 May 1811, Austen stated, ‘How horrible it is to have so many people killed! And what a blessing that one cares for none of them!’7 This want of feeling for the dead, and their relatives, can be found in Persuasion (1818), which lacks the revision of earlier novels:


The real circumstances of this pathetic piece of family history were, that the Musgroves had had the ill fortune of a very troublesome, hopeless son; and the good fortune to lose him before he reached his twentieth year; that he had been sent to sea, because he was stupid and unmanageable on shore; that he had been very little cared for at any time by his family, though quite as much as he deserved; seldom heard of, and scarcely at all regretted, when the intelligence of his death abroad had worked its way to Uppercross, two years before.8



The Musgroves’ son ‘Dick’ is ‘scarcely regretted at all’ and they had ‘the good fortune to lose him’. Austen’s lack of sentimentality becomes cruder still when she has Anne and Wentworth suppressing laughter as they witness Richard’s mother’s ‘large fat sighings over the destiny of a son, whom alive nobody had cared for’ (108). The point of view is utterly dismissive, and those deemed ‘hopeless [ … ] stupid and unmanageable’ can be dispensed with. Anyone considered ‘troublesome’ will never be missed. War wrecks morals and hardens people to killing, and this post-war transitional period from a warring to a peaceful nation might partly explain the violent abandon of some soldiers at Peterloo. More sympathetic to the fallen at Waterloo is Charlotte Anne Waldie, later Eaton, who visited the battlefield immediately afterwards, and points out that visitors like Wordsworth ‘were not, [ … ] on the spot at the time these glorious events took place [ … ] they related the past,—she describes the present’. Waldie notes that not only soldiers were affected by the battle, and sympathizes with the ordinary people who suffered ‘from very flagrant wrongs, and very galling oppression’.9 After Waterloo there were strikes and sometimes bloody confrontations between authorities and those seeking reform. The so-called Spa Fields Riots of 15 November and 2 December 1816 were orchestrated by agent provocateurs. When this was revealed in court the case was thrown out and those charged were released. The Blanketeers march in 1817 saw Manchester reformers petition the Prince Regent for parliamentary reform. Prefiguring Peterloo they gathered at St Peter’s Field in Manchester on 10 March, the riot act was read, and the King’s Dragoon Guards went in to break up the meeting. A number of people were injured, with one left dead. On 7 November 1817, three of the Pentrich rebels, Jeremiah Brandreth, William Turner, and Isaac Ludlum, entrapped by spies, were executed for High Treason with another eleven transported for life, and three for fourteen years. Large meetings of people protesting ended the decade with Peterloo and the subsequent Six Acts, which were passed a few months afterwards in November 1819.

The gathering at St Peter’s Field in Manchester on 16 August 1819, resulted in ‘the bloodiest political event of the nineteenth century on English soil’, writes Robert Poole.10 Unarmed men, women, and children carried banners protesting that one of the biggest cities in Britain had no elected representative in Parliament. On the banners were statements, such as: ‘Annual Parliaments’, ‘The Poor the Source of all Government’, ‘Labour is the Source of All Wealth’, and ‘No Taxation Without Equal Representation’. Many women reformers, dressed in white, gathered at the platform occupied by the organizers, headed by Henry ‘Orator’ Hunt, who was to address the crowd. The crowd size at Peterloo has been estimated at anything between 30,000 and 300,000 people, with the most recent research by Poole estimating the figure at between 40,000 and 50,000.11 Close by the crowd, and in the surrounding streets, were 400 Special Constables; 340 cavalry from the 15th Hussars; and 420 from the Cheshire Yeomanry cavalry. The authorities, headed by clerical magistrates, the Reverend Charles Ethelston, and the Reverend William Hay, gathered at a Mr Buxton’s house, which overlooked St Peter’s Field. They waited until 1.35 pm. when the crowd had grown to its capacity before Ethelston reputedly read the Riot Act from a window. Many said it was never read. The Manchester and Salford Yeomanry then attempted to arrest the organizers, but got into trouble as they tried to hack their way through the crowd. The 15th Hussars followed. Twenty-five minutes after the Riot Act was reported to have been read, the field had been cleared, except for the casualties. Two six-pound guns were then brought in to emphasize the level of threat intended. In surrounding streets reformers were pursued and attacked in the hours that followed. The massacre at Peterloo resulted in the killing of eighteen unarmed civilians, with almost 700 left injured. Compared to Waterloo or many other massacres that number is small. It is significant though, as Peterloo is often remembered whenever citizens are killed by their own governing forces, such as at Amritsar (1919), Sharpeville (1960), Kent State (1970), Soweto (1976), or Tiananmen Square (1989). The name ‘Peter-loo’ was used soon after the massacre. It first occurs in the Manchester Observer on 21 August 1819, when James Wroe coined the word, apparently because the 15th Hussars were wearing their Waterloo medals. Jacqueline Riding notes that of the ten officers of the 15th at St Peter’s Field, ‘five were proud recipients of the Waterloo Medal’.12 However, none of the Yeomanry present had been at Waterloo, and Poole writes it ‘turned out that all of the Waterloo veterans present were among the reformers’.13 An alternative reason for the name is a special constable is said to have entered the house of an Ann Jones, who was helping the wounded, and shouted ‘This is Waterloo for you—this is Waterloo!’14

After Peterloo there was a battle to control and set the narrative of the event in the minds of the public. Narratives of Peterloo took many forms including: a public trial of the organizers, an inquest, newspaper articles, published accounts and, perhaps most powerfully, pamphlets and illustrations that could transmit messages to even the illiterate. Hay and Ethelston soon became the subject of articles, squibs, poetry, and devastating cartoons such as George Cruikshank’s ‘The Clerical Magistrate’, from William Hone’s The Political House that Jack Built (1819). The illustration shows Ethelston at a pulpit. On one side he holds a cross and preaches above the Christogram ‘IHS’. On the other he holds a gibbet, shackles, and a flail as he ‘Commits starving vagrants’ above a crown with the initials GPR—George Prince Regent. John Wade’s assessment of clerical involvement is representative of many that appeared in pamphlets such as Richard Carlile’s Republican (1819–1826) and Wooler’s Black Dwarf (1817–1824):


100 000 persons were assembled … accompanied with nothing but emblems of peace—dressed as for some village holiday—suspecting no harm—anticipating no danger … men, women, and children—all at once—without notice or alarm of any kind, was attacked, and indiscriminately butchered; and when we reflect that thirteen magistrates, three of them ministers of religion … could assemble, in a conspicuous place, to arrange, execute, and behold the murderous scene … the cowardly, lawless, and inhuman massacre of Manchester is unparalleled in history.15



The most widely read account of Peterloo was published twenty years after the event. Samuel Bamford had been on the speaker’s platform with Hunt, and his Passages in the Life of a Radical (1840–1844) has been influential in shaping perceptions of the massacre:


‘Stand fast’, I said, ‘they are riding upon us, stand fast’. And there was a general cry in our quarter of ‘Stand fast’. The cavalry were in confusion: they evidently could not, with all the weight of man and horse, penetrate that compact mass of human beings; and their sabres were plied to hew a way through naked held-up hands, and defenceless heads; and then chopped limbs, and wound-gaping skulls were seen, and groans and cries were mingled with the din of that horrid confusion. ‘Ah! Ah!’ ‘for shame! for shame!’ was shouted. Then, ‘Break! Break! They are killing them in front, and they cannot get away’; and there was a general cry of ‘break! break’. For a moment the crowd held back as in a pause; then was a rush, heavy and resistless as a headlong sea; and a sound like low thunder, with screams, prayers, and imprecations from the crowd-moiled, and sabre-doomed, who could not escape.16



The trial of the organizers led to Bamford, Hunt, and three others being imprisoned. By 1839, when he began to write Passages, Bamford was anxious to distance his now non-violent stance from the more aggressive variety identified with the Chartist leader Feargus O’Connor, which meant suppressing evidence of his own younger radical self. Bamford now claimed: ‘I considered it as the pride and glory of my life to have, in some degree, merited the name of a Reformer; but I never advocated its obtainment by violence.’17 However, Poole points out that Bamford’s ‘anger after Peterloo knew no bounds’,18 and when he was sentenced he stated, ‘I am not a friend to blood but after what has taken place at Manchester I can hardly confine my expressions’.19 By 1838 the politics of representation had shifted to Chartism, and by the time of the publication of Passages Bamford was determined to retrospectively represent himself as a non-violent reformer.

Many accounts focus on how women were targeted at Peterloo. Sherwin’s Weekly Register of 21 August 1819 has it that: ‘women appear to have been the particular objects of the fury of the Cavalry Assassins. [ … ] Some were sabred in the breast;—so inhuman, indiscriminate, and fiend-like, was the conduct of the Manchester Yeomanry Cavalry’ (242). This could be read as propaganda from the side of the reformers. However research on the casualty lists by Michael Bush shows that women were statistically more likely to have been casualties than men.20 Although women comprised only an eighth of the number at Peterloo, more than a quarter of all casualties were women. Four of the eighteen killed were women and indeed several reports emphasize women being a focus of attacks by the soldiery on that day. Memorials of the event have been recorded in illustrations, banners, pottery, and handkerchiefs showing women being attacked. Figures such as Sir John Stoddart, editor of the loyalist New Times, and a leading member of The Society for the Suppression of Vice, were eager to counter radical accounts, with which the London Times was now largely agreeing. A letter from Stoddart to the Home Secretary, Lord Sidmouth, shows how the battle of words was being played out at the time: ‘I shall instantly publish a Second Edition to counteract the mischievous effect of the malignity shown in the old Times.’21 Stoddart, a lawyer, whose sister Sarah married William Hazlitt in 1808, had been leader-writer on the Times between 1812 and 1816 before being sacked for his vitriolic copy. Stoddart’s office in Bridge Street became a base from which crude Loyalist Association pamphlets were published that attempted to challenge radical narratives, in the style of pamphleteers such as William Hone and William Benbow. They were often illustrated by George Cruikshank, who, although identifying as a reformer, did not seem to mind who he took money from for his work.

Radical accounts insist that most injuries were made by Yeomanry rather than regular soldiers, who were said to have used the flats of their swords against the crowd. That distinction between the two kinds of soldier is in Percy Shelley’s Mask of Anarchy (written 1819, published 1832) where he sets the yeomanry against ‘the bold, true warriors’ of the 15th Hussars ‘Who have hugged Danger in wars’ and would be ‘Ashamed of such base company’ (360–364).22 A Chelsea Pensioner veteran of the 15th, who had not been at Peterloo, but ‘had the information from those present’ took another view of radical accounts of the differences between the soldiers on the field:


The songs sung in praise of the hussars for their forbearance, and the abuse of the yeomanry for their ferociousness, was a specimen of lying cant and hollow hypocrisy on the part of the discontented. They hated us as they hate the devil; but it suited their views at the time to laud us for leniency.23



The ‘views’ of radicals were that it was essential to have the regular soldiers onside. Any insurrection would fail without this and it became a feature of the radical press to ‘laud’ the regulars ‘for leniency’ and damn the ‘yeomanry for their ferociousness’. It was a political move for reformers who needed powerful allies. Unlike the navy there was some distance between officers and the men in the army. It was harder to rise through the ranks in the army as commissions were bought. As Nick Foulkes points out being an army officer was ‘one of the few acceptable careers for a gentleman [ … ] in that it was an occupation rather than a trade [ … ] In the first half of the nineteenth century, the base price of the rank of ensign in a Foot Regiment was £450 [ … ] the total investment required for an officer to reach a high rank, such as lieutenant-colonel, could amount to £10,000 (approximately £500,000)’. Wellington approved of this distinction, saying that the purchase of commissions brought ‘into the service men of fortune and character—men who have some connection with the interest and fortunes of the country [ … ] I have never known officers raised from the ranks turn out well.’24 Two years after Waterloo, prize money was paid by a grateful government to all participants with the Commander-in-chief, Wellington, getting £61,000, although he returned £40,000 to the Treasury. Additionally, Parliament voted to give Wellington £200,000, which was added to the £500,000 he was awarded for his part in winning the Peninsular War. Generals got £1,275 10/11 and Corporals, drummers, and privates like John Lees, who was fatally struck at Peterloo received £2 11/4.25

The case of John Lees caused a public outcry. Lees was a ‘Waterloo Man’ who had served with the Royal Horse Artillery at Waterloo, but at Peterloo he was cut at with a sabre, struck with a truncheon, and trampled. It took weeks for him to die. As he was dying Lees was visited by a friend, William Harrison, who reported that Lees ‘told me he was at the battle of Waterloo, but he never was in such danger there as he was at the meeting; for at Waterloo there was man to man, but at Manchester it was downright murder’.26 Lees had served Britain by fighting Napoleon’s forces abroad, only to be killed at home, and was readily contrasted with the conduct of self-interested members of the government, represented by the Prince Regent who had publicly congratulated the Yeomanry. The Poet Laureate, Robert Southey, went so far as to organize a petition to express his gratitude to the Regent, and to show that he was in favour of the measures taken at St Peter’s Field:


should your Royal Highness be advised to recommend to Parliament the adoption of restrictive measures to check the diffusion of licentious principles, & curb the audacious spirit of blasphemy & reason, we beg leave to assure your Royal Highness that much as we deplore the necessity for such measures, we will chearfully submit to them with a full sense of that necessity, as the natural consequence of excesses which have at all times produced similar results, & as the indispensable & only means of saving the country from the worst of all evils.27



Southey’s apostasy disgusted Hazlitt who attacked the former Jacobin:


That Mr Southey was a mere boy when he [ … ] entertained Jacobin opinions: that being a child, he felt as a child, and thought slavery, superstition, war, famine, bloodshed, taxes, bribery and corruption, rotten boroughs, places and pensions, shocking things; but that now he is become a man, he has put away childish things, and thinks there is nothing so delightful as slavery, superstition, war, famine, bloodshed, taxes, bribery and corruption, rotten boroughs, places and pensions, and particularly, his own.

(Hazlitt, Works, vii. 181)



There was a great deal of mistrust regarding the loyalty of other ranks in the army. Doubt over which side other ranks would gravitate towards is evident in literature of the period, from Shelley’s Mask to letters from clergymen, such as the Rev. Lionel Thomas Berguer:


Things have reached their climax: but a REVOLUTION will be either prevented, or induced, according as the MIDDLE ranks bestir themselves during the REBELLION. If your dependence is placed upon your ARMY alone, for the suppression of a general insurrection, your expectations will be disappointed. It is idle to suppose that the army will draw a single sword against the collective sense of the nation.28



Stephen C. Behrendt has stated that ‘Peterloo must be viewed through the lens of an emerging class warfare in which the “middling classes” were more actively separating themselves from the labouring class and its anxieties about subsistence issues like proportional representation, a central plank in the reformers’ platform.’29 The Salford Rev. Melville Horne specifically addressed his book, The Moral and Political Crisis of England (1820), to the ‘Higher and Middle Classes’, who ‘should be made to feel the necessity of Union, courage and exertion’.30 Like Southey, these clerics identify themselves as representatives of a ruling class under threat from the working classes. Alan Forrest writes that after Peterloo ‘national unity that had been created in June 1815 around a military victory over the French had been exposed as shallow and brittle, and for many of the radicals it was Tory conservative politicians like Wellington who were their real enemy in a society divided by interest and class [ … ] The attack seemed cruel and deliberate.’31 This is borne out by Haydon’s reaction, which is very different from his response to Waterloo:


All the people of Europe have been treated with the basest ingratitude by their Monarchs but especially the People of England, for no People made greater efforts by Sea & by Land [ … ] but instead of being met by common gratitude or attention, the great charter of their liberties was taken from them, they were stigmatized as destroying & seditious because they exercised their right of petition & their right of complaint, & now are accused of having changed their fair character of manliness & honor because they mildly express their resentment at their ungrateful reception by being still more determined on reform, & the tories in their usual way of blind violence & passionate attempts—‘They fought & conquered at Waterloo’—therefore their liberties must be abridged. ‘They destroyed 20 sail at Trafalgar’—therefore they are disloyal & seditious.32



There was a notion that there would be a revolution by both radicals and members of the government alike, from impoverished son of a slave, the Spencean radical Robert Wedderburn, to future Prime Minister George Canning who stated: ‘What was the situation of the country in November 1819? Do I exaggerate when I say, that there was not a man of property who did not tremble for his possessions’.33 Canning’s opinion was mirrored by Wedderburn, who, in April 1819, opened his own Unitarian chapel in a hayloft in Soho. According to a spy report Wedderburn told around eighty to ninety of his congregation that they should ‘revenge the murders committed at Manchester on the 16th August declaring with a vehement voice that the Revolution had already began in blood there and must now also end in blood here. [ … ] nothing short of the peoples taking arms in their own defence could bring about a Reform and prevent the same bloody scene taking place at the next Smithfield meeting as had taken place at Manchester’.34 Wedderburn asserts his Spencean and Painite beliefs with a violent radicalism that becomes blasphemous although delivered in his chapel:


they may burn by the hand of the common Hangman Mr Carlile’s publications of Paine’s Age of Reason, Common Sense, and Rights of Man they cannot burn it out of my Head for they may hang me I pretty well know that Lord Sidmouth, Lord Castlereagh, Mr Vansittart and jumping fiddling monkey George Canning will lose their Heads—they tell us to be quiet like that bloody spooney Jesus Christ who like a Bloody Fool tells when we get a slap on one side of the Face turn gently round and ask them to smack the other [ … ] give me a Rusty Sword for as they have declared War against the people and the Prince Regent has sanctioned it by his fine vote of thanks and has turned a deaf ear to our petitions we must redress our own grievances my motto is Assassinate stab in the dark Oh! the 16th of August was a glorious day the Blood that was spilt on that day has cemented our Union.35



Wedderburn efficiently documents radical influences and concerns: the censorship of knowledge that had put Carlile and his employees in prison for publishing Paine in 1819; a mistrust of religion that tries to keep people quiet; and a notion that the massacre at Peterloo had started a class war against the Regent, his government, and their supporters. Indeed, Arthur Thistlewood, and his Cato Street Conspirators, had a plan in place for members of the government to ‘lose their Heads’. Fortunately, Wedderburn was in prison when the entrapment of the conspirators took place after a fake advert for a Cabinet dinner at Lord Harrowby’s house in Grosvenor Square was placed in Stoddart’s New Times. Cabinet dinners had been suspended with the death of George III, and besides they were usually advertised in all the major papers, but not on this occasion. The Cato Street Conspiracy resulted in the execution of five of Wedderburn’s fellow Spencean radicals in front of Newgate prison on 1 May 1820.

As Iain McCalman notes, Wedderburn’s works ‘stress the identity of interests between black slaves and the English working class’.36 Wedderburn’s assertions regarding slavery and the working class, may have been made to share interests, although there is a difference between having to work for a living and ownership of the body. However, Wedderburn’s connections between the position of women in contemporary British society, and slavery, are both personal and speak to those who would have agreed with William Godwin or Thomas Spence. In his publications, Wedderburn asserts his own origins, writing that he was born as the result of a rape. Wedderburn’s mother, Rosanna, who had been born in Africa, was raped at Kingston by the Scottish doctor, and plantation owner, James Wedderburn. He sold Rosanna when she was five months pregnant, but the new owners set Rosanna’s child free, from birth. As Robert Morrison notes Wedderburn ‘was rejected by his father and permanently separated from his mother after she was sold several more times, leaving him to be raised by his grandmother, “Talkee Amy”, a Kingston slave who worked for her master as a market woman’.37 Later, Wedderburn saw active service and took part in action against the French when he joined the British Navy and was onboard a man o’ war during the American Revolutionary wars. Nick Mansfield writes that ‘Wedderburn—it is claimed—had been involved in the Gordon Riots and the mutiny on the Nore, and afterwards rated as a gunner on HMS Polyphemus in Nelson’s navy.’38 Back in London he became a flint tailor, a high-status, but low-paid, position in craft tailoring, which meant that his name was registered in a book of trades. Ownership and abuse of the body is a more obvious link between slaves and soldiers as Gillian Russell writes: ‘The most powerful sign of the soldier’s oppressed status which could be used to reinforce the analogy between his condition and that of the black slave was the practice of flogging.’39 Wedderburn seems to bear out the fears of those from the middling and upper classes who worried that the regular army might not be on their side. Wedderburn also distinguishes between the Yeomanry and the soldiers at St Peter’s Field: ‘Fathers, their Mothers, their Brothers [ … ] their Sisters [ … ] had been murdered and cut to pieces by the Yeoman Cavalry.’40 Wedderburn in fact extended practical sympathy towards regular soldiers, knowing that, in order to succeed, the radicals would need the army onside. Wedderburn relates how ‘there was a fine young Man the other day that I saw in a starving state, he had belonged to the Life Guards and was discharged without a pension there was a pretty reward for his services Oh! Such rotten Government—I took him to a Jacobin House filled his Belly and brought him here last Sunday and collected 4/6d for him’.41 Malcolm Chase notes how ‘armed drilling took place after services’ at Wedderburn’s chapel and his followers would join other radicals to ‘drill before dawn on Primrose Hill and other locations on the capital’s fringes.’42 Wedderburn was arrested for blasphemous libel in December 1819 and was jailed without bail and sentenced to two years’ imprisonment from May 1820. Oddly, there is a connection between Wedderburn and the Duke of Wellington. Robert Morrison notes that ‘Lady Frances Wedderburn Webster could list Byron and Wellington “among her lovers” ’.43 Lady Frances was a distant relative to Robert Wedderburn through marrying Sir James Webster-Wedderburn. James’s great-grandmother, Elizabeth, had been the sister of Robert’s grandfather, Sir John Wedderburn, 5th Baron of Blackness. Sir John, a Colonel in the Jacobite army, was captured at Culloden in 1745, and hanged in November 1746 after being convicted of High Treason. Wellington obviously felt an intense closeness to Lady Frances as he wrote to her the day after the battle of Waterloo. It was one of the first letters he wrote after reporting to the British Government.

In May 1820 William Wordsworth, who liked to visit scenes of massacre, visited the field of Peterloo as a tourist with his wife Mary. They stopped on their way to visit the Field of Waterloo for the first time. At St Peter’s Field the couple were shown the scene of the Peterloo massacre by a person who claimed to be an eyewitness. Mary Wordsworth has William disconcerted by the experience:


After we had taken tea, with a Slice of Cold Beef for Wm., we transferred our luggage from the Star—took a walk, and inspected Peterloo; the particulars of the Stations of the Performers, the ground upon which certain feats were wrought, etc., we learned from a Person upon the spot, who had witnessed the whole scene. William was not inclined to see any thing further.



The next day they travelled with a Manchester Magistrate who was ‘most agreeable [ … ] quite a Gentleman of the right sort of principles. His presence cheered up Wm.’44 Philip Shaw writes that although ‘Wordsworth found significance in the “great exploits” of Waterloo [that he] felt disinclined to retrieve meaning from [ … ] Peterloo is unsurprising’.45 It seems that Wordsworth found the event difficult to hear spoken of. Staying with the Beaumonts at Coleorton in winter 1820 he discovered that ‘a schoolmaster at the local grammar school had set the “Manchester Massacre” as a theme for his boys. “What”, asked Wordsworth, “are we to expect from children educated by such teachers?” ’ Mary Moorman has written that ‘Wordsworth thought Peterloo a necessary action to preserve the peace, although he thought that there might have been “some mismanagement” on the part of the Manchester magistrates.’46 Anthony Adams writes that: ‘Wordsworth went so far as to believe that the magistrates and soldiers at Peterloo had some right on their side in charging the crowd. [ … ] he was opposed to all sudden changes in political institutions on a grand scale. [ … ] The one-time radical of youth had become a full-blooded reactionary of middle-age.’47

The period from 1819 to 1820 marks the high point of oppression in Britain during the nineteenth century. In the months after Peterloo, ‘Six Acts’ were passed that affected freedoms and trebled the price of newspapers, such as William Cobbett’s Political Register, from 2d to 6d, putting them out of reach of many. ‘Rebellions’ followed, at least one of which was fomented by a government spy system that aimed to draw out radical reformers. These apparent risings, involving a very small number of people, led to eight men being publicly hanged and beheaded for High Treason in front of crowds of up to 100,000 people at Glasgow, London, and Stirling, between May and September 1820. It was not until the Easter Rising in 1916, that there were executions for High Treason again. In the aftermath of the executions in 1820 a section of the army did rebel. As Scott Hughes Myerly notes: ‘One of the most serious obstacles to the army’s effectiveness as a police force, however, was the soldiers’ tendency to sympathize with the rioters, who were often from the same impoverished background as the Other Ranks.’ In June 1820:


Led by sergeants and encouraged by some of their women, soldiers of the Third Battalion, Scots Fusilier Guards refused to hand over live ammunition, a most serious act. The abortive mutiny caused a significant scare in London, but the most frightening aspect for the authorities was that the soldiers had acted in the name of Queen Caroline, who was then a focal point for political agitation against the king and his Tory government.48



Other soldiers did not act in the name of Queen Caroline. At Caroline’s funeral on 14 August 1821, just two days before the second anniversary of Peterloo, the Life Guards tried to turn the procession of mourners into Hyde Park. It was bungled and fighting broke out. The Guards then fired pistols into the crowd killing two people, and wounding several more. General Sir Robert Wilson, one of the heroes of the Napoleonic wars, was in attendance and demanded of the captain of the Life Guards that they stop firing on the unarmed civilians, and to remember that they were veterans of Waterloo. The firing stopped but the incident was reported, and the Duke of York dismissed Sir Robert from the army. Wellington became Prime Minister in 1828 for twenty-two months, and again for three weeks in 1834, but was hated by many after his disastrous first term when he opposed any parliamentary reform in the run up to the Reform bill. As Herbert Maxwell notes: ‘From the pinnacle of fame and popularity he had been lowered to the depth of odium. Coarse reproach and bloodthirsty menace were yelled at him’. Wellington put aside these threats ‘lightly enough, although causing the ground-floor windows of Apsley House to be protected by iron shutters, organising a complete system of domestic defence, and, when travelling, carrying loaded firearms in his carriage’.49 The conflation of violence between Waterloo and Peterloo further established that people were not so much separated by national interests as by class.
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Chapter 34


Political Controversy III

The Great Reform Bill



Kathryn Chittick

No straight path leads from the 1782 call for parliamentary ‘reform’ to the 1832 Reform Bill, nor is there any real connection with the 1790s ‘rights-of-man’ debate. For most of the Romantic period, ‘Reform’ was no more than a historical issue, associated with eighteenth-century party complaints about ‘rotten’ boroughs. Some constituencies dated from the Middle Ages, when population distribution had been feudal: ‘rotten boroughs’, entitled to two members, might have no residents, as notoriously was the case of Old Sarum, a town that had disappeared in the seventeenth century. The eighteenth-century parliamentary Whigs merely advocated ‘economical’ reform as a way of reducing the number of Tory government sinecures and the influence of the monarchy. All motions put forward, whether in the 1780s by William Pitt or in the 1790s by Earl Grey, both future prime ministers, were defeated. Upon the declaration of the war with France in 1793 national security for over twenty years dampened down any revolutionary values flirted with by oppositional Whigs. This repressive outlook dominated the lives of writers such as William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, becoming stronger during the Napoleonic years, as threats of invasion united the country, and literati including Francis Jeffrey, Walter Scott, Wordsworth, and Leigh Hunt, became volunteer soldiers. Still focused on the ‘corruption’ of Tory boroughs, the Whigs continued to come up with piecemeal alterations incorporating new constituencies that would swing the vote towards their party, which essentially remained out of power from 1784 till 1832. When they did get into office for one year (1806–1807), their resignation came over Catholic Emancipation not Reform. Facing continued exclusion from power, Whig leaders began to engage with radical reformers to apply extra-parliamentary pressure, but such efforts were erratic.

After 1816, the return of unemployed soldiers transformed the debate from an arcane parliamentary issue into a populist one. ‘Reform’ came to popular attention in the context of economic hardship: the poor were persuaded to see it as a remedy for poverty, and so it became a ‘shibboleth’.1 Nonetheless, in 1818 the well-known radical, Henry ‘Orator’ Hunt, appealing to the populist crowds of Westminster against the rival Whigs, ‘received only eighty-four votes’.2 In 1819, the Whig leader in the Commons called the radicals’ agenda ‘the wild and visionary doctrines of reform’.3 The most sustained record of the call for Reform can be found in the journalism of William Cobbett, whose detailed accounts of parliamentary doings in his Weekly Political Register were the forerunner of Hansard. Writing as a Pittite-turned-radical journalist, he ultimately arrived in the Commons as one of the new MPs created by the Reform Bill. Throughout his more than thirty years as a political commentator, he continued to distrust the Whigs’ rhetoric of Reform. Cobbett’s work in its ephemerality is difficult to retrieve for the canon, but he is one of the great stylists of the English language, and his prose should be read alongside that of Coleridge and William Hazlitt. Indeed, Coleridge envied Cobbett’s power as a popular writer, and The Friend (first issued 1809–1810) was his attempt to emulate Cobbett’s success in reaching the newly literate classes.4 Another weekly, The Examiner, known for a while as a reform publication, ultimately did not keep pace with radical thought, and after imprisonment for libel (1813–1815), Leigh Hunt drifted more towards theatrical and poetic criticism. Along with Lord Byron, he and John Hunt started The Liberal in 1822–1823 but still remained closer to the gentlemanly Whig rather than the radical sense of what Reform meant. The Liberal, with its 1820s dandiacal version of ‘liberalism’, is lampooned by Hazlitt in The Spirit of the Age (1825).5

Perhaps the most famous intersection of Reform and Literature can be seen in the publication history of Byron’s Don Juan (1819–1824), the preface to which satirizes clichés of Reform rhetoric. These had moved from Whig complaints about Tory rotten boroughs, to the fashionable 1820s London espousal of Continental liberalism associated with the Spanish liberales, the Italian I Carbonari, and Greek independence. Byron’s poetic revisiting of the post-1789 era has been described by William St Clair in The Reading Nation in the Romantic Period as ‘by far the biggest seller of any contemporary literary work during the romantic period … read by more people in its first twenty years than any previous work of English literature’.6 This was because Don Juan, a satiric epic written by an aristocratic Whig and initially selling for thirty to forty shillings, was widely co-opted by working-class publishers. It was John Murray’s refusal to put his name on the title-page of Don Juan and thereby face government prosecution that allowed radical publishers to make their profits from its endless reprinting. One of the harbingers of its crossover from genteel to cheap literature had been the illegal publication of Robert Southey’s Wat Tyler in 1817, after Southey failed to get an injunction against its piracy: an educated middle-class author’s foray into 1790s revolutionary rhetoric was thus translated into income for fearless radical printers twenty years later. Another case of a publisher’s cautious delay can be seen in the publication of Percy Shelley’s 1817 anonymous pamphlet, ‘A Proposal for Putting Reform to the Vote throughout the Kingdom’, not printed until 1832, when it was extracted in Leigh Hunt’s preface accompanying The Masque of Anarchy, which itself opportunely appeared during the Reform crisis.7 The publication history of these texts draws attention to the legal anomalies of the literary canon as it intersected with politics, and the crucial importance of publishing format in signalling class.8 If authors such as Byron and Shelley, living abroad and protected by their aristocratic birth, wished to flirt verbally with radicalism, their middle-class publishers, who faced imprisonment for its embodiment in legal property, did not.

Nonetheless, the long war with France had given the fearless lower classes exposure to education and government organization, and years of Cobbett’s editorializing instructed them in the ways of Parliament. Literacy increased as interest in Napoleon made readers out of many usually indifferent to politics. Led by the liberales, the Spanish peasantry’s successful resistance of Napoleon, while the European world leaders merely wrung their hands, gave ‘liberty’ a less theoretical and more patriotic connotation. In the 1820s, it also took on a broader meaning closer to home: in The Spirit of the Age, Hazlitt writes of liberty as ‘a modern invention (the growth of books and printing)’.9 Describing the number of books printed for popular audiences, St Clair says, ‘In the 1820s, in central London alone, there were several thousand registered printing presses. … The printers constantly changed their business addresses up and down Fleet Street and the Strand’.10 More than the Whigs, pirate printers of the 1820s such as William Hone, Richard Carlile, and William Benbow became educators in reform. The government’s use of libel laws to suppress the press led to a number of well-publicized court cases, including the trials of William Hone (1817) and William Cobbett (1810, 1831). These were documented in working-class periodicals: ‘All trials had educative potential, and the radicals knew this’.11 Thus, the path to passage of the Reform Bill in 1832 was prepared culturally before it took on urgency politically.

The parliamentary Whigs themselves remained ineffectual, and Reform itself as a constitutional issue made only sporadic appearances in public consciousness. In 1821, there were only nineteen petitions for Reform presented to Parliament; in 1822, twelve; in 1823, twenty-nine. J. C. D. Clark writes, ‘From 1824 to 1829 inclusive, no petitions on Reform were presented to the House.’12 The Whig party put forward Reform motions in 1822, 1823, 1824, 1825, and 1826: all were defeated. At the same time, during the decade leading up to the Reform Bill, measures were taken under Robert Peel as Home Secretary to deal with unemployment, the suffering of the returning soldiers after 1815, and bad harvests. The conscription of the centralist ‘liberal’ ground by the Tories effectively disabled the Whigs in Parliament, who now left the battle to the radical press.

However, the signal event that precipitated the Reform Bill itself had nothing to do with the traditional Whig agenda of Reform: it was the Catholic Emancipation Act of 1829 that made Reform an urgent topic. In contemporary eyes, Catholic Emancipation was the more significant constitutional issue. Under the pressure of uprisings, the Irish Parliament had already in 1793 granted Irish Catholics of a certain property qualification the right to vote, and when further Irish unrest made the mainland coasts vulnerable to invasion, Westminster offered the governing Irish Protestants inducements to abolish the Irish Parliament and have all Irish seats transferred to the British Parliament along with those voting rights. However, George III refused to go along with the corollary plans to exempt Catholic officeholders from having to swear the Oath of Supremacy (1535), which recognized the king as the ‘Supreme Governor’ of the Church of England. He continued to insist on his role as Defender of the Faith and on sustaining the 1689 ‘Protestant’ constitution of Great Britain put in place after James II’s removal. The question fell into abeyance for twenty-eight years. At the level of the common people themselves, anti-Catholic feeling predominated, not helped by Irish immigration into England. This was a stronger feeling than any agitation for Reform. As J. C. D. Clark has argued, the presence of Parliament in most people’s lives was minimal: the only local sign of government was the parish church.13 The major ideological feature of Britain’s ‘constitution’ was the Protestant identity of the monarch from 1689 onwards. While pressure for Reform gradually dwindled as the post-war economy improved and the parliamentary Whigs stepped back from their opportunistic involvement with the radical press, the Catholic question continued to gain in prominence. Agitation came to a head in 1828 when Daniel O’Connell, an Irish lawyer, was elected to an Irish constituency but refused to take the Oath of Supremacy—meaning that he was unable to take his seat.

James J. Sack documents the growth of the ‘Protestant’ constitution controversy in the ultra-Tory press during the 1820s: its strength and its weakness were manifested in ‘inchoate opposition to the repeal of Catholic disabilities’.14 The constitutional importance of Catholic Emancipation is mostly overlooked in the Romantic literary canon, but one might note that Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Southey all thought it crucial. Wordsworth attached a prose ‘Advertisement’ to his Ecclesiastical Sketches (1822; republished 1827, 1832), a sonnet series comprising a poetic history of the Anglican church which, he explained, was his response to ‘The Catholic Question, which was agitated in Parliament about that time’.15 Similarly, too, in his last prose work, On the Constitution of Church and State (1830), published during the Reform Bill agitation, Coleridge set Reform in the context of Catholic Emancipation. This work included ‘Aids to a Right Appreciation of the Roman Catholic Act’, in which he called Reform ‘a sedative … Its object is to tranquillize Ireland’. He went on to say that such an act would only be acceptable if accompanied by the explicit proviso, that ‘the British Constitution’ had to be protected against the establishment of the Catholic Church as one of the parliamentary estates.16 In his essay ‘On the Church neither National nor Universal’, Coleridge, overlooking any doctrinal points of Catholicism, acknowledged the harm done to ordinary Irish Catholics by Elizabeth I and by the punitive measures erected against James II, but remained firm in his hostility to a priesthood that found its sovereignty in a foreign papacy. Thus, for Coleridge, too, Reform was impossible to consider without attacking the centrality of the ‘Protestant’ constitution. Sack calls Coleridge ‘the greatest British conservative philosopher of the nineteenth century’, but notes the ‘inability’ of the conservative press he represents ‘to effect meaningful change’.17

As an example of this, Southey’s argument on the centrality of the Church of England in his The Book of the Church (1824) anachronistically brandished the historical Jacobite threat, whereas the constitutionality of Catholicism was now viewed by Westminster parliamentarians against the more immediate threat of Irish disaffection. On the very eve of Catholic Emancipation, Southey still maintained that if the condition of the Irish people were improved, it would ‘become as vain and feeble a cry in Ireland, as Parliamentary Reform has become in England’.18 This article was reprinted during the Reform crisis in Southey’s Essays, Moral and Political (1832), a selection of Southey’s Quarterly essays from 1810 till 1828. Southey’s lifetime contributions to the Quarterly are estimated at over a hundred articles, and this anthology provides a useful summary of the issues leading up to the events of 1828–1832. Ensconced in Cumberland, away from the London mobs, Southey seems to typify the essentially conservative nature of Romanticism which, under fear of prosecution over a nearly forty-year era of upheaval, retreated from early 1790s revolutionary hopefulness. ‘Literature’, as Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Southey practised it, was ineffectual in solving the problems of the unemployed and unenfranchised: holding onto the historic ‘Protestant’ constitution, however beautiful it might be according to their polemic, was not, as the politicians themselves recognized, possible in the face of violent unrest. At the beginning of the Reform Bill agitation, the various responses seen in contemporary periodicals to Southey’s Colloquies on the Progress and Prospects of Society (1829) form an intersectional node of Romantic and Victorian voices during the years 1829–1832. In his Colloquies, Southey had complained of ‘the panders of the press’ writing in the heat of the moment, but he failed to acknowledge that such indeed were the exigencies of politics.19 The Wellesley Index editors comment that John Gibson Lockhart, the Quarterly Review editor, ‘was sorely to rue the day in 1828 he allowed Southey to express his bitterly hostile sentiments on Emancipation just at the moment when the Tory party had come to the conclusion that it must steer its course to accept the inevitable’.20

Ironically, within Parliament it was the Ultra-Tories, feeling betrayed by Catholic Emancipation, who ultimately became the ones responsible for introducing Reform. In 1827, the Tory party had been split internally between ‘Catholics’ and ‘anti-Catholics’, but when the latter faction, led by the prime minister, the Duke of Wellington, suddenly did a volte-face and passed Catholic Emancipation, the extremity of these unforeseen changes pushed the alienated Ultra-Tories to challenge their own government. Whatever the philosophical roots in enlightened eighteenth-century thought about ‘Reform’ might have been, it unexpectedly now became the strategy by which the Ultras hoped to forestall any future ‘Catholic’ influence in the Parliament that had betrayed them.

The Marquess of Blandford, one of the disaffected, introduced the motion for Reform on 2 June 1829, citing the need to protect Protestantism against ‘a large and powerful political party of six or seven millions of men [Roman Catholics]—a party acknowledging a common head and centre of union, a spiritual sovereign, and that sovereign residing in a foreign country’—and saying, ‘it is the part of prudence to prevent the accumulation of Roman Catholic power in this House’.21 What historically had been the Enlightenment Whig complaint about pocket boroughs was made urgent by the Catholic presence in Parliament, because it now appeared possible for an arbitrary power (the Catholic Church) to manipulate those unelected seats for their own purposes. W. Smith, a Unitarian supporter of the motion, remarked that the Catholic bill ‘appeared to have transformed a number of the highest tories in the land to something very nearly resembling radical reformers’.22 In July 1829, Cobbett, speaking with approbation of Blandford’s motion, took the opportunity to express ironic surprise that Lord John Russell had subsequently given notice of his intention to put forward a motion for Reform in the upcoming session: reminding the Whigs that they had long ago abandoned their eighteenth-century principles of Reform, Cobbett crowed that, two years earlier, ‘this same Lord declared, in his place in the House of Commons, that he had discontinued his labours in the cause of Reform, from a persuasion that the people no longer wished for any such change’.23

Still, within the Commons, support for Reform remained lukewarm, and Blandford’s motion, recognized as an act of desperation and spite, did not pass. Then in November 1830, the Duke of Wellington made his infamous declaration that the country did not need Reform and that his government would never institute such a measure. Such was the uproar that a fortnight later, for the first time in twenty-three years, the Whigs abruptly found themselves in office, led by Earl Grey, who was no longer an idealistic 1790s reformer. Nonetheless, the Whigs coming into office in late 1830, after the Wellington administration fell apart, had no plans for a Reform bill ready. Some months later, on 23 February 1830, Russell put forward a motion, ultimately defeated, that would have given representation to Manchester, Birmingham, and Leeds, a modest nod to Reform, of the kind often proposed before. For the Whigs as a critical mass, ‘Reform’ was not their rallying cry at this time—they could propose only vaguely worded amendments blandly expressing support in general terms. As Frank O’Gorman writes, ‘The Whig party had been less than zealous in its support of parliamentary reform in recent years. … Because Grey did not believe that parliamentary reform would come in his lifetime, he had no prepared programme of reform in 1830 … even in late 1830 the party was not united on parliamentary reform’.24

However, a few months later, an unforeseen upheaval took place among both Whigs and Tories. In June 1830, George IV died, and the July Revolution overwhelmed Paris. There was panic in London: shops closed, and people barred their doors. Peel had replaced the old parochial system of beadles and constables with a government police force, but they were distrusted, and all these controversies were conflated: a mob ‘rushed along Fleet-street on its way to the Houses of Parliament, shouting, “Down with Wellington and Peel! Down with the new police!” … [there was] a noisy mob with a tricolor flag … Bellowing “Reform!” ’.25 In October 1830, Cobbett printed out for his readers a ‘Plan of Parliamentary Reform’.26 More than a year after his half-hearted proposal to amend representation, Russell, who was charged with leading the first radical Reform initiative in the Commons, presented a bill on 1 March 1831 which eliminated 168 seats in pocket and rotten boroughs and gave them to industrial towns, as well as increasing the representation of counties and in London—approximately 500,000 people were to be added to the electoral register. There was no talk of the ballot or universal suffrage. Russell’s proposal was still of the aristocratic Whig variety, long suspected among parliamentarians of merely substituting Whig pocket boroughs for Tory ones. It was defeated, but an election was called in order for the Whigs to take parliamentary advantage of the increasing sense of outrage out-of-doors.

In June 1831, a second Reform bill was put forward by Russell in the Commons. In September 1831, the third reading took place and passed, this time with a larger majority than before. As the bill moved to the Lords, the question ‘what will the Lords do?’ circulated at all levels of society: the bishops, ultimately proving obdurate, became the focus of popular anger. When the division took place, in October 1831, there still remained a majority against. At this point, there were widespread riots for three days. The introduction of this second bill in 1831 had marked a critical leap in popular agitation. Grey’s government, however, did not resign. Parliament was prorogued until December 1831. There was a jump in the number of petitions to the Commons.27 In Parliamentary Reform, 1640–1832, John Cannon notes that in 1780, there had been thirty-eight petitions on reform received in Parliament; in the months from October 1830 till April 1831, there were 3,000. As excitement increased in 1831, there were 30,000 received from Glasgow alone.28

From Cobbett one gets, as from nowhere else, a sense of the moment-by-moment experience of Reform. He reprints at length the exact parliamentary speeches given in the Commons debates and provides detailed technical commentary rendered in ordinary language. In 1831, he reproduces the whole of the Bill, accompanied by an analysis of its clauses, and conducts a grammatical exegesis of the king’s speech.29 In January 1832 it became clear to William IV that for the preservation of civic order, it was necessary to pass the Bill: thus, the dilemma of the Whigs became, whether or not to make the king appoint more peers to the Lords in order to give them a secure majority. Grey did not favour this alternative and was only too ready to resign. The Whigs, as much as the Tories, were frightened by the public outrage that had been unleashed, nor was it any strength of principle that kept the Whigs in government, but rather the weakness of the Tories—the perceived liability of Wellington as a leader and the refusal of Peel to lead a Tory government, on the grounds that he had been disqualified once already by his reversal on the Catholic question.

In March 1832, the Commons passed the Reform Bill on the third reading. At the beginning of April, a second reading in the Lords took place. In the face of almost certain defeat in the Lords, Grey nonetheless refused to request the arbitrary creation of more peers and instead tendered his resignation. For more than a week (9–17 May), it looked as though the king would bring in a new Tory government. It became clear that Wellington, whose blanket refusal in November 1830 to consider Reform had brought the Whigs into office in the first place, was still only too willing in 1832 to come back in order to defeat the Bill. Widespread public agitation grew at the prospect of Wellington’s possible reinstatement. However, the king was forced finally to turn to Grey again. In the Weekly Political Register (19 May 1832), as the historic bill finally moved towards completion, Cobbett highlighted the importance of ‘the last seven days, which exceed in importance all the events that have taken place in the last hundred years’.30 He congratulated his working-class readers: ‘Owing to our own exertions, and to nothing else, we shall now have this REFORM BILL’.31 The Whigs nearly came close to disappointing the radicals yet again, but when the vote came, on 4 June 1832, Wellington and his followers absented themselves, and on 7 June 1832, the Bill received royal assent. Whatever the strength of public feeling in the streets (Wellington never took down the ‘bullet-proof iron shutters’ he had caused to be put on his windows at this time), it was not the ideological fervour of the Whigs but, rather, the divisions among the Tories after the passage of Catholic Emancipation, that made the Reform Bill possible.32

In 1780, the total electorate in England and Wales had been 214,000 in an overall population of eight million, that is to say, approximately 3 per cent were eligible to vote. In Scotland and Ireland, the percentage had been even smaller. At the time of agitation for Reform in 1831, the population figures stood at: England and Wales, 13.8 million; Scotland, 2.3 million; Ireland, 7.8 million, to give a total population of 24 million, a 30 per cent increase from 1801 to 1831. In 1801, when the first national government (as opposed to parochial) census was conducted, the total number of parliamentary seats in the Commons stood at 658 members: England, 489; Wales, 24; Scotland, 45; and Ireland, 100. In 1833, the total was also 658, but the distribution and nature of the seats had changed: England, 471; Wales, 29; Scotland, 53; and Ireland, 105. In 1801, the number of borough seats, which were the main target of Reform, had been 465; in 1833, it was 399. The number of county seats, considered more ‘democratic’, increased from 188 to 253.

The provisions of the Reform Bill in its final form disenfranchised fifty-six boroughs (boroughs were generally associated with the great landowners and corruption) in England and Wales and took away one MP from another thirty. Twenty-two new double-member, plus twenty single-member boroughs, were created. In the boroughs, all householders who paid an annual rent of at least £10, without having received any parochial poor relief the previous year, became eligible to vote. The Bill created sixty-seven new constituencies, mostly in the counties (seen as populist), and allowed tenant farmers and shopkeepers to vote. Those qualified to vote had to meet property values calculated annually at 40s (freeholders), £10 (copyhold landowners), or £50 (leasehold or renters). It was specified that only ‘male persons’ could vote, thus for the first time expressly prohibiting women. For the first time also, an official register of voters was put in place. The percentage increase in the electorate overall has been estimated at anywhere from 50 per cent to 78 per cent: an absolute figure is considered impossible to determine because of the absence of any real registration procedure before 1832. Separate reform bills were passed for Scotland and Ireland. It has been estimated that Reform increased the total electoral suffrage in England and Wales by approximately 284,000 voters from 366,000 (11 per cent of the adult male population of 3,463,795) to about 650,000 (18 per cent of the adult male population in a total adult male population of 3,577,538).33

In June 1829, Thomas Carlyle had written on the wrong-headedness of the belief that the mechanical application of ‘mere political arrangements’ such as ‘Reform’ could make people happy. Lamenting the decline of the spiritual leaders of this society into mere spouters of public opinion, he complained, that the motivating spiritual force had become ‘Utilitarianism, or Radicalism, or the Mechanical Philosophy or by whatever name it is called’.34 At this time, the Edinburgh Review itself featured more essays on economic and sociological topics, including Utilitarian political economy, and Henry Brougham, working to establish the University of London, wrote more about popular education than politics. Carlyle’s critique of Utilitarianism as the shibboleth of the 1820s was not the only one. Thomas Babington Macaulay, who emerged as one of the leading speakers during the Reform debate, typifies the rhetorical new order. His first article mentioning Reform, ‘Hallam’s Constitutional History’, had appeared in the Edinburgh in September 1828. Macaulay’s critiques of James Mill appeared in the March, June, and October issues of 1829, but they were more concerned with Catholic Emancipation than with Reform as a political measure. In his article, ‘Utilitarian Theory of Government, and the “Greatest Happiness Principle” ’ (October 1829), it is surprisingly only in the last two paragraphs that he mentions parliamentary reform at all. Throughout the debate, one might expect that the Westminster Review, established in 1824 as an organ of the new political economy to challenge the supremacy of the Edinburgh, would have been a leading contributor. However, its initial radical enthusiasm was fading by 1828, and there is no mention of Reform in its article on the ‘Catholic Question’ (January 1829). In January 1830, it discussed ‘Radical Reform’, but in strictly disinterested philosophical terms. In July 1830, there was a leading article entitled ‘The Ballot’, a review by James Mill, of a pamphlet concerning ‘Thoughts on Moderate Reform in the House of Commons’, but the terms are philosophical rather than political.35 In its review of Southey’s Colloquies in July 1829, it had criticized Southey for being out of date, but this did not receive the same attention as Macaulay’s article in the Edinburgh, ‘Southey’s Colloquies on Society’ (January 1830), which also belittled Southey’s nostalgia for sixteenth-century rural England and its piety.

In February 1830, Macaulay entered the House of Commons as a Whig pocket borough member and quickly became known as the Whigs’ most eloquent speaker after Henry Brougham. Like Brougham, Macaulay conducted his battles both in the Commons and in the pages of the Edinburgh. On the Tory side, speaking against Reform, Macaulay’s rival was John Wilson Croker, whose political career, fostered by Wellington, had begun in 1807, and whose articles were a mainstay of the Quarterly. The editor of the Quarterly, Lockhart, also wrote for Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, and although Blackwood’s featured over twenty articles on Reform during the course of 1831, Lockhart that year comfortably predicted its defeat: Grey would resign over the Lords’ refusal to pass the Bill, Peel would form a new Tory government, and the Commons ‘will be delighted to find their Bill destroyed … and we shall jog on pretty much in the old way again’. Lockhart also echoed the radicals’ distrust of the aristocratic Whigs: previously, when out of office, ‘Praise and pudding they grudged not, neither did they spare. Their reviews were encomiastic, their houses were open, their fêtes were brilliant, their private patronage unwearied and thoroughgoing’. But finding themselves in government in 1830, that cultivation of public opinion had stopped, and once again Reform, he predicted, would go into abeyance.36

The central literary narrative of the Reform Bill from 1830 to 1832 can be seen in the rivalry between the new ‘liberal’ Whig typified by Macaulay and the old Tory reactionary represented by Croker, conducted simultaneously across the benches of the Commons and in the pages of the two leading quarterlies. In August 1831, at the height of the Reform excitement, Lockhart compared Macaulay to Edmund Burke and called him ‘the cleverest declaimer by far on that side of the House’, while at the same time, Croker, on whom Lockhart depended in the Quarterly, was also praised—‘nothing but his position in the government, and yet out of the Cabinet, could have prevented him from being the first speaker of his time long ere this time of day’.37 Their political battles in 1830–1831 brought to a head the quarterlies’ literary rivalry that had begun in 1809, when the Edinburgh criticized the Tories’ conduct of the war in Spain just as Wellington was making some headway against Napoleon. Both as an administrator and a writer, Croker had played an integral role in the Wellington effort, while the defeatist Whigs, still relegated to opposition at that time, counselled scepticism and were ultimately proven wrong.

In literary terms, James Boswell’s Life of Johnson (1791) turns out to be of unexpected centrality to the debate on Reform. In the September 1831 issue of the Edinburgh, Macaulay reviewed Croker’s edition of Boswell’s biography (1831) with an excoriating enumeration of all the schoolboy errors of fact and classical translation made by Croker. Macaulay’s exegesis had more to do with Reform than eighteenth-century literature. The review was in fact a riposte to Croker’s jeering at him in the Commons on 20 September 1831, after Macaulay, raising the spectre of revolution, had made a speech on the Reform Bill comparing the historical stance of the French nobility in 1789 to the present Tory resistance to Reform even as the mobs roared outside. On that occasion, in front of the House, where Macaulay had been making a name for himself as one of its foremost speakers, Croker, a specialist in the history of the French Revolution, humiliated the precocious young MP by detailing his historical solecisms. Subsequently, the Edinburgh’s September 1831 review of Croker’s edition of Boswell became Macaulay’s revenge: ‘See whether I do not dust that varlet’s jacket for him in the next number of the Blue and Yellow’.38

There was a rejoinder on the Tory side. Lockhart made his review of Croker’s Boswell’s Life of Johnson the opening article of the Quarterly’s November 1831 issue: it praised Croker’s literary work and took the opportunity to extol his speeches in Parliament against Reform. That same month, in more personally virulent terms, Blackwood’s also took up the defence of Croker against Macaulay, in the Noctes Ambrosianae, where John Wilson as ‘Christopher North’ marched through the errors in Macaulay’s ‘ten pages of conceited and calumnious cavilling’.39 In October 1829, reviewing ‘Southey’s Colloquies on the Progress and Prospects of Society’, Blackwood’s had supported Southey’s argument for Protestantism as a constitutional necessity; in its April 1830 issue of the Noctes Ambrosianae, John Wilson satirized Macaulay’s criticism of Southey’s Colloquies in the Edinburgh. The Tory Fraser’s Magazine joined in, praising Southey and damning Macaulay, in its article ‘The Edinburgh Review. Mr. Thomas Babington Macauley [sic] and Mr. Southey’ (June 1830).

In January 1832, Blackwood’s continued to remind its readers of the vacillations of the Whigs throughout the whole contemporary history of Reform, pointing out their arguments against it in 1797 and 1817, and the sudden conservatism of Brougham and Jeffrey once in office, after years of literary opposition in the Edinburgh—‘We have never yet heard the Lord Chancellor [Brougham] refute the masterly sketches of Henry Brougham on this subject: we have looked in vain to the Lord Advocate [Jeffrey] for an answer to the arguments so long and powerfully urged by Francis Jeffrey’. It also argued that if the People were the ones who had precipitated this revolution, it is they who still revered ‘The rudiments of our present constitution, the institutions which still prevail, like Gothic castles amidst the ephemeral structures of modern times … Aldermen, Hundreds, and Tithings … County Courts … [all from] the reign of Alfred’. The explanation blames the growth of irreligion on the Whig–Liberal manipulation of the people through the press and cites the degradation of intellectual appetite even among the educated: ‘The poetry of Milton and Thomson, of Pope and Dryden, is almost unknown to the rising generation; and in its stead, the splendid extravagance of Byron, or the bewitching license of Moore, is insinuated into every breast’—the last two, of course, being Whig authors.40 And in March 1832, an article by Croker and Lockhart in the Quarterly, ‘The Revolutions of 1640 and 1830’, explicitly addressed Macaulay’s most recent speech on Reform, a speech that Croker had already answered in Parliament itself.

While Macaulay was being attacked on one side by the Quarterly and Blackwood’s, he was also being jostled within the Whig party itself, by the more senior Brougham, who had been returned for Yorkshire as a reformer in August 1830. As one of the earliest members of the Edinburgh circle, Brougham insisted that he be the one to contribute the lead article on the July Revolution for the issue of October 1830, forcing Macaulay, who had already submitted an article on the topic, to withdraw.41 Between October 1830 and January 1834, Brougham contributed over ten articles: he positioned himself as the voice of Reform in the Commons during the latter half of 1830, when the possibility of the Whigs forming a government suddenly swung into view, and in the Edinburgh during the crucial years 1831–1832 when the Whigs were attempting to push legislation for Reform through. This was at a time when he, newly elevated to the Lords, could no longer speak in the Commons. If one looks over the Edinburgh during the years surrounding Reform, all the most explicitly political commentary pleading its cause is written by Brougham, who mostly writes of Reform in the context of party-political manoeuvrings. None of these is memorable in literary terms, but when Brougham was given the pas on Reform, Macaulay then channelled his politics into reviews, which have become better known under the rubric of literature, in ‘Sadler’s Law of Population’ (July 1830), ‘Moore’s Life of Lord Byron’ (June 1831), ‘Southey’s edition of the Pilgrim’s Progress’ (December 1831), ‘Lord Nugent’s Memorials of Hampden’ (December 1831), ‘Nare’s Memoirs of Lord Burghley’ (April 1832), and ‘Dumont’s Recollections of Mirabeau—the French Revolution’ (July 1832). These articles, suffused with Reform-centric references now overlooked by literary readers, contributed to the impetus behind the passage of the Reform Bill.

After four years of Whig government, in August 1834 as the Tories moved towards power again, Blackwood’s continued to remind readers of the Whigs’ historical inconsistency in their attitude towards Reform, emphasizing their apostasy as ministers from their rhetoric as writers:


The Reform we have now got they had continued for many years to denounce as revolution, in speeches, pamphlets, books, without beginning, middle, or end; and the Bill they at first proposed to bring in was founded on principles of conservatism, which almost all moderate men might have in much approved. … Once seated in places of power, the Whigs were not slow to denounce Political Unions.42



As Thomas De Quincey a few years later was to say of the Whigs’ bargain with the devil:


it cannot be denied that the Tories were they, who, by excluding the Whigs from office for half a century, drove them into the necessity of an alliance with the Radicals. The price paid down, was the Reform Bill; and there the Whigs hoped to have stopped. But the Radicals have made them sensible, that this is no more than a means; and, as a means, even not yet effectual without further amendments and collateral aids.43



This marked the difference between the traditional parliamentary sense of Reform during the 1780s and its transformation by ideological radical agitation into a general sense of social progressiveness. In December 1834, Fraser’s reviewed all that had happened since 1828 and began to claim this new social legislative agenda for the newly emergent Tory ministers, who, the article claims, had always been interested in reform, ‘Conservative and ameliorating’—an example of the use of the new term ‘conservative’ by the Tory party under Peel as it attempted to distance itself from Wellington and 1830.44 Fraser’s deals too much in political personalities and details to read these articles as literary, but the clue to its sense of the future of literature can be found in its choice to publish Sartor Resartus serially (November 1833–August 1834), just as the Tory resurgence gathered force. Carlyle had written with some disgust of the ‘Reform hurlyburly’ that had forced him to break his manuscript up ‘into stripes, and send it forth in the Periodical way’: he could not find any publisher for it as a book, while ‘the Reform-bill mania of 1831–1832’, as Fraser’s termed it, continued to rage to the detriment of the book trade.45

Thus, Toryism regrouped itself, and when Croker resigned from politics in 1832 upon the passage of the Reform Bill, he retreated to literature. The energy he had expended on the floor of the Commons now went into the pages of the Quarterly. Along with Southey, he had been one of their main contributors from the beginning: after his article ‘Friendly Advice to the Lords’ (July 1831), and especially after his resignation, there is a notable increase, such that the Wellesley Index editors assign over 270 articles to his name and trace his influence in many others, calling him its ‘political helmsman’. This is especially true after 1831 when, because of Lockhart’s greater predisposition towards literary affairs, Croker became ‘the voice of the old Tory party’.46 Apart from his attacks on Macaulay, he is most notorious for his scathing reviews of John Keats and Alfred Tennyson.47

To later literary critics, Croker’s party virulence in his reviews seems egregious. His political outlook was increasingly out of date. It was Peel the politician who actually caught the drift of nineteenth-century thought, but Peel had no literary gifts. Still, even the liberal Macaulay’s literary scourging is hardly less hectic than that of Croker: both writers practised literary criticism in politically charged language. Collected in scholarly editions, away from the ephemeral pages of contemporary periodicals, the arguments of these critics seemingly fail in logic, while their rhetoric dazzles: it is the loss of the Reform background that often deprives later readers of the clue to their anger and makes us regard their critical judgements as anomalous. After the 1830s, party politics no longer formed the capstone of the quarterlies’ achievements, and ‘Reform’ moved away from eighteenth-century Whig grumbling into the nineteenth-century understanding of it as socially ameliorative. The coming years would interpret ‘Reform’ from a more Victorian perspective: that is to say, with a concentration on social issue legislation, a notion foreign to the eighteenth-century Whig desire simply to obtain executive power and proximity to the monarch. It was only the crisis of Catholic Emancipation—to contemporary eyes, the real constitutional crisis—that broke up the British ancien régime. The aftermath, during the years 1829–1832, which we call ‘Reform’, showed that the People could play an active role in government, and that government needed to work as a legislative power not just an executive one. The Reform crisis gave Cobbett and the fourth estate their places in Parliament, and after the old parliament buildings burned to the ground in 1834, the new building included designated seats for the press—which no longer needed to stare down government prosecution in the courtroom or practise the cautious self-censorship of Wordsworthian Romanticism.
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Chapter 35


Political Economy



Robert J. Mayhew

The ‘Bitter Argument’ Between Economists and Human Beings Revisited

In retrospective mood, Arnold Toynbee opened his celebrated Lectures on the Industrial Revolution in England (1884) by announcing as a recent outcome that ‘the bitter argument between economists and human beings has ended in the conversion of the economists’. Exactly who Toynbee’s human beings were was not immediately obvious, but became more apparent later in the same chapter when he cited both Thomas Carlyle and Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s criticisms of the work of Thomas Robert Malthus and David Ricardo. Clearly, the several generations of Romantic writers were the human beings whose sterling work had vanquished the inhumane excesses of political economy.1 In truth, Toynbee’s retrospective binary was really but a reworking of one developed by John Stuart Mill in the middle of the conflict in 1840 when he opined in his essay ‘Coleridge’ ‘that every Englishman of the present day is by implication either a Benthamite or a Coleridgean’.2 During and immediately after the era of the Romantics, then, it was a critical commonplace that their work was pitched against the discourse of political economy.

In this conflict there was a conjoined battle over style as well as substance. Toynbee’s paradigmatic political economist was Ricardo, of whose Principles of Political Economy and Taxation (1817) he noted perplexity as to why ‘a treatise so destitute of sympathy, observation, imagination, even literary style … [should] dominate the minds of nearly all the distinguished men of a distinguished time’. Imagination and sympathy as qualities of mind, then, were absent in the dehumanizing discourse of political economy which led both to an objectification of the poor as labour power and to a treatise devoid of literary value. Again, Toynbee’s conjunction of a paucity of literary and intellectual imagination trod territory Mill had pioneered a generation earlier, this time in his paired essay ‘Bentham’ which noted of its subject that ‘self-consciousness, that daemon of the men of genius of our time, from Wordsworth to Byron, from Goethe to Chateaubriand, and to which this age owes so much both of its cheerful and its mournful wisdom, never was awakened in him’.3

And yet, tidy as the binary of political economists and Romantics appears, it in fact becomes rather ragged even as Toynbee proposes it. First, in enumerating those who were puzzlingly dazzled by the dull Ricardo, Toynbee notes Thomas De Quincey and his admiring comments about Ricardo in Confessions of an English Opium-Eater (1821). Romantic writers, clearly, could take sides with political economists versus human beings. Second, it becomes apparent that Ricardo is not only the paradigmatic political economist for Toynbee, he is also unusual in his lack of imagination and sympathy, Adam Smith, for example, being framed as a philosophically minded champion of the principle of liberty. Political economists, equally, could be sympathetic champions of the people rather than just the architects of dehumanization. Finally, the reason Toynbee could declare his bitter argument a thing of the past was that people were now demanding a political economy that attended to equitable distribution not just to production, something that amounted to a rapprochement of the two parties that proved their ability to build dialogue rather than just argue, and which was in fact exactly what Mill’s own bestselling Principles of Political Economy had put at the heart of its intellectual ambitions as early as 1848.4

In this chapter, we trace the interactions of Toynbee’s ‘bitter argument’ over the timescale suggested by his framing of the topic, that is, from Adam Smith to John Ruskin. Attention will be paid in particular to how any critical commonplace about the opposition of romantic prose writing to political economy tends to collapse or become ragged when the primary texts on which it is based are revisited. This raggedness, as we have already seen, becomes apparent even in treatments as apparently stark as Toynbee’s and it has been the galvanising point of purchase for critical scholarship attending to the linkages of romanticism and political economy over the past two decades. Coming from the angle of writing the intellectual history of political economy, for example, Emma Rothschild has shown the centrality of concepts of ‘sentiment’ and imagination to the early political economists, while Donald Winch has emphasized the extent to which, in the hands of John Stuart Mill, political economy was interwoven with a romantic sensibility to nature and the environment.5 From the other angle of literary studies, both Catherine Gallagher and Mary Poovey have stressed the extent to which political economy deploys devices of narrative, plotting, and the fictive to construct its arguments and how this intertwined with the emergence of the realist novel, while Philip Connell traced in forensic detail the ways in which the founding generation of romantic poets increasingly drew on political economy even as they remained rhetorically hostile to it.6 In the light of this critical work, the present chapter takes three angles on investigating the (sometimes) tense conjunctions of political economy and Romantic prose. The first section looks at how political economy understood the profession of letters as a product of and placed within commercial society in the work of Adam Smith before going on to show just how much political economy itself was literary and rhetorical through the example of Malthus’s Essay on the Principle of Population (1798). It was Malthus not Ricardo who drew the ire of Romantic writers, and the second section attends to this literary moment, showing how for all the highly memorable vituperation directed towards him by the likes of Robert Southey, William Hazlitt, and William Cobbett, they also argued not for the elimination of political economy but for a better form of political economy. The final section then looks at Romantic efforts to build such improved forms of political economy in two forms. First, efforts to make the findings of political economy available in more elegant and readable prose, and, second, ventures to build what can be called a ‘Romantic political economy’, attending to people as souls and wealth as value, a project which culminated in the work of Ruskin.

Political Economy and the Profession of Letters

In his twenty-third lecture on rhetoric, Adam Smith offered some conjectures about the origin and flourishing of prose writing. His thesis was very simple: without the rise of commercial societies of the variety that Scottish conjectural history was anatomizing, prose would not have emerged. ‘’Tis the Introduction of Commerce or at least of opulence which is commonly the attendant of Commerce which first brings on the improvement of Prose.’ Smith went on to offer a speculative social explanation for this alleged causal connection:


Wherever the Inhabitants of a city are rich and opulent, where they enjoy the necessaries and conveniencies of life in ease and Security, there the arts will be cultivated … For in all such States it must necessarily happen that there are many who are not obliged to Labour for their livelihood and have nothing to do, but employ themselves in what most suits their taste, and seek out for pleasure in all its shapes. In this state it is that Prose begins to be cultivated.—Prose is naturally the Language of Business; as Poetry is of pleasure and amusement. Prose is the Stile in which all the common affairs of Life all Business and Agreements are made. No one ever made a Bargain in verse.7



We have, then, a twofold explanation of the emergence of prose: the opulence of commercial society gives leisure time in which it can be cultivated and consumed, and reciprocally that form of social structure is reliant on prose skills to underpin its truck and bartering such that Smith’s famous invisible hand also needs pen and paper if it is to function.

A decade later, Smith’s celebrated anatomy of the commercial stage of society, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (1776), took this analysis further. Studying the variable wages of different occupations, Smith was drawn into a discussion of ‘that unprosperous race of men commonly called men of letters’. He argued that law and medicine were able to restrict numbers entering their professions by the cost of the education required and that this kept their incomes relatively high, whereas the vast numbers educated in the universities flooded the market for teaching and academic positions, thereby explaining the penury of the man of letters. Further, Smith noted that the situation had been even worse prior to the emergence of print culture which separated the scholar from ‘those yet more indigent men of letters who write for bread’.8 Smith, then, saw a segmented labour market for the man of letters, with the penury of the scholar only trumped by that of those who were ‘hackneyed for bread’ in the culture of Grub Street writing. And yet the profession of authorship was clearly one which, for all its material disadvantages, was both essential to and fostered by commercial societies.

Smith’s political economy, then, could both explain and historicize the profession of authorship in terms of the logic of the market. Such an argument, of course, could deflate the grand claims regarding the quasi-divine status of authorship offered in the Romantic age as in Percy Shelley’s Defence of Poetry (written 1821, published 1840). More immediately, however, it placed the writing of imaginative prose and poetry in the same category as the writing of nonfictional work such as political economy. Indeed, Smith’s own Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres (1762–1763) with which this section began were delivered as lectures at the University of Glasgow. The Wealth of Nations’s ‘unprosperous race’ in fact subsumed not just its author but those who would succeed him in the profession of political economy. By 1776 Smith had renounced his academic position and was writing with patronage, switching then from education to being reliant on the public sphere of a burgeoning print culture. But in both subject positions, Smith was enmeshed in the logic of a commercial stage of society, and, from the perspective of political economy, was in a position no different from the Romantic writer.

Lest this appears merely as the subsumption of writing within the logic of economic activity, it is worth noting that Smith also gestured in the other direction towards the ways in which commercial activity was itself best understood as a mode of imaginative persuasion. Switching from rhetoric to oratory, in his Lectures on Jurisprudence, Smith suggested that the drive to truck and barter, universal to a commercial society, was in fact a displaced form of oratory: ‘the offering of a shilling, which to us appears to have so plain and simple a meaning, is in reality offering an argument to persuade one to do so and so as it is for his interest … And in this manner every one is practising oratory on others through the whole of his life’.9 Simply put, if Smith could historicize the profession of letters in terms of the emergence of a commercial society, splicing together political economists and fiction writers alike in terms of that society, he could equally see that commercial society was built on shared fictions of persuasion. If political economy could historicize creative authorship, creation and persuasion could equally model the mainsprings of commercial societies.

Taking Smith’s argument that a political economist is a ‘man of letters’ who shares a subject position with creative authors seriously suggests the need to revisit the writing of political economy as a literary act as well as an attempt to build the ‘science of the legislator’. We can do this by looking at the text most commonly framed as the scourge or ‘malign muse’ of romanticism, Malthus’s Essay on the Principle of Population.10 Malthus’s Essay is not simply an austere tract of factual inquiry; on the contrary, emerging at a moment of extreme fear in England about the contagion of French Revolutionary sympathies it was an essay in anti-revolutionary rhetoric. Malthus was happy to pepper the Essay with literary quotations from Shakespeare, Milton, and Pope, but this is what anyone might expect from an educated man of letters in this era. (Adam Smith was, according to his biographer Dugald Stewart, exceptionally well versed in literature, although it makes its presence felt less frequently than in Malthus’s work.)11 More telling was Malthus’s willingness to deploy a range of literary tropes and genres to make his rhetoric hit home.

Malthus’s Essay was aimed explicitly at the utopian radicalism of the Marquis de Condorcet in France and of William Godwin on the other side of the Channel. The Essay framed both writers as in the grip of a fiction or fantasy and Malthus’s own work as grounded in reason: their work, according to Malthus, ‘presents us, undoubtedly, with a very beautiful and desirable picture, but like some of those landscapes, drawn from fancy, and not imagined with truth, it fails of that interest in the heart which nature and probability can alone give’.12 But in truth, far from being severely factual as this binary might imply, Malthus’s mode of critique spliced together the literary and the political economic in multiple ways. First, Malthus engaged in a long narrative ‘thought experiment’ where he took Godwin’s ideal of an equal society without the institutions of property or marriage and tried to track what his principle of population—that population growth would outstrip food availability—would mean for Godwin’s utopia. His argument was that the institutions of marriage and property would have to be re-established to ensure social survival. In the face of Godwin’s beautiful and desirable picture, Malthus built a contrasting ‘melancholy picture’ of dearth and, much as he wanted to frame this as a reality necessitated by the principle of population, it was by its very nature equally fictive, notably given the paucity of direct evidence Malthus offered for the reality of his principle of population in 1798.13 Second, and using weapons that Romantic critics would soon level at him, Malthus enjoyed using satire and reductio ad absurdum to puncture the claims of his utopian opponents. Malthus used these tools in particular to argue that the undoubted improvements commercial society had wrought were not by that fact unlimited. Merely because a limit to such improvements could not be determined with precision did not mean it did not exist: ‘the flower has grown gradually larger by cultivation … it would be highly presumptuous in any man to say, that he had seen the finest carnation or anemone that could ever be made to grow. He might however assert without the smallest chance of being contradicted by a future fact, that no carnation or anemone could ever by cultivation be grown to the size of a large cabbage’.14 Against Godwin, Malthus argued all conjectures must be grounded in past experience if we were not to descend into a ranting which he equated with the millenarian prophecies of Robert Brothers:


A writer may tell me that he thinks man will ultimately become an ostrich. I cannot properly contradict him. But before he can expect to bring any reasonable person over to his opinion, he ought to show, that the necks of mankind have been gradually elongating; that the lips have grown harder, and more prominent; that the legs and feet are daily altering their shape; and that the hair is beginning to change into stubs of feathers. And till the probability of so wonderful a conversion can be shown, it is surely lost time and lost eloquence to expatiate on the happiness of man in such a state; to describe his powers, both of running and flying.15



Malthus, then, framed himself as the severely rational political economist scotching fanciful imaginings, but to do so he both created imaginary plots for the development of putative societies and used layers of literary scorn against his targets. A rational political economy was being buttressed by literary skills in order to defuse revolutionary tensions.

Malthus’s Essay made his name as a controversialist and this must be ascribed in good part to the literary flair of his critique as well as the principles of political economy he espoused. As we will see in the next section, later editions of the Essay became the target for a host of Romantic writers. But even within the tradition of political economy, the response to Malthus could invoke literary skills as can be seen from Mill’s youthful essay, ‘The Quarterly Review on Political Economy’ (1825). By 1825 Malthus was, together with Ricardo, the most famous political economist of his generation. He penned an essay for the Quarterly Review defending his views from the emerging Ricardian orthodoxy which had been expressed in the recent entry on political economy for the Encyclopaedia Britannica by John McCulloch. Mill wanted to indict Malthus for being inconsistent and illogical. While the details of Mill’s riposte are beyond our scope, what is worth noting is that Mill wrote his long response for the Westminster Review under the conceit (which he knew to be untrue) that the essayist to whom he was replying was in fact an opponent of Malthus rather than Malthus himself. As Mill put it:


When we commenced the perusal, we were considerably startled at the remarkable similarity of the style to that of Mr Malthus himself … nor was it long before we discovered that this writer, under the mask of a devoted adherent of Mr Malthus is, in reality, his concealed enemy, and affects to defend his doctrines, merely to have an opportunity of exhibiting them and him in a ridiculous and contemptible attitude.



The precocious 19-year-old Mill proceeds to griddle Malthus’s vacillations and vaguenesses, all on the mock comic grounds of helping those who ‘should mistake this grave piece of raillery for a serious exposé of Mr Malthus’s opinions’.16

Political economy in the Romantic age, then, both historicized the profession of authorship and placed its own inquiries within that ambit, together with the writing of fiction and poetry. And true to this analysis, the writing of political economy in the Romantic age frequently spliced together literary and fictional strategies with the factual study of society in the construction of its arguments and the debates between its proponents.

Malign Muse or Provocation? Romantic Responses to Political Economy

Scholars seeking to confirm Toynbee’s commonplace about a ‘bitter argument’ between Romanticism and political economy need look no further than the swathe of Romantic responses to Malthus’s Essay. Indeed, it has even been suggested that this is one of the only places in which a commonality can be found amongst those we label ‘Romantic’: ‘if one is looking for an Ariadnean thread linking the early Lakers and their more radical successors, hostility to Malthus and his doctrines is one of the few plausible candidates’. That hostility was as lurid as it was memorable, as vituperative as it was sincere. Thus, Coleridge railed against ‘the stupid Ignorance of the Man!’ and Cobbett routinely framed Malthus as a monster; Shelley castigated Malthus’s doctrines as ‘those of a eunuch and of a tyrant’; and, most spectacularly of all, Southey deemed his work ‘a colliquative diarrhoea of the intellect’.17 And yet for all this attention-grabbing invective, there were serious purposes to the Romantic critique of Malthus. For while the Romantics wanted to condemn political economy as currently practised, they did so in the name both of spirituality and of building a ‘truer’ form of that inquiry into the science of society. In other words, political economy per se was not the target, only its dehumanizing perversions. Furthermore, the Romantic critique of Malthus in particular was also a foray into the politics of literary style, condemning him in terms similar to those in which we have seen him attack the purported fantasies of Godwin and Condorcet. To begin to analyse this intertwining of invective and argument, we can look at two important essays by Southey.

In 1804, after conversations with Coleridge, Southey penned a devastating review of the second edition of Malthus’s Essay for the Annual Review which amounts to the first extended argument between Romanticism and (Malthusian) political economy in print. Southey’s criticism was that Malthus falsely made the passion between the sexes something beyond rational alteration: ‘the whole proceeds upon the assumption, that lust and hunger are alike passions of physical necessity … fornication would be as indispensable as food’. In response, Southey saw this position as a twofold delusion or deceit. Socially, Malthus’s position ignored the ways in which the political configurations of his era created poverty, misleadingly ascribing them to the workings of ‘nature’. And theologically, ascribing poverty and the resultant vice and misery of society to nature was impious as well as inaccurate:


We admit the whole extent of the vice and misery in the world; he [Malthus] has not in the slightest point exaggerated it. It remains to be seen whether human institutions, or the laws of nature be in fault; it remains to be seen (we speak with reverence and not without indignation) whether we are to complain of the folly of man, or of the will of God, for this is the alternative. Let not the impiety of the question be imputed to us!



By the close of the essay, Southey was ascribing to Malthus a desire to see the poor killed rather than drawing on the wealth of society via ‘euthanasia … or rather by that atrophy which daily wastes away its vital powers’.18

The fusion of invective and the ascription of poverty to social arrangements rather than a Christian God which Southey developed was repeated by other Romantic prose writers such as Coleridge, Cobbett, and Hazlitt. It remained at the core of Southey’s longer meditation on the same themes in his 1812 essay in the Quarterly Review ‘On the State of the Poor’, but he did push his argument further in three important ways. First, Southey extended his critique beyond Malthus as an individual to the tradition of political economy more broadly conceived via a withering attack on the Wealth of Nations: ‘Adam Smith’s book is the code, or confession of faith, of this system; a tedious and hard-hearted book … [that] considers man as a manufacturing animal’. Second, and reverting to Malthus, Southey built an argument about what might be called the politics of literature, suggesting that Malthus pursued his sophistries by means of false argumentation because he was carried away by his own literary devices. Rhetoric had led Malthus astray in the case of his infamous metaphor of society as ‘nature’s mighty feast’ at a dinner table that had no vacant covers for the poor: ‘it is Mr Malthus’s own metaphor … [But] A writer ought to possess a more logical mind than Mr Malthus has been gifted with, before he ventures to reason in metaphors and similitudes’. Political economy here, then, is framed as itself a mode of literary argument that, in the hands of poor minds, can be led into fantastical delusions by false tropes just as assuredly as Malthus had condemned the revolutionary utopians on the same grounds. Finally, at the close of his 1812 essay, Southey laid out a more positive vision of an alternative political economy that would address the woes of the poor rather than blaming them or banishing them to starvation, this platform being one with which other variants of Romantic political economy would share much in common. Southey argued for improvement of the land, for a programme of state-sponsored national works, for a national education system, and for imperial expansion coupled with a programme of emigration to give opportunities for all. Southey closed with a patriotic exordium to this programme of political economy that sounds as much like the jingoism of high Victorian empire as it does Romantic: ‘Unquestionably we should increase and multiply. There would be more Englishmen in the world, more of the countrymen of the Blakes and the Nelsons, the Wolfes and the Wellingtons … It is time that Britain should become the hive of nations and cast her swarms’.19

Between the publication of Southey’s two essays came the longest single Romantic response to Malthus and, thereby, to political economy, in the form of Hazlitt’s Reply to the Essay on Population (1807). Hazlitt’s Reply has been described as ‘the most substantial, comprehensive, and brilliant of the Romantic ripostes to Malthus’. In truth, such a judgement is supported not by the substantive originality of Hazlitt’s critique, much of which was foreshadowed by Southey in 1804, but by the style in which it was delivered. It is easy to be overwhelmed by the sheer stylistic exuberance of the Reply, but it is important to note Hazlitt framed himself as demolishing Malthus to allow a better political economy to emerge: ‘Mr Malthus’s system must, I am sure, ever remain a stumbling block in the way of true political economy’ until exposed. And as with Southey, that true political economy would recognize that the poor—or Labour as political economy would have it—were the producers of wealth not simply consumers of wealth that was spontaneously generated for the rich to hoard.20

Hazlitt’s Reply was an extended venture in the politics of literary style; with élan and bile, Hazlitt attacked Malthus while simultaneously framing the dour political economist as in fact helplessly misled by his own literary devices. Hazlitt acknowledged his exuberance in the ‘Advertisement’ to the book: ‘some persons … have objected to the style as too flowery, and full of attempts at description. … I have indeed endeavoured to make my book as amusing as the costiveness of my genius would permit’. As one example of this descriptive style among multitudes in the Reply, it is worth citing at length Hazlitt’s version of Southey’s argument that fornication is not as indispensable as food:


Almost every little Miss, who has had the advantage of a boarding-school education, or been properly tutored by her mamma, whose hair is not of an absolute flame-colour, and who has hopes in time, if she behaves prettily, of getting a good husband, waits patiently year after year, looks about her, rejects or trifles with half a dozen lovers … and all the while behaves very prettily; till she is at last smitten with a handsome house, a couple of footmen in livery, or a black-servant, or a coach with two sleek geldings, with which she is more taken than with her man:—why, what an idea does Mr. Malthus give us of the grave, masculine genius of our Utopian philosophers … that they will not be able to manage these matters as decently and cleverly as the silliest women can do at present!



Hazlitt also repeatedly cast Malthus in literary terms: as a Don Quixote tilting at windmills, a Swiftian tub thrown out to distract, as Colonel Trim in Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy (1759–1767) obsessed with his fortifications against the poor, as authoring ‘a new Iliad of woes’. But above all, Hazlitt wanted to convict Malthus of being deluded by the power of literature itself. As with Southey, Hazlitt attended at length to the infamous ‘nature’s mighty feast passage’ from the 1803 Essay to make good this claim, but had already made the same point more pithily earlier in the Reply:


It is astonishing to see how those men, who pique themselves the most on the solidity of their understandings, and on a kind of dull matter-of-fact plodding accuracy, are perpetually led away by their imaginations: the more so because they are the dupes of their own vanity, and never suspect that they are liable to any such deceptions. In the present instance our author has been hurried into an unfounded assumption by having his imagination heated with a personification. He has given to the principle of population a personal existence, conceiving of it as a sort of infant Hercules, as one of that terrific giant brood, which you can only master by strangling it in its cradle.21



Hazlitt’s Reply had first appeared as a set of letters published in the Political Register at the invitation of the periodical’s editor, William Cobbett. Years later, on returning to Malthus in his Spirit of the Age (1825) essays, Hazlitt more pithily captured four hundred pages of antagonism in a single phrase: Malthus ‘cast a slur upon the face of nature’.22 A year later, again in his Political Register, Cobbett rendered Hazlitt’s comment literal by arguing in one of his most celebrated Rural Rides that the landscape of the Vale of Avon in Wiltshire was a rebuttal of the falsities of Malthusian political economy. Cobbett introduced the reader to a landscape fecund in the extreme: ‘I first saw this Valley of Avon; and a most beautiful sight it was! Villages, hamlets, large farms, towers, steeples, fields, meadows, orchards, and very fine timber trees, scattered all over the valley’. And yet the people starved. In addressing why, Cobbett honed in on the ‘diabolical’ Malthus and the ‘beastly Scotch feelosofers’ who defined wealth not in terms of sustaining an honest yeomanry who fed off the fruits of their labour but as ‘that which is left of the products of the country over and above what is consumed, or used, by those whose labour causes the products to be. This being the notion, it follows, of course, that the fewer poor devils you can screw the products out of, the richer the nation is’. Paper money and London as the ‘infernal WEN’ were destroying the livelihoods of the labouring classes. Political economy, then, was a slur on the face of nature both metaphorically and literally.23

Political Economy: Two Pathways to Rapprochement

For all the vituperation quoted, the previous section showed that Romantic critics of political economy did not engage in invective purely for its own sake. On the contrary, they consistently argued that critique was designed to clear the ground for a true political economy, be that Cobbett’s agricultural riposte to the incursion of paper money or Southey’s imperial vision of a greater British hive of nations. We can now look at two pathways by which Romantic writers sought to build a political economy for the people, one broadly assimilative, the other transformative.

Because the ‘bitter argument’ narrative has until recently dominated commonplace understandings of the connection between Romantic prose and political economy, the ways in which some Romantic writers sought to engage positively with this discourse have tended to be marginalized. And yet such a strand was important throughout the early nineteenth century, particularly to the second generation of Romantic writers. In meditating on Hazlitt’s death in 1830, for example, Leigh Hunt signalled the need for a more understanding approach to political economy: ‘We must not quarrel with a steam-engine, because it is not a sun-beam; nor fail to take advantage of its working, in order to further one’s opportunities of enjoying the beam itself. When the steam-plough shall cultivate the fields for our children, they will have more leisure for their books and flowers’.24 One of the main ways in which an assimilative strand emerged between political economy and Romantic prose at the very moment when Hunt was writing in 1830 was by means of making books for leisure about political economy.

The aim of popularizing the findings of political economy, of using a more elegant literary style to disseminate the key ideas of Smith, Malthus, and Ricardo to a broader reading public, emerged in the early nineteenth century. The most important project of this variety was Harriet Martineau’s twenty-five monthly essays, Illustrations of Political Economy (1832–1834). The Illustrations were phenomenally successful with the reading public, selling some ten thousand copies every month. Martineau’s ‘Preface’ made her ambitions clear. Adam Smith was deemed the founder of the science of political economy, but his work was abstruse and inaccessible to the general reader. Martineau’s job in the next generation was clear: ‘when truth is once laid hold of, it is easy to discover and display its beauty; and this, the last and easiest process, is what remains to be done for Political Economy’. In particular, Martineau advocated popularizing the doctrines of political economy through a narrative method, through building fictional stories that would allow for the arguments of political economy to be made more concrete by being realized in the lives of fictional characters with whom the reader felt sympathy: ‘an explanation of the principles which regulate society should … be made more clear and interesting at the same time by pictures of what those principles are actually doing in communities’.25 An example of this is Martineau’s Malthusian tale, ‘Weal and Woe in Garveloch’: set on a Scottish Island, the tale follows an improvident fishing community whose population expands in good times beyond the resources the island can reliably provide, only to slide into misery and near starvation when less favourable weather conditions strike. As one of the leading characters, Ella, ruminates towards the end of the tale: ‘all might have foreseen. When was there ever a time that the seasons did not change? Here we have been too slow to learn God’s will … we knew that such stormy seasons come from time to time; and yet we acted as if we were promised plenty for ever’.26

To modern readers, such narratives come across as trite and forced, as didactic in the worst sense of the term. Some contemporaries agreed with Edward Lytton Bulwer’s review of 1833 suggesting that the willing suspension of disbelief could not stretch to credit a story where ‘in the most barbarous spot of earth half-starved fishermen take the most astonishing views on the theory of population’. Martineau’s narratives are easily read in parodic or bathetic mode, aligning them with the consciously satirical readings of political economy conjured up by Thomas Love Peacock in Melincourt (1817) and Crotchet Castle (1831).27

And yet Martineau and her readers saw the Illustrations as anything but wooden. Indeed, she contrasted her method with another in this regard: ‘it is many years since we grew sick of works that pretend to be stories, and turn out to be catechisms of some kind of knowledge which we had much rather become acquainted with in its undisguised form’.28 Interestingly, such a description could well suit the efforts of another major Romantic writer to bring political economy to a wider audience: Thomas De Quincey. De Quincey’s aims were less descriptive or narrative based than Martineau’s; he wanted to use clear prose to describe Ricardo’s Principles. To this end, and on his own account, De Quincey ‘resolved to fling my analysis of Mr Ricardo’s system into the form of Dialogues’ that were published in the London Magazine in 1824 as Dialogues of Three Templars on Political Economy. In the same advertisement already cited, De Quincey owned ‘it cannot reasonably be expected that dialogues on Political Economy should pretend to the appropriate beauty of dialogues as dialogues—by throwing any dramatic interest into the parts sustained by the different speakers, or any characteristic distinctions into their style’.29 True to this, where De Quincey’s Malthusian spokesperson at least has an appropriately Greek name, Philebus, any pretence at realism is dispensed with for the exponent of Ricardian economics who is merely named X. Y. Z.30 Dropping any literary pretensions, De Quincey returned to the explanation of Ricardo in his Logic of Political Economy (1844), a work that received cordial praise from Mill.

The transformative rapprochement of political economy and Romanticism was the attempt to build a ‘Romantic political economy’ that responded to the criticisms levelled at the inquiry by Southey and others. If Smith, Malthus, and Ricardo had failed to build a ‘true’ political economy and were condemned by Romantic writers on those grounds, what would it look like? Thomas Carlyle called for such an inquiry in Chartism (1839): ‘Statistics is a science which ought to be honourable, the basis of many most important sciences; but it is not to be carried on by steam, this science, any more than others are; a wise head is requisite for carrying it on’.31 Beyond general pronouncements, Carlyle did very little to actually deliver such a true or Romantic political economy, a task that was left to his avowed admirer, John Ruskin. Ruskin wrote two major tracts advocating a new form of political economy, Unto This Last (1862) and, dedicated to Carlyle, Munera Pulveris (1872). In the ‘Preface’ to Unto This Last, Ruskin described the essays as ‘the best, that is to say, the truest, rightest-worded, and most serviceable things I have ever written’, going on to claim their core achievement was ‘a logical definition of WEALTH’ which no political economist (Mill being his particular jousting partner) had furnished.32 It was in the fourth and final essay of the set that this promise was made good by etymological means: ‘Valor, from valere, to be well or strong’ meant that ‘the real science of political economy … is that which teaches nations to desire and labour for things that lead to life’.33 For Ruskin, life, wellness, strength meant that a true as opposed to what he called a ‘bastard science’ of political economy would have to attend to the moral state of people as individuals and communities: ‘the acquisition of wealth was finally possible only under certain moral conditions of society, of which the first was a belief in the existence, and even, for practical purposes, in the attainability of honesty’.34

As such, Ruskin could repeatedly develop a binary between true and bastard political economy. For example, a true political economy of population maximized honest souls not numbers: ‘a wise population implies the search for felicity as well as food … because man doth not live by bread only, but also by desert manna’. Similarly, if bastard political economy spoke of ‘labour’, a true version of the same would see the flaw in this reasoning: ‘it would be so if the servant were an engine of which the motive power was steam, magnetism, gravitation, or any other agent of calculable force. But he being, on the contrary, an engine whose motive power is a Soul … enters into all the political economist’s equations … and falsifies every one of their results’.35 Finally, the merchant’s telos is not profit but the flourishing of souls: ‘the merchant’s function … is to provide for the nation. It is no more his function to get profit for himself out of that provision than it is a clergyman’s function to get his stipend’.

If Ruskin is a logical culmination of the Romantic engagement with political economy, it is because he took seriously the task of reformulating that inquiry on grounds consonant with its Romantic critics. As such, he could end up by framing the entire tradition we now call ‘classical economics’ as a pis aller: ‘the study which lately in England has been called Political Economy is in reality nothing more than the investigation of some accidental phenomena of modern commercial operations … It has no connection whatever with political economy, as understood and treated of by the great thinkers of past ages’. Ruskin’s ‘great thinkers’ in economics, then, were not Smith, Malthus, Ricardo, and Mill, but ‘Plato, Xenophon, Cicero, and Bacon’ who understood the core of a Romantic or true political economy:


By the “maintenance” of a State is to be understood the support of its population in healthy and happy life; and the increase of their numbers, so far as that increase is consistent with their happiness. It is not the object of political economy to increase the numbers of a nation at the cost of common health or comfort; nor to increase indefinitely the comfort of individuals, by sacrificing surrounding lives, or possibilities of life.36



Endings and Threads: Romanticism and Political Economy

In concluding, we can return whence we began and rethink Toynbee’s framing of a bitter argument. Toynbee’s Lectures, delivered in 1881–1882 some decade after the publication of Ruskin’s Munera Pulveris, were conceived as a contribution to political economy, not history. They were also written partly in Ruskin’s thrall; Toynbee had been one of the Hinksey Diggers, the group of Oxford students who engaged in public works of the variety Ruskin had advocated in Unto This Last, as well as having connections to the Ruskinite Guild of St George. When Toynbee concluded the opening chapter of his Lectures wherein the bitter argument was established by suggesting that a new political economy of distribution was needed to supersede the old one of production, he did so in decidedly Ruskinian terms: ‘a more equitable distribution of wealth is now demanded and required. But this end can only be attained coincidentally with moral progress. For such an end a gospel of life is needed, and the old Political Economy had none’.37

Taken as history rather than polemic, Toynbee’s conclusion was so unfounded as to be absurd. Ruskin’s Romantic political economy did not win any bitter argument with an outmoded orthodoxy of production. Indeed, it would be more plausible to suggest Ruskin’s project fell, to ape Pope and Hume, stillborn from the press. Unto This Last initially emerged in the Cornhill Magazine but was pulled prematurely by William Thackeray as editor after four numbers, and Munera Pulveris was encouraged by James Froude of Fraser’s Magazine but deemed unpublishable. If Ruskin won any arguments about political economy, it was only with a coterie of Oxford undergraduates. And yet there is some considerable plausibility to Toynbee’s argument in chronological if not historical terms, in that there does seem to be a coherent story to be offered about the engagement between Romantic prose writers and the discourse of political economy that runs from Smith to Ruskin. On such an account, Ruskin appears as a logical terminus ad quem, not because he won the argument, the contrary seeming more likely, but because the conceptual conjunction of literary writing and political economy pulled apart at this moment. From the 1860s through the work of Stanley Jevons and particularly Alfred Marshall, political economy began to morph into its more modern incarnation as professional economics.38 And this mutation made reasoning about supply and demand a more technical subject that had less imaginative purchase on literature and debates regarding society. While John Maynard Keynes, for example, moved in the ambit of the Bloomsbury Group, his work as an economist did not exactly attract that group’s attention in the way Malthus had goaded Romantic writers a century previously.

‘Each age has its “economics”, if we understand by that some form of organising ideas about the basic problems of human need and the meeting of those needs.’39 It has been the argument herein that the era from the Wealth of Nations (1776) to Unto this Last (1862) formed what Keith Tribe calls an ‘age’ in economic argument. It is also contended that an age of economic ideas is not solely forged by self-professed economists or political economists, but in the exchange of ideas between them and those who contest, debate, and popularize their ideas. Romantic prose writers, as we have chronicled, occupied all of these positions with respect to classical political economy. In so doing, they helped to build and put into cultural circulation the ideas of the economists, with bitter argument only being one tone in which those interactions took place. Perhaps our own era would have a healthier understanding of the strengths and limitations of economic argument if, instead of treating it blindly as a discourse of truth, we, with the Romantic writers, engaged in debating its presuppositions and arguments, and saw that healthy public debate needs its Ruskins as well as its Ricardos.
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Chapter 36


Political Parody and Satire



Michael Demson

These writers, like the propagators of all novelties, pretended to a great zeal for the poor, and the lower orders, whilst in their satires they rendered hateful, by every exaggeration, the faults of courts, of nobility, and of priesthood. They became a sort of demagogues. They served as a link to unite, in favour of one object, obnoxious wealth to restless and desperate poverty.

Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France

In his 1790 indictment of the ‘literary cabal’ of the French Enlightenment, Edmund Burke censures the ‘Atheistical fathers’ of France for their ‘system of literary monopoly’—‘an unremitting industry to blacken and discredit in every way, and by every means, all those who did not hold to their faction’. French political satire, he argues, had been motivated by ‘a violent and malignant zeal, of a kind hitherto unknown in the world’.1 What is remarkable about Burke’s discussion of this new satire is his rather modern understanding of the term: instead of considering it a traditional literary genre, he presents satire as a novel mode in political discourse, disconnected from its generic literary history. Earlier in the century, Samuel Johnson had defined satire in his Dictionary as ‘A poem in which wickedness or folly is censured’, adding that ‘proper satire is distinguished, by the generality of the reflections, from a lampoon, which is aimed against a particular person’. Johnson held the opinion that satire is principally a verse form, that it has generic definition to distinguish it as a literary form (such that there can be something called ‘proper satire’), and that it operates as a moral, rather than political, corrective. Not so for Burke, who gives no consideration to verse satire, nor do his comments allow for satire that is not essentially political in character; only political satire matters in the context of the tumultuous 1790s. At the outset of the Revolution Controversy and British Romanticism, Burke shifts the discussion of satire from the consideration of its literary status, definition, history, and merit, to an anxious conversation about the malignant, even seditious, impact of derisive texts composed by those who would overturn political institutions.2

Burke’s comments on satire in Reflections on the Revolution in France, which are themselves highly satirical, initiated a high-stakes political debate over the role of satire—the use of abusive, condescending, and histrionic derision—in political discourse that would last for decades. In some sense, this debate can be found in the circularity of Burke’s own comments: he uses satire to alienate and discredit any political dissent, especially when expressed in political satire; the ultimate aim of his satire is to bolster British institutions and the status quo. Considering his own hyperbolic rhetoric, it seems likely that Burke would have approved of political satire when deployed by conservatives, and even might have enjoyed the satires of the Anti-Jacobin with their, as George Canning described, ‘sound reasoning, good principles, and good jokes to set the mind of the people right upon every subject’—but that remains a matter of conjecture; Burke is mute in Reflections on conservative use of satire while he rails against those who would incite insurrection. In any case, having identified satire with the ‘Atheistical fathers’ of the French Enlightenment, Burke goes on to say,


We cannot be ignorant of the spirit of atheistical fanaticism, that is inspired by a multitude of writings, dispersed with incredible assiduity and expence, and by sermons delivered in all the streets and places of public resort in Paris. These writings and sermons have filled the populace with a black and savage atrocity of mind. … The spirit of proselytism attends this spirit of fanaticism. They have societies to cabal and correspond at home and abroad for the propagation of their tenets.



The threat of radical satire, a principal form of expression of ‘atheistical fanaticism’, is real because of its propagation and popularity; the English people should consider satire’s effects upon the French masses, how by its ‘exaggerations’ it ‘rendered hateful’ the law, religion, and the aristocracy, and precipitated violence. Burke bemoans the social unrest satire has inspired, and denounces how it has alienated established authority; he frets about the political bonds satire creates across traditionally disparate orders of society through the sociability of shared laughter, and he censures the anarchic authority that successful satirists, or ‘demagogues’, assume. Though dramatic, Burke’s warning is forceful. Satire can bring about solidarity for political action and precipitate social upheaval—it had in France. Beware the ‘hollow murmuring under ground … that threatens a general earthquake in the political world’, he cautions. Indeed, Burke’s association of satire with a criminal intent to promote sedition would inspire followers to identify satire with seditious libel, a prosecutable offence, and, more sinisterly still, would identify satirists with treasonous conspiracies.3

By coupling the ‘multitude’ of ‘writings and sermons’ with ‘proselytism’, Burke identifies the threat of ‘atheistical fanaticism’ with a profusion of ephemeral texts rapidly disseminated to a broad, popular audience, an identification often made by subsequent conservatives during the Romantic period in discussing the effectiveness of satires on the popular imagination. As independent publishers multiplied at the turn of the nineteenth century, satire permeated British life—in ‘caricatures and broadsides and the corners of newspapers’, as the cultural historian John Wardroper offers. ‘The best proof of the importance of the satirists’, Wardroper further remarks wryly, ‘is that men in high places deplored, threatened, prosecuted, wooed, and employed them’—there is irony in Burke’s satirical indictment of satire.4 Burke’s association of satire with ephemera was influential. In 1798, for example, James Gillray renders Burke’s conception of satire in graphic form; he produced a scrolling satirical print, ‘New Morality, or The Promis’d Installment of the High Priest of the Theophilanthropes, with the Homage of Leviathan and his Suite’ (see Figure 36.1), to accompany George Canning’s satirical poem, ‘New Morality’, both of which appeared that year in the conservative journal, the Anti-Jacobin.

Mocking the faction of radical satirists, including Samuel Taylor Coleridge, William Godwin, Robert Southey, Joseph Priestley, Thomas Holcroft, and Charles Lamb, among others, Gillray stresses, again not without self-reflexive irony, the ephemeral nature of their publications, depicting them as pouring out of the centrally placed ‘Cornucopia of Ignorance’, clutched by raging petitioners, and littering the ground. Here the conspirators are gathered and their seditious intent to proselytize the public is made plain, as Burke forewarned.
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Figure 36.1 James Gillray, New Morality. By permission of the British Museum.



To identify these authors as satirists and to describe their works as ephemeral are both part of this new conception of satire in the 1790s. For example, far from being ephemeral, when Godwin published An Enquiry Concerning Political Justice, and its Influence on Morals and Happiness (1793), his response to Burke’s Reflections, it would in fact become the most influential work of British radicalism in the 1790s. It was in a volume, according to Peter Marshall, that cost ‘more than half the average monthly wages of a labourer’. The Pitt administration dismissed it as non-threatening precisely because the book was so substantial and costly. Marshall recounts how a contemporary wryly wrote:


The Booksellers’ counters groaned under the weight of new views of the state of the representation, theories of reform, and philosophical treatises on the constitution. Every day brought forth its bundles of pamphlets and broadsheets. Every man who had anything to say, or nothing to say, put it into print … And in the midst of this shoal of minor speculators, suddenly appeared a great leviathan in the shape of Political Justice.



Like Burke, Godwin was suspicious of the excesses of satirical language—‘Accuracy of language is the indispensable prerequisite of sound knowledge’—but unlike Burke’s Reflections, Political Justice is measured, deliberate, systematic, and without ornament; there is none of the invective, mockery, and castigation of the Reflections—a contrast Godwin surely intended.5

Burke’s Reflections precipitated prosecutions of seditious libel. While residing in Paris in 1790, Paine was charged in London and tried in absentia for the publication of the second part of The Rights of Man; his trial may be taken as the first in a series that would have a profound impact on British culture and Romantic literature. Spencer Perceval, one of the three government prosecutors (and later prime minister), opened the trial with a virtual rehearsal of Burke’s anxieties. Paine is ‘a person of a wicked, malicious, and seditious tendency’, whose aim in writing was ‘to introduce disorder and confusion’, to sow division between ‘the Crown [and] the inhabitants of this kingdom’ so as to ‘bring the Government of this country into contempt [ … ] in order to withdraw the affection of the people’ by means of ‘false, wicked, scandalous, malicious, and seditious assertions’.6 With his co-prosecutors, Perceval repeatedly drew attention to Paine’s sarcastic quip, as representative of the whole, that ‘The Bill of Rights was a Bill of Wrongs and Insults’ so that he might, with dramatic indignance, label his writings ‘profane’ and thereby ignore Paine’s arguments for parliamentary reform. It was, Perceval asserts, the jury’s duty to determine that Paine’s pamphlet ‘had a dangerous tendency’ or, stronger still, ‘an evil tendency’.7 ‘Prosecutions for seditious libel’ in the Romantic era, Jon Mee observes, ‘always focused on a text’s “tendency”—that is, its effects or likely effects in the world’ rather than trying to pin an exact meaning to a text.8 In other words, emphasis was placed on how a text might affect readers rather than on what the text says. So sure of the association of satire with criminal intent, the jury pre-empted closing statements to pronounce their verdict—guilty. Satire was polarizing and villainizing, and in the 1790s, there were two kinds, loyalists and radical. Loyalists villainized radical satire as Burke and Perceval had done, promulgating fears of its corrupting influence. Radicals villainized these loyalist authors, accusing them of bombast, hypocrisy, corruption, and intention to suppress political dissent. Loyalists, they argued, were a self-interested lot who looked only to maintain an oppressive and exploitative status quo.

In his defence of Paine, for example, Thomas Erskine, who would become the champion attorney for the vindicated radicals in the treason trials of 1794, tried to downplay the satirical tone of Paine’s writings and to disassociate him from any criminal intent, while reassigning the criminal intentions to the prosecution. This strategy of reflecting accusations back onto the accuser would be adopted frequently by radical satirists throughout the Romantic period. Erskine argued that Paine did not have ‘the diabolical intention of provoking discord and sedition’, but sought political reform, which was no crime—instead, the truly provocative language, the real libel, and the malevolence, had been propagated by the government and its loyal press:


Gentlemen, you cannot be ignorant of the disgraceful means that have been taken, not merely to inflame the public mind against the Defendant, but to stamp and brand every man with the mark and reproach of disaffection to the Government and Constitution, who shall venture to hazard the slightest approbation of his doctrines.



He decries how reformers are ‘confounded into one band of desperate destroyers’, how ‘newspapers [are] filled with the most direct attacks’: ‘I have, therefore, Gentlemen, treated with the contempt that they merited, all the sarcasms, all the calumnies, with which the conversation of companies, and the columns of newspapers, have been loaded’.9 What Erskine argued was that the government, the conservative press, and the prosecutors had engaged in calumny, not Paine.

Most radical authors, however, did not dispute the power of satirical language to sow dissent. In her response to Burke’s Reflections, A Vindication of the Rights of Men (1790), Mary Wollstonecraft condemns Burke’s style that sought only to raise ‘a horse laugh’ (his use of satire is repugnant to her), but revisits his characterization of French political satire. In An Historical and Moral View of the Origin and Progress of the French (1794), she contends that Voltaire and Rousseau indeed had ‘an electrical velocity’ that ‘kindled into a glaze the illuminating rays of truth’, the ‘irresistible energy of the moral and political sentiments of half a century’; their energy inspired a torrent of ‘philippics against despotism’, ultimately producing a transformation in sentiment that precipitated both the American and French Revolutions. She avoids using the label ‘satire’ here, saving the term for A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, where she uses it or ‘satirize’ three times to identify conservative male authors who either are unfairly critical of women for their lack of education, or would restrict women’s education through humiliation.10 Nonetheless, Wollstonecraft celebrates French satire. Echoing Wollstonecraft, Paine affirms the political effectiveness of satire, lionizing Voltaire as ‘The satirist of despotism’. Moreover, Paine argues that recourse to satire can be prudent; in the case of the French Revolution, satire brought about a necessary precursor, a ‘mental revolution’:


The despotism of Louis XIV, united with the gaiety of his court, and the gaudy ostentation of his character, had so humbled, and at the same time so fascinated the mind of France, that the people appeared to have lost all sense of their own dignity, in contemplating that of their Grand Monarch: and the whole reign of Louis XV, remarkable only for weakness and effeminacy, made no other alteration than that of spreading a sort of lethargy over the nation, from which it shewed no disposition to rise.



Voltaire was not motivated ‘from the purity of his principles, or his love of mankind, (for satire and philanthropy are not naturally concordant)’.11 Rather, Voltaire’s ‘attacks’—‘that happy mixture of satire and gaiety’, as Wollstonecraft describes—were the result of ‘his strong capacity of seeing folly in its true shape, and his irresistible propensity to expose it’.12 Satire inspired, Paine continues, the ‘spirit of political enquiry [that] began to diffuse itself through the nation’ and across the Atlantic, and that ultimately inspired nations to the ‘disposition to rise’ against their governments.13 Throughout the Romantic era, there was consensus that political satire was dangerous. In 1792 the Association for Preserving Liberty and Property against Republicans and Levellers was established and began a campaign of prosecuting seditious libel that continued for years; in 1802 and the two decades that followed, the Society for the Suppression of Vice led a prosecutorial campaign against periodicals that published radical satires; in 1820 the Constitutional Society was established and began its campaign against the radical press.

Philosophical and legal arguments about political satire produced political satires. In his highly accessible and widely popular three-volume satirical catalogue of the foibles of those in power, The Jockey Club (1792), ‘a disrespectful guide to the titled prodigals of the age’,14 Charles Pigott, a reformed libertine turned radical journalist, declares in his entry on the Prince of Wales,


The gewgaw of royal parade is calculated to entrap the admiration of the ignorant. The interest of courtiers, and other minions of the same description, naturally enlists them on the same side; but the man of independent spirit, the philosopher, the man of sensibility sees through a different medium, and judges from moral, not from adventitious causes.15



This ‘medium’ of course is the very three-volume satire his reader peruses; Pigott affirms Wollstonecraft’s and Paine’s sense of satire as an effective political tool. Later, Pigott adds, ‘it should be the peculiar province of satire, to correct and reform, not to injure individuals [ … ] but when there is no hope of effecting a cure by lenitives, caustics must be applied’.16 Pigott’s publisher was sentenced to three years’ imprisonment after the Prince of Wales denounced the book.17

Having defeated in court charges of having printed seditious materials, the radical publisher Daniel Isaac Eaton nonetheless produced the highly ironic and satirical pamphlet, The Pernicious Effects of the Art of Printing Upon Society, Exposed (c.1793–1794). Antitype, the fictitious arch-conservative author, denounces the printing press—‘that infernal invention’—as the source of political dissent, from the Reformation to the French Revolution; it had brought to an end the ‘most profound ignorance’ of the ‘lower orders’, who had for centuries ‘chearfully submitted without murmuring, to be the basis upon which the pillar of society had been erected …’. Emulating Burke, whom he praises and whose diction he borrows, Antitype expresses indignation at those led astray by ‘chimerical notions of liberty’ from the ‘happy system of social order’, a life of ‘ignorance’. He says,


… the rights of man—blessed fruits of the art of Printing—the scum of the earth, the swinish multitude, talking of their rights! And insolently claiming, nay, almost demanding, that political liberty shall be the same to all—to the high and the low—the rich and the poor—what audacity!—what unparalleled effrontery!—it ought to meet correction.



He adds that the ‘mother of mischief’ (Mary Wollstonecraft) has authored ‘Rights of Women’ in which a right to ‘a share in legislation is claimed and asserted’: ‘—gracious heaven! To what will this fatal delusion lead, and in what will it terminate!’ The argument culminates in a series of proposed solutions: ‘Let all Printing-presses be committed to the flames’, ‘double and treble’ taxes on Dissenters, ban all political discussions and close all schools, ‘burn all libraries’, ‘employ spies and informers’, and so on—but the best is saved for last: appeal to French refugees from the Revolution to ‘be made the happy instruments of reconciling us to the Pope, and of bringing us once more within the pale of the Church of Rome:—Should such a desirable event take place, the good effects of proper subordination in society would soon be seen and felt …’.18 Antitype’s absurd enthusiasm for subordination would not have been shared by the Church or monarchy of England; Eaton’s satire aims at the hypocrisy of arbitrary power that demands obedience while asserting its own defiant independence. By 1793 the radical press, including Eaton, John Thelwall, James Parkinson, Thomas Spence, and Joseph Johnson, had ‘assumed an important role in the evolution of British socio-political discourse’ and its ‘literary and pseudo-literary culture’, by taking ‘frank delight’ in persistently ‘annoying and badgering the political and cultural establishment’ with ‘a vein of humor, sometimes broad and scatological, at other times subtle and refined’.19

British radicals would go on to adopt all variety of vehicles for their satires. The graphic caricatures of Gillray, George Cruikshank, and Thomas Rowlandson came to be as common as the cheap satirical pamphlets, broadsheets, and journals calling for parliamentary reform that flourished across the entire Romantic period. Sometimes these vehicles were ephemeral. In the 1790s, for example, radical propaganda briefly appeared in satirical mock-advertisement broadsides, promoting such things as a pantomime execution of the king. Later, during the Regency, radical weeklies, such as William Cobbett’s Political Register (1802–1836), Richard Carlile’s the Republican (1817–1825), John and Leigh Hunt’s Examiner (1808–1821, when John’s son Henry Leigh Hunt became its editor), and T. J. Wooler’s The Black Dwarf (1817–1824), had only grown exponentially in popularity. They assimilated an impressive range of heterogeneous material: foreign and domestic news, market prices, reprints from books and pamphlets, transcriptions of radical meetings or trials, reports of parliamentary debates, letters to and from correspondents, commentary on other newspapers and periodicals, lists of subscribers to radical causes, domestic and agricultural instruction, poetry, reviews, and of course satirical pieces. If, as Kevin Gilmartin explains, the ‘heterogeneity’ of the radical weeklies was a response to the ‘concerted legal campaign against [their] very existence’, it was those satirical pieces that drew the most negative attention.20 What was so threatening about this humour in print culture was that it ‘bypassed the forum of the elite and directed itself straight to its increasingly large, predominantly bourgeois audience’. Political satire was much more ubiquitous, much more available, and was aimed at a much broader audience than satires of the mid-eighteenth century.21

Political satire can be found in longer works in prose, and they too came under attack: Charlotte Smith’s Desmond (1792), William Godwin’s Caleb Williams (1794), Elizabeth Inchbald’s Nature and Art (1796, which at one point was, Jon Mee observes, to be titled, A Satire Upon the Times22), Mary Robinson’s The Natural Daughter (1799), Sydney Owenson, Lady Morgan’s The Wild Irish Girl (1806), Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) and The Last Man (1826), and Thomas Moore’s Memoirs of Captain Rock (1824), among many others. Owenson’s novel, for example, repeatedly ‘identifies the Irish lower classes with potatoes and common herbs’ destined for ‘English consumption’, a satirical allegory of the imperial politics of the 1800 Act of Union; throughout the novel, she plays with the well-established satirical tradition that associates lower classes with savagery and cannibalism, an association found in Swift’s A Modest Proposal (1729) and Burke’s Reflections.23 The era’s major conservative journals, the Anti-Jacobin Review in the late 1790s, and in the ensuing decades, the Quarterly Review and later Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine published fierce and often satirical reviews that were deemed highly influential: it served Shelley to blame the Quarterly Review for Keats’s death in his preface to his 1821 poem ‘Adonais: An Elegy on the Death of John Keats’ (the review did not actually kill Keats); the fights between novelists and reviewers were as political as they were literary. Owenson’s The Mohawks; A Satirical Poem with Notes (1822) opens with the accusation, ‘While Justice’ self leans light on the scribe / Who libels on the right side for a bribe’. The poem is a sustained counter-attack on reviewers that for years had ridiculed her writing, politics, and person:


Time was, when our reviewers, something critical,

 Talk’d about books, and really read their pages;

Gave too of their contents an analytical

 Account—the faithful mirrors of their ages:

But now, more bold or else less hypocritical,

 He who reviews directer warfare wages;

Not ’gainst the book he strings denunciations,

But ’gainst the author, or his near relations.


In her notes she identifies ‘our reviewers’:


In this current 1822 … woe to him who, presuming on the precedent, shall claim for the people the right to be well governed … He will most assuredly be calumniated in The Courier, misrepresented by The Quarterly Review, preached to sleep by The British Critic, and regularly assassinated in reputation twice a week by that most moral of all the Caryatides of the throne and the altar, The John Bull.



She goes on to suggest that if conservative reviewers fail to sufficiently repress radical satire, then prosecutors are called to arrest the author’s publisher.24

Owenson was right: from the trial of Paine onwards, satire was frequently tried in the courtroom, but prosecutors encountered difficulties that often led to acquittals and backlash from the public. Philip Harling attributes these difficulties to satire itself: ‘the greatest risk’ facing prosecutors ‘stemmed from the government’s inability to control language’, and ‘the most difficult language of all to convict was the language of parody’:


Convincing a jury that they should ascribe a single meaning and a seditious tendency to deliberately multivalent language was a prodigious task, and the crown lawyers usually failed to carry it out. They ceded the high ground to the defendant when they took a satire before a jury, because to each libellous accusation hurled at him he could simply respond that that was not what he had meant. Ultimately, the government simply had to hope that jurors would not be inclined to permit the defendant any significant definitional latitude. If they did, the government was virtually certain to lose.25



As legal and cultural historians have noted, the prosecution of authors and publishers of political satire often did more to promote their work than suppress it; problems with prosecuting satire proliferated and radical journals delighted in court victories. Michael Scrivener has argued that the ‘culturally central, spectacular trials’ brought about significant reforms. Divine justice, he explains, with its ‘providential worldview’ gave way to the modern jury trial, in which the representatives of society at large could act irrationally, unpredictably, and without proper solemnity. He lists the trials: ‘The trial and execution of Louis XVI and his family (1792–1793), the sedition and treason trials of the London Corresponding Society defendants (1793–1794), the Reign of Terror (1793–1794), William Hone’s blasphemy trials (1817), the Cato Street Conspiracy trial and execution (1820), Queen Caroline’s trial in the House of Lords (1820)’—to which one might add the trials of Thomas Muir (1793), Robert Emmet (1803), Cobbett (1810), the Hunt brothers (1812), Wooler (1817), Henry ‘Orator’ Hunt (1820)—had a progressive influence on legal and jurisprudence reform during the period by modernizing ‘the scene of justice’ in the British cultural imagination.26 If they were not in a position to see this larger cultural evolution, contemporaries certainly observed the obvious: ‘the trial itself gave considerable publicity’ to radical satire, with its ‘inflammatory language … obviously intended for a plebeian audience’. Offending passages ‘had to be read in open court’ and ‘the newspapers habitually provided extensive coverage of the legal proceedings’. Prosecuting satire entailed promoting satire, often to a degree beyond the humble means of radical publishers. Trial accounts, published in newspapers, radical weeklies, and separately in ‘cheap pamphlet form’, became a wildly ‘popular form of political literature’ during the Romantic era, reaching audiences in the thousands.27 It was common for ‘reports of the unfolding courtroom dramas’ to be ‘sold on London’s streets in daily sheets’.28 Mee notes that for a short time, even collections of planned but never delivered courtroom speeches became ‘a distinctive subgenre’ and sold well.29 So, far from repressing radical satires, trials elevated them, putting them in an arena that drew national attention, and readers of trial accounts not only had access to what were supposed to be suppressed satirical texts, but also they learned of the unruly laughter such satires inspired in courtrooms and juries. In fact, radical satire triumphed with the vindications that began with the Treason Trials in the 1790s, through the trials of Wooler and Hone.

The prosecution of satirical writings had a substantial effect on the history of British literature. Harling insists that while the vindications of certain high-profile satirists, including Wooler and Hone, did do much to advance the freedom of the press, the prosecutions of authors and publishers ended many careers even if there was no conviction—the law of libel being ‘a formidable instrument of harassment’ that left many bankrupt.30 Many satirists had their careers cut short, ensuring that much satire truly was ephemeral. This had a chilling effect on political satire, and many authors distanced themselves from satire and other expressions of radicalism, including Robert Southey and William Wordsworth, who affected an ‘amnesia’ about their own earlier ties to radicalism.31 Moreover, prosecutions of satirists inspired paranoia among authors: ‘people became nervous about the language they used’.32 Godwin’s insistence on earnestness in writing was in part his response to his recognition that the government ‘encroachment’ in the 1790s was essentially an attempt ‘to infuse treasonous intent into otherwise quite possibly innocuous actions of the defendants’.33 The discourse in the courts, Victoria Myers demonstrates, reappears in Coleridge’s private writings as he internalized the political anxiety about satirical language and its prosecution—he, like Godwin, sought a ‘plain language’, much as Wordsworth’s would call for in his prefaces to Lyrical Ballads.34 The prosecutions of political satire affected the literary decisions authors made throughout the Romantic period.

During the Regency, when his prominence was eclipsed by the next generation of radicals, Godwin rearticulated his concerns about overtly satirical language, advising Shelley in a subsequent letter to be more measured in his language, to use ‘the language of the philosopher, or a reasoner’.35 ‘Shelley’, he wrote, ‘you are preparing a scene of blood!’ Shelley, however, was incorrigible; in 1811 he had published his radical satirical pamphlet, Poetical Essay on the Existing State of Things, the proceeds of which were to aid the radical Irish publisher, Peter Finnerty, who was imprisoned for his libel of Lord Castlereagh. In 1812 he was publishing radical pamphlets in Ireland as he composed his first major poem, Queen Mab: A Philosophical Poem (1813), which contains a good deal of vitriolic satire, which opens with the epigram from Voltaire, ‘ECRASEZ L’INFAME!’ and concludes with essay-length notes on a variety of radical platforms, including free love, atheism, and vegetarianism. In the preface to his early radical satires, Corruption and Intolerance (1808), Thomas Moore remarks,


The practice, which has lately been introduced into literature, of writing very long notes upon very indifferent verses, appears to me rather a happy invention; for it supplies us with a mode of turning stupid poetry to account; and, as horses too dull for the saddles may serve well enough to draw lumber, so Poems of this kind make excellent beasts of burden, and will bear notes though they may not bear reading.36



While they are meant to be self-deprecating, these satirical remarks make clear that Regency authors were experimental when it came to expressions of radical politics.

Far from being alone in their efforts, radical publishers, including John and Leigh Hunt, with whom Shelley and Moore worked, pushed political satire in diverse forms as well. They pirated works. Wooler, for example, notoriously published Southey’s dramatic poem Wat Tyler (composed in 1794, pirated editions published in 1817), much to the poet’s embarrassment and dismay as he had tried to distance himself from the poem’s radical politics. And they re-contextualized others so as to charge them as contemporary political satire. This practice continued well into the Chartist movement, when the Chartist Circular reprinted excerpts from Godwin’s Caleb Williams to renew its political relevance.37

Among the most prominent of these publishers was Hone, whose trials for blasphemy in 1817 won national attention. Famously, the hilarity that Hone’s satires occasioned during the trials prompted so much laughter from the jury and courtroom audience that his writings effectively ‘compromised the symbolic power of the law’, realizing all of Burke’s anxieties. Moreover, as Mee puts it, Hone’s ‘defense turned on the proper understanding of parody as a literary form’, a history of which Hone was allegedly writing.38 No matter that the project was never realized—Hone effectively re-shifted the discussion of satire back to its status as a literary genre by reviewing the long literary history of satire in the courtroom. This victory presents a moment in literary history that Ian Haywood calls pivotal: implicitly rejecting Burke’s conception of satire as veiled seditious intent:


The secret of Hone’s success was his demonstration of the distinction between satirical target and method: drawing on all his experience as an autodidactic bibliophile and antiquarian publisher, Hone used many examples from literary history to demonstrate that it was perfectly justified to use the Bible as a satirical tool to ridicule and expose the shortcomings of a deserving target. … Hone’s intensive crash course in literary criticism provided irrefutable evidence of the inconsistency, double standards, obtuseness and political motivation of the government case.39



While the government might try to ascribe a particular meaning to his texts, it was they who imagined ill intentions and imposed them on his texts—literature, Hone argued, was not bound to a particular moment or interpretation. Having mined the canon of literature for quotes he could radicalize in his publications, Hone was well aware of the long tradition of literary satire, and he made the case that the court had little understanding of literary history. With his vindication, literary language ‘came to be understood as offering a practical immunity from prosecution’.40 Hone’s victory was a win for radical satire, and certainly contributed to the enthusiasm for satire a year later, when news of the massacre of political protestors in Manchester—wryly dubbed Peterloo by James Wroe, the editor of the Manchester Observer—swept across Britain and beyond.

The surge of political satire after Peterloo (1819) has been well documented, as well as its precipitous decline in the mid-1820s. Allison Morgan’s collection of popular responses, Ballads and Songs of Peterloo, documents this rapid rise and fall.41 Shelley wrote a series of satirical responses, in verse and in prose, the most famous being his 1819 Mask of Anarchy, but he also wrote ‘Satire upon Satire’ (1820–1821), in which he seems to concede finally to Godwin that political satire ‘Tis not worth while’ because ‘harsh words beget hard thoughts’ (ll. 44–46), admitting that the polarizing effect of radical satire may not bring about political reconciliation.42 Yet, the ambivalence of such an assertion should be read as indicative of Shelley’s understanding of the literary marketplace after Peterloo more than as a personal reflection on his own literary career—with the passage of a series of repressive acts that aimed to curtail radical activities, from meetings to publishing, the government once again exerted efforts to repress political satire.

In 1821, in utter defiance of the Press Acts passed after Peterloo that sought to silence the radical press, Richard Carlile produced a series of politically provocative publications. Among them were his full account of Peterloo, a twenty-four-page collection of explicitly political satirical verses entitled Scotch Poetry; Consisting of Songs, Odes, Anthems, and Epigrams, by the outspokenly radical Scottish weaver and poet Alexander Rodger, and four eight-page satirical pamphlets, the most acerbic being The Character of a Soldier, allegedly authored by ‘Philanthropos’.43 Despite the new legal requirements, one biographer remarks, Carlile heroically ‘found no sureties, paid no tax, deposited no MSS, and informed on no authors’ before publishing any of these works.44 Indeed, he claimed that he did not know personally either Alexander Rodger (in the preface to Scotch Poetry, he asks his readers to inform him of Rodger’s address if they know it) or the anonymous author of the pamphlets, though it is quite possible that the latter were written by Rodger’s associate James Affleck, the leader of the Freethinkers’ or Zetetic Society in Edinburgh that had close ties to Carlile. Affleck, who for a short time in the mid-1820s became himself a radical bookseller of anonymous pamphlets before retreating from prosecution, spoke out against the violent repression of radical agitation by soldiers in the west of Scotland during and after the Battle of Bonnymuir (1820) much as Rodger did in verse. In any case, The Character of a Soldier could be read interchangeably as a response to the 1819 massacre of protestors by soldiers in Manchester or the brutality of soldiers during the Scottish uprising of 1820 that was inspired by Peterloo.

The narrator of The Character of a Soldier likens the common soldier to an ‘infernal machine’, ‘a bloody automaton’, employed by ‘privileged rogues’, by ‘military tyrants’, by ‘the bloody minded tyrants that profit by war’, and ‘by the blood governments of Europe’:


this horrible monster is not a man … It hires itself out for a small sum to be the butcher of the human race, to shed blood, to push its sabre of death into the breast of innocent men, women, and children; to see the blood follow its blow, to withdraw the scythe reeking from the wound, to see the heart’s blood bubble up in crimson froth, to see the victim fall, distorted, convulsed, agonized, and every pore pouring forth the cold clammy sweat of death, fills the monster with extacy [sic].



Despite the hyperbole, this analogy was commonplace in radical discourse; Godwin made the same analogy of a soldier to a machine in ‘Essay V’ of the Enquirer, which Shelley then quoted in the notes to Queen Mab, which was discovered in the library of Affleck’s Society. Regardless, the narrator of The Character of a Soldier then offers an alternate simile, likening the character of a soldier to ‘a brute, a ferocious, carnivorous brute’—only to be rebuked, facetiously, by ‘the tiger’, who objects to the comparison:


I am driven by my form, by my organization, by my wants, to feed upon flesh, but not the flesh of my species; I never destroy what I do not want to eat, I never shed oceans of blood I cannot suck, I never commence a wholesale carnage upon the females and the whelps of my kind, as was done at Manchester: I never hire myself to others who want to carry on public devastation; do not disgrace me by comparison to a Soldier …



Soldiers who serve the cause of reform and freedom, the pamphlet continues, are of a different character, but those who serve monarchs are to be censured and ostracized.45 Carlile confessed in a subsequent pamphlet composed in Dorcester Gaol,


I consider it a pamphlet calculated to make a very great impression on the mind of a soldier himself, and as some of my friends have gone so far as to imagine that Castlereagh would gladly put one of them in the hands of every soldier in the country; I can only say, that he would not be more glad than myself at the circumstance.46



Though the pamphlet enjoyed multiple editions, it was not distributed to all soldiers.

While Shelley was reflecting on the utility of satire and Carlile was defying laws meant to suppress radical publications, Cruikshank produced ‘Damnable Association’; Or, the Infernal Inquisition of Black Friars, a satirical print depicting the repression of the press (see Figure 36.2).





[image: image]

Figure 36.2 George Cruikshank, The ‘Damnable Association’; Or, the Infernal Inquisition of Black Friars. By permission of the British Museum.



Hone provides commentary on the print: ‘the masterly representation of the BRIDGE STREET GANG destroying a Free Press, and Suspending Liberty, while SLOP is working his Press to distort and torture TRUTH’.47 Here, the Constitutional Association for Opposing the Progress of Disloyal and Seditious Principles, or the ‘Bridge Street Gang’, attempted to arrest radical satire after Peterloo, with mixed success; Cruikshank likens them to the Spanish Inquisition in his scrolling caricature, highlighting the organization’s sanctimonious violence. Cruikshank realized that Peterloo had renewed the polarization of the 1790s. His caricature of Carlile after Peterloo, The age of reason or the world turned topsy-turvy exemplified in Tom Paines works!!, returns to Paine and all of the familiar conventions of the political satire of that decade (see Figure 36.3).
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Figure 36.3 George Cruikshank, The age of reason or the world turned topsy-turvy exemplified in Tom Paines Works!! By permission of the British Museum.



Satire enjoyed popularity again during the Queen Caroline Affair, and in the 1830s, with the passage of the Great Reform Act, when Hone and Cruikshank again triumphed with Constitutional parodies (1832). Radical satire, however, was gradually but inevitably replaced by Victorian social satire and comedy; ‘the sharply political, often radical, satire typical of the period 1815–25’ gave way ‘to the more comic form of social commentary that characterized the early decades of Victoria’s reign’ as readers lost interest in the political polarizations and gained interest ‘in mediation or resolution of conflict’, a shift that Frank Palmeri charts in Cruikshank’s editorship of the Comic Almanack (1835–1853) and William Makepeace Thackeray’s contributions to Punch in the 1840s and 1850s, specifically The Snobs of England (1846–1847), an anthology quite like Pigott’s The Jockey Club. Both serials included radical satires when they began, but the satirical voices were softened by the presence of other collaborators, who no longer conceived of ‘society as divided into polarized extremes around an absence in the middle’.48 The literary marketplace was continuing to change, and as time went on publishers produced anthologies, bound periodicals into annualized volumes, and collected pamphlets in single volumes, so as to publish something of ‘more lasting attention’.49
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Part VII

Social Beliefs and Practices


Chapter 37


Children’s Literature



Donelle Ruwe

In the first half of the eighteenth century, books read by children were not written for children specifically; rather, children had access to the same books and magazines as their families. ‘Children’s’ literature was basically middle-class literature. By the century’s end, children’s literature was a distinct genre and distinguished from working-class and middle-class texts.1 With John Newbery’s 1744 publication of A Little Pretty Pocket-Book, the market in books specifically addressed to children officially began. By the late 1790s, multiple London publishers specialized in children’s books, including John Harris (who took over the Newbery firm), Darton and Harvey, and Benjamin Tabart. Children, of course, still poured over books for adults, and perhaps the most famous example of cross-reading (when a child reads an adult book) is in the opening chapter of Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847) in which young Jane reads Thomas Bewick’s A History of British Birds (1797, 1804), a natural history book that was not written for child readers.

Middle-class children in the Romantic era, thus, had a truly broad selection of books, those written for adults and those written or adapted for children. Popular nonfiction genres for children included travel books, botany guides, pocketbooks, biographies, and histories. Religious works abounded, from children’s Bibles to William Godwin’s Bible Stories (1802). The children’s book business was thriving. Harris, Tabart, and Darton and Harvey published a combined 60 to 80 new children’s titles per year. Despite the booming publishing business, few children’s book authors could survive on children’s publishing alone. The living to be made from children’s books varied wildly and mostly along genre lines. Children’s fiction and poetry paid relatively little (perhaps £7 to £9 per title) while travel books averaged £29, religious books £60, primers and spelling books £131, books of instruction (such as rhetorics or botany guides) £168, and grammars and dictionaries £429. That a dictionary would pay its authors 50 times more than a children’s novel is a reflection of the value of holding the copyright to a dictionary versus a children’s novel. Grammars and dictionaries took years to write and were likely to remain in press for decades. While women authors dominated children’s verse and fiction, men dominated books of instruction, dictionaries, and grammars, which led to a disparity in the income of male and female authors of children’s books. Priscilla Wakefield was an exception. She held 7 of Darton’s highest paying copyrights in the early 1800s, and her Juvenile Travellers (1801) commanded a £200 fee and had entered its seventeenth edition by 1842.2

Easy Readers and Literacy for Children

Romantic-era children’s texts are best understood as promoting John Locke’s assertion, ‘Every man has a Property in his own Person’, and as participating in associationist approaches to education.3 While authors such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau and William Wordsworth promoted a Romantic ideology of the child—a nostalgic fantasy in which childhood is a site of unfettered imagination and natural spaces—actual books for children had no connection to this ideology. Children’s books emphasized active learning, pleasurable reading, and moral guidance: in other words, Romanticism’s version of dulce et utile. The end goal of Romantic-era children’s education was to increase a child’s capacity for self-command and self-governance. Literacy, a prized accomplishment, was seen as a basic building block of self-governance and as symbolic property or ‘cultural capital’.4

Foundational figures of eighteenth-century rational pedagogy, despite having profound political, religious, and national differences, all share a basic Lockean assumption: that children are physical creatures whose habits and sensibilities can be directed by manipulating and carefully structuring their environment.5 Adults have a duty to monitor the child so that proper habits of behaviour are inculcated from the very beginning. Madame de Genlis, in Adèle et Théodore (1782), reminds her readers that ‘fixing our first principles and turn of mind depends greatly on the impressions we receive in infancy’, and Elizabeth Hamilton, in Letters on the Elementary Principles of Education (1801) argues that active teaching begins at birth.6

In the Romantic era, books for very young readers increasingly emphasized activities and active learning, literacy rather than rote memorization. Anna Letitia Barbauld’s groundbreaking, multi-volume Lessons for Children (published by Joseph Johnson in 1778–1779) introduced a distinctly modern sort of whole-language easy reader that featured domestic content and simplified diction. Lessons was inspired by actual parent–child interactions between Barbauld and her adopted son, Charles Aikin. Volume one, Lessons for Children of Two to Three Years Old, recounts the events of a single day from morning to evening as Barbauld and two-year-old Charles explore the small world of home, farm, and field. In this text mothering is intimate and immediate, for Barbauld recognizes that a mother–teacher cannot instruct a toddler through lectures and abstractions. Her tools are tactile and direct: educational games and physical objects. Unlike other primers and spelling books of the period, Lessons does not supply word or syllable lists. Instead, Barbauld replicates the intimate conversations between a mother and her toddler through compelling prose in a natural idiom.7 Barbauld uses very large font (so large, in fact, that it is unlikely for any given line to have more than 7 to 9 words). As Barbauld notes, children are not ready to read small-sized letters. Her innovations are standard in today’s early readers: large font, familiar content, and conversational style.

The toddler-appropriate approach to mothering in Lessons for Children of Two to Three Years Old anticipates modern pedagogical practices in its co-opting of child’s play for pedagogical purposes. Locke famously advocated for the use of play as a pedagogical tool so as to make learning a ‘play and a recreation to children’.8 Barbauld’s Lessons maximizes play as fun as well as learning. For example, in the following passage, Barbauld initiates a body-part game:


Charles, what are eyes for?

To see with.

What are ears for?

To hear with.

What is tongue for?

To talk with.

What are teeth for?

To eat with.

What is nose for?

To smell with.

What are legs for?

To walk with.

Then do not make mamma

carry you. Walk yourself.

Here are two good legs.

Will you go abroad?

Fetch your hat.

Come, let us go into the fields,

   and see the sheep, and the

   lambs, and the cows, and

   trees, and birds, and water.9


Barbauld’s simplified diction is a form of motherese or ‘infant-directed speech’.10 She omits articles and speaks in short sentences that communicate in uncomplicated ways. Little Charles answers each question with the same sentence phrase, changing only the verb: to see, to hear, to talk. The sudden snap from body-part game to parental exasperation is instantly recognizable by any parent of a toddler, and it functions as both closure and transition. One element of creative play is the ability to have self-perpetuating script writing and the improvisation of good lines that perpetuate the game—as Barbauld does by asking a repetitive question that Charles can successfully answer. However, Barbauld destroys the game by inserting a ‘bad line’ (a line that ends the game). Her bad line is both an ending and a beginning. The shift to the mother’s perspective, ‘Then do not make mamma carry you’, ends the game, but it also readies the child for a new activity, the walk.11

The publication of Lessons was the equivalent of a continental divide: easy readers either adopted Barbauld’s prose style of familiar conversation, intimacy, and experiential learning, or they were behind the times, stuck in the rote-memorization mode of hornbooks and battledores. One of Barbauld’s first acolytes was Sarah Trimmer. Trimmer’s extremely popular prose text An Easy Introduction to the Knowledge of Nature and Reading the Holy Scriptures, Adapted to the Capacities of Children (1780) was published just one year after Barbauld’s Lessons, and it adopts Barbauld’s intimate conversational style (Trimmer even praises Lessons in her preface). Easy Introduction is straightforward. A mother walks through the countryside with her daughter Charlotte and her much younger son Henry. The entire 250-page work is a running monologue in the mother’s voice as she speaks to her children about the natural scenes before them, and she reminds them that walks can benefit both body and mind, ‘for every object in Nature, when carefully examined, will fill us with Admiration, and afford us both Instruction and Amusement’.12 Trimmer adopts a prototypical Enlightenment approach to religion: if nature is the book of God’s creation, then humankind has a duty to observe and revere nature as a work of God. Trimmer enlarged An Easy Introduction into the six-volume Sacred History (1782–1784). The six volumes were later edited down into two and renamed Abridgement of Old Testament History and Abridgement of New Testament History, which the Society for the Propagation of Christian Knowledge put on its list in 1793. It remained on the list for seventy-seven years, eventually selling more than 750,000 copies.13

Barbauld applied her own mode of familiar conversation to her next major publication for children, Hymns in Prose for Children (1781). Formal verse was, she argued, too complex for children, for ‘the very essence of poetry is an elevation in thought and style above the common standard’.14 Should not children, she wonders, be kept from reading verse till they can appreciate the elevation of thought and style that renders it valuable? And thus begins one of the great prose experiments of the Romantic era. Conceived of as a work of elementary religious instruction for children aged four or older who had graduated from her Lessons, Hymns in Prose for Children employed the same domestic and rural experiences as Lessons. Hymn I opens with the biblical exhortation, ‘Come, let us praise God’, which welcomes her pupils to join with her in a congregational recitation. Barbauld borrows verse techniques from Psalms, particularly the anaphora and the list. In Hymn IX, she invites children to walk with her (as she had done with little Charles in Lessons): ‘Come let us walk abroad; let us talk of the works of God. … Try if you can count the blades of grass in the field, or the leaves on the trees. You cannot count them, they are innumerable’.15 In these prose passages, one cannot help but hear a later voice, Walt Whitman’s preternatural child who asks, ‘What is the grass?’ Indeed, notes William McCarthy, who traces the reception history of Hymns in Prose (which was reprinted in England for 120 years and was even more popular in America), one can assume that every American writer who was alive during the first twenty-five years of the nineteenth century had read it. Its impact on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century authors is almost incalculable: 13-year-old Felicia (Browne) Hemans tried turning Hymns in Prose into verse; at age 39, Elizabeth Barrett Browning could still quote its opening words; Elizabeth Carter, Bronson Alcott, Elizabeth Gaskell, Harriet Martineau, Charlotte Yonge, and Anne Thackeray Ritchie were all admirers; and Thomas De Quincey recalled Barbauld’s Hymns as leaving upon his ‘childish recollection a deep impression of solemn beauty and simplicity’.16

Barbauld’s extraordinary economy of prose patterns and imagery is calculated to meet a child’s comprehension and to introduce religious sublimity to children. As an example of Barbauld’s ability to link the sensory world to the cosmos, Hymn XIII, which opens with the anaphora ‘I have seen’, moves from life—as exemplified in the fecundity of plants and insects—to the inevitability of death:


Child of mortality, whence comest thou? why is thy countenance sad, and why are thine eyes red with weeping?

I have seen the rose in its beauty; it spread its leaves to the morning sun—I returned, it was dying upon its stalk; the grace of the form of it was gone; its loveliness was vanished away; the leaves thereof were scattered on the ground, and no one gathered them again …

I have seen the insects sporting in the sun-shine, and darting along the streams; their wings glittered with gold and purple; their bodies shone like the green emerald: they were more numerous than I could count; their motions were quicker than my eye could glance—I returned, they were brushed into the pool; they were perishing with the evening breeze; the swallow had devoured them; the pike had seized them: there were none found of so great a multitude.17



The life cycle of the natural world is experienced through material actions: the spreading of leaves, the glittering of insect wings, the hunger of the swallow and the pike. Barbauld’s simple subjects and active verbs (‘I have seen’, ‘it spread’, ‘I returned’, ‘it was dying’) amass into a vibrant compound sentence that exemplifies effective prose rhythms. The initial ‘I’ clause (‘I have spoken’) is followed by an ‘it’ clause (‘it spread’). Then, after a dash that bisects the sentence, the same pattern begins again: an ‘I’ clause followed by an ‘it’ one (‘I returned’ and ‘it was dying’). The prose stanza is one sentence, and the dash separates the opening celebration of life and the closing contemplation of death. The subsequent prose stanza, ‘I have seen the insects’, repeats the pattern of alternating clauses and even repeats the use of a dash to break the sentence. Again, the ‘I have seen’ section introduces the vibrancy of living creatures, in this case insects, and the ‘I returned’ section after the dash shows their deaths. In a later hymn, Barbauld returns to insect imagery, but this time she moves past the death of insects to their resurrection: ‘I have seen the insect’, she writes, ‘sp[i]n itself a tomb’ and then burst forth in new life, with coloured wings and ‘rejoic[ing] in its new being’.18 The ‘child of immortality’ should mourn no longer, for the Son of God will ‘burst open the prison doors of the tomb’.19

Though no one questioned the sheer splendour of Barbauld’s prose, her theology was challenged. Conservative writers such as Trimmer objected, sometimes on slender theological premises, to aspects of Barbauld’s hymns. For example, Trimmer disapproved of how Barbauld anthropomorphizes the sun as a being who sits on a bright throne in the heavens. In her Guardian of Education review of Hymns in Prose, Trimmer argues that children should not be led to believe that the sun is an intelligent being. Ultimately, despite her few quibbles, Trimmer praises Barbauld’s Hymns for being a text that young children can recite with joy and that kindles ‘the flame of true devotion … in their hearts’.20

Mixed-Genre Works

While basic literary and religious knowledge was taught in primers, spelling books, and other works adapted for the capacities of children, more advanced forms of literacy and general education in the Romantic era were taught through mixed-genre anthologies such as William Fordyce Mavor’s Youth’s Miscellany, or, A Father’s Gift to his Children: Consisting of Original Essays, Moral and Literary; Tales, Fables, Reflections, &c. (1798) and Mavor’s The Juvenile Olio, or, Mental Medley: Consisting of Original Essays, Moral and Literary: Tales, Fables, Reflections, &c. (1796). The Juvenile Olio includes Oriental tales, enigmas, moral tales, dialogues, fictional memoirs, an ‘It’ narrative (‘Adventures of a Family Bible’), a depiction of the children’s game Twenty Questions (‘Game of Twenty’), and reflections such as ‘Negro Slavery: An Apostrophe’. For the most part, the nonfiction prose in these collections is in the form of sermonizing essays that are delivered directly to the child reader. These sermons (for example, ‘The Advantages of Arithmetic’, ‘Popularity’, and ‘Geography’) are a snapshot of adult intentions towards children, of the ideas and attitudes that adults wish children to internalize.

In A Literature of Questions, the first major scholarly work to analyse the history and aesthetics of nonfiction for children, Joe Sutliff Sanders details rhetorical strategies and other methods by which informational works encourage critical thought. These strategies include the use of dialogue formats, rhetorical questions, and presentations of the thinking and writing process itself. Sanders argues that the ideal form of children’s nonfiction encourages children to have curiosity, to be able to see behind the final product of a nonfiction text by understanding the process by which knowledge is gained and presented.

Perhaps the most famous of all mixed-genre works for children and one that openly cultivates the curiosity of children is Evenings at Home, or the Juvenile Budget Opened (1792–1796). While Barbauld’s prose works Lessons for Children and Hymns in Prose reshaped the sound and look of early readers, Evenings at Home by Barbauld’s brother John Aikin with contributions by Barbauld had a similar impact on anthologies for children. Aileen Fyfe estimates that Evenings sold over 120,000 copies in the century after its publication.21 Evenings at Home is an anthology of original moral tales, plays, poems, fables, and instructional dialogues. The dialogues cover topics as varied as the classification of metals to a hands-on dialogue–lecture on the properties of water, ‘A Tea Lecture’:

Tut. Come—the tea is ready. Lay by your book, and let us talk a little—You have assisted in tea-making a great many times, and yet I dare say you never considered what kind of an operation it was.

Pup. An operation of cookery—is it not?

Tut. You may call it so; but it is properly an operation of chemistry.22

And we are off and running. The tutor and the pupil learn about chemical operations such as infusions, decoctions, maceration, soluables, solutions, evaporation, exhalation, saturated solutions, condensation, distillation, crystals, and syrups. Aikin’s ‘A Tea Lecture’ encourages children to express curiosity through its dialogue format as well as the hands-on approach to chemistry experiments through the use of ordinary household objects like water, tea, and a pot. At the end of this lesson, the pupil asks, ‘But is this real chemistry?’, for it seems too practical and comprehensible to be the real deal.23 The tutor reassures the pupil, and since the tea is ready to drink, the chemical lecture ends as well.

Another popular mixed-genre form is a book of scenes. Books of scenes borrow from the emblem book tradition in which an emblem (an allegorical illustration) is accompanied by an explanatory moral text in verse, prose, or both. Emblem books can be traced to the Renaissance, but by the late eighteenth century, they were associated with children’s literature. For example, John Huddlestone Wynne’s 1772 Choice Emblems: Natural, Historical, Fabulous, Moral and Divine, for the Improvement and Pastime of Youth explicitly identifies ‘youth’ as the intended reader. Wynne’s Emblems was constantly in print throughout the Romantic era. In the 1780s John Bewick added illustrations; in some editions, Elizabeth Newbery added the subtitle ‘for the Use of Schools’. In 1794 Wynne published a second emblem book with woodcuts by John Bewick, Tales for Youth: in Thirty Poems: to Which are Annexed, Historical Remarks and Moral Applications in Prose.

In Wynne’s Tales for Youth, the emblem, verse, prose discussion, and prose application stray far afield from the woodcut. Emblem book discussions can become almost fantastical in how they stretch the bounds of believability. One imagines the child reader delighting not in the neatness of the moral and application but in their absurdity. For example, in ‘The Boasting Trout’, Bewick’s woodcut of an idyllic country stream winding past several fishermen is embellished by a verse fable. A boasting trout brags that he cannot be caught by hook or bait: ‘Such schemes while I with caution shun, / I ne’er by fraud can be undone’.24 By the end of the verse, the trout has been caught by a wily trout tickler. In the brief prose discussion that follows, readers learn that trout often escape anglers but can be caught by ticklers. This story emblemizes ‘the fatal consequences of indulgence in pleasure without caution or moderation’.25 However, lest children miss the moral of the verse, an additional prose explanation is appended, an extended prose ‘Application’, which warns youths to avoid an over-exposure to flattery. The poem is a full-fledged story of the follies of a braggadocio fish, and the two prose sections provide different forms of information: one is factual, and one is an extended moral or ‘application’.

The Taylor family of Ongar were surely the most prolific authors of mixed-genre children’s books.26 They were engravers, and so it makes sense that they would specialize in works combining images and text. Their earliest venture into books of scenes was The New Cries of London (1802), followed shortly after by Rural Scenes: or, a Peep into the Country, for Good Children (1805) and City Scenes: or, a Peep into London, for Good Children (1806). The earliest books of scenes are the London cries. Publishers, since at least the late 1500s, had produced books and broadsheets of London cries, which Sean Shesgreen and David Bywaters define as works with ‘pictures featuring characters hawking or toiling on public streets accompanied by texts that record their shouts or identify their trades’.27 These works, such as Newbery’s 1771 The Cries of London, as They are Daily Exhibited in the Streets, offer a fascinating snapshot of London street vendors and labourers, while also delineating middle-class attitudes towards them (not unlike Henry Mayhew’s London Labour and the London Poor; 1851). For example, one can trace shifts in anti-Semitism from comparing two depictions of Jewish old clothes’ merchants, the first from Newbery’s The Cries of London and the second from Ann, Jane, and Isaac Taylor, Jr.’s The New Cries of London with Characteristic Engravings (Darton and Harvey, 1803). Newbery’s ‘Old Cloathes to sell, Any Shoes, Hats, or old Cloaths?’, features stereotypical racist caricatures in its woodcut (the merchant has a large nose and beard), and the verse describes the merchant as a ‘dirty son of Israel’s race’ and a ‘varlet’ who cheats and peeps in houses where ‘wealthy folks are sleeping’.28 The Taylors’ The New Cries of London offers a much more tempered anti-Semitism.29

Though Isaac Taylor, Jr.’s engraving ‘Any Old Clothes?’ is a standard caricature in that the merchant, Old Levi, has a long nose and bushy beard, he seems at first glance to be engaged in an honest transaction.

A maid offers Old Levi a jacket, and Levi holds out an open hand to receive it. If not for the hissing cat with an upraised tail that stands between the young maid and Old Levi, this image would be benevolent. Instead, the cat’s hostility and raised tail imply sexual aggression, as if even an elderly Jew cannot be trusted with a virginal maid (see Figure 37.1). While Isaac Taylor, Jr.’s engraving propagates British anti-Semitism, Ann and Jane Taylor’s verse does not. Their verse is almost the opposite of Newbery’s (in which the clothes merchant is a ‘dirty son’ of Israel, who peeps into the houses of sleeping folks). The Taylor sisters’ Old Levi similarly wanders the streets while ‘boys and girls are sleeping sound’, but he does so for good purposes. He is also an honest businessman: maids produce their ‘tatter’d store’ to sell at the door, ‘thank Old Levi for his pains’, and are ‘contented’ with their gains.30

One value of a mixed-genre text such as New Cries of London is that each text—image, poem, prose—adds to the creation of a fuller and more nuanced understanding, in this case of the Romantic-era’s conflicting attitudes toward Jews and Judaism. In the Taylors’ ‘Any Old Clothes?’, the engraving is anti-Semitic, the poem is philo-Semitic, and the prose text is somewhere in between. The three texts together build a truer statement of the Taylor family’s complex attitudes towards Judaism than any of the texts alone. The deeply devout Dissenting family of the Taylors fell in line with the Romantic-era’s standard practice of pitying abused slaves, child chimney sweepers, the elderly, and the hard-working rural poor. Judaism, however, is a more vexed object of sensibility. England at the start of the nineteenth century had begun to see Jews as potential converts, an approach to Judaism that was codified with the 1809 founding of the London Society for Promoting Christianity amongst the Jews. Ann and Jane Taylor’s prose passage, thus, tells children to respect the Jew but to abhor Judaism. They berate children who engage in the ‘very cruel and idle practice’ of mocking Jews, and at the same time, they note that ‘very wicked and dishonest’ Jews should be objects of pity. After all, they write, if God had not been kind to little British girls and boys, they ‘might have been born among those poor people’ and raised without the curb of Christianity to temper ‘wicked inclinations’.31
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Figure 37.1 Engraving by Isaac Taylor, Jr., Any Old Clothes? in The New Cries of London. Courtesy of Toronto Public Library. The New Cries was a joint Taylor family production. Ann Taylor and Jane Taylor authored the poetry and prose in the collection, and Isaac Taylor, Jr., provided the engravings.



The Taylor family’s troubling and troubled attitudes towards Jews and Judaism continues with a later piece in The New Cries, ‘Sweet China Oranges’. Here we meet a second Jew, a handsome young man who is also named Levi. He is clean shaven, his nose is not particularly protuberant, he wears fashionable clothes, and he sports short dreadlocks that could be mistaken for sideburns. Handsome Levi offers tempting oranges from foreign lands in his ‘cunning’ hand.32 His hand, like Old Levi’s, is outstretched and opened to two young women and a girl (see Figure 37.2). Clearly, young Levi and the oranges are metonyms: exotic fruit and exotic young men are equivalent expressions of temptation. The prose text fleshes out the temptation of sweet oranges: the fruit comes from foreign countries, and though packed carefully, ‘great quantities decay’ before reaching England.33 Those who purchase oranges in the street should beware: ‘many of them are the mere refuse of an orange-merchant’s shop’ and must be tested carefully and weighed by the hand before purchasing.34 If not exactly forbidden fruit, the sweet orange is certainly a risky buy. One cannot help but compare the motifs of this text—exotic foreign fruit, tempted girls, exotic men who ask them to buy—to Christina Rossetti’s ‘Goblin Market’ (1862).
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Figure 37.2 Engraving by Isaac Taylor, Jr., Sweet China Oranges in The New Cries of London. Courtesy of Toronto Public Library.



The combination of engravings, verse, and prose in the Taylor family’s books of London cries, city scenes, and rural scenes was flexible enough that, as the urban and rural landscapes changed, so too could the scenes and the prose passages. For example, the 1814 edition of Rural Scenes adds sections called ‘Fish Machine’ and ‘Carting Manure’, while the section on ‘Bull-Baiting’ and ‘Charity Boy’ are omitted. The 1823 American edition edits the prose description accompanying ‘The Hare’ so as to comment disparagingly on British poaching laws.

In the books of scenes for which Isaac Taylor, Sr., was solely responsible for engravings as well as the text, his nationalist and conservative beliefs are evident. Taylor, the father of Ann, Jane, and Isaac, Jr., authored a series of seven books beginning with Scenes in Europe, for the Amusement and Instruction of Little Tarry-at-Home Travellers (1818). Each book uses the same subtitle (for example, Scenes in Africa, for the Amusement and Instruction of Little Tarry-at-Home Travellers; 1820) and adopts the same format. Each book has a prefatory poem and interspersed throughout are pages of numbered engravings with accompanying pages of nonfiction historical, geographical, and biographical accounts.

Taylor’s geographical primers participate in what Megan A. Norcia refers to as ‘the rituals of nation-making’ found in children’s books. These ‘rituals’ presented a coherent narrative of empire that inculcated England’s youth with a sense of racial and cultural superiority.35 Geographical primers ranged from epistolary travel narratives, such as Priscilla Wakefield’s A Family Tour through the British Empire (1804), to a compilation of informational texts selected by a mother for her children, such as E. R.’s Geography and History, Selected by a Lady, for the Use of her Own Children (1790), which went through twenty-two editions. Isaac Taylor, Sr.’s Scenes in America (1821) typifies the Euro-centric geographical primer. Taylor’s engravings and prose discussions blithely present a relentless tide of Europeans and their casual abuse of Indigenous populations. For example, Taylor’s engravings of Columbus depict tribesmen worshipfully listening to Columbus speak. The explanatory prose text is standard postcolonial fare. Indigenous people are gullible and ignorant and lack modesty: they ‘were mostly naked, except as they were gaily ornamented with feathers, shells, and bits of gold. Soon the Spaniards began to make them presents of glass beads, ribands, and showy toys, of a similar value. For these ignorant creatures were willing to part with any thing they possessed’.36 In Scenes in America, child readers meet Columbus, Cortez, Balboa, Pizarro, and their armies. In the engravings, half-naked tribesmen kneel to European conquerors who wear ornate Spanish plate armour. In later chapters, Taylor depicts historical scenes (Sacajawea’s greeting of her tribesmen), geographical and natural features (Chimborazo, Niagara Falls, rattlesnakes, and penguins), scenes of slave labour (rice and sugar cane harvesting), and historical anecdotes (Benjamin Franklin flying a kite during an electrical storm).

What Taylor never presents is self-doubt or a questioning presence that would encourage child readers to understand the constructedness of the informational text. Taylor’s text shuts down any opportunity for a child to question or resist his presentation of events. The prose descriptions and engravings render ideology as fact and in such a matter-of-fact manner that it cannot be questioned. In that his informational text never fosters curiosity, Taylor’s books of scenes are very unlike Aikin and Barbauld’s conversational texts. Aikin and Barbauld’s dialogue form encourages child readers to question and explore.

Romantic-Era Biography and Exemplary Histories for Children

Most biographical works for children participate in modes of exemplary history and the trope of the child as redeemer. This trope is common in Evangelical literature of the long eighteenth century, which proposes that the innocence, frankness, and goodness of children are capable of restoring the moral well-being of, not just adults, but society as a whole. James Janeway’s child martyrology, A Token for Children: Being an Exact Account of the Conversion, Holy and Exemplary Lives, and Joyful Deaths, of Several Young Children (1671–1672), offered timeless narratives of children whose sufferings and soul-searching inspired adults. A Token for Children was republished throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and it inspired countless imitations. Readers (child as well as adult) sobbed through accounts of protracted but spiritually triumphant deaths of child martyrs or their secularized cousins, characters such as Hans Christian Andersen’s little matchstick girl or Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Little Eva.37

As with A Token for Children, most biographical works for children were published as prosopographies (collections of short biographies on related subjects), rather than as book-length biographies. Romantic-era prosopographies ranged from military works—British Heroism, or Biographical Memoirs of Some of Those Renowned Commanders Who Have Extended the Glory of the British Nation to the Remotest Parts of the World (1800)—to books about famous children, such as Juvenile Biography, or, Lives of Celebrated Children (1801). These books, mindful of their youthful readers, often explore small actions that lead to great results.

Joe Sutliff Sanders identifies authorial intrusion as one of the rhetorical strategies that nonfiction texts can adopt in order to open up space for children’s curiosity. Whenever authors offer commentary or personal opinions, they introduce human error and human presence into a text. Young readers can disagree with an opinion, but they cannot so easily disagree with a text that presents knowledge through a disembodied, third-person omniscient voice. Authorial intrusion, in some instances no more prominent than the use of the first-person pronoun, is one of the subtle ways that Romantic-era prosopographies create openings for children to question or disagree with the narrative they are reading.

For example, Mary Pilkington’s Memoirs of Celebrated Female Characters (1804) is upfront about the constructedness of history. Indeed, Pilkington openly states in the preface that she plans to intersperse her own remarks throughout her histories and hopes thereby that young persons will learn how to interpret the lives of female characters. In her 630-word history of the seventeenth-century French mystic Madam Guyon, Pilkington treats Guyon as both an exemplary and a cautionary tale. Guyon’s childhood was exemplary: she was a model convent girl who bowed graciously to her father’s insistence that she marry. As a young wife, Pilkington suggests, it ‘may naturally be concluded’ that she ‘conducted herself with propriety and affection’ since her husband left her the sole guardian of his estate and their young children at his death.38 As a young widow, Guyon oversaw the education of her children. However, Pilkington’s narrative now runs into difficulties: Guyon fell under the influence of religious ardour and gave up the raising of her children to her parents. Pilkington cannot reconcile the two aspects of Madam Guyon’s character. She calls it a ‘singular’ choice, for ‘a mother to relinquish the care of her own offspring’, and yet Madam Guyon ‘appears to have been a most amiable woman’.39

Sutliff Sanders suggests that rhetorical moments in which biographers draw attention to the constructed-ness of history, in which they encourage children to question the authority of a text, are essential opportunities for curiosity, for they create openings for critical engagement. Pilkington clues her young readers into the constructedness of her memoirs when she notes that some of her memoir is based on guesswork (it ‘may naturally be concluded’). She also allows contradictory facts to remain contradictory. She does not shoehorn the paradoxical sides of Guyon’s character (good mother, neglectful mother, amiable woman) into a unified picture. Rather, she creates an opening, albeit a small opening, for youthful readers to wonder and come to conclusions of their own. This opening for curiosity is very small indeed, for the larger truth of Pilkington’s prosopography is that it censors history. Pilkington’s Madam Guyon is allowed her private religious fervour, but not her public role as a powerful theologian. Pilkington does not mention that Guyon’s controversial writings garnered an immense following and led to her imprisonment for seven years (including months spent in the Bastille). Her texts were so compelling that the French King convened an ecclesiastical court of bishops and other key French Catholic figures to discuss them.

In ‘The Little Biographers’ (1819), Jane Taylor teaches children how to read prosopographies such as Pilkington’s and how to use them, not just as life models, but also as models for life writings. This text is an extraordinary example of corridor talk, which, as defined by Paul Rabinow, consists of stories that a group tells about itself within the cloak of fiction.40 In ‘The Little Biographers’, Taylor, the children’s author, imagines a school in which girls become authors. They write their own biographies, read the biographies of others, and learn how to use biographies to inspire not just their own lives but the publishing of their own lives. ‘The Little Biographers’ was published in The Youth’s Magazine, a religious journal that Taylor edited under the pseudonym ‘Q. Q’. It begins as a typical school story in which the female students of Mrs L.’s school spend their half-holiday pretending to be authors and writing down their own personal histories.41 Unbeknownst to the girls, Mrs L. places the children’s personal histories within the pages of a prosopography. She then reads the personal and published histories aloud, side by side. The students are horrified and ‘unanimously’ beg her not to share their work so publicly, but Mrs L. is undeterred.42 The first conjoined narrative is that of Lady Jane Grey and 12-year-old ‘Miss M. P.’. The young Lady Jane Grey is a polished child who has mastery over her temperament, the sciences, and ancient and modern languages. By contrast, Miss M. P.’s personal history falls apart once she finishes her physical description: ‘She was four feet nine inches high; a light complexion, eyes and hair the same. At school she has not, perhaps, made quite so much proficiency as could be wished. Her disposition—she was rather—her natural temper—as to her disposition—’.43 The narrative breaks off abruptly, ending when Miss M. P. declares that ‘she could not write hers at all’.

‘The Little Biographers’ opens with the greatest possible distance between the young pupils and the young lives of eminent figures: the girls have nothing to say for themselves, cannot complete their own stories, and are embarrassed at any form of publication. But the purpose of this exercise is not a public shaming but a last-ditch effort to encourage the girls. As Mrs L. states, their lives are still autobiographies in progress: ‘You have felt the contrast, some of you have, I am sure. …It is not, then, too late for any of you to become excellent.’44 Mrs L. asks the girls to consider their own lives as the source material of future biographies. In this corridor story, a children’s author tells child readers how to craft their lives as narratives, how to read one’s personal life as an exemplary history in the making.

Juvenilia: Prose by Children

Thus far, this chapter has discussed adult-written prose texts for children, such as literacy and geographical primers, original collections, books of scenes, and prosopographies. These texts reflect cross-writing, a term coined by Mitzi Myers and U. C. Knoepflmacher that refers to how every adult who authors a children’s book crosses generations, time, memory, and knowledge.45 An adult may write to a memory of him or herself as a child, to a nostalgic idea of childhood (typically a romanticized view of children as innocent, natural creatures who must want to read about bunnies and mice), or to a specific child. But, however hard they try, adults cannot escape the paradox that underpins all children’s books: the adult’s profound desire to protect children and keep them innocent forever conflicts with the adult’s desire to help children develop and grow past childhood into self-sufficiency.

Cross-writing can work in the other direction. Books written by children themselves reflect the adult presence, whether the child’s words imitate or parody adult genres, or whether the child is writing to please adults or to rebel against their authority. For example, Jane Austen’s juvenile prose work, The History of England from the Reign of Henry the 4th to the Death of Charles the 1st by a Partial, Prejudiced, & Ignorant Historian (1791) is a parody of Oliver Goldsmith’s The History of England (1771). The 1791 scrapbook of young Frederick Lock, which is comprised mostly of cutouts from lottery sheets that are labelled or given captions, is full of boyish humour and Frederick’s sly digs at his family and friends. Frederick’s captions suggest that young Frederick has absorbed the language of heroic histories, as when he captions a cutout of two men crossing swords with ‘Norbury [Frederick’s friend] and Frederick arrived at Manhood. cool & deliberate. with all his native fire’.46 Similarly, the 1819 scrapbook of Laura Catherine Hannan consists of her lively illustrations of rural life in Kent with captions and prose annotations.47

Perhaps the most famous of all Romantic-era child authors is the Scottish diarist Marjory Fleming. Fleming (1803–1811) died of measles before her ninth birthday, but during her short life she was a prodigious diarist. She was given a set of composition notebooks to use for penmanship exercises, and these ‘exercises’ soon became a creative outlet for what was clearly a forceful personality and opinionated mind. Her reading practices were transgressive and spanned high literature to low: Macbeth, James Thomson’s Seasons (1730), Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones (1749), the Newgate Calendar, and Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794). Her energy practically bounces off the page—as does her hero-worship of and rebelliousness towards her older cousin and teacher Isabella Keith: ‘Every Morn I awake before Isa & Oh I wish to be up & out with the turkies but I must take care of Isa who when aslipe is as beautifull as Viness & Jupiter in the skies’.48

The publishing history of Fleming’s diaries exemplify both the real voice of a child as well as the constructed idealization of that child through the lens of a Romantic ideology of the child. In an 1847 essay for the Fife Herald, H. D. Farnie introduced Marjory to the world, and this essay was expanded into a book by John Brown, Pet Marjorie: A Story of Child Life Fifty Years Ago (1863). Brown begins his book with an epigraph, Wordsworth’s ‘She Was a Phantom of Delight’. And thus was the vibrant and rebellious Marjory thoroughly absorbed into the Romantic cult of the child as a delightful ‘pet’ and a ‘moment’s ornament’.49 However, as Laurie Langbauer notes, Marjory is not so easily pigeonholed, and the vibrancy of her words, once her diaries were published in 1935, challenge any attempt to read her as a passive object of adult desires and nostalgia.50 Marjory’s words offer us a rare glimpse into the real child of the Romantic era, of her reading choices and her opinions, her loves, fears, and spirit.
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Chapter 38


Education



Suzanne L. Barnett

Questions about education—including whom should be educated, and in what subjects, and how, and when, and by whom, and who should pay for it—permeate the prose of the Romantic era, from characters seeking in their adolescence or adulthood to mitigate the effects of their deficient early educations (like Catherine Morland in Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey [1818] or Edward Waverley in Walter Scott’s Waverley [1814]), to untutored young people just beginning their educations in social mores (or ‘entrances into the world’, as the subtitle of Frances Burney’s Evelina [1778] foregrounds), to ethnographic portraits of the educational statuses of the working classes (as in William Cobbett’s Rural Rides [1830]), to canny satires of contemporary debates about educational reform (like Thomas Love Peacock’s Gryll Grange [1860]). This is hardly surprising given that education was one of the most incendiary social and political issues of the period. Even the most fundamental ideas of education as we think about it today were hotly debated at the end of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth; such seemingly mundane beliefs that children regardless of economic background should learn basic literacy and numeracy, that education and self-improvement are lifelong pursuits, that the state should have some measure of control over and patronage of education, that imaginative literature has both educational and moral benefits, and that childhood is a unique and formative time that needs to be nurtured are all largely accepted now but were divisive and, in some cases, provocative ideas in the Romantic era, ideas that spawned fierce debate in the pulpits, Parliament, and popular press. The turn of the nineteenth century saw unprecedented advancements in English educational systems, including the spread of Sunday schools and charity schools that taught basic literacy to the children of the labouring and middle classes and a burgeoning popular market in children’s literature, the result of falling printing costs, an increasingly literate populace, and a growing interest in childhood literacy. However, questions about who should have access to education and why became vital in the decades after the French Revolution, questions bound up in issues of class, gender, and nationalism.

Scholars of the history of education in Britain point to the half-century following the 1780s as a time of theretofore unprecedented interest and changes in British attitudes towards education. Throughout the eighteenth century, there was a haphazard educational system in place, but it was largely medieval in origin and generally confined to the children of the ruling classes. This system will be familiar from numerous eighteenth-century novels or memoirs: the male children of the wealthy might begin their educations at home with tutors or at a nearby grammar school learning classical languages, then attend one of the established ‘public’ or ‘great’ schools like Eton (founded in 1440), Harrow (1572), or Westminster (fourteenth century), matriculate at Oxford or Cambridge, then perhaps embark on a Grand Tour of the continent as the capstone to their formal schooling. Peacock satirizes this trajectory in Nightmare Abbey (1818) when he describes the protagonist Scythrop Glowry as having been ‘sent, as usual, to a public school, where a little learning was painfully beaten into him, and from thence to the university, where it was carefully taken out of him; and he was sent home like a well-threshed ear of corn, with nothing in his head’.1 A daughter from the same family might receive domestic tutelage from a carefully selected governess (or perhaps from her own mother) in reading—primarily through uncontroversial and ‘improving’ works such as James Fordyce’s Sermons to Young Women (1766), Hester Chapone’s Letters on the Improvement of the Mind; Addressed to a Young Lady (1773), or John Gregory’s A Father’s Legacy to His Daughters (1774)—as well as music, drawing, and other feminine ‘accomplishments’ or might for a year or two before her marriage attend a finishing or boarding school where she could also learn a smattering of French or possibly Italian. A young woman’s education, such as it was, needed to qualify her as at the very least ‘notable’, which implied that her basic education did not extend beyond mere domestic economy, but preferably as ‘accomplished’ (a label debated by Mr Bingley, Miss Bingley, Mr Darcy, and Elizabeth Bennet in Pride and Prejudice [1813]),2 which added to her good character the sheen of gentility and marriageability. However, if a young woman’s education extended too far into the realms of learning designated as essentially masculine—ancient languages, science, and mathematics, or anything except the least controversial and moralistic literature—she might be saddled with the designation of ‘learned’ or, even worse, a ‘bluestocking’, either of which might hinder her in the marriage market.

These familiar narratives applied only to a wealthy minority, and until the nineteenth century, almost a quarter of the aristocracy and around a third of the gentry had no schooling at all outside of the home. Many parents preferred to keep their children tutored at home and thus protected from any potentially harmful external influences like coarse manners and questionable morality, which many writers on education, including Richard Lovell Edgeworth and his daughter Maria Edgeworth in Practical Education (1798) and Catharine Macaulay in Letters on Education: With Observations on Religious and Metaphysical Subjects (1790), identified as dangerous to children’s moral and intellectual developments. In his 1797 Enquirer essay ‘Of Public and Private Education’, William Godwin argues that even though ‘All education is despotism’ that relies on ‘the tyranny of implicit obedience’, a young man educated outside of the home grows up to be ‘easy and frank’ and sure of himself while the privately educated pupil, due to constant scrutiny from parents and tutors, is more likely to become a man ‘either awkward and silent, or pert, presumptuous and pedantical’.3 (Charles Lamb makes a similar claim in the essay ‘Recollections of Christ’s Hospital’ [1813] when he compares ‘that cowardly shyness [of] boys mewed-up at home’ to the confident reserve of a boy educated at school, as does Thomas De Quincey, who in Suspiria de Profundis [1845] praises ‘the bracing intercourse of a great English classical school’).4 Godwin concludes by acknowledging that neither the existing, limited system of public education nor the practice of home schooling is ideal and wonders if ‘a middle way might not be selected, neither entirely public, nor entirely private, avoiding the mischiefs of each, and embracing the advantages of both’; the education Godwin later provided for his daughter Mary included both stints at boarding schools and an ambitious curriculum of directed reading overseen by Godwin and his circle.5

Some non-white students were occasionally sent from abroad to England for their educations—for example, Francis Barber, born enslaved in Jamaica in 1735, was brought to England and attended a village school in Yorkshire before becoming Samuel Johnson’s valet of over thirty years, and John Frederick Nemgbana was one of the first Africans from Sierra Leone to receive an English education—and the mixed-race children of wealthy colonial planters or traders were sometimes able to ‘pass’ as white within this existing system of public schools and universities. Many Black Britons—especially those who had been enslaved, including Ukawsaw Gronniosaw, Olaudah Equiano, and Ignatius Sancho—later narrated their own journeys to literacy gained either through the intervention of an ally or through dogged autodidacticism. In Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil and Wicked Traffic of the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species (1787), Ottobah Cugoano writes of his self-started education supplemented by some formal schooling arranged by his ‘master’:


After coming to England, and seeing others write and read, I had a strong desire to learn, and getting what assistance I could, I applied myself to learn reading and writing, which soon became my recreation, pleasure, and delight; and when my master perceived that I could write some, he sent me to a proper school for that purpose to learn. Since, I have endeavoured to improve my mind in reading, and have sought to get all the intelligence I could.6



By the late eighteenth century some Black Britons had begun to make inroads negotiating the existing educational system and creating alternatives to it in the British colonies. Francis Williams was born to free Black parents in Jamaica and received his formal education in England, became a citizen in 1723, and on his return to Jamaica, opened a free school in Spanish Town, where he taught reading, writing, and Latin to local Black children. Philip Quaque (1741–1816), the first non-European and Black ordained Anglican minister, was a product of a missionary school founded on the Gold Coast in what is now called Ghana by Thomas Thompson, a member of the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (or SPG, est. 1701). In 1754, Thompson sent three Fante children, including Quaque, to a small charity school in London, where he received a thorough education; he was ordained in London in 1765, married an English woman named Catherine Blunt, then in 1766 returned to the Gold Coast where he served as a ‘Missionary Catechist and Schoolmaster to the Negroes’ for the next fifty years. Though he sent his two children to London for their educations, Quaque opened a small school for the mixed-race children of Europeans and a few Black children of wealthy Africans; its aim was to train students to serve in the colonial administration. These and many other Black writers in the long eighteenth century used their hard-won educations to further the causes of emancipation and abolition but were often—like anyone else outside of the wealthy, white, elite classes—largely excluded from what then passed as ‘formal’ education.

The ‘usual’ educational path endured by Scythrop Glowry was also inaccessible to Nonconformists barred from Anglican institutions, so dissenting academies taught the sons (and occasionally daughters) of Nonconformists medicine, law, divinity, and science; Joseph Priestley taught at Warrington Academy in Lancashire, which was founded by John Aikin (the father of the authors John Aikin and Anna Letitia Barbauld, who herself taught at dissenting Palgrave Academy in Suffolk). These dissenting academies flourished after the Uniformity Act of 1662 formally excluded Nonconformists from Anglican institutions, and for much of the eighteenth century, many of the dissenting academies offered scientific and technical curricula more advanced than even Oxford and Cambridge could provide. However, most of these academies had closed by the end of the century, some due to backlash against Dissenters after the French Revolution and the widespread belief (sometimes justified) that the academies were hotbeds of Jacobin sympathy. For example, New College at Hackney—the alma mater of William Hazlitt and Mary Hays—was mired in scandal after it honoured Thomas Paine with a dinner organized by Joseph Johnson in 1792, only one month after Paine was charged with seditious libel, and several of its tutors and governor were charged with spying for the French and inciting a riot at Drury Lane Theatre, among other questionable activities; New College closed in 1796, Warrington in 1786, Palgrave in 1785.

Throughout the early eighteenth century, the children of the labouring classes were, unsurprisingly, far less likely than the children of the wealthy to receive even the most basic education. According to Laurence Stone, between 1780 and 1840, literacy rates among the labouring poor rose from 40 to 60 per cent, while the rural and urban middle classes rose from 75 to 95 per cent and 85 to 95 per cent literate, respectively. Working-class children might have received a rudimentary education in a local dame school (an informal establishment usually run by a widow who provided day care and, occasionally, some basic instruction in reading and writing), but most education available to the poor was severely limited in both scope and duration. Endowed Charity schools (sometimes called bluecoat schools after their distinctive uniforms), many sponsored by the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge (SPCK) founded in 1698, ostensibly advocated literacy in the service of religious indoctrination but were the subjects of considerable controversy regarding the potential dangers of lower-class literacy and the feared levelling effects of educating poor children who might then aspire above their stations. All of these practices differed in Scotland, where the Education Act of 1696 mandated locally funded and church-supervised schools in every parish, and Scottish universities did not have religious qualifications and were thus, unlike English institutions, open to Dissenters, but the English model sketched here remained reasonably static until the last two decades of the eighteenth century.

Much of this narrative about education in Britain begins to change rapidly in the 1780s, the result of multiplying Sunday schools, a boon in children’s literature and didactic popular fiction that emphasizes education (broadly construed), proto-feminist critiques of existing educational practices, and the first sustained attempts to legislate schooling for all children regardless of economic circumstances. Such attempts would not reach fruition until a series of reforms beginning with the Elementary Education Act of 1870, also known as Forster’s Education Act, that established compulsory, non-denominational, publicly funded education in England and Wales for children aged 5 to 13, though some progress was achieved as early as the 1830s with state funding of church schools. It is not coincidental that this era of unprecedented educational reform corresponds precisely to what we now call the Romantic era, a time in which childhood attains a special, protected status that prefigures the Victorian ‘cult of the child’ in the following century. Many eighteenth-century and Romantic authors begin to adopt the associationist principles popularized earlier in the century by John Locke, David Hume, and David Hartley that considered a child’s mind a white paper onto which their character is written by experiences and education. Early modern narratives about personal development often skip over childhood almost entirely, and the notion of childhood as both distinct from or even superior to adulthood first gains traction and influence with Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s popular and controversial Emile, or On Education (1763). Before the end of the eighteenth century, biographies, autobiographies, and novels treated childhood as a negligible interval on the way to the subject’s ‘true’ adult character; for example, within the four hefty volumes of Henry Fielding’s The History of Tom Jones, a Foundling (1749), only a few pages address the hero’s life from ages 2 to 14. But the Romantic era sees the rise of the bildungsroman emphasizing childhood development over the idea that one’s disposition is inherited and fixed, and Romantic literature of all genres is virtually obsessed with children; some representative examples include William Blake’s numerous young speakers, William Wordsworth’s visions of transcendental childhood in ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality’ and The Prelude, Frankenstein’s creature’s childhood abandonment, and William Godwin’s claims in Political Justice (1793) that ‘the characters of men are determined in all their most essential circumstances by education’.7 Rather than accepting a person’s character as something inviolate and stamped on them from birth, many Romantic writers begin to see children as clay moulded by their early experiences into the adults they will become.

As a result, by the end of the eighteenth century there were more—and better—educational options open to a wider spectrum of British citizens, literacy rates had increased by double-digit percentages across all social strata (the beginnings of what William St Clair refers to as Britain’s transformation into a ‘reading nation’ by the end of the nineteenth century), and education in particular and childhood in general became a cultural obsession. By 1819 the rising numbers of endowed, unendowed, and Sunday schools were educating approximately half of the population between the ages of 7 and 13, with uncounted additional students receiving some sort of home instruction. The market for children’s literature exploded, and many prominent Romantic writers of fiction and nonfiction also wrote for young readers, including Maria Edgeworth, Charlotte Smith, Mary Wollstonecraft, Charles and Mary Lamb, and Godwin (who between 1805 and 1825 devoted himself primarily to his Juvenile Library publishing venture and the ten children’s books he authored pseudonymously between 1802 and 1821). Adam Smith advocated for a nationalized educational system in The Wealth of Nations (1776), and Locke’s Some Thoughts Concerning Education (1693) and Rousseau’s Emile, both of which argued that early education sets the character of the individual, remained hugely influential even at the end of the eighteenth century. Even more broadly, Enlightenment ideas about human nature as being environmentally determined rather than innate foregrounded public conversations about how, when, and why to educate children … or, according to more conservative voices, why not to educate children, especially the children of the poor.

Progressive voices in the Romantic era argued that educating poor children would make them happier, more productive citizens; these included Whig MP Samuel Whitbread, who in 1807 introduced the Parochial Schools Bill that would have established state-funded mass education. Opposition MP Davies Giddy described the bill as ‘pregnant with mischief’ and argued that educating the poor would, in fact,


teach them to despise their lot in life, instead of making them good servants in agriculture, and other laborious employments to which their rank in society had destined them; instead of teaching them subordination, it would render them factious and refractory [and] would enable them to read seditious pamphlets, vicious books, and publications against Christianity; it would render them insolent to their superiors.8



Whitbread’s bill was quashed, and Parliament did not seriously consider universal education again until Henry Brougham’s Public Education Bill in 1820. But Giddy’s twofold objection—that educated lower classes would aspire to social mobility and that literacy would allow them to read ‘vicious’ literature critical of their ‘superiors’—reverberated throughout this period. The explosion of literacy in the 1790s—mainly, as already sketched, the result of a hodgepodge of dame schools, charity schools, dissenting academies, and other establishments operating independently and without governmental superintendence, as well as increased access to printed material caused by cheaper paper and presses—was evidenced by the record-breaking sales of Thomas Paine’s The Rights of Man (1791) and led to establishment fears that unregulated educational institutions might be, as the Bishop of Rochester claimed in 1800, ‘schools of Jacobinical rebellion’ and of ‘atheism and disloyalty’ hiding in plain sight.9 As a result, organizations dedicated to administering and overseeing educational establishments proliferated in the early decades of the nineteenth century, including, in 1811, the National Society for Promoting the Education of the Poor in the Principles of the Established Church in England and Wales (later the National Society for Promoting Religious Education) and, in 1808, the Society for Promoting the Lancasterian System for the Education of the Poor, co-founded by Whitbread (it was renamed the British and Foreign School Society for the Education of the Labouring and Manufacturing Classes of Society of Every Religious Persuasion, or BFSS, in 1814). Meanwhile, the SPCK continued its campaign of establishing charity schools as Anglican bulwarks against Catholicism and dissent. Throughout the eighteenth century, these charity schools were primarily committed to teaching students Bible-reading habits and practising a strict catechistical method that promoted obedience and adherence to existing social orders over independent thought. By the beginning of the nineteenth century, however, some critics argued that the Charity schools had lost sight of their original altruistic purposes and were courting the paying children of the upper classes, including Christ’s Hospital, alma mater of Charles Lamb, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, George Dyer, and Leigh Hunt. Lamb argues in ‘Recollections of Christ’s Hospital’ that ‘a sprinkling of the sons of respectable parents … has an admirable tendency to liberalize the whole mass’, but Hunt complained in the Examiner in December 1808 that ‘hundreds of unfortunate’ students had ‘applied in vain for admission’ because ‘persons with abundant means of educating and providing for their children and relatives’ were buying up slots that should have gone to poor students.10

Another popular solution to this perceived quandary of educating poor children was the expansion of Sunday schools and proliferation of literature that supplemented Bible readings with wholesome, unproblematic stories that would entrench, rather than threaten, established social hierarchies. Sunday schools had existed since the mid-eighteenth century but gained steam in the 1780s and 1790s; in the 1780s, around a quarter of a million English children attended one, but by 1831, that number had swelled to 1.2 million.11 In the 1750s, Robert Raikes, publisher of the Gloucester Journal, pioneered the widespread adoption of school on Sunday for boys who would otherwise be working in fields or factories; lessons were taught by lay people, and the only textbook was the Bible. Evangelical reformers including Hannah More and Sarah Trimmer actively promoted these Sunday schools as methods of preventing juvenile ‘mischief’ that might later lead to serious crimes. More and her sister Martha opened more than a dozen Sunday schools in the 1780s and 1790s including one in Blagdon, Somerset that inspired the most contentious episode of More’s long career, the so-called ‘Blagdon Controversy’ of 1799–1802 in which More was accused of promoting enthusiasm. Hardly a revolutionary, More’s philosophy of Sunday school education was, in her words, ‘extremely simple and limited. They learn, on week days, such coarse works as may fit them for servants. I allow of no writing for the poor. My object is not to make them fanatics, but to train up the lower classes in habits of industry and piety.’12 The fact that the arch-conservative Anti-Jacobin Review actually castigated the doctrinaire Anglican More over the Blagdon Controversy testifies to just how polarizing and incendiary were the politics around such a seemingly innocuous institution as a Sunday school in this period.

There were persistent fears amongst more conservative writers and thinkers that Sunday schools were a slippery slope towards levelling: if the children of the poor gained too much education, they might question their stations and treatment by the upper classes. A formerly enslaved, Black Briton, Cugoano promoted Sunday schools as necessary for the religious education of enslaved people. Part of his plan for universal emancipation in Thoughts and Sentiments is that slave-holders should be required to educate enslaved people in Christianity every Sunday as ‘payment’ for their labour, ‘and that if any of [the slave-holders] should not provide such suitable instructors for them, that those slaves should be taken away from them and given to others who would maintain and instruct them for their labour.’13 Cugoano then argues that after seven years of Sunday school, each enslaved person ‘should immediately become free’ and would be transformed into ‘tractable and obedient, useful labourers, dutiful servants and good subjects’ or be well prepared to return to Africa to educate the ‘unlearned Heathens’.14 For Cugoano, Sunday schools could be a means of lifting enslaved people into freedom, but More and Trimmer—though abolitionists themselves—would have balked at the social mobility inherent in his propositions. In Plans of Education (1792), novelist (and anti-abolitionist) Clara Reeve suggests that Sunday schools are just too coddling for poor children, who need more manual labour and less book-learning: ‘It is Schools of Industry that are wanted, to reform the manners of the common people; where they are taught their duties every day, and all the day long’.15 Reeve suggests that children would be better employed spinning flax or hemp, carding wool, growing vegetables, or weaving stockings than learning to read. Her proposed ‘schools of industry’—more akin to juvenile workhouses than schools—would ‘promote a reformation of manners of the lower orders of men … these paupers are not to be taught to write or read … they are to be hewers of wood and drawers of water, and to be thankful for their deliverance’.16 According to Reeve, poor, hard-working children will necessarily become poor, hard-working adults, so there is simply no need to teach them to read or write. She may have gleaned this idea from Bernard Mandeville’s ‘Essay on Charity and Charity Schools’ (1723, in later editions of The Fable of the Bees) in which he argues that sending poor boys to school merely encourages ‘Idleness, and the longer Boys continue in this easy sort of Life, the more unfit they’ll be when grown up for downright Labour’.17

Such anxieties about poor children or enslaved people learning to read, then learning to think, then learning to question the state of things inform much of the reading material aimed at the Sunday school crowd, literature which generally urges children to use their educations to become better Christians, to remember their places in the social hierarchy, and never to challenge that hierarchy. Trimmer was, like More, a conservative Anglican invested in questions surrounding Sunday schooling and childhood literacy. Her Guardian of Education (1802–1806), the first English periodical devoted to children’s literature, aimed to sniff out potentially subversive ideas in children’s books, and between 1786 and 1798 she produced for charity and Sunday school classrooms conservative reading material that preached duty, obedience, and a strict adherence to the status quo. In one lecture, ‘Of Coveting What Belongs to Others’ (from Sunday School Catechist, 1788), Trimmer writes that:


We should consider that it is the will of GOD that there should be different ranks among mankind, high and low, rich and poor … therefore it is the duty of every person to be contented and thankful for the gifts bestowed upon them, without murmuring because others appear to have a larger or better portion than themselves.18



On the very first page she takes care to ensure that her young listeners will remember their place in the social hierarchy: ‘I am sure Sunday-scholars ought to think themselves greatly obliged to ladies and gentlemen who provide Sunday-schools for them; it shews plainly that they love their poor neighbours, and wish to put them in the way of being good and happy.’ She continues:


Let me tell you though that Sunday-schools are not set up merely to bring you into the presence of your superiors, or to give you an opportunity of getting learning, or to teach you to dress neatly, and behave with civility; they are chiefly designed to have you taught how to keep the Sabbath-day holy, and how to make a proper use of learning … THE PROPER USE OF READING IS TO LEARN HOW TO SERVE GOD; TO DO GOOD TO OUR FELLOW-CREATURES; AND, BY THESE MEANS, TO GAIN HAPPINESS TO OURSELVES.19 (emphases in original)



This apparent anxiety over the ‘proper use of learning’ underwrites all discussions of public education in the Romantic era; after the French Revolution, education—particularly literacy—and revolution were inextricably linked in public imagination and discourse.

Given the unprecedented literacy rates in England after the 1790s, one means of control was to regulate not if children and working-class adults could read, but what they could read. More’s Cheap Repository Tracts were among the most widely circulated texts of the Romantic period; two million copies were distributed in their first year of publication alone (More produced two hundred of the anonymously authored tracts between 1795 and 1817; More herself wrote about fifty titles, while the others were allegedly penned by More’s sister Sarah, John Newton, Henry Thornton, Zachary Macaulay, and William Gilpin, among others). More’s answer to the traditional literature of the poor—the broadside ballad and chapbook—the Tracts promoted thrift, hard work, sobriety, honesty, and, most of all, acceptance of one’s place in society. An advertisement for them claims that the purpose of the tracts is ‘to supplant the multitude of vicious Tracts circulated by hawkers, and to supply, instead of them, some useful reading, which may be likely to prove entertaining also’, and many were designated as ‘Sunday reading’ and presented simplified biblical stories that might be adopted in either the Sunday school classroom or the home.20 Much of the new wave of literature aimed at children stressed rationality and obedience, and debates raged in the press over whether children should read fanciful literature like fairy tales at all, since such fantasies carried the implicit message that, for example, a pauper might become a princess if only she remains virtuous and finds the right prince. At the end of the eighteenth century and beginning of the nineteenth, fears about the French Revolution, the rising literacy rates, and the abundance of ‘vicious’ and incendiary literature available to the working classes combined to form a perfect storm of anxiety for conservatives.

Another such agitation concerned the education of girls and women. As noted already, the traditional educational path available to girls generally involved a governess and perhaps a brief stint in a boarding or finishing school. Save a few particularly privileged exceptions—like Augusta Ada Byron, who received a rigorous scientific education from private tutors, among them the scientist Mary Somerville, who was herself largely self-taught—the education of girls was more focused on the development of the aforementioned ‘accomplishments’ than on raising well-informed women. Between 1750 and 1850, female literacy lagged around 25 per cent behind male literacy, only a handful of the better-endowed grammar schools accepted girls, and university degrees for English women were still nearly a century away (Oxford admitted its first degree-seeking women in 1920, Cambridge in 1947; though both institutions allowed women to study in limited capacities as early as the 1860s, they were not permitted to earn degrees). But while women were largely excluded from organized, public schooling, they were deeply implicated in the larger philosophical and practical debates about education, in part because women were expected to provide so much of that education. The earliest education of children fell to the mother of the house, the perceived guardian of domesticity, who might start her children on their ABCs before they went off to the tutor, governess, or school, if those children received any schooling outside the home at all; if they did not, then early tutelage from their mothers would be the only educations they might receive. Prefaces to educational treatises were frequently addressed to mothers, since it was assumed that they would supervise the children’s domestic reading or read the texts out loud to their young charges. As Wollstonecraft famously argues in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), English women were caught in an impossible bind when it came to the education of their children. Mothers were expected to provide their children with the intellectual, moral, and religious foundations for their future studies and lives, but these women were themselves kept ‘in a state of perpetual childhood’ and denied the education that would have allowed them to be effective teachers.21 If, as Wollstonecraft argues in both Vindication and Thoughts on the Education of Daughters (1787), women continue to be valued for superficial ‘accomplishments’ instead of rational thought, society will necessarily degenerate. Wollstonecraft’s fictional representations in Mary, a Fiction (1788) of a rational, self-educated female genius and in Original Stories from Real Life (1788) of the imposing Mrs Mason as a strong moral preceptor and respected head of household push back against these educational deficiencies; as Wollstonecraft repeatedly suggests, treating and educating women as rational creatures will yield benefits, not only for women themselves, but also for society as a whole. Such questions about female education suffuse other Romantic fiction as well, yielding an abundance of ‘novels of education’ that, more often than not, take place not within a classroom but in genteel society, where young women receive educations in life, love, moral self-discipline, and socialization. Many of the novels of Austen, Edgeworth, Burney, and Smith, among others, depict young women either coming to terms with (and, ultimately, correcting) the deficiencies of their early educations or learning to negotiate the heteronormative, patriarchal value systems that dictate their ‘accomplishments’ and marriageability.

So, in the Romantic era women were, on the one hand, held up as arbiters of domestic morality and the figures responsible for educating the next generation, but, as some conservative critics argued, women’s lack of practical education also made them weak links in the national armour that protected Britain from revolution and heresy. In Strictures on the Modern System of Female Education (1799), More identifies women as the nation’s bulwark against chaos and irreligion and suggests that by denying women a truly moral and religious education, Britain is exposing itself to immoral, foreign influences. Britain had, she claimed, narrowly escaped the use of the French press by the ‘modern apostles of infidelity and immorality’ who, according to More, had recently ‘changed their weapons’ to ‘novels and romances’ and German drama, and that:


the attacks of infidelity in Great Britain are at this moment principally directed against the female breast. Conscious of the influence of women in civil society, conscious of the effect which female infidelity produced in France, they attribute the ill success of their attempts in this country, to their having been hitherto chiefly addressed to the male sex. They are now sedulously labouring to destroy the religious principles of women, and in too many instances have fatally succeeded.22



However, many Romantic-era writers admit that while women should, in theory, be the moral standard-bearers of Britain, they are neglecting this duty due to their incomplete educations. More blames the combination of women’s ‘course of education, and the habits of life, and elegance of dress connected with it [which] peculiarly unfits them for the active duties of their own very important condition.’23 More agrees with Wollstonecraft that women share the burden of guilt; the problem is not only that they do not have education available to them but also that they have become intellectually lazy and complacent. Reeve makes a similar accusation in Plans of Education when she claims that ‘if all mothers fulfilled their duties, there would be little occasion for boarding-schools’, but instead women ‘give up their time and attention to dress, to visiting, to cards, and to public places; it is better that the children should go to school, than that they should converse with the servants, or play in the streets’.24 If, as these more conservative writers claim, British women were the nation’s best defence against revolutionary, foreign ideology, they were not putting up a particularly strong fight.

Angst about a foreign invasion of Britain following the French Revolution—either a literal, military invasion or, as so many of these writers express, a metaphorical invasion of manners and ideology—gave way in the post-Waterloo nineteenth century to anxieties about maintaining the essentially ‘British’ character in an age of colonization and imperial expansion. Contemporary debate surrounding the education of the British poor often utilized the same rhetoric as debates about the ‘civilization’ of ‘heathens’ and ‘savages’ abroad, drawing parallels between the domestic working classes (whose education was already the subject of considerable controversy) and colonial subjects, both of whom needed to be educated and disciplined in line with hegemonic Britishness. Oxford and Cambridge and the great public schools like Eton and Harrow were already de facto ‘national’ landmarks, featured in prints and guidebooks of the period, the subjects of domestic tourism, and time-honoured symbols of the English character. Many of More’s Cheap Repository Tracts were shipped to Africa, the West Indies, and Asia, thus serving as ersatz ambassadors of British ideology to colonized territories, and the SPCK was heavily involved in charity schools in British-occupied colonies, as well.

Calls for national regulation of the generally unorganized, slapdash educational system that was in place at the dawn of the Romantic era inspired fervent debates along the political spectrum. Proponents argued that nationalized school standards might help curtail the wildly variant educational opportunities dictated by class, race, geography, and sometimes random chance that affected millions of British children and would, in theory, implant orthodox British values into future generations of John and Jane Bulls. On the other hand, Dissenters and radical thinkers, especially, were uncomfortable ceding control of education to the government which would, they assumed, indoctrinate students into conformist Anglicanism and flag-waving nationalism (there were, for example, no English universities without religious tests until the founding of London University—later University College London—in 1826). Godwin, for one, devotes a chapter of Political Justice to the question of national education, arguing that when institutions become official, they stagnate, which in turn breeds boredom and indifference amongst pupils, and that the government would certainly use its superintendence of schools ‘to strengthen its hands, and perpetuate its institutions’, turning all educational organizations into additional tools of the establishment (Wollstonecraft, conversely, was one of the only prominent radical writers who advocated for state-controlled education, as she did in Vindication).25 A system administered by the Church of England would necessarily exclude Catholics, Jews, Quakers, and other Dissenters, but a nondenominational educational system would be unacceptable to the Anglican establishment. One proposed solution was the monitorial, ‘mutual improvement’ or Madras educational system independently developed by Andrew Bell and Joseph Lancaster, the idea that classroom instruction might trickle down from a single master to a pool of abler, more advanced pupils who could, in turn, educate the younger students beneath them. Such a division of labour allowed more pupils to be taught at once, especially in communities where resources and teachers were scarce, and brought an industrial mentality to the classroom experience; in Discipline and Punish (1975), Michel Foucault calls the monitorial system a ‘machine for learning’.26 However, many nineteenth-century educational reformers split into camps along a Lancaster/Bell divide, in part because Bell was Anglican while Lancaster, a Quaker, favoured a nondenominational approach to education that, to the religious establishment, smacked of secularization. The National Society (est. 1811) was formed to disseminate Bell’s Madras system, and the aforementioned British and Foreign School Society (BFSS) promoted the Lancasterian model. As Alan Richardson notes, some of Bell’s most ardent public supporters were the Lake poets: William Wordsworth (who praised Bell in a note to The Excursion) and Robert Southey (who wrote extensively on the monitorial issue between 1806 and 1812 and began a biography of Bell which was finished by his son Charles and published by John Murray in 1844) favourably compared the Madras system to the printing press in terms of importance and cultural impact, and Coleridge championed Bell in one of his 1808 lectures at the Royal Institution.

Such distinctions notwithstanding, one similarity between the Madras and Lancasterian models was their perceived utility in promoting a British curriculum (and thus British ideology) throughout both the homelands and the expanding colonies. As its name suggests, Bell developed the Madras system in India, where he taught between 1787 and 1796, and it was widely adopted throughout the colonized territories. As Richardson points out, one of Bell’s original aims (as delineated in An Analysis of the Experiment in Education, Made at Egmore, Near Madras, 1807) had been to improve the ‘degenerate race’ of ‘half-cast’ children who were the offspring of British officers and Indian women, and Lancaster developed his system while teaching poor children at a ragged school in London, making the monitorial system in general born from attempts to discipline and indoctrinate both colonial subjects and the urban poor, and the BFSS successfully spread that system throughout Asia, Africa, and the Caribbean.27 Britain did not achieve anything like a recognizably nationalized educational system until the Elementary Education Act of 1870, but these sweeping discussions about the competing monitorial systems suggest the extent to which the potential nationalization of public education remained a hot-button issue in the first decades of the nineteenth century.

By the 1820s and 1830s, many of the educational transformations of the previous decades had fermented into new and potentially revolutionary working-class and, increasingly, middle-class attitudes towards education and its relationship to class, a concept already tested by the rise of the Industrial Revolution and the emergence of the ‘middling sort’. The fears of conservative writers like More and Trimmer that the ability to read ‘vicious’ materials might lead the poor to forget their places and rise above their stations were in fact justified, as the reading material accessible to working people began to suggest that class might not actually be a ‘natural’ or innate distinction, which would make education, not breeding, the difference between, say, the owner of a factory and the workers who run its machines. So if, according to influential contemporary theorists like Robert Owen, people’s earliest experiences—including their formal educations—shape their adult characters, and we are all born tabulae rasae, class was almost entirely constructed by access (or lack of access) to education. Therefore, schooling could fundamentally alter the fabric of society, a notion that idealistic Owenites promoted throughout the century and which influenced Owen’s own utopian Institute for the Formation of Character at New Lanark, opened in 1816.

Despite the momentous improvements in access to education in the Romantic era, by the 1820s and 1830s there were still significant portions of the population that for whatever reason had to rely on autodidacticism over formal schooling, and fears about how to control the self-educating and newly literate working classes figured prominently in contemporary discourses about public education. Oppositional writers like Richard Carlile, William Hone, and Cobbett had already captured a radical working-class readership that discussed politics freely in pubs, coffee shops, and debate clubs, and the unstamped press was churning out radical pamphlets and texts in even greater numbers than in the 1790s, all of which, combined with record-high literacy rates, agitated the government and ruling classes. The various Mechanics Institutes that sprang up in manufacturing areas in the 1820s provided technical educations to adult workers who needed some engineering background in order to build, operate, and repair the new machines, and some of these institutes also provided amenities like lending libraries, lecture series, or museums, but they largely catered to workers seeking middle-class respectability and thus tended to eschew overt politicization in their curricula and reading materials. By the 1830s the question was no longer ‘should we teach the lower orders how to read?’ but ‘since the lower orders can now read, what material is safe for them?’ One solution proposed by the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge (or SDUK, est. 1826) was a Library of Useful Knowledge (LUK), which aimed to provide a solid grounding in popular science and technology for autodidactic working-class readers; Peacock lampoons the sixpenny tracts of the ‘Steam Intellect Society’ in Crotchet Castle (1831). The LUK was joined by the Library of Entertaining Knowledge (1829–1837), which was, by all accounts, not particularly entertaining, consisting largely of dry ethnographies and bromidic texts about animals or history. Since the LEK included no fiction or poetry, some authors of popular fiction offered collections of stories that might appeal to working-class readers whose taste for fiction was not being met elsewhere. Harriet Martineau’s popular nine-volume Illustrations of Political Economy (1832, expanding to twenty-five volumes by 1834) for example, attempts to explain the political philosophy of Adam Smith via short didactic tales that reinforce hegemonic values with their frequent colonial settings where ‘savages’ are ‘tamed’ by British civility, capitalism is celebrated, and rational discussion always trumps radicalism.

The Oxford English Dictionary suggests that the definitions of the word ‘education’ and related terms like ‘educate’ and ‘educated’ shifted significantly in the Romantic era. The more common, earlier definition of ‘education’ was ‘the process of bringing up a child, with reference to forming character, shaping manners and behaviour, etc.; the manner in which a person has been brought up’; in other words, one’s ‘education’ consisted of character formation, not the acquisition of literacy, numeracy, or any aspects we have come to associate with formal learning. While the definition of ‘education’ as ‘the systematic instruction, teaching, or training in various academic and non-academic subjects’ did exist as early as the mid-sixteenth century, it first gains primacy in the late eighteenth century during these years of unprecedented changes to the way Britain thought about education; similarly, ‘school’ as we now know it, as a place dedicated to the formal education of children, is only the fifth OED definition. As British society underwent seismic cultural shifts during the Romantic era—from hierarchal and traditional social structures to more egalitarian models, from a society in which social mobility was all but impossible to one with a burgeoning middle class, from a nation under imminent threat of foreign invasion to one that was about to embark on a century of unprecedented colonial conquest—ideas about education shifted in turn. By the beginning of the Victorian era, the British public was more educated than it had ever been, but it was also more divided about all manner of issues surrounding education.
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Chapter 39


Food and Drink



Anya Taylor

Romantic-era prose describing the consumption of food and drink reveals much about gradations of class in Britain, from aristocrats eating thousands of songbirds to vagrants grasping for crusts of bread. It expresses the distinctive qualities of the period: outrage at injustice, exuberance, wonder, and pleasure. It accommodates the sensitivity to nature, to non-human animals, and to vegetation developing in the period; it accentuates the sympathy for the hungry and the troubled. Prose writers sharpen their senses to memorialize moments of joy in feasting and imbibing, in moderation or in excess, in nourishing or wasting their self-observing bodies. Modes of food and drink bring out the individuality of British Romantic personalities: gluttonous, abstemious, ecstatic, convivial, or solitary. With the influx of French chefs fleeing revolutionary violence, the ‘glutton’ becomes the ‘epicure’, who observes ‘empirical exactitude and objective discernment in parsing the different flavours of food’.1 Whether enjoying solids or liquids, Romantic-era writers relish the ordinary daily rituals and pleasures of the table and the tavern, and record them with a characteristically Romantic ‘gusto’.2

On the simple level of subsistence, bread was what many poor and working poor ate in England in the Romantic period. In March 1796 Samuel Taylor Coleridge states clearly what a poor man ate: ‘one penny loaf of mixed bread and a pound of boiled potatoes’.3 Even this meagre fare was often wanting in a period of almost constant warfare. Samantha Webb describes wheat scarcities in 1795, notes fifty-eight food riots between March and November 1795, scarcities caused by farming monopolies, land enclosures, cheating bakers, and the war with France. She writes, ‘When a mob attacked the king’s carriage in October, the crowd’s chant of “No war! Bread! Bread!” illustrated to an alarmed Parliament just how closely the public linked the scarcity with the war’.4 In Bristol in 1795 Coleridge rages against this famine that had ‘dehumanized … our poorer brethren’: ‘For can we wonder that men should want humanity, who want all the circumstances of life that humanize? Can we wonder that with the ignorance of Brutes they should unite their ferocity?’ When hungry, ‘the over-worked labourer, skulking into an Ale-house’, loses tender feelings. ‘Alas! How should he glow with the charities of Father and Husband, who gaining scarcely more, than his own necessities demand, must have been accustomed to regard his wife and children, not as the Soothers of finished labour, but as Rivals for the insufficient meal’!5 Would a starving father take food from his starving child? Two years later Thomas Malthus turns the fight for subsistence even more brutal: ‘If [the labourer] has a large family, will his utmost exertions enable him to support them? May he not see his offspring in rags and misery, and clamouring for bread that he cannot give them?’6 Coleridge notes seasons of sparse crops, exacerbated by clever merchants speculating on them, making money on the hunger of the poor.7 ‘Fire Famine Slaughter’, his poem about the war in La Vendee, brings together three results of war: famine is inevitable. Breadfruit from Tahiti was briefly considered as a substitute staple.8

This food scarcity lasted into the 1820s. John Clare, field labourer and poet, was ‘fainting from hunger’, abstaining to provide for his wife and children, eating fruit alone in ‘a process of slow starvation’. ‘Nobody knew’, laments his early biographer Frederick Martin, ‘that while Clare’s family had a good dinner, he himself was munching dry bread in some corner in the fields.’ In 1826 William Cobbett raises his voice: ‘a great number of thousands of persons are now on the point of perishing for want of food, and that many have actually perished from that cause, and that this has taken place, and is taking place, IN ENGLAND’.9

William Wordsworth and his sister Dorothy dwell side by side with rural people surviving on scarce resources often scavenged in the wild, like the leech gatherer and Margaret in ‘The Ruined Cottage’. Wordsworth studies the northern countryside where sheep eat away the vegetation to feed the landowners their grass-fed roasted haunches. He watches the poor lose land, work, and spirit. J. H. Prynne describes Wordsworth’s ‘raw encounters with the pathos of the uncultivated’.10 Both Wordsworth and Coleridge are pained to watch hungry little girls: Coleridge remembers one calling out in a tavern, ‘Pray give me Bread and Meat!’ (Coleridge, Letters, i. 83); for Wordsworth, a ‘hunger-bitten girl’ in France initiates his passionate anger at the injustice of widespread hunger.11 In her Grasmere journals, Dorothy Wordsworth describes baking bread, making giblet pies, and sowing kidney-beans and spinach. She kept a lookout on the byways in the Lake District for beggars; one tall woman and her ragged family roused Dorothy’s suspicions when they lied about their neediness. Despite her necessary frugality, she managed to give occasional treats to her favourites. One evening, ‘I broiled Coleridge a mutton chop, which he ate in bed’ (Dorothy Wordsworth, Journals, i. 58).

That subsistence was scant in rural areas where food could be grown seemed particularly cruel. Many Romantic writers noted this lamentable fact for a country with large and fertile land holdings teeming with game. Poaching by poor neighbours was punishable by fines, whippings, seven years’ transportation, and in some cases execution. For stealing a hare, a young man in Reading was whipped severely. Hunting dogs belonging to poachers had their throats slit or were hanged. Great landowners, following their feudal privilege and their property rights, denied the poor farmers and labourers their traditional grazing rights, while at the same time trampling on their crops as they hunted. Such abundant free food was out of bounds for hungry cottagers. Mothers took advantage of another free food by nursing their babies till 20–30 months; breast milk was ‘believed to be a bleached form of blood’.12

Embodying the idea of unequal distribution was the obese figure of the Prince of Wales, later King George IV, who by 1829 looked ‘like a great sausage stuffed into its covering’. In April 1830 the Duke of Wellington described the king’s breakfast: ‘a Pidgeon and Beef Steak Pye. Three parts of a bottle of Mozelle, a Glass of Dry Champagne, two glasses of port [and] a Glass of Burgundy, followed by a large dose of laudanum’ (Flandrin, 278–282). Charles Lamb called him ‘the Prince of Whales’ (1812) and pointed out ‘his blubbers at his gills’.13 This looming body at the apex of the culture was part of the sensationalism of the Romantic age: ‘twenty two stones and his stomach reached his knees’, garbed in silk, absorbed in his own abundant physicality. Penny Bradshaw notes that the heavily taxed labouring classes ‘were bitterly aware of the wasteful lifestyle and extreme gluttony of the Prince of Wales’.14 Leigh Hunt recklessly wrote him an admonitory letter (Hunt, Selected Writings 1, 69–73).

Lavish gluttony extended from the royal palace to the great houses and the homes of gentry, where food was abundant and increasingly French. French chefs fleeing to England from burned chateaux introduced small dishes, which displaced the central English roast on the table. Meat began to be served fresh and rare; herbs (tarragon, basil, thyme, and chive) enhanced it, rather than spices preserving it. Many more native vegetables accompanied food at the end of the century. There was a new squeamishness about eating pork products (Flandrin, 272–277). Traditional English cooks like Hannah Glasse grumbled at French ways even before the revolution. In her The Art of Cookery (1774) she criticized the waste and cost of French methods, where six pounds of butter was necessary to cook twelve eggs, instead of the half pound used by British cooks. She writes after numerous such extravagant examples, ‘So much is the blind folly of this age, that they would rather be imposed on by a French booby than give encouragement to a good English cook!’15 Glasse’s cookery is addressed in simple English to servants to teach them to cook in great houses; her table of contents alone is twenty pages long, and includes sauce for larks, udder, ‘pigeons transmogrified’ (88), and ‘everlasting syllabubs’ (284). Other famous cookbooks include Hannah More, The Cottage Cook (1796) and Mrs Rundell, Cookery (1806), Murray’s next bestselling author after Byron. Despite the waste, multiple dishes became a sign of generosity.

Such dishes graced Jane Austen’s great houses. Long visits circled around a schedule of meals—breakfast, dinner, luncheon, supper, tea—where gossip was shared, courtships were promoted or demolished, wealth was displayed for the marketing of daughters, and class was noted both in the lateness of the hour of serving and in the multiplicity of dishes that gentlemen callers like Mr Collins rhapsodically enumerated and Mr Hurst lived for. The presentation of food was the domain of mothers and housekeepers, though in Pride and Prejudice (1813) the Bennet daughters do no food preparation, as Mrs Bennet proudly announces to Mr Collins, indicating a class distinction incongruous with their likely future neediness. Mr Darcy’s presentation of food shows delicatesse. Where Lady Catherine de Bourgh orders many dishes to impress her easily awed guests (her sickly daughter picking at them anorexically), Darcy provides subtle balance and a palliative purpose to the gathering. He wishes to diffuse tension in the party of ladies, and promote communication between his shy sister and Elizabeth amid jealousies and painful recollections aroused by Miss Bingley. Thus, servants arrived ‘with cold meat, cake, and a variety of all the finest fruits in season … There was now employment for the whole party; for though they could not all talk, they could all eat; and the beautiful pyramids of grapes, nectarines, and peaches, soon collected them round the table’.16 Eating at Pemberley is communal and the food fresh and local (some must have been imported), as the landscaping in his parks is free flowing and the fish jumping.

Presentations of food, whether at large or small homes, at dances, banquets, teas, or assemblies, display not only general truths about the culture but also particular details about individual character, whether generous or stingy, abstemious or squeamish, garrulous or thoughtfully observing. At the table, character reveals itself. In Austen’s Emma (1815), Mr Woodhouse’s fear of unfamiliar foods illuminates his fear of pleasure and vitality; taking only ‘a small basin of thin gruel’ himself, he advises an egg boiled very soft for Harriet Smith; the hostess heaps the table with ‘minced chicken and scalloped oysters’.17 Mr Knightly teaches Emma that not everyone has the abundance she does, and she should exercise generosity not derision. Maggie Lane declares that ‘Emma is the Austen novel by far the most laden with references to food … Food in Emma is a metaphor for neighbourly love’.18 In Mansfield Park (1814), by contrast, Fanny Price glimpses the dark world of sordid taverns that her father frequents, and the confused home where ‘the boys [were] begging for toasted cheese, her father calling out for his rum and water, and Rebecca never where she ought to be’.19 Chaos at the dinner table signals the absence of love.

While many of the working poor ate little from necessity, some in the literary classes restricted their diets voluntarily. While Wordsworth’s poverty when he moved to Grasmere in 1799 was real, his sympathy with the scarce diets of his Lakeland neighbours led him to restrict his own diet. Andrew McConnell Stott writes, ‘Wordsworth paid scant attention to gustatory matters, celebrating at his table, as in his work, simple country provisions such as fresh bread and milk, cheese, and hasty pudding, a gruel of oatmeal boiled in brine’.20 His diet and aesthetic purpose focused instead on what he saw and heard in the landscape and in the sounds of nature; sight and hearing were more dominant senses than smell and taste. Out of indebtedness and the fervour of writing, Thomas De Quincey eats ‘rice broth’, ‘minced collups’ with ‘a little potatoes’. He claims to go to bed with no supper aside from ‘four or five glasses of spirits, which he fears is rather too much’.21 Since his opium addiction blocks the passage of food onward in his digestive tract, he is often too encumbered to eat at all. While he hides from the debt collectors, his children have no provisions. Dora Wordsworth claimed that he was so desperately poor that ‘he has discovered a new mode of procuring a cheap dinner for his family—he buys game which is too bad for other folks & thus dines them all for one shilling’. In despair, he himself drinks spirits and laudanum, opium mixed with wine.22 When there is nothing at all to eat, one could still pretend to have eaten. William Hazlitt details his strategies: ‘one may drop in at a friend’s at the dinner-hour, and be asked to stay or not; or one may walk out and take a turn in the Park, about the time, and return home to tea, so at least to avoid the sting of the evil—the appearance of not having dined’ (‘On the Want of Money’ (1827), Works, xvii. 180).

Deliberately abstemious, Percy Bysshe Shelley abstains in order to be a lighter and more ephemeral physical body. His landlady draws up a bill in November 1817 for seven shillings for rolls and milk. He is shocked by the luxuriance of butter on tea cakes. He eats raisins on fancy plates and dips a crust in whey for supper. He favours eating nothing. His fastidiousness develops in his teens into a powerful argument for vegetarianism as it promotes more food for more people than does eating meat. His arguments connecting vegetarianism to socialism enliven the prose footnotes of Queen Mab (1813) and the pamphlet A Vindication of Natural Diet (1813). In Queen Mab book 8 he propounds, ‘Comparative anatomy teaches us that man resembles frugivorous animals in everything, and carnivorous in nothing; he has neither claws wherewith to seize his prey, nor distinct and pointed teeth to tear the living fibre’. When he stands equal amidst equals with other animals, foregoing his ‘terrible prerogative’ of eating their flesh, he will become peaceful, healthy, and rational. Dominion over and use of others will cease. ‘The advantage of a reform in diet is obviously greater than that of any other. It strikes at the root of the evil.’ Shelley links drunken violence with eating flesh in his play The Cyclops.23 Timothy Morton finds that many Romantic-era writers, such as Joseph Ritson, were also vegetarians or tried to be, inspired by Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s praise of the civil tiller of the soil. In Frankenstein (1818), Mary Shelley’s creature avers his natural innocence by praising his diet of foraged acorns and berries, a diet more pacific than that of his carnivorous pursuers. Morton asserts that vegetarianism was not for weaklings: ‘Vegetarianism and abstinence from alcohol were signs of revolutionary sobriety, a straight, masculine civic humanism, not the effeminate weakness that it signified later’.24 Benjamin Robert Haydon, a voracious carnivore, to judge by the menu for his ‘immortal dinner’, mocks Shelley’s vegetarianism, the more so as it was associated with Shelley’s outspoken atheism. In his autobiography Haydon recalls, ‘I did not then know what hectic, spare, weakly, yet intellectual-looking creature it was carving a bit of broccoli or cabbage on his plate, as if it had been the substantial wing of a chicken’.25 When Leigh Hunt rhapsodized about cauliflower, Wordsworth wondered, ‘If by chance of good luck they ever met with a caterpillar, they thanked their stars for the delicious morsel of animal food’ (Plumley, 40–41). Vegetarianism occasioned some backsliding to surreptitious beef steaks. Even Shelley had been heard to cry out ‘Bring more bacon!’26

Lord Byron struggled against corpulence. Tom Mole discovered his fluctuations of weight in the records of a vintner’s store where Byron weighed himself between 1806 and 1811; Mole notes that in this period of Byron’s life ‘food refusal’ was a way of ‘exerting control over oneself’ and retreating into isolated self-sufficiency.27 If he ate at all, his meals were excruciatingly abstemious and obsessively noted. Aspiring to the lean look of the dandy, he is impeded by his deformed foot, which made exercise difficult. Edward Trelawny describes ‘the peculiarity of his gait’: ‘in early life whilst his frame was light and elastic, with the aid of a stick, he might have tottered along for a mile or two; but after he had waxed heavier, he seldom attempted to walk more than a few hundred yards’. Trelawny laments: ‘disposed to fatten, incapable of taking exercise to check the tendency, what could he do?’28 Trelawny describes Byron as existing ‘on biscuits and soda-water for days together’, suffering ‘the eternal hunger gnawing at his vitals’ (60). But this hunger is expressed in complex, not always negative, forms. He dots his epic poem Don Juan (1819–1824) with gustatory references, comparing love to eating, poetry to cooking, with the underlying connection being taste in all its senses.29 In 1812, he calls his relationship with Annabella Milbanke ‘a cold collation’ while ‘I prefer hot suppers’ (Byron, Letters and Journals, ii. 246). Sustained on boiled potatoes and vinegar, he himself may be bulimic (Kolb, 63). Along with the interest in dishes, he is repulsed by watching women eating too many chicken wings. He complains to Lady Melbourne of one black-eyed beauty: ‘I only wish she did not swallow so much supper, chicken wings—sweetbreads,—custards—peaches & Port wine—a woman should never be seen eating or drinking, unless it be lobster sallad & Champagne, the only truly feminine & becoming viands.—I recollect imploring one Lady not to eat more than a fowl at a sitting’ (Byron, Letters and Journals, ii. 208). Captain Gronow interprets this repulsion as comical rather than misogynistic. He hears Byron avow ‘that his chief dislike to [women’s] presence at the festive board arose from the fact of their being helped first, and consequently getting all the wings of the chickens, whilst men had to be content with the legs or other parts. Byron, on this occasion, was in great good humour, and full of boyish and even boisterous mirth’.30 Jane Stabler similarly emphasizes Byron’s ‘jouissance’ and ‘mobilite’, seeing his love of pleasure in Haidee’s decadent feast and the Amundeville banquet (Byron, Poetical Works, v. 134–142, 607). Stabler is right to claim that ‘pleasure has been ignored in Romantic literature’.31

More comfortably sybaritic, William Hazlitt and Charles Lamb look forward to feasts and celebrate the accoutrements of snug firesides, set tables, linens, and cutlery. Hazlitt in ‘On Going a Journey’ (1821–1822) comforts himself as he travels by imagining the food he will enjoy in the inn: ‘What a delicate speculation it is, after drinking whole goblets of tea—“The cups that cheer, but not inebriate”,—and letting the fumes ascend into the brain, to sit considering what we shall have for supper—eggs and a rasher, a rabbit smothered in onions, or an excellent veal-cutlet! Sancho in such a situation once fixed upon cow-heel; and his choice, though he could not help it, is not to be disparaged’. He remembers events in connection with food: ‘It was on the tenth of April, 1798, that I sat down to a volume of the New Eloise, at the inn at Llangollen, over a bottle of sherry and a cold chicken’ (Works, viii. 184–186). His own home, when he finally had one, was slovenly, according to Haydon, who described Hazlitt’s wife as ‘thin, pale, and spitty’, his son ‘squalling, obstinate, and half-cleaned’, and the ‘bit of overdone beef, burnt… jagged, jutting’. Hazlitt’s style of entertaining contrasts with that of Charles and Mary Lamb (generous and bibulous: veal pie, ‘large jugs of porter’, ‘hot water and gin and brandy’), and of Haydon himself (lavish and abundant).32

Lamb, relishing succulence, praises Quaker ways and principles, but eschews their austerity: ‘I should starve at their primitive banquet. My appetites are too high for the salads which (according to Evelyn) Eve dressed for the angel, my gusto too excited “to sit a guest with Daniel at his pulse” ’ (‘Imperfect Sympathies’ (1821), Works, ii. 63). Lamb is one of the most rhapsodic of Romantic food lovers. Only his esteemed Falstaff, a different physical type, can outdo Lamb in the verbal rendition of experiencing taste, in synaesthesia with other senses. His very fat woman savouring her wine in ‘The Gentle Giantess’ (1822) does not enjoy consumption as zestfully as he does in ‘A Dissertation on Roast Pig’ (1822):


There is no flavour comparable, I will contend, to that of the crisp, tawny, well-watched, not over-roasted, crackling … the very teeth are invited to their share of the pleasure at this banquet in overcoming the coy, brittle resistance—with the adhesive oleaginous—O call it not fat—but an indefinable sweetness growing up to it—the tender blossoming of fat—fat cropped in the bud—taken in the shoot—in the first innocence—the cream and quintessence of the child-pig’s yet pure food—the lean, no lean, but a kind of animal manna—or, rather, fat and lean (if it must be so) so blended and running into each other, that both together make but one ambrosian result, or common substance.



As the piglet twirls in front of the flames, it weeps ‘out his pretty eyes—radiant jellies—shooting stars’. When pineapple is added, Lamb’s words take on sexual avidity as he describes ‘a pleasure bordering on pain from the fierceness and insanity of her relish’ (Lamb, Works, ii. 123–124). Lamb’s description is allusive, excessive, enthusiastic. Moments of happiness are marked by food: his aunt’s cake, her splitting French beans, her giving him little treats on the way back to Christ’s Hospital that he could share with his dear friend, the Grecian Coleridge.

Lamb describes taking vicarious pleasure in the delectation of others, even tasting food ‘upon the tongue of my friend’ (Works, ii. 125). He watches the chimney sweeps being fed ‘hissing sausages’ at James White’s annual banquet for them. Again the word ‘pleasure’ appears not only for eating but also for watching others eat, ‘to see the sable younkers lick in the unctuous meat’, to listen to his friend White urge tidbits and morsels on the little sooty children, recommending ‘this slice of white bread, or that piece of kissing-crust, to a tender juvenile’, almost implying that the orphans or changelings were themselves edible and fallen from high birth because their teeth looked white in their dusty faces (‘The Praise of Chimney- Sweepers’ (1822), Works, ii. 113–114). Lamb’s descriptions are often called gentle but they also reveal a ravenous aspect to his solitary personality.

With similar precision and gusto, John Keats also savours the marrow of his experience. Every sensation is intensified. Keats’s keen enthusiasm is the distillation of Romanticism. Ever since Christopher Ricks alerted readers to Keats’s acute physicality in blushing and other sensitive and exquisite epidermal reactions, his register of sensations has increasingly astounded. Ricks cites Keats’s simile for the pangs in his stomach: ‘like a brood of callow nestlings … yearning and gaping for sustenance’.33 As an epicure of aroma, taste, texture, liquidity, and heft, Keats is pre-eminent. He welcomes sensations because they mean he is still alive. His letters pulse with excitement about food, an excitement rousing the culinary images in his poem ‘The Eve of St. Agnes’ (1820). His love of eating invades his love of reading his great predecessors. Kacie Wills shows that the word ‘digest’ applies to both eating and absorbing knowledge, ‘breaking down materials and transforming them into something else’, making both part of himself. Both are physical and fill the cells of body and brain with pleasure. He feels ardour for both. Of eating, Keats writes, ‘Perhaps I eat to persuade myself I am somebody’; in drinking, by contrast, he seeks self-loss.34

Romantic writers show a similar enthusiasm for drink as for food, but heightened by drink’s intoxicating power. Fermentation and distillation transform potatoes, wheat, hops, grapes, and fruits into strong stimuli that usually enhance but sometimes undermine personal and social existence. Where cooks decorate a substance that essentially remains true to its nature, vintners, brewers, and distillers alchemize these substances into effervescence, release, and riot. As sources of pleasure, wine, beer, and spirituous liquors can enliven meals, inspire songs and garrulity in groups, and open the sluices of creativity. But the charms of distillation can be enticing to the point of addiction. Fernand Braudel explains that the use of spirits increased at the beginning of the Romantic period because newly invented stills ‘made continuous cooling by a double current possible. The crucial changes that made it possible to distill wine in one operation came even later. They were the work of a little known inventor, born in 1778, Edouard Ardant. They lowered manufacturing costs and contributed to the enormous spread of alcohol in the nineteenth century.’ Braudel calls this a ‘revolution in drinking’. Roy Porter writes that ‘the spread of ardent spirits raised the problem of drunkenness onto a new plane’.35 It continued to discombobulate men and women on all levels of society up through nineteenth century characters in novels by Charles Dickens such as Pickwick Papers (1836–1837) and Tale of Two Cities (1859), and by Anthony Trollope in Dr. Thorne (1858), and to our day.36

Central to Romantic era drinking is the double response to alcohol. Pleasure and pain; exhilaration and despair; freedom and bondage; multiplicity and fixedness do not cancel each other out. Doctors in the Romantic era were shocked at the effect of spirits on the lower orders. In Essay on the Abuse of Spirituous Liquors (1796), Dr Anthony Fothergill looks at the societal causes of the alcohol epidemic: poverty, hunger, crowded housing, and the new availability of potent spirits. He sees that ‘the appetite among the common people for strong liquors is their darling passion’. From infancy, the English poor develop a ‘rage for base English malt spirit, distilled from coarse turpentine’, leading to ‘disease, poverty, and wretchedness, pourtrayed in their darkest and most gloomy colours! None but those who have witnessed such scenes can conceive the unspeakable misery into which this vice has plunged innumerable poor families’.37 In his 1796 Watchman, Coleridge quotes Fothergill’s writing on ‘the vice of dram drinking among the inferior ranks’, the ‘speedy intoxication’ brought on by cheap gin, and the train of diseases that follow in the wake of drunkenness. He continues from Fothergill: ‘Drunkenness is the secret bane of society, it ruins the peace of families, destroys conjugal endearments, and strikes at the very root of population’ (Watchman, 346–347). Coleridge also quotes Dr Thomas Beddoes’s Hygeia (1802) on the drunkenness of the ignorant labourer, who ‘weakens his Constitution, and exhausts his wages’; ‘his Wife and Children are exposed to all those numerous disorders which arise from cold & hunger’; wives sicken from ‘the kicks or blows from the husband in his paroxisms of drunkenness’ (Watchman, 311). Dr Beddoes ascribes heavy drinking among women of all classes to ‘their wretched education, and the life they afterwards lead; to the neglect of that exercise, which the human animal was formed for taking; to close confinement in unwholesome apartments; to books that have too great power to melt; and to other habits and privations, already described at large’.38 He seems to know Mary Wollstonecraft’s critique in Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) of these same limitations on women’s full development. Wollstonecraft describes wives as slaves to drunken husbands, who waste their dowries on drink and harlots, and who keep wives from developing their human souls. Cobbett deems a drunken husband the worst affliction in the world, ‘next to which comes that of having a drunken son’.39 Even Dorothy Wordsworth in her journals keeps an eye on drunkards roaming the Lake District: a drunken curate struggling to fulfil his duties, drunken soldiers in the mountain passes, and a woman who took to drink (Journals, i. 59–60, 86, 95). ‘No country in God’s Earth labours under the tremendous curse of Drunkenness equally with England’, writes Coleridge from Germany in 1799 (Letters, i. 474).

At the same time these observers of the mass of poor drunkards also describe the allure of drinking. Dr Robert MacNish and the social commentator and former drunkard Francis Place note that ardent spirits in the physical sense lead to ardent spirits in the emotional sense. They revel in the rising glee just to the point of drunkenness that is the peak moment, demanding skilful control not to tip over into debility. In Hygeia Beddoes praises ‘that effervescence of the animal spirits which takes place just this side of intoxication’; it ‘ranks among the highest of human pleasures’; it ‘is humanizing’; it is a ‘glow’ (Hygeia, iii. 38–39). Place explains how dreary labour requires release in moments of freedom through inebriation. He calls this teetering state of half-drunkenness the goal: ‘ “he muddles” is the common expression for that state which produces a pleasant delirium’.40 Drs Currie, Carlisle, and Beddoes also recognize that the ancient association of drinking with creativity still enchants. They see that peak moments of intoxication cause or resemble ecstatic moments of creativity. Dr Anthony Carlisle describes this surge of energy: ‘at the beginning of intoxication the ideas flow with a more than natural rapidity; self-love soars above our prudence and shews itself openly; we lay aside the scales of deliberation, the slow pondering, measuring and comparing instruments of the judgement’.41 Drinking and writing collude, as Lamb shows them working together metaphorically in the blood: ‘do not these verses … fortify like a cordial; enlarging the heart, and productive of sweet blood, and generous spirits, in the concoction?’ (‘New Year’s Eve’ (1821), Works, ii. 32).

Yet exhilaration can tip over into despondency. Dr James Currie looks at the risks for Robert Burns, Dr Carlisle for Coleridge. As Samuel Johnson in an earlier era had observed the disintegration of his doppelganger, Richard Savage, Romantic poets also kept wary eyes on contemporaries like Scrope Davies42 and the brothers Charles and Samuel Le Grice, heavy drinkers whose dissolutions served as warnings. Basil Montagu, in his own disguised memoir, Some Enquiries into the Effects of Fermented Liquors, by a Water-Drinker (1814), tries to include his contemporary Lamb in his indiscrete tell-all of drunken writers; he uses Coleridge’s son Hartley as ‘a lamentable case’.43 Wordsworth attends to the trajectory of his predecessor poet of the northern mountains Robert Burns, watching his failure from drinking whisky in three elegies and in his prose ‘Letter to a Friend of Robert Burns’ (1816). When Wordsworth studies Burns he is steering himself away from excess toward a temperance idealized in Milton. He is also implying a critique of his contemporary friends and rivals especially Coleridge, whom he denounces as a drunkard, ‘rotting out his entrails by intemperance’ (Coleridge, Letters, iii. 296). Wordsworth’s Burnsian poem ‘Benjamin the Waggoner’ about a drunken wagon driver is dedicated to his friend Charles Lamb, who shared Robbie Burns’s excesses.44 There is thus a wary interplay in observations about drunken contemporaries.

Coleridge assesses not only drunkenness in his society but also in his subjective states, sometimes cheerfully, other times agonizing over his weakness of will. He knew that he was one of those men who, like ‘musical glasses’, are best kept ‘wet’: ‘Wine—some men = musical Glasses—to produce their finest music you must keep them wet—’ (Coleridge, Notebooks, iii. 4084). His first year at Cambridge was ‘an uproar of senseless Mirth’ (Letters, i. 67). He and Lamb wistfully remember their days and nights at The Salutation and The Cat. Coleridge’s wildness is legendary, to some endearing. Lamb describes him in full flush in London in 1811: ‘Coleridge has powdered his head, and looks like Bacchus, Bacchus ever sleek and young. He is going to turn sober, but his Clock has not struck yet, meantime he pours down goblet after goblet, the 2d to see where the 1st is gone, the 3d to see no harm happens to the second, a fourth to say there’s another coming, and a 5th to say he’s not sure he’s the last’.45 At the same time Coleridge’s own self-examinations probe his lack of will, and extend to questions of the fragile separation between the human and the animal and the human and the thing. He believes that the drunkard, lacking will, ceases to be a person and turns into a thing. He comes to the realization that the sots he sees in the world around him include himself. Being a ‘sot’ repulses him: ‘SOTS! Awful Thought—O it is horrid!—Die, my Soul, die! Suicide—rather than this, the worst state of Degradation! It is less a suicide! S.T.C.’ (Notebooks, ii. 2557). Coleridge analyses his lack of will in a letter to J. J. Morgan: ‘my Volition … dissevered itself from the Will, & became an independent faculty: so that I was perpetually in the state, in which you may have seen paralytic Persons, who attempting to push a step forward in one direction are violently forced round to the opposite’ (Letters, iii. 489). Lacking will, he loses his humanity. Of Coleridge, Dorothy Wordsworth writes ‘I must tell you that he has had no liquor but ale since he returned … he has seldom had any kind of spirits except in water gruel, which he was always fond of taking when he had a pain in his Bowels’.46 Her sympathies for others, including for Coleridge, her brother dismisses as ‘nervous blubbering’ (Dorothy Wordsworth, Journals, i. 79).

Lamb’s ‘Confessions of a Drunkard’ (1813) is also compounded of truth and lies, self- dramatization and self-mockery, humour and revulsion. Lamb pens his essay to warn younger men against plunging into ‘the black depths’. He wishes them to ‘understand what a dreary thing it is when a man shall feel himself going down a precipice with open eyes and a passive will—to see his destruction, and have no power to stop it, and yet to feel it all the way emanating from himself; to perceive all goodness emptied out of him, and yet not to be able to forget a time when it was otherwise; to bear about the piteous spectacle of his own self-ruins’. Drinking involves liquid and hence the image of drowning and submerging recurs in medical as well as literary prose. ‘The waters have gone over me’ (Lamb, Works, i. 137). Dr Thomas Trotter sees that the ‘habit, carried to a certain length, is a gulph, from whose bourne no traveller returns’; he traces a gradation in the vice, ‘where the drunkard feels himself falling as it were in the scale of being’ (Trotter, 5, 177). A vertigo within and without results from drunkenness. MacNish imagines the drunkard’s world lurching and tipping: ‘Houses reel from side to side as if they had lost their balance; trees and steeples nod like tipsy Bacchanals; and the very earth seems to slip from under his feet, and leave him walking and foundering upon the air’.47 Lamb is only himself when he is drunk; there is no other self remaining. ‘The drinking man is never less himself than during his sober intervals. Evil is so far his good.’ Lamb cannot force himself to stop being someone else. He ends his essay in quivering debasement: ‘It is inexpressible how much this infirmity adds to a sense of shame, and a general feeling of deterioration … I am a poor nameless egotist’ (Lamb, Works, i. 138–139).

For Byron, drink is associated with sex, even with orgies. His letters during his time in London and Venice are riotous as he describes threesomes while tossing down champagne and brandy. Though he may lament his excesses of the night before, more often, drink is pleasure. He revels in his ‘loose life about town’. Byron describes an encounter: ‘A beau (dandies were not then christened) came into the P[rince] of W[ales] and exclaimed—“Waiter bring me a glass of Madeira Negus with a Jelly—and rub my plate with a Chalotte” This in a very soft tone of voice.—A Lieutenant of the Navy who sate in the next box immediately roared out the following rough parody—“Waiter—bring me a glass of d—d stiff Grog—and rub my a—e with a brick-bat” ’ (Byron, Letters and Journals, ix. 28–29). Byron admires the heavy drinking Richard Brinsley Sheridan as a Bacchus but deplores the slovenly and insulting drunkard Richard Porson as a Silenus. This dialogue between disparate manly types encapsulates eating and drinking styles in the period and opens up the large topic of masculinity and drink.

The gusto seen in eating, composing, and walking also bubbles up in the enjoyment of ale, wine, and spirits. Romantic era exuberance appears in a surprising number of drinking songs in the anacreontic mode and in prose reminiscences of drunken frolic and raucous manly conviviality.48 Two of Keats’s letters to his brother George and sister-in-law Georgiana in Kentucky scintillate with this excitement. In a 19 February 1819 letter he exults in claret:


now I like Claret whenever I can have Claret I must drink it.—’t is the only palate affair that I am at all sensual in … For really ’t is so fine—it fills the mouth one’s mouth with a gushing freshness—then goes down cool and feverless—then you do not feel it quarelling with your liver—no it is rather a Peace maker and lies as quiet as it did in the grape—then it is as fragrant as the Queen Bee; and the more ethereal Part of it mounts into the brain, not assaulting the cerebral apartments like a bully in a bad house looking for his trul and hurrying from door to door bouncing against the waist-coat: but rather walks like Aladin about his own enchanted palace so gently that you do not feel his step—Other wines of a heavy and spirituous nature transform a Man to a Silenus; this makes him a Hermes—and gives a Woman the soul and immortality of Ariadne for whom Bacchus always kept a good cellar of claret.

(Keats, Letters, ii. 64)



In a 16 April 1819 letter just to Georgiana he envisions her tippling Kentucky whisky to assuage her boredom in a new world populated by imagined monkeys and wild boars:


Do you get any spirits—now you might easily distill some whiskey—and going into the woods set up a whiskey [shop] for the Monkeys—Do you and the miss Birkbecks get groggy on any thing—a little so so ish so as to be obliged to be seen home with a Lantern . … Then you may saunter into the nearest coffeehouse and after taking a dram and a look at the chronicle—go and frighten the wild boars upon the strength … put a hedgehog into Georges hat—pour a little water into his rifle.

(Keats, Letters, ii. 92–93)



Playfulness crosses the Atlantic and links the family. As this vivacious prose demonstrates, Keats felt stirred up by alcohol, and writes with the glow and energy of stimulated sensations. These two paragraphs reveal Romantic prose at its keenest: it is rich in sensuous detail; it is imaginative; it moves with velocity; it imagines the inner feelings of the interlocutor; it delves into the subject’s psyche; it swiftly encompasses layers of meaning; it is multidimensional.

Elation is yet another form of the Romantic avidity for intense experience. Food and drink are ‘vibrant matter’ to which humans respond intensely. Food and drink belong in the category of the ‘non-human thingly power’.49 They arouse appetites and sensations. They change one’s body and mind, one’s relations to other humans, one’s happiness and sorrow. Romantic writers exult in the scent of the material, in life lived intensely, recorded in language precise, palpable, and speedy. Pleasure is keen, exultant with fullness and inebriation; pain arises from the deprivations of others as well as from disgust with the self, failing to control appetites and to preserve balance. The Romantic-era prose that encompasses these experiences features precision, sensation, and zest, aspiring to be more substantial than air.

Notes

1Denise Gigante, Gusto: Essential Writings in Nineteenth-Century Gastronomy (New York: Routledge, 2005), p. xx.

2William Hazlitt, ‘On Gusto’ (1817), Works, iv. 77–80.

3Samuel Taylor Coleridge, The Watchman, ed. Lewis Patton (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970), 146. Hereafter, Coleridge, Watchman.

4Samantha Webb, ‘ “Not So Pleasant to the Taste”: Coleridge in Bristol during the Mixed Bread Campaign of 1795’, Food Studies in the Romantic Period, Romanticism, 12/1 (April 2006), 5.

5Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Lectures 1795: On Politics and Religion, eds Lewis Patton and Peter Mann (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970), 39, 45.

6Thomas Malthus, An Essay on the Principle of Population (1798) and A Summary View of the Principle of Population (1830), ed. Antony Flew (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1970), 76.

7Coleridge, The Watchman, 146, 230. He is already intent on saving ‘humanness’. See Anya Taylor, Coleridge’s Defense of the Human (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1986).

8For Coleridge’s outrage, see Anya Taylor, ‘ “Fire, Famine, Slaughter”: The Vendee, Rage, and Hypostasized Allegory’, European Romantic Review, 21/6 (December 2010), 711–725; Timothy Fulford, ‘The Taste of Paradise: The Fruits of Romanticism in the Empire’, in Cultures of Taste/Theories of Appetite: Eating Romanticism, ed. Timothy Morton (Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 2004), 41–57.

9Frederick Martin, The Life of John Clare (London: Macmillan, 1865), 194–198; William Cobbett, Poor Man’s Friend (London: 22 August 1826), letter 2, paragraph 38.

10J. H. Prynne, Field Notes: The Solitary Reaper and Others (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 8, 13, 62.

11Nicholas Roe, Wordsworth and Coleridge: The Radical Years (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 57–59.

12Frank McLynn, Crime and Punishment in Eighteenth-Century England (Abingdon: Routledge, 2002), 202–212; P. B. Munsche, Gentlemen and Poachers: The English Game Laws 1671–1831 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 4–5, 27; Jean-Louis Flandrin, ‘Distinction Through Taste’, in A History of Private Life, 4 vols, ed. Michelle Perrot (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993), iii. 311.

13Stanley Plumley, The Immortal Dinner: A Legendary Dinner with Keats, Wordsworth, and Lamb (New York: Norton, 2014), 146. Hereafter, Plumley.

14Penny Bradshaw, ‘The Politics of the Platter: Charlotte Smith and the Science of Eating’, in Cultures of Taste/Theories of Appetite: Eating Romanticism, ed. Timothy Morton (New York: Palgrave: 2004), 59–76.

15Hannah Glasse, The Art of Cookery Made Plain and Easy (London: Stratham, 1774), p. v.

16Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice, ed. Pat Rogers (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 296.

17Jane Austen, Emma, eds Richard Cronin and Dorothy McMillan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 24, 23.

18Maggie Lane, ‘Food’, in Jane Austen in Context, ed. Janet Todd (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 267–268.

19Jane Austen, Mansfield Park, ed. John Wiltshire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 448.

20‘Diets of the Romantic Poets’, Dove Cottage and Wordsworth Museum website, Wordsworth Grasmere blog 2016/08/08.

21Grevel Lindop, The Opium-Eater: A Life of Thomas De Quincey (London: Dent, 1981), 326.

22Robert Morrison, The English Opium-Eater: A Biography of Thomas De Quincey (New York: Pegasus Books, 2010), 279–290.

23‘Queen Mab’, VIII, ll. 211–218, Shelley’s Poetry and Prose, eds Donald H. Reiman and Sharon B. Powers (New York: Norton, 1977), 62–63; Timothy Morton, The Poetics of Spice: Romantic Consumerism and the Exotic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 182–186.

24Timothy Morton, ‘Joseph Ritson, Percy Shelley, and The Making of Romantic Vegetarianism’, Romantic Literature and Food, Romanticism, 12/1 (April 2006), 52.

25Penelope Hughes-Hallett, The Immortal Dinner: A Famous Evening of Genius & Laughter in Literary London, 1817 (Chicago: A New Amsterdam Book, 2002), 97. Hereafter, Hughes-Hallett.

26Ann Wroe, Being Shelley: The Poet’s Search for Himself (New York: Pantheon, 2007), 28–30.

27Tom Mole, ‘ “Nourished by that Abstinence”: Consumption and Control in The Corsair’, Romanticism, 12/1 (2006), 26–34, 27.

28Edward John Trelawny, Records of Shelley, Byron, and the Author (New York: New York Review Books, 2000), 233.

29Jocelyne Kolb, ‘Byron’s Don Juan, or Four and Twenty Blackbirds in a Pie’, in The Ambiguity of Taste: Freedom and Food in European Romanticism, ed. Kolb (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995), 55–114. Hereafter, Kolb.

30Rees Howell Gronow, The Reminiscences and Recollections of Captain Gronow, being anecdotes of the camp, court, clubs, and society 1810–60, 2 vols (London: Smith Elder and Company, 1895), i. 35–38.

31Jane Stabler, ‘Byron’s World of Zest’, in Cultures of Taste/Theories of Appetite, ed. Morton, 141–160. See also Christine Kenyon-Jones, ‘Animals as Food: Shelley, Byron, and the Ideology of Eating’, Kindred Brutes: Animals in Romantic Period Writing (New York and London: Routledge, 2001), 104–140; Anya Taylor, Erotic Coleridge: Women, Love, and the Law against Divorce (New York and Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005); and Anya Taylor, ‘Coleridge and the Pleasures of Verse’, Studies in Romanticism, 40/4 (2001), 547–569.

32Hughes-Hallett, 73.

33Christopher Ricks, Keats and Embarrassment (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1974), 126.

34Kacie Wills, ‘ “The Palate of my Mind” ’: Eating, Drinking, and the Formation of a Negatively Capable Identity in the Poetry of John Keats’ (MA Thesis, California State University, Long Beach, CA, 2013), 10–11. Thesis advisor, Beth Lau.

35Fernand Braudel, Capitalism and Material Life 1400–1800, trans. Miriam Kochan (New York: Harper and Row, 1973), 172–178; Roy Porter, Introduction to Thomas Trotter, An Essay, Medical, Philosophical, and Chemical on Drunkenness and its Effects on the Human Body (London: Routledge, 1988), p. xi. Hereafter, Trotter.

36Anya Taylor, ‘Cultural Aspects: Illustrations of Alcohol Use in Literature’, in Alcohol: Science, Policy, and Public Health, eds Peter Boyle, Paolo Boffetta et al (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 30–33.

37Dr Anthony Fothergill, Essay on the Abuse of Spirituous Liquors … this GREAT NATIONAL EVIL (Bath: Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London, 1796), 9–10.

38Thomas Beddoes, Hygeia: or Essays Moral and Medical, on the Causes Affecting the Personal State of our Middling and Affluent Classes, 3 vols (London: J. Mills, 1802), iii. 87–97. Hereafter, Hygeia.

39Maria or The Wrongs of Woman (New York: Norton, 1975), 94, and Vindication (London: Penguin, 1985), 159; William Cobbett, Selected Writings, 6 vols, ed. Leonora Nattrass (London: Pickering and Chatto, 1998), iv. 424.

40Francis Place, Improvement of the Working People: Drunkenness—Education (London: Charles Fox, 1834), 16–17.

41Quoted in Basil Montagu, Some Enquiries into the Effects of Fermented Liquors, by a Water-Drinker (London: Joseph Johnson, 1814), 178–179.

42Richard Holmes, ‘Scrope’s Last Throw’, in Sidetracks: Explorations of a Romantic Biographer, ed. Holmes (New York: Pantheon, 2000), 271–282.

43Anya Taylor, Bacchus in Romantic England: Writers and Drink 1780–1830 (Basingstoke and New York: Macmillan and St Martin’s Press, 1999), 26, 126–156.

44For Wordsworth’s complex critique of Burns, see Taylor, Bacchus in Romantic England, 32–60.

45The Letters of Charles and Mary Lamb, 3 vols, ed. E. V. Lucas (London: Dent, 1935), ii. 108.

46The Letters of William and Dorothy Wordsworth: The Middle Years, Part 1, ed. Mary Moorman (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969), 356.

47Dr Robert MacNish, Anatomy of Drunkenness (Glasgow: Medical Thesis, 1825), 43.

48Anya Taylor, ‘Coleridge, Keats, Lamb, and Seventeenth Century Drinking Songs’, in Milton, the Metaphysicals, and Romanticism, eds Lisa Low and Anthony John Harding (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 221–240.

49Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Economy of Things (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), p. xiii.

Further Reading

Flandrin, Jean-Louis, ed., Food: A Culinary History from Antiquity to the Present (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999).

Gigante, Denise, Taste: A Literary History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008).

Lane, Maggie, Austen and Food (London: Bloomsbury, 2007).

Morton, Timothy, ed., Radical Food: The Culture and Politics of Eating and Drinking 1790–1820, 3 vols (London and New York: Routledge, 1999).

Place, Francis, Improvement of the Working People: Drunkenness—Education (London: Charles Fox, 1834).

Taylor, Anya, Bacchus and Romantic England: Writers and Drink 1780–1830 (London and New York: Macmillan and St Martin’s Press, 1999).

Trotter, Thomas, An Essay, Medical, Philosophical, and Chemical, on Drunkenness and its Effects on the Human Body [1804], intro. Roy Porter (London: Cambridge University Press, 1988).


Chapter 40


Opium



Peter J. Kitson

In the popular mind, opium is closely associated with Romantic writers and their work. Mainly this is because of the association between opium and its two most celebrated devotees, Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Thomas De Quincey, who, in common with a host of later avant garde personalities, consumed the drug in its various forms and derivatives or wrote about it (or both), from nineteenth-century writers such as Edgar Allan Poe, Charles Baudelaire, Oscar Wilde, and Francis Thompson to twentieth-century artists, including Jean Cocteau and William Burroughs. Coleridge’s ‘Kubla Khan’ with its playfully disingenuous Preface, along with his ‘Christabel’ and ‘The Pains of Sleep’ (pub. 1816) and De Quincey’s Opium-Eater (1821) fixed with the power of the Ancient Mariner’s glittering eye, the association between opium use and Romantic creativity. In many ways these writers exoticized and orientalized (or more correctly re-orientalized) a commodity which derived from the East but had been to some extent domesticated. We know that John Keats, Percy Shelley, and Lord Byron used opiates. Keats, trained as an apothecary, writes in 1819 in his ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ of his aching heart and of the ‘drowsy numbness’ paining ‘his sense’, recalling the use of laudanum as a medical sedative before the soporific vision induced by the nightingale’s song takes place.1 Knowingly, Byron accused Keats of ‘viciously soliciting his own ideas into a state which is neither poetry nor any thing else but a Bedlam vision produced by raw pork and opium’ (Letters and Journals, vii. 22). Horace Walpole used laudanum, ‘a very false friend’, for his rheumatic and other ailments aware of its addictive nature. Presciently, he believed that medicines ‘hurt when habit has annihilated their force’ and he intends to decrease his dosage of the drug. Like Keats, he also knew that pleasant, soothing feeling of ‘drowsy numbness’, informing Hannah More that the experience of reading her poetry was like ‘a quieting draught that glided to the ends of my fingers, and lulled the throbs into the deliquium that attends opium when it does not put one absolutely to sleep’.2 It is possible that the dream of the giant hand on the staircase of Strawberry Hill that inspired his Gothic romance, The Castle of Otranto (1764), may have resulted from a sleep inspired by the use of an opiate. Many literary works were written under opium’s influence. Walter Scott’s wonderfully dark historical romance, The Bride of Lammermoor (1819), was composed during a period when its author was prescribed laudanum for an illness; though still an unusual and troubling work, it does not quite fit the pattern of Coleridge and De Quincey’s exotic publications. Opium also makes a striking appearance in Scott’s novel of the Crusades, The Talisman (1825), as the mysteriously potent drug administered to Richard the Lionheart by Saladin. George Crabbe’s ‘Peter Grimes’ from The Borough (1810) was also written under the influence of the drug, its author, an ‘addict’. Thomas Wedgwood (brother of the potter and friend and patron of Coleridge), James Thomson, Branwell Brontë, Francis Thompson, and very many more, became heavy users, some more obviously than others.3 Female writers and thinkers, of course, also used and wrote about opium, including Anna Seward, Maria Logan, Sara Coleridge, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Henrietta O’Neill, and Byron’s daughter, the scientist Ada Lovelace. Helena Gladstone suffered from various chronic nervous ailments and was a heavy user. Her evangelical brother, William Ewart Gladstone, whose moral hectoring probably did little to improve her nervous condition, laced his own coffee with laudanum prior to delivering his powerful parliamentary orations as a means of calming his nerves. The liberal defence attorney and Lord Chancellor (in 1806), Thomas Erskine, swallowed pellets of the drug to quell his anxiety when making his cases.4 Opium advanced Gladstone’s and Erskine’s political and legal careers. William Wilberforce, the evangelical slave emancipator, claimed that he owed all his considerable success as a public speaker to opium though he became heavily dependent. Coleridge was somewhat miffed that ‘Saint’ Wilberforce avoided the stigma of opprobrium that became his lot.5 Robert Clive took opium both to fight his debilitating mental depression and numb the intense pains of a stomach ailment. How much of his military daring and sangfroid he owed to this long-standing habit is a matter for speculation. Yet Coleridge and De Quincey continue to attract our attention. This is largely because of De Quincey’s Confessions and his later public discussions of the nature of Coleridge’s enslavement to the drug, suggestively in the 1820s after the publication of Coleridge’s ‘Kubla Khan’ and the ‘The Pains of Sleep’ in 1816 and more explicitly after his death in 1834. De Quincey, Coleridge, and their many early and later biographers virtually established our modern conceptions of drug abuse with its panoply of addict and addiction, the terrors of withdrawal, relapse into addiction, and the wasted life of genius. The real story is more complex. Opium in various forms was a major world trading commodity and one used since ancient times for the relief of pain and for the aiding of repose. It was ubiquitous in nineteenth-century Britain, as well as around the world, and it would be much easier to enumerate who did not, at some stage, resort to it, than who did. The challenge for the modern reader is not just to appreciate the exotic and aberrant aspects of opium usage, but rather its sheer ordinariness and routinely quotidian nature.

It is likely that the poppy was disseminated from central Europe to the eastern Mediterranean about 1600 bc. It was well known in the ancient world and was used as a medicine to treat numerous illnesses. It featured prominently in Arabian medicine and was not prohibited by Islam as alcohol.6 The poppy was already cultivated in parts of Moghul India, chiefly in Bengal and the Malwa states before the British East India Company took over and in the early nineteenth century sold it to merchants to export to China in increasing volumes to fund the booming demand for Chinese tea. The resistance of the Qing empire to this illegal trade within its domains and its alarming growth, famously led to the first Anglo-Chinese or ‘Opium War’ in 1839–1842. The modern story of opium begins with Thomas Sydenham who created laudanum, the name taken from a coinage by Paracelsus to describe his preparation of opium pills. Sydenham’s laudanum was a rather convivial liquid medicine prepared with sherry wine, saffron, cinnamon, and clove. The tincture made the bitter-tasting opium much more palatable and safer to administer. The medicine was easily reproducible by any relatively competent apothecary. Laudanum also coincided with the extensive growth of an emergent print culture, listed and marketed in medical handbooks and treatises to a mass readership.7 In the Romantic age medical prose works, such as Robert Hamilton’s Practical Hints on Opium Considered as a Poison (1790), Samuel Crumpe’s An Inquiry into the Nature and Properties of Opium (1793), and Robert Christison’s A Treatise on Poisons (1829) discussed the complex and puzzling nature of this extraordinary drug and recent experimentations with it. De Quincey’s Confessions was only one harrowingly public, yet intimately personal and profound, exploration of a problematic habit that was discussed in the letters, diaries, notebooks, and private conversations of a host of major British Romantic period writers and personalities. As Coleridge wrote in a letter of 1816, ‘talk with any eminent druggist or medical practitioner, especially at the West End of the town, concerning the frequency of this calamity among men and women of eminence’ (Letters, iv. 675).

As both a medicine and a recreational drug in the nineteenth century, opium was paradoxical. In the form of laudanum, it was a popular, legal, and highly effective analgesic, used extensively until the appearance of the wonder drug, ‘Aspirin’, displaced it after 1899. Until then opium and its isolated alkaloid, morphine, were two of the few medicinal compounds that worked effectively to ease pain and treat dysentery. In Britain alone, opium saved countless adults and children from death by dysentery or the flux, rife in the crowded, unsanitary cities where food was contaminated and sewers rudimentary. Harvested from the rather bland white poppy, Papaver somniferum, the milky opium latex contains a powerful cocktail of some twenty-five alkaloids, including morphine (21%) and codeine (25%), killing pain, and slowing the digestive process. Opium was prescribed as both a stimulant and narcotic, as well as a diaphoretic to induce sweating, and as a remedy for diarrhoea, vomiting, and coughing. Throughout the nineteenth century it was imbibed domestically in multiple and very English forms, notably from 1788 onwards in Thomas Dover’s ‘Dover’s Powder’, the ‘Kendal Black Drop’, J. Collis Browne’s ‘Chlorodyne’, and ‘Godfrey’s Cordial’, one of numerous syrups laced with opium for soothing infants. The famous ‘Black Drop’ (a solution of opium in vegetable acids) was reputed to be around four times stronger than laudanum (probably only about twice) and was favoured by Byron and Coleridge.8 In Britain, opium was taken orally in liquid or pill form. On the other side of the world in China, it was smoked, initially with tobacco (‘madak’), then on its own. In India it was swallowed raw. Samuel Crumpe wrote that ‘its powers of diminishing the appetite’ were demonstrated during the terrible Indian famine of 1770 when ‘the wretched sufferers purchased it at exorbitant prices to allay the cravings of hunger, and smooth the approach to death’.9 Later in the century when morphine was isolated as a painkiller it was used extensively in the Crimean and American Civil Wars to assuage the excruciating pain of horrific injuries. Medical professionals were especially prone to becoming addicts. Florence Nightingale was one such, as was Bram Stoker’s fictional Dr John Seward.10 Sydenham eulogized that, ‘Omnipotent GOD, the Giver of all good Things, has not provided any other Remedy for the Relief of wretched Man … than opiate Medicines taken from some Species of Poppies’.11 Opium was used by all classes from George IV to working people. Its use did not entail ‘addiction’ as we understand it in most cases.

The rise of opium as the largest world trade in any single commodity in the nineteenth century is coterminous with the advent of the ‘Age of Romanticism’. Opium became widely available in Britain and China in the form of cheap laudanum and pills: ‘[h]appiness might now be bought for a penny’, De Quincey remarked (Selected Writings, 37). When both demand and supply of the drug rose so did the debate surrounding it. The emergence of tuberculosis, or phthisis as it was known to doctors, was a consequence of the Industrial Revolution and only one medicine relieved the symptoms of this excruciating but iconic Romantic illness as so many artists including John Keats, Frederic Chopin, and, later, Robert Louis Stevenson and Anton Chekov discovered.12 The commonly held view of opium as a substance that both inspires powerful dreaming (or hallucinations) and extraordinary creativity yet also leads to serious and debilitating life-long addiction, however, has been repeatedly challenged. The novelist, Richard Hughes, experimenting with opium in one of the world’s largest opium houses in Bangkok, found ‘talk about opium-Smoker’s dreams—exotic or otherwise—is mostly nonsense. Whatever the poet says, the poppy opens no “scarlet purse of dreams” ’.13 Regular and measured use of opium, excluding of course accidental and deliberate overdoses, rarely shortened life expectancy. The condition of many of those who looked ill and wretched while taking it can be explained as a result of the underlying poor health that occasioned them to resort to it. Coleridge lived until his sixty-second birthday and De Quincey endured for an impressive seventy-four years.

Romantic Opium in a Global Context

In the Romantic period, the production of opium became industrialized. Exports of the drug to China from the opium fields of British-administered Bengal from the 1820s onwards grew substantially, creating a series of international financial and mercantile networks. These would develop into our modern ‘opium regimes’; political and economic structures that were largely determined by labour-intensive modes of production of opium, the impact and effect of which would have substantial implications for the future of millions of people around the globe.14 British India was financed by its opium trade with China until 1915 and by its Indian opium monopoly until 1947. In the early nineteenth century opium became a mass-consumer product in Britain, China, and India, part of a psychoactive revolution that changed the meanings and symbolism of the drug. British Romanticism is usually dated somewhere around 1789 to 1840, dates that roughly correspond with the period of the EIC’s greatest activity as an opium producer in Bengal and tea trader in China. The emergence of the global epidemic form of Asian cholera in the late 1820s also drove the nineteenth-century worldwide demand for opium. In July 1832 Coleridge wrote of his jealousy of this ‘new-imported Nabob, from the Indian Jungles, his Serene Blueness, Prince of the Air’ (Letters, vi. 916). During the cholera epidemics of 1830–1831 (and later 1848–1849 and 1853–1854), opium and brandy were the favoured nostrums. Those who took substantial doses of the drug might well end up as habitual users.

The opium consumed in Britain by Coleridge and De Quincey was largely sourced from Smyrna or Constantinople in Ottoman Turkey. Between 1827 and 1869, 80 to 90 per cent of the opium imported into Britain originated in Turkey.15 De Quincey knew Bengal opium, writing that he had ‘taken happiness, both in solid and liquid shape, both boiled and unboiled, both East India and Turkey’ (Selected Writings, 52). Turkey produced a more potent product with circa 10 to 15 per cent morphine content, as opposed to the 4 to 6 per cent of Indian. Samuel Crumpe in 1793 described how the opium sold in Britain was imported ‘from Persia, Egypt, Smyrna’, appearing ‘dark brown [in] colour; when reduced to powder, of a yellowish brown … its taste bitter, pungent, and acrimonious’. The ‘divinely elevating effect’ of expensive Egyptian opium was limited to wealthy connoisseurs of the drug, such as George IV.16 It is a striking fact that in the 1820s both the British and Chinese heads of state were regular users of opium. George IV’s habit had become serious in 1811, the year he became Prince Regent. After experiencing a breakdown, perhaps due to the weight of his new responsibilities, he took solace in laudanum and cherry brandy and became heavily addicted to the former; by the end of his reign taking over 100 drops prior to state occasions.17 Prince Mianning who succeeded his father as the Daoguang emperor in 1820 had earlier recounted how when ‘[b]ored and tired’ he asked his servant to prepare his opium pipe: ‘[e]ach time, my mind suddenly becomes clear, my eyes and ears refreshed … When you desire happiness, it gives you happiness’.18 Of the Indian opium that found its way to Britain, some of it would be supplied by individual company personnel, such as Captain John Wordsworth, as part of their lucrative allowance of private trade.19 Byron preferred it and De Quincey was aware it once cost a large sum of ‘three guineas a pound’ (Selected Writings, 38).20

Opium eating in the eighteenth century was generally regarded as a Turkish or Persian habit. European travellers frequently described Turkish opium use. Notably, François Baron de Tott depicted the notorious opium addicts of Constantinople in an oft-quoted passage. It was frequently imbibed with coffee, due to the Muslim prohibition on alcohol.21 For example, in Frances Sheridan’s oriental tale, The History of Nourjahad (1767), the sultan Schemzeddin mixes opiates with wine to instil a profound sleep in Nourjahad. He is thus made to believe he has slept for many years rather than just a few hours.22 In March 1773, James Boswell wrote in his diary that he had breakfasted with an ebullient Dr Johnson that day ‘whose heaviness of spirits of yesterday was much relieved having taken opium the night before’. Johnson counselled that opium should be taken only with the ‘utmost reluctance and caution’ and when Boswell remarked of its commonplace usage in Turkey, an alarmed Johnson replied that the Turks taking opium was one thing, ‘Christians taking the stuff was another’.23 John Wilson would later chastise his friend De Quincey in similar terms: ‘Hang you, De Quincey! Can’t you take your whisky toddy like a Christian man, and leave your d––d opium slops to infidel Turks, Persians, and Chinamen?’24 Consuming opium for non-medical reasons was neither British nor Christian. On Nantucket island in 1782, J. Hector St John de Crèvecoeur pondered the habit of the women there adopting the ‘Asiatic custom of taking a dose of opium every morning’ as a stimulant rather than a palliative for a specific treatment.25 Maria Edgeworth’s oriental tale ‘Murad the Unlucky’ (1804) relates how a recently enlisted Murad, having borrowed from a Jewish moneylender, purchased both coffee and opium, of which he becomes ‘immoderately fond’. In his ensuing ‘delirium’ he forgets his ‘past misfortunes, and all fear of the future’. While having taken an unusually large dose, Murad saunters through his military camp in a state of euphoria ‘sometimes singing, sometimes dancing, like a madman’ before being wounded by a stray musket ball. Murad believes himself to be cursed with ill luck despite his constant folly. He finds that after taking opium he cannot exist without it, leading him to even further bad fortune.26 The drug’s oriental provenance is clear from such examples.

Opium in a British Romantic Context

As Victoria Berridge and Griffith Edwards demonstrate, at the opening of the nineteenth century, ‘doctors and others still thought of opium not as dangerous or threatening, but as central to medicine, a medicament of surpassing usefulness which undoubtedly found its way into every home’.27 Mike Jay points out that in 1900 ‘any respectable person could walk into a chemist’s in Britain, Europe or America and buy cannabis cigarettes, or tinctures of hashish premixed with opium extracts; they could choose cocaine, either pure or in heavily-marketed product ranges of pastilles, lozenges, wines or teas … or buy morphine and heroin over the counter, complete with hand-tooled syringes and injection kits’.28 In Britain, until the uncontrolled use of opiates was made illegal under the provisions of the Dangerous Drugs Act (1920), their free use was not a criminal matter and there was no extensive black market for their sale, nor any wholesale stigmatization of those who used them. Our modern classificatory category of the ‘drug addict’ and its associated treatment regimens were only beginning to emerge towards the end of the century. No serious drugs counterculture of the kind that manifested itself in the West in the 1960s then existed. At the most, there developed late in the nineteenth century, a fin de siècle Bohemian and decadent aestheticism fascinated with the sensations to which opium and other substances gave rise.

Tragically, unintentional poisoning and deliberate suicide were the most constant and urgent nineteenth-century public-health concerns to which the use of opium gave rise. De Quincey reported that the ‘number of amateur opium-eaters’ was ‘immense’ and wrote of the daily difficulties druggists had ‘distinguishing these persons, to whom habit had rendered [opium] necessary, from such as were purchasing it with a view to suicide’ (Selected Writings, 5). Whereas men were more generally encouraged to end their lives with a pistol, as in J. W. von Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young Werther (1774), or to cut their throats with a razor, it was chiefly by drowning or a laudanum overdose that women chose to escape the miseries of their existence. Mary Wollstonecraft’s illegitimate daughter, Frances ‘Fanny’ Imlay ended her increasingly unhappy life in 1816 with an overdose of laudanum and, more notoriously, the poet and artist, Elizabeth ‘Lizzie’ Siddal (Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s ‘Beata Beatrix’), a heavy user, died from a deliberate overdose in 1862. In Mary Shelley’s harrowing novel, Mathilda (c.1819; published 1959), the heroine tells how she designed a suicide pact with her soul mate, Woodville. She procured ‘Laudanum and placing it in two glasses on the table, filled my room with flowers and decorated the last scene of my tragedy with the nicest care’.29 More usually though it was utilized to procure sleep and temporary oblivion. The villainous Francesco Cenci is doped by an opiate placed in his drink prior to his murder in Percy Shelley’s poetic drama, The Cenci (1819). Notoriously, the drug was also used to quieten noisy infants. Habitual, non-medical use of the drug was certainly well known but still regarded in the main as more of an oriental than a British problem.30

In one area of British life, however, an orientalized and Gothicized cultural association between opium taking, and the mysterious, exotic, deviant, degenerate, and criminal was certainly beginning to take hold. Despite the efforts of De Quincey to exoticize and thus to re-orientalize opium taking, it was not until later in the nineteenth century that Charles Dickens, Wilkie Collins, Oscar Wilde, Arthur Conan Doyle, and others exploited a growing public fascination with the subject of the Chinese opium den. Responding to public concern about the new phenomenon of Chinese immigration to Britain and North America after 1850 or so, Dickens, then Wilde and Conan Doyle, developed from the sensationalized accounts of contemporary journalists the topos of the Limehouse Chinese opium den where the drug was smoked, not eaten. These dens were allegedly managed by sinister Chinese men who had the means to addict and enslave white men and women. This correlation was strengthened in the popular consciousness by the racist orientalist romances of Sax Rohmer (Arthur Sarsfield Ward), featuring the insidious, opium-addicted, master criminal, Dr Fu-Manchu, from 1913 onwards and their numerous subsequent film adaptations. It was, thus, during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century that a racialized cultural anxiety about opium addiction, anticipated by De Quincey, emerged. Such potent fears remained largely illusory and mythical, the result of increasing xenophobia.31

Opium itself, in whatever form, began to be displaced by its derivative, morphine from the 1840s, and then synthesized as diamorphine or ‘Heroin’ in 1874. Both morphine and heroin are many times more addictive than opium/laudanum and much more pernicious when abused. As a compound of over twenty alkaloids, the experience of ingesting opium neat or as laudanum, with alcoholic spirits or wine, was very different from that of injecting these newly refined, synthesized, purer and more potent drugs directly into the body’s blood system.32 In the twentieth century, the poppy would be farmed to produce morphine and heroin and the experience of De Quincey’s specific opium pleasures and pains, if they truly existed as he depicted them, entirely lost to the general public in the West.

Another key aspect of opium writing (both in nineteenth-century Britain and China) was what Dormandy calls the trope of its ‘uniquely two-faced character’ as either a ‘beatific gift from Allah’ or ‘the Devil’s instrument leading to perdition’.33 One is constantly struck by the extraordinarily contradictory effects the drug had on different people and on the different ways it was administered. In 1753 George Young noted that ‘the same opiate would to one person afford a calm and refreshing sleep, which to another gave broken slumbers, with frequent startings and frightful dreams’.34 John Ayrton Paris, in 1812, wrote that


[w]e all know how very differently opium, or mercury, will act upon different individuals, or even upon the same individual, at different times, or under different circumstances; the effect of a stimulant upon the living body is not in the ratio of the intensity of its impulse, but in proportion to the degree of excitement, or vital susceptibility of the individual to whom it is applied.35



More succinctly, De Quincey concurred: ‘the varieties of effect produced by opium on different constitutions are infinite’ (Selected Writings, 52). Whereas the drug was clearly essential for De Quincey’s creativity and eventually his sheer ability to write, freeing up his imagination and releasing and combining images from his deep memory in what he would famously refer to as ‘involutes’, it seems to have had comparatively little impact on Byron or his work (Selected Writings, 270). In 1821, he noted in his diary ‘I don’t like laudanum now as I used to do’, and he told Thomas Moore that it never exhilarated him, but made him suspicious and quarrelsome, and more frequently had no effect on him.36

Between 1820 and 1840, British domestic consumption of opium escalated sharply, rising from 21,000 pounds to 47,000 pounds annually.37 It is also estimated that the consumption of opium in Britain over the period from 1831 to 1859 increased at an average of around 2.4 per cent per annum. By the 1830s, Britain was importing an average of 91,000 pounds of opium annually, rising to 280,000 pounds in the 1860s.38 Yet Berridge and Edwards calculate that overall, between 1830 and 1869, the average home consumption of opium per thousand of the population only fluctuated between two and three pounds per head. This means that between 1830 and 1850, the average British user of opium was consuming roughly 127 therapeutic doses of opium each year, ‘representing a very high level of population experience with the drug’.39 They conclude that the free supply and availability of the drug did not lead to exponentially unlimited growth (as it seems to have done in China), but rather to an initial very steep increase in consumption followed by a sustained plateauing out of demand. Probably, a great deal of this increased usage was for optional and recreational rather than for medical use. It seems reasonable therefore to conclude that the increased production of opium in the early nineteenth century in Turkey and India and its declining cost, stimulated an existing, latent demand for the drug among all classes, but only until an equilibrium of usage was achieved.

Opium in Britain was traded very much like tea or any other commodity in the nineteenth century. It was shipped from Smyrna on British vessels, mainly to the port of London. Unlike its Indian rival, Turkish opium was not made into balls but flattened into irregular cakes of about two pounds in weight and was dark brown and waxy in appearance. It was imported by a small group of merchants, successors of the original Turkey or Levant Company, allowing an entirely free trade in the drug. Merchants employed brokers to auction the drug on the open market at Garraway’s Coffee House on Mincing Lane, close by the Royal Exchange in the city. It was bought in bulk by wholesalers who sold it to anyone wishing to purchase it. There were no limitations on who could buy and sell the drug and the trade was entirely unregulated until 1868. Large wholesalers arranged private bulk sales with the brokers and the major purchasers, such as the Apothecaries’ Company, the leading body with rights to examine medical candidates and to visit the shop of apothecaries. The Company’s specialist chemists tested the merchandise to select the best quality.40

Unlike in China, where the drug was illegal and smuggled, in Britain it was taxed like tea and brandy with an import duty until 1860. In 1819, the duty was nine shillings per pound, between 1828 and 1839, this was four shillings per pound, falling to one shilling per pound in 1836. Wholesalers sold on the drug as well as their own preparations of it. Local chemists bought their opium from local wholesalers rather than directly from London prior to the 1868 Pharmacy Act which limited the sale of opium to professional pharmacists and required sales to be recorded. The Act legally classified opium as a ‘poison’ which meant it had to be clearly labelled as such, along with fourteen other drugs, including arsenic and strychnine.41 Prior to this, the drug was generally sold in small corner shops for only a penny. It was the spread of the habit to the working classes which alarmed Coleridge. In 1808 he wrote that ‘throughout Lancashire & Yorkshire it is the common Dram of the lower orders of People—in the small Town of Thorpe the Druggist informed me, that he commonly sold on market days two or three Pound of Opium, & a Gallon of Laudanum—all among the labouring Classes’. It was not his personal habit but that of the common people that demanded ‘legislative Interference’ (Letters, iii. 125–126). Similarly, De Quincey worried about the availability of the drug for working people:


Some years ago, on passing through Manchester, I was informed by several cotton-manufacturers, that their work people were rapidly getting into the practice of opium eating; so much so, that on a Saturday afternoon the counters of the druggists were strewed with pills of one, two, or three grains, in preparation for the known demand of the evening. The immediate occasion of this practice was the lowness of wages, which, at that time, would not allow them to indulge in ale or spirits.

(Selected Writings, 5)



The Leeds surgeon Samuel Flood similarly complained in 1845 that working people were shopping on Saturday night for opium pills and drops just as regularly as they shopped for meat and vegetables. He was alarmed that in local markets ‘are to be seen, in credible juxtaposition, one stall for vegetables, another for meat, and a third for pills’.42

Berridge and Edwards have argued persuasively that opium use began to cause serious public health concerns in the mid-nineteenth century for reasons which had little to do with the celebrated cases of Coleridge or De Quincey. It was the growing anxiety over the extensive and increasing use of the drug by working class and labouring people that worried most. It was feared that opium and its preparations were being used both as stimulants by labourers and as doping agents by working-class mothers. This combined with the development of middle-class associations of physicians and public-health experts intent on exerting their professional control over the distribution of the drug, were the main imperatives behind what might be called the demonization of opium later in the century. Its use by middle-class or professional people, by and large, caused fewer qualms. Its free availability and its spreading down the social scale both in Britain and China demanded reform. By the mid-nineteenth century, opium was literally everywhere in Britain and available to all, sold on the high street as well as in back street shops. It was also sold in all variety of patent medicines.43 As Mike Jay argues, despite its associations with a decadent orient, opium ‘has the strongest claim to be the indigenous drug of the west’.44

Addiction and the Romantic Imagination

The idea of ‘addiction’ was formulated in the later nineteenth century as part of a disease model of drug abuse. In the case of opium and opiate dependency, some recent writing has queried this concept. John Booth Davies, for example, argues that most people use drugs ‘on purpose, because they like it, and because they find no adequate reason for not doing so; rather than because they fall prey to some addictive illness which removes their capacity for voluntary behaviour’.45 Theodore Dalrymple has excoriated the medical addiction industry for propagating the myth of traumatic opiate withdrawal, claiming that it is understood that this process is not fatal and presents itself analogously to the symptoms of a heavy influenza. Dalrymple blames the creation of the ‘addiction myth’ on the ‘romancing’ of opium by ‘a literary tradition of romantic claptrap’ begun by Coleridge and De Quincey which he regards as one of the main causes of addiction itself.46 Most domestic opium use in Britain remained moderate and its consumption occasional and much the same was true of China, where ‘opium was used by many people in moderate quantities; the relative absence of problematic users—rather than a proliferation of “drug fiends”—is the most striking feature of narcotic culture in late imperial China’.47

The nature of opium was strenuously contested by medical men in this period. The influential Edinburgh physician John Brown regarded it as a stimulant, while others viewed it as a narcotic, and some others as acting as both at different times. When medical practice depended on the prescribing of either stimulants or narcotics to treat a condition, this confusion had dangerous consequences. Opium, the narcotic, put people to sleep, but then again it stimulated people to perform quite heroic and exceptional feats of labour or military endeavour, otherwise beyond the capability of most people. Both Coleridge and De Quincey accepted it was a stimulant. It is the most well known of those drugs which reduce the pain of labour. It also stifled the cruel pangs of hunger. In the nineteenth century accounts of opium use tend to be contributed by literary persons and intellectuals whose experiences were conditioned by the effects of the drug on their exceptional mental powers in ways that could not be experienced by others. De Quincey made the point with admirable clarity: ‘[i]f a man “whose talk is of oxen”, should become an Opium-eater, the probability is, that (if he is not too dull to dream at all)—he will dream about oxen’ (Selected Writings, 6). The key phrase being ‘dream at all’. The much-vaunted link between opium and dreaming is uncharacteristic of the opium experience and we should be sceptical and suspicious of the literary tradition of opium writing, inaugurated by one of the nineteenth century’s most powerful writers of English prose and one of its most playful. Equal care must be taken when assessing the sensationally horrific descriptions of opium use by anti-opium campaigners, many of whom derived their views from puritanical Christian missionary perspectives, heavily informed by militant temperance. Crucially, heroic drinkers of laudanum were also likely to be heavily dependent on alcohol if not actually alcoholics themselves. Coleridge’s heavy consumption of brandy in addition to his opium habit increased the number of his dependencies. De Quincey, disingenuously, claimed that though he consumed prodigious quantities of laudanum, an alcohol-based opiate, ‘he had never been a great wine drinker’ (Selected Writings, 39). The recorded harrowing struggles to withdraw from opium addiction often masked the potentially fatal process of alcohol withdrawal, frequently involving disturbing and vivid hallucinations, violent seizures, and death.48

De Quincey’s Confessions changed the perception of opium and its usage for all time. De Quincey situates himself as the modern authority on opium, dismissing received medical opinion. As Robert Morrison argues, De Quincey ‘reconceived the confessional genre and transformed our perception of drugs in ways that continue to inform current debates’ putting in place narratives of the ‘inexorable decline and collapse of the addict’ and the struggles of withdrawal.49 De Quincey stresses the connections between dreaming, memory, and opium use and their inextricable relationship to his creativity. These concerns were amplified in a series of other publications, including his essays ‘Samuel Taylor Coleridge’ (1834–1835) and ‘Coleridge and Opium Eating’ (1845), and his magnificent Suspiria de Profundis (1845). Yet as Elisabeth Schneider demonstrated, opium, though it administers profound sleep, was not clinically associated with the kinds of dreaming and vision experienced by Coleridge and De Quincey. Furthermore, De Quincey established the convention of the user as passive victim and the drug as the active agent and the ‘true hero of the tale; and the legitimate centre on which the interest revolves’. It is ‘the marvellous agency of opium, whether for pleasure or for pain’ which is his subject (Selected Writings, 69). Unapologetically, he affirms opium-eating to be ‘a sensual pleasure’ which he indulged in ‘to an excess’ admitting he used opium ‘for the sake of the exquisite pleasure it gave’ him for some ten years (7). Yet it is an enthralment against which he struggled with ‘a religious zeal’ and claims, untruthfully, to have ‘untwisted, almost to its final links, the accursed chain which fettered’ him (4). De Quincey insisted that his first acquaintance with the drug was in 1804 to alleviate rheumatic aches in the head. This usage was moderate and alternated with periods of regular abstinence. This first experience with opium is troped as an uncanny encounter with an ‘immortal druggist’, seemingly out of the Arabian Nights. It is a ‘beatific vision’ of one ‘sent down to earth on a special mission’ who disappears and is never found again. Opium is the ‘celestial drug’, akin to ‘manna’ or ‘Ambrosia’, a ‘dread agent of unimaginable pleasure and pain’. It is an ‘apocalypse’ of ‘the world within’ and ‘panacea … for all human woes’. It seems that ‘happiness might now be brought for a penny, and carried in the waistcoat pocket: portable ecstasies might be had corked up in a pint bottle: and peace of mind could be sent down in gallons by the mail coach’ (36–37). Opium is ‘just, subtle, and mighty’ delivering to humanity ‘the keys of Paradise’ (46). His Confessions will establish itself as the ‘doctrine of the true church on the subject of opium’ of which he is the sole member, ‘the alpha and the omega’ (39–40).

De Quincey mystifies and idealizes the paradoxically quotidian commodity of opium only then to demystify it in the mode of a modern medical experimental authority, claiming that most of the available writing about the drug is inaccurate and unscientific because medical practitioners appear to have little experimental knowledge of the drug. Opium is ‘dusky brown’ and ‘rather dear’ and ‘if you eat a good deal of it, most probably you must die’ (38). That is all he claims has been reported with any accuracy. He denies that opium produces intoxication or induces a stupor. If intoxication occurs when using laudanum, it is due to the spirits in which the drug is dissolved. De Quincey believes Brown is correct to classify opium as a stimulant not a sedative.50 It ‘invigorates’ introducing ‘the most exquisite order, legislation, and harmony’ to the mental faculties. It composes what has been ‘agitated’ and concentrates what has been ‘distracted’ (39). Neither does ‘torpor and stagnation’ succeed to an initial ‘elevation of spirits’. Its ‘primary effects’ are ‘to excite and stimulate the system’ (41). De Quincey claims to have taken opium at regular intervals for ten years, suffering no depression of spirits or any other complications. This is how the drug affects the sensorium of an Englishman though its less refined Turkish aficionados might well be ‘absurd enough to sit, like so many equestrian statues, on logs of wood as stupid as themselves’ (41). He recounts how from 1804–1812 he ‘debauched’ on opium once every three weeks or so on Tuesdays or Saturdays when visiting the opera. Describing how he wandered around London on Saturday nights after partaking, his sense of fellowship with the working people of the city increased, opium magically dissolving the very rigid boundaries of nineteenth-century class consciousness. The great metropolis is transformed into a Gothic labyrinth with, ‘such knotty problems of alleys’ and ‘enigmatical entries, and such sphinx’s riddles of streets’, rendering it uncannily a ‘terrae incognita’ unmapped in contemporary charts. Later, under the influence of heavy opium dependence, he records how these early scenes are transformed into nightmares where ‘the human face tyrannized over my dreams, and the perplexities of my steps in London came back and haunted my sleep’. But as well as providing solace and ‘assuaging balm’, the drug has powers to summon past wrongs to the ‘chancery of dreams’, creating out of ‘the fantastic imagery of the brain, cities and temples’ and from the ‘anarchy of dreaming sleep’ the ‘faces of long-buried beauties, and the blessed household countenances’ (44–46).

The Confessions is remarkable for De Quincey’s baroque set piece descriptions of the dreams released by opium. In these dreams motion and time are often elongated or suspended altogether. Many of his dreams demonstrate a preoccupation with fantastic architecture, instanced in his bravura description of Giovanni Piranesi’s Carceri d’invenzione (Imaginary Prisons) constructed second hand from his recollection of Coleridge’s memories. In such dreams De Quincey experiences what he believes is opium’s ability to replicate images and recall memories exponentially. Infinity and eternity take the place of a final apocalypse and revelation in an endless series of repetitions.

These are the dreams that troubled him from 1813 when he claims that he resorted to the drug on a daily basis in ever increasing quantities in response to an ‘appalling irritation of the stomach’ and ‘a revival of all the old dreams’ as well as to his excessive grief at the death of the 3-year-old Catherine Wordsworth in 1812 (48). De Quincey does not present the reader with a detailed, clinical study of his struggles with opium dependence, so harrowing were they. These were to be described in detail in the promised but unwritten third part of Confessions and included as an appendix to the 1822 edition. De Quincey claims to have made many attempts to reduce his opium taking and suffered intense agonies as a result. He denies that withdrawing from the drug occasions only ‘a little low spirits and dejection for a few days’, affirming that while the general health of the body is better overall, he suffered ‘irritation of stomach’, ‘intense perspirations, and feelings such as I shall not attempt to describe’ (56). He writes of being ‘agitated, writhing, throbbing, palpitating’ for months after his abandonment of the drug (69). He claims to have been taking around 8,000 drops of laudanum or 320 grains of opium per day. Living in Wordsworth’s Dove Cottage in Grasmere with his housekeeper then wife, Margaret Simpson, De Quincey recalls the famous visit of the obsequious yet insidious turbaned Malay with his ‘sallow and bilious skin … enamelled or veneered with mahogany, by marine air, his small, fierce, restless eyes, thin lips, slavish gestures and adorations’ (51). The Malay bolts down whole the large piece of opium that De Quincey gives him before proceeding on his way, despite the lethal dosage he has digested. This epiphanic moment is prelude to the description of the ‘horrors of opium’ (56) and De Quincey’s notorious opium dreams with their oriental terrors in which the Malay returns to exact his psychological vengeance. De Quincey influentially both Gothicizes and orientalizes opium addiction in the terrible nightmare where he sees himself as both priest and sacrificial victim: ‘I was the idol; I was the priest; I was worshipped; I was sacrificed. I fled from the wrath of Brama through all the forests of Asia: Vishnu hated me: Seeva laid wait for me. I suddenly came upon Isis and Osiris: I had done a deed, they said, which the ibis and the crocodile trembled at’ (65). De Quincey’s compelling yet idiosyncratic account of his opium experience, with its extraordinary rhetorical power and literary sophistication largely created a genre of confessional writing about drug usage that would influence all subsequent understandings of this most enigmatic and ambiguous substance.
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Chapter 41


Poetic Justice, Prosaic Crime



Joel Black

Early Crime Narrative

More than a century before the earliest Romantic crime narratives appeared, northern Europe witnessed a ‘huge expansion in the narration of crime’—a movement dominated not by crime fiction, but by ‘the recounting of real-life crime’.1 While the rise in literacy and spread of print technology contributed to this explosion of crime narratives, an often overlooked factor was the reconfiguration of the Catholic doctrine of sin as crime in the Reformation’s aftermath. This did not happen immediately, nor did it mean that the criminal was a reformed, tamed version of the sinner—quite the contrary. As Joy Wiltenburg observes, crime was ‘an extreme form of sin’, which as such always retained its ‘religious associations. … In the violent deeds that dominated discourses of crime’ in the seventeenth century, ‘the influence of the Devil could seem practically palpable’.2 By the century’s end, the individual condemned of a crime was no longer depicted as a ‘common sinner’, but was increasingly portrayed in criminal biographies and murder trials as a moral monster, an alien being no longer united to the community by sinfulness but isolated from it by a kind of disease, defect, or pathology. ‘Every Christian is a sinner, but the lay everyman is the antithesis of the criminal. This marks a real divergence between the discourse of sin and the discourse of crime.’3 We are all sinners, but criminals are in a class by themselves.

Besides the accounts of Protestant clerics which often presented the criminal as a penitent seeking absolution, and legal records which tended to focus more on the criminal’s confession and punishment than on the offence itself and its victims, the most popular form of early crime narrative were printed ‘news songs’, a kind of ‘street literature’ that continued into the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.4 First appearing as ballad sheets in rhymed verse which were often composed as melodies, these ‘reports’ of actual crimes commonly detailed the (often imagined) plight of the victims of sensational acts of aggression and violence. The ballad sheets were soon supplemented by short prose pamphlets addressed to a general, barely literate audience, and broadsides—essentially illustrated posters in which the written text, typically the condemned individual’s confession, was accompanied by images of the crime and execution.

These precursors of today’s tabloids were intended to turn a profit by presenting a broad swath of readers with accounts of crimes that were more gripping and lurid than the depictions found in religious and legalistic narratives. Yet they also shaped the raw, disconnected events of the crimes themselves into credible, compelling stories. Whatever the type or purpose of these texts, their producers were all engaged in essentially the same activity of reshaping reported bits of sightings and statements into a coherent narrative culminating, quite literally, in that telling moment of the criminal’s confession. These public disclosures of personal pathos had a far more dramatic effect than the obscure investigative procedures used in early juridical proceedings ‘to establish the truth of a crime’, as Michel Foucault describes, and thereby to affirm the punishment as ‘just’.5 In contrast to this juridical preoccupation with just punishment and criminal truth, Wiltenburg suggests that writers of early crime narratives were primarily concerned with ‘put[ing] criminal violence to use’ by ‘invest[ing] crime with meaning’.6

Some of the most striking treatments of crime by Romantic prose writers turn out to be, and invite study as, fictionalized revisions of these early ‘true crime’ narratives—the real-life accounts and chronicles that provide the basis for the modern concept of crime itself.

Eighteenth-Century Crime Narratives

The genesis of Romantic crime narrative from its precursor forms in the sixteenth through the early eighteenth centuries is notable in two respects: the gradual transition from verse and song to prose, and from journalistic reports and archival records of actual crimes to biographical and criminological studies, or ‘case histories’,7 which themselves evolved into increasingly fictional forms. In the eighteenth century, religious narratives focusing on the sinner’s offence, confession, and execution gave way to longer narratives with more detailed presentations of the accused individuals’ trials. Prison ‘calendars’ like those of Newgate and Tyburn were essentially criminal biographies, first compiled by prison chaplains as cautionary tales of sinful behaviour, but later drawn up by lawyers and medical practitioners as a record of, and supposedly also a deterrent against, sociopathic conduct. Two Newgate prisoners who received a degree of early literary recognition were Jack Sheppard in Daniel Defoe’s ‘History’ of the well-known ‘jail-breaker’, and Jonathan Wild in Defoe’s ‘True Account’ of the notorious thief-turned-thief-taker. Wild helped to recapture the escaped Sheppard before he was himself executed in 1725—the year Defoe’s book about him appeared, and eighteen years before he became a full-fledged literary subject in Henry Fielding’s novel, The Life and Death of Jonathan Wild, the Great.

Fielding, who became a stipendiary magistrate in 1749 and laid the groundwork for a functional police force in London amid the lawless turbulence then ravaging that city, did not merely fictionalize the history of a celebrated thief but turned it into biting satire. His Cervantine narrator presents the exploits and misadventures of a ‘hero’ who is less a sinner or criminal than a rogue, the exemplar not of virtue or honour but of ‘greatness’—pure, unfettered amorality. Not only is human sinfulness irrelevant to Fielding’s literary narrative of criminality, but his depiction of corruption extends well beyond Wild and any one individual to society as a whole, encompassing a cast of ne’er-do-wells from highwaymen to petty thieves, from card sharps to political figures—often each other’s victims, along with a scattering of virtuous characters who are their dupes.

Later in the century, an altogether different discourse of criminality emerged, focusing on issues of motivation, punishment, and justice—the science of criminology. This paradoxical discipline sought to make sense of human behaviour that otherwise seemed irrational and inexplicable, to find a logical explanation for pathological conduct which could then be appropriately punished. Two of the most influential studies in this new field were by an Italian and an English philosopher. Cesare Beccaria’s 1764 monograph On Crimes and Punishments (Dei delitti e delle pene) described crimes simply as ‘all those actions contrary to the public good’. The rationale behind any system of criminal justice was to ensure a proper ‘proportion between crimes and punishments’ so that the latter fit the former as closely as possible.8 And in his Introduction to the Principle of Morals and Legislation of 1789, Jeremy Bentham maintained that criminals as well as law-abiding citizens routinely engaged in utilitarian calculations of the consequences of their deeds before acting—or not acting—on them. The difference for criminals was that the pleasure they anticipated as a result of committing a prohibited act outweighed the pain they risked in being caught and punished.

Despite the sunny rationalism that early criminologists promised to bring to the perplexing issues associated with criminal behaviour, their insights had only limited impact on biographical and fictional narratives which probed the mysteries of transgression and the criminal mind. Authors of a political and literary bent were quick to find flaws in behavioural and theoretical analyses of criminality, and remained sceptical of attempts to move beyond long-standing inquisitorial approaches to crime derived from religious conceptions of human sinfulness. In attempting to rid criminal discourse of pseudo-explanations based on sin and Satan, scientific approaches to crime often tended to overlook such all too real and relevant factors as social injustice and inequality. In the process, supposedly debunked demonic agencies were allowed to renew and perpetuate themselves in the form of sublimated, secularized pathologies.

Lost Honour in Schiller and Godwin

One such pathology which provides a powerful motive in Romantic crime narrative, despite appearing to be the very antithesis of crime, is announced in the title of Friedrich Schiller’s 1792 tale ‘The Criminal of Lost Honour. A True Story’ (‘Der Verbrecher aus verlorener Ehre. Eine wahre Geschichte’). Although ‘probably the best known’ of his literary works in prose, this tale has hardly achieved the renown of Schiller’s great verse dramas and poems.9 Yet despite its relative neglect, especially outside Germany, ‘The Criminal of Lost Honour’ has earned Schiller a reputation among literary historians as being ‘the father of the modern true crime story’.10 Specifically, he is credited for the insight offered at the opening of the tale that readers of such works ‘must become familiar with the protagonist before he acts; we need to see him not only perform his deeds, we have to see him want to do so’.11 The protagonist, in other words, must be provided with a psychological and sociological backstory.

In the case of this tale, Christian Wolf (loosely based on the notorious, real-life Swabian murderer Johann Friedrich Schwan, executed a year after Schiller’s birth) is a poor, unattractive innkeeper’s son who tries to win the woman he loves with gifts acquired by poaching in the sovereign’s nearby forest. These minor offences, seemingly little more than instances of ‘steal[ing] hononorably’, are nevertheless subject to severe punishment. Lacking the cunning of a Jack Sheppard or a Jonathan Wild, Christian is hampered in his thievery by ignorance and improvidence, and by the machinations of a rival, a huntsman named Robert. His exposure of Christian’s repeated ‘crimes’ leads the latter to lose his family’s inn (named, like Schwan’s, ‘The Sun’), and to be sentenced, first to one year in prison, and later to three years of hard labour in ‘the dungeon’. Christian describes this soul-killing experience in words echoing the sentiments of Enlightenment proponents of prison reform: ‘I entered the dungeon … as a lost soul, I left it as a criminal’.12 Finding no employment after his release, ‘the love-struck poacher’ turned ‘dangerous malefactor’13 returns to poaching in the woods, only to run into Robert whom he shoots and kills, overcome by a pent-up desire for vengeance. Christian seeks refuge deep in the woods where he becomes the leader of a murderous band of robbers—‘the only society in which he [can find] any kind of acceptance or honor’14—and, like Schwan, adopts the title of the Sonnenwirt, or Landlord of ‘The Sun’.

His triumph does not last, however. Tired of the quarrels between members of his band and guilt-ridden over his own deeds, Christian seeks redemption by setting out to become a soldier in the Prussian army. On the way, he is detained by a watchman and brought before a judge. After first concealing his identity, Christian is moved by the judge’s compassionate questioning to reveal himself as the hunted Sonnenwirt. By ending the tale at this point, and omitting Christian’s (and the real-life Schwan’s) trial and execution, Schiller follows his narrator’s introductory insight into the most accurate and effective way to present the criminal protagonist’s character: ‘His thoughts are endlessly more important to us than his deeds, and the inspiration of his thoughts even more so than the consequences of his deeds’.15 With its psychological emphasis, Schiller’s ‘True Story’ avoids any reference to Schwan’s contrition and remorse before his death, along with other ‘actual events’ reported to Schiller by his teacher, Jacob Friedrich Abel, and included in the latter’s 1787 biography of Schwan.16

A key issue for Schiller is the questionable legitimacy of the law in extreme cases and intolerable circumstances when, as an act of rebellion or vengeance against a corrupt and unjust society, crime is not merely a last resort but a form of poetic justice. By avoiding any sensationalism in depicting the criminal’s ‘deed’, and by omitting the banal, numbing details of his trial and execution, Schiller remains focused on what Wiltenburg calls the ‘common, everyday’, prosaic scenes of violence that arise from ‘conflicts over honor’, and that escalate ‘from words to blows and beyond’.17 What better example of such a scene than the chance encounter with Robert in the woods which literally triggers Christian’s act of violence—his unpremeditated expression of lost honour embodied in his lost inn? After the short-lived recovery of his self-respect as the leader of a band of robbers and as an aspiring soldier, he only achieves true honour in his voluntary, self-incriminating declaration to the judge that he is the notorious Innkeeper of ‘The Sun’.

Schiller’s depiction of ‘lost honour’ as a powerful, albeit largely unrecognized, motivating factor behind criminal conduct is developed in far greater detail two years later in William Godwin’s novel Caleb Williams. In the intervening year of 1793, Godwin published his Enquiry Concerning Political Justice, widely recognized as the philosophical rationale behind modern anarchism. By following up this nonfictional, non-narrative treatise with a work of narrative fiction, and specifically a ‘political Gothic’ novel,18 Godwin sought to reach a broader audience. Besides presenting ‘a catalogue of the crimes of aristocracy’,19 he dramatizes the inherent corruption of a government made up of privileged members of the landed gentry who—because of their exemption from their own laws which had the effect, if not the purpose, of exploiting and persecuting the working poor—believe themselves to be incapable of crime.

Caleb Williams depicts the utter failure of this system of social ‘justice’. The uncouth squire Barnabas Tyrrel, a typical Gothic villain, nurses a fanatical resentment against his gentlemanly neighbour, Ferdinando Falkland, who is widely admired as a paragon of virtue and ‘rectitude’, and who believes his ‘honour is in my own keeping, beyond the reach of all mankind’.20 After Tyrrel’s persecution of Emily, a poor cousin in his care, leads her to seek Falkland’s aid, her master confines her to his estate until a desperate escape attempt brings about her death. Appalled at her fate and enraged by his own inability to save her, Falkland takes Tyrrel’s life—not in a gentlemanly duel, but in a murderous fit (or crime) of passion.

The remainder of the novel is driven by Falkland’s obsession to preserve his vaunted reputation by concealing his deed at all costs, which only bolsters his criminality. After allowing an innocent huntsman and his son to be arrested and executed in his place, Falkland becomes wary of his young secretary Caleb who, despite the ardent admiration and awe he feels towards his employer, comes to suspect his wrongdoing. The increasingly tormented Falkland finally confesses his misdeeds to Caleb, whereupon the young sleuth finds himself first under house arrest (much as Tyrrel had done to Emily), and later as an actual prisoner, after Falkland, having caught him in the act of opening a locked chest in his bedroom, accuses him of robbery. Yet throughout all the suffering he subsequently endures at Falkland’s hands, Caleb maintains a bizarre ‘forbearance’ towards his master. He resolutely refuses to condemn Falkland publicly for the crimes he has privately confessed to him. For Caleb, it is essential to believe that his master’s sense of honour will prevail, that his lost virtue—and indeed, Virtue itself—will be restored if only he can be brought to make a clean breast of his crimes in a public confession. The novel is, after all, a ‘confessional memoir’.

This idealistic, almost preposterous belief in his master’s virtue is all that keeps Caleb—as a wrongfully accused, wanted man on the run—from himself turning to a life of crime. After a series of dramatic prison escapes harking back to Jack Sheppard’s exploits related in The Newgate Calendar, Caleb finds temporary safe haven in the company of a robber gang. There he encounters two other characters based on notorious figures in the Calendar—the band’s leader, Captain Raymond (inspired by ‘the justified criminal rebel’ Dick Turpin), and the unprincipled gang member Jones/Gines (an avatar of the ‘thief-taker’ Jonathan Wild).21 Although Caleb, like Schiller’s Christian, finds in this band of outlaws a last refuge of fidelity and honour in a thoroughly corrupt society, and although his belief in Falkland’s moral rectitude begins to falter under Captain Raymond’s tutelage, his awakening to ‘Things as They Are’ (the novel’s original title) is not enough to get him to cast his lot with the gang. In fact, Caleb, whom Falkland has falsely accused as a thief, unsuccessfully tries to persuade his new master, Raymond, to abandon his criminal calling and to end his war against society, however unjust, unlawful, and indefensible it has become.

If, despite their common recognition of society’s evils, Caleb and Raymond are at odds in their response, the problem from Caleb’s vantage is his unresolved relationship with Falkland. For the epic antagonism between these two men from different social classes is fuelled by their shared absolute commitment to honour—Falkland’s obsession with preserving his reputation at all costs by persecuting Caleb, and Caleb’s unwavering faith that Falkland, as a man of honour, will ultimately do the right thing and make a fulsome public, rather than merely private, confession of his crime. Only by freely and openly confessing himself to be a criminal as Christian does in Schiller’s tale—and as even Caleb does when he theatrically denounces himself, in his final, public confrontation with his sickly, corpse-like persecutor, to have been ‘a cool, deliberate, unfeeling murderer’22—will Falkland confirm Caleb’s persistent belief in him as a man of honour from first to last. Whether Godwin and his readers share this belief—endorsing both Caleb’s and Falkland’s steadfast commitment to, and faith in honour as a noble virtue and as a safeguard against corruption, criminality, and vice—is open to doubt.

Criminal Justice in Kleist and De Quincey

Crime narratives composed at the time of the French Revolution by writers like Schiller and Godwin may be expected to highlight systemic aristocratic abuses of the poor who all too often respond to their persecution and exploitation by resorting to minor crimes like poaching and thievery. Yet in histories and chronicles dating back to the late sixteenth century, we also find accounts of oppressed individuals throughout the less populous areas of Europe organizing themselves into roving robber bands which were sometimes accused of engaging in magic and other demonic activities under the Devil’s direction.23 Other early accounts describe the misdeeds of plunderers near the top of the social ladder. German chronicles from the fourteenth to the sixteenth centuries are replete with raids by nobles of declining fortune on wealthy burghers in the newly burgeoning cities. When warrants and rewards issued by the city fathers led to the capture of marauding nobles, they were executed as criminals. Others used their castles as bases to harry itinerant traders; when such a campaign was waged by nobles from Waldenfels in 1444, they were attacked by an alliance of imperial cities.24

These two criminal scenarios—roving bands of destitute outcasts who rob travellers and ransack towns, and rogue nobles who attack cities or detain enterprising tradesmen passing by their castles and strip them of their wares—are combined into one of the Romantic era’s most compelling literary prose narratives. Heinrich von Kleist’s Michael Kohlhaas (1810; English translation, 1844) is based on one of the last instances of the feuding noble motif—a sixteenth-century incident recounted in a 1731 chronicle. After a tradesman named Hans Kohlhase has two of his horses confiscated by a country squire, he attempts to right this wrong through legal means. When this proves futile, he leads an uprising across the Saxon countryside which becomes increasingly destructive as he attracts ever more followers among the desperate, the poor, and the depraved. Ultimately, Kohlhase is captured and tortured by being broken on the wheel.

In the case of the fictionalized Kohlhaas, Kleist’s focus from the narrative’s first sentence is on his protagonist’s paradoxical nature: that he was ‘one of the most honourable as well as one of the most terrible men of his age’ whom the world would have revered ‘had he not pursued one of his virtues to excess’, and ‘his sense of justice [not] made him a robber and a murderer’. For Kleist, the key issue is Kohlhaas’s transformation from a fair and just man of virtue (despite his vocation as a horse trader) to a criminal, all stemming from an incident at the border of Brandenburg and Saxony. Stopped on a route he has often taken at a toll gate he has never seen before, he is requested to make a payment before he can proceed—a policy adopted by the adjoining castle’s new owner, the Junker Wenzel von Tronka whose father, known for his honesty, has just died. Kohlhaas pays the toll only to be told that as a dealer bringing horses across the border he must either buy a permit to transport the horses or return home. Angered by ‘these illegal and extortionate demands’, Kohlhaas seeks out the Junker, who expresses an interest in acquiring his two black horses. Despite his wealth, however, the Junker turns down the horse dealer’s very fair offer, and instead insists that the horses be left with him as surety while Kohlhaas proceeds to the Saxon capital of Dresden to purchase a permit.

So what happens after the law-abiding horse trader discovers not only that the Junker’s story about a permit was ‘a mere fabrication’,25 but that the horses he left behind have been abused, and his groom beaten and severely injured? Rather than take revenge, he seeks legal redress. But when all his efforts fail—including an attempt by his wife to intercede with the Elector of Brandenburg in which she tragically dies—he feels utterly abandoned by the law, calling himself an ‘outcast’ in a subsequent appeal to Martin Luther who rebukes him for his pride. By then, however, the tale’s dynamic has shifted from lawless nobles persecuting industrious burghers to the exploited underclass terrorizing the decadent nobility. Kohlhaas has organized an army (made up, for the most part, of opportunistic ruffians), and issued his first manifesto (Mandat) announcing his ‘just war’ (gerechte Krieg) against the Junker, and threatening anyone with death and destruction who fails to deliver him into his hands. Two more manifestos follow as Kohlhaas’s campaign escalates into a full-blown crusade. In his attack on Leipzig, he calls himself ‘an emissary of the Archangel Michael, who has come to punish with fire and sword all those who shall stand on the Junker’s side’. And after occupying a castle at Lützen, he signs, ‘with a touch of madness’, a final manifesto: ‘Given at the seat of our Provisional World Government’.

Having been ‘denied the protection of the law’,26 as he tells Martin Luther, Kohlhaas feels his only recourse is to act directly upon his own personal feeling of justice (Rechtgefühl) in a rhetorically driven spiral of violent revenge. He loses any sense of distinction between his own personal grievance and the universal mistreatment of all oppressed people; indeed, he identifies the two. But it is no less clear that while others may debate whether Kohlhaas is a revolutionary figure or political activist, a terrorist or ‘incendiary’ with no respect for the law, he would deny that any of these terms apply to him. Right up to his execution—which he willingly accepts after his horses are restored to him in their original condition and von Tronka is disgraced—Kohlhaas refuses to see himself as a rebel or criminal. He resolutely considers himself to be the most law-abiding of citizens upon whom it is incumbent, in the absence of a functioning system of legal justice, to represent and restore the law in an act of what could be called poetic justice, even if this means taking the law into his own hands.

As the tale of an aggrieved victim of social injustice who for a time achieves respect and honour as the leader of a gang of outlaws, and who in the end accepts the execution which awaits him for his misdeeds, Michael Kohlhaas bears a distinct resemblance to Schiller’s ‘The Criminal of Lost Honour’. And as a narrative of the virtuous individual forced to turn to crime in an effort to restore virtue and the law in an unjust society, Kleist’s tale echoes the theme explored by Godwin in Caleb Williams, and present to a lesser degree in his daughter Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818). This theme also fully informs ‘The Avenger’, one of two tales of terror by Thomas De Quincey which appeared in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine in 1838, both of which belong to the most sensational of crime narrative scenarios—those concerning the macabre acts of household killings and parent–child murders.

Before considering ‘The Avenger’, we might briefly review its Blackwood’s counterpart. Although ‘The Household Wreck’, despite its title, does not depict an act of murderous violence inside the home, it describes an ‘appalling’ case of ‘family ruin wrought by crime’.27 After five years of untroubled pastoral bliss enjoyed by the narrator and his wife Agnes, a day comes when she is suddenly arrested while shopping in the city, and imprisoned on a false charge of theft. A harrowing escape leaves the family destitute and leads to the deaths of Agnes and her child. This devastation all stems from a scheme devised by a serial sexual predator who ruins the family from a distance, luring Agnes to his shop with the help of an accomplice who is already inside the supposedly inviolate home, embedded in it as a kind of parasite or pathology—one of the three maids in the host-household, the only one who is never named.

Published in the same year as ‘The Household Wreck’, ‘The Avenger’ more than makes up for the former’s lack of murders inside the home. A series of no less than ‘ten cases of total extermination, applied to separate households’,28 are committed in a German university town by a recent arrival, the Englishman Maximilian Wyndham who, along with several accomplices disguised as students, place themselves in various houses at different times and proceed to slaughter all the occupants. Although the killings seem random and unrelated, they turn out to be part of Maximilian’s elaborate plan to seek justice for his Jewish mother and sisters by exterminating the families of each of the town’s magistrates whom he holds responsible for their deaths years ago when he was a boy. In the process of carrying out his plan, however, Maximilian inadvertently brings about his beloved wife’s death which he regards, not as a horrific, thoroughly unnecessary blunder on his part for which he bears responsibility, but as what Robert Morrison calls ‘a final sacrifice that affirms the divinity of his mission’.29

The Fascination with What’s Criminal: Unjustified Sin in Hogg and Lytton Bulwer

Thirty years after the publication of Godwin’s ‘confessional memoir’ Caleb Williams, the Scottish writer James Hogg—the ‘Ettrick shepherd’ who turned from writing pastoral ballads to fictional prose works exploring psychological and theological themes—came out with his own far darker confessional, and more directly criminal, memoir. Whereas Godwin’s young protagonist narrates the persecution he endures after his master falsely accuses him of robbery in an effort to conceal his own crime of murder, the narrator of The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner openly acknowledges murdering his favoured half-brother. Yet despite their differences, both works feature murderers whose public appearances as paragons of virtue—in the case of Caleb’s nemesis Falkland, a squire known for his absolute honour and moral rectitude, and in the case of Hogg’s fratricidal narrator Robert Wringhim, a man believing himself assured of salvation as one of God’s elect—place them above or beyond mere human law. Falkland’s and Robert’s privileged status affords them not merely motivation, but license or ‘justification’ to commit deeds which would otherwise be condemned as criminal, and in Robert’s case, sinful and unthinkable.

Hogg’s memoir draws on both the biblical Cain-and-Abel story in its portrayal of Robert’s murder of his half-brother George Colwan and the Faustian motif of incorporating the Devil himself as a character in the narrative, specifically as Robert’s companion and instigator. But Hogg also introduces two key elements which would be taken up by later prose writers: first, the inextricable link of extremist offshoots of Christianity to Evil; and second, the motif of the Devil as a double, a ‘second self’.30 Of particular interest is the timing of the Devil’s appearance. Shortly after turning 18, and after all his struggles with sinfulness and self-doubt during his strict Calvinist upbringing, Robert is ecstatic to learn one day from his spiritual (and presumably biological) father that he is predestined for salvation and has been admitted ‘into the society of the just made perfect’. Having ‘wrestled with God’, his father ‘had at last prevailed’ and ‘gained the long and earnestly desired assurance of [Robert’s] acceptance with the Almighty’, confirming him ‘now [as] a justified person, adopted among the number of God’s children’. But if Robert’s father is assured of his son’s ‘acceptance by the word and spirit of him who cannot err’, Robert rejoices at being ‘assured of my freedom from all sin, and of the impossibility of my ever again falling away from my new state’. He rejoices, in short, at being above the law of both man and God.31

It is hardly by chance that on the same day that Robert learns he is one of the elect and ‘an heir to all the privileges of the children of God’, he encounters a young man during a walk through a nearby field whom he perceives to be his exact double. Captivated by his new acquaintance who not only looks just like him but voices his own thoughts, Robert quickly falls under his influence. Through Gil-Martin, as the stranger calls himself, Robert is made aware of the divine mission for which his father has supposedly prepared him—to be not merely ‘a minister of the gospel, but a champion of it, to cut off the enemies of the Lord from the face of the earth’. As a divinely sanctioned scourge, he is ready to undertake ‘this great work of purification’, ‘the great work of reformation by blood’.32

When Robert is faced, however, with the actual assassination of the first two victims Gil-Martin assigns him—a pious minister and Robert’s own brother—he is beset by doubts about his infallibility as one of the elect, and only brings off the killings with Gil-Martin’s direct intervention. As Robert’s identity becomes increasingly entangled with that of his mentor-turned-tormentor, he finds himself accused of murders he is not even aware of, such as those of his mother and a young woman whom he has allegedly seduced. To Gil-Martin’s derision, Robert becomes ever more doubtful that his elect status can ever justify the mounting number of sins he has accrued on his murderous campaign. It is noteworthy in this regard that in the course of Robert’s confessional narrative, his use of the word ‘sin’ becomes less frequent and is increasingly replaced by the word ‘crime’. This narrative shift from what Wiltenburg calls ‘the discourse of sin’ to ‘the discourse of crime’ reflects the fact that as a justified sinner, he has ceased to be just a sinner like every other Christian, and has become a full-fledged criminal—‘the antithesis of … the lay everyman’.33 Robert may believe that despite the murders he has committed under his double’s direction, he is not only still a Christian but one of the highest order because of those murders. In the process, however, he has put himself beyond humanity which condemns such acts as unpardonable crimes rather than as justifiable sins committed by a supposedly infallible member of the ‘elect’.

From Hogg’s Private Memoirs with its antinomian premise that the elect are not subject to moral law, we move on in the space of a decade to the literary re-examination, if not rehabilitation, of criminals in the so-called ‘Newgate novels’ of the 1830s and 1840s. A particularly notable example of this subgenre is Edward Lytton Bulwer’s Eugene Aram (1832), based on The Newgate Calendar’s account of a schoolmaster-philologist executed in 1759 for killing a friend whom he claimed had an affair with his wife. Bulwer extensively reworked Aram’s history into the ‘tale’ of a learned scholar who is sentenced to death after his involvement in a swindler’s murder fourteen years earlier comes to light. In 1849, after Eugene Aram ‘provoked an intense critical debate about the ethical implications of basing a novel on the life of a real criminal’, Bulwer recast Aram as an accomplice to the murder rather than its sole perpetrator—a revision that has itself been criticized as ‘an alteration of immense ethical significance that contradicted the historical record’.34 Yet despite ameliorating his earlier depiction of Aram as a murderer, and having him express ‘remorse for his crime’,35 Bulwer also added several noteworthy passages in which Aram justifies his deed as an attempt to advance society’s interest by ‘rid[ding] the earth of a thing at once base and venomous’, and by using the stolen booty taken from his victim to pursue his selfless, high-minded research on society’s behalf. At the time of the murder, Aram ‘looked on the deed I was about to commit as a great and solemn sacrifice to Knowledge, whose Priest I was’, and ‘would not allow the act of crushing one worthless life, but without crushing one virtue—one feeling—one thought that could benefit others … to be a crime’. But when that ‘worthless life’ is discovered to be his fiancée Madeline’s uncle, Aram’s arrest on the day of their marriage, and his imminent execution which brings about her death and devastates her family, leads him to a different view: having for years ‘acknowledged no crime … now crime seemed the essence itself of my soul’.36

Like Caleb Williams’ Falkland, Aram is revealed as a hypocrite who allowed himself to be esteemed as a man of virtue while concealing his crime. (At his trial, he bases his defence on his character and exemplary life which he depicts as being completely at odds with the sudden, brutal murder for which he stands accused—essentially the same defence Falkland used when charged with having killed Tyrrel). Yet regarding his reputation as a superior intellect, Aram is not a fraud; since he was 13, he had succumbed to ‘the deep and intense Passion that has made … the love of knowledge … the Demon of my life’. All too often, Aram admits, he sought refuge and cover in ‘the lofty height of Philosophy, from which he had … looked down on the peril and the ills below’. But it wasn’t just his knowledge that won him the admiration of so many; rather, as the narrator avers, it was ‘the nature of his eloquence [that] was peculiarly calculated to render [his discourses] solemn and impressive’.37 And at no time is he more in need of this eloquence than after his arrest when he uses it to console Madeline and her family, and to defend himself by denying his guilt.

Indeed, for all his professed love of knowledge and nature (in contrast to his fellow humans whom ‘in his heart he despised’),38 Aram’s greatest asset is his ability to impress and fascinate others, much in the manner that Falkland and Gil-Martin enthralled such impressionable dupes as Caleb and Robert—the latter writing that there was ‘fascination in [Gil-Martin’s] look and manner, that drew me back toward him in spite of myself’.39 Early in Bulwer’s novel, Madeline’s cousin Walter cautions her that as ‘wise, learned, [and] gentle’ as he may be, Aram ‘bear[s] about him a spell, a fascination, by which he softens, or awes at will, and which even I cannot resist’. But for Walter, the spell ends once and for all after his discovery that his long-lost father has been Aram’s victim, whereas Madeline and her father—Aram’s victim’s brother—find it impossible to believe Walter’s charge of murder against the scholar, ‘so strong and deep had been the fascination which Eugene Aram had exercised over the hearts of all once drawn within the near circle of his attraction’. All that the exasperated Walter can do is to exclaim to his family, ‘How that strange man seems to have fascinated you all!’40

Readers are left to wonder whether the family’s steadfast yet unjustified devotion to Aram, to the point that Madeline is unable or unwilling to outlive him, is based on its admiration of his vaunted intellect, knowledge, and apparent gentleness, or on its fascination with his eloquence and his air of mystery and profundity which appears to stem from his secret criminality. The paradox here is that what critics ‘most objected to’ in the novel, ‘the fact that a scholarly man could commit murder’, was one of the ways that Romanticism tapped into the biblical link between knowledge and sin, and as such was what ‘made the real Aram a figure of general and continual fascination’,41 and what no doubt drew Bulwer to him as a literary subject. One suspects that his exposé of the ‘fascination with crime’42—rather than an overt glorification of crime for its own sake—was the real scandal of this and other Newgate novels.

Aestheticizing Crime: De Quincey and Foucault

Crime narratives are only one manifestation of a much larger and complex discourse of crime. For Michel Foucault, it is a ‘two-sided discourse’ which, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, entailed a ‘confrontation’ between ‘the posthumous proclamation’ of crimes that ‘justified justice’ and those that ‘glorified the criminal’.43 As for crime narratives themselves, they are similarly informed by a dynamic involving two opposed orientations: one, concerned with the pursuit of justice; the other, with the impulse to crime. In the case of a work like Kleist’s Michael Kohlhaas, these orientations are almost perfectly balanced: Kohlhaas’s persistent quest for justice shifts, with the death of his wife, into a relentless campaign of criminal violence and revenge which he only abandons when he is satisfied that justice once again prevails. In narratives with a more direct focus on murder, such a balance is harder to achieve: the dynamic boils down to the alternative experiences either of ‘sympathy for the murder victim’ or ‘fascination with the murderer’.44 In the Romantic era, the latter response becomes increasingly prevalent, as in the fascination that Eugene Aram evokes in other characters—both before and even after he is suspected of being a murderer. This response is already evident in the case of Caleb Williams, who hardly sympathizes with Falkland’s victim Tyrrel but who is enthralled by his killer—viewing Falkland, in Philip Shaw’s words, as ‘the sublime “artist” whose genius is manifested in the execution and concealment of transgression’.45

This description of Caleb’s fascination with Falkland credits Godwin with anticipating (by 33 years) De Quincey’s 1827 essay, ‘On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts’—widely regarded as the earliest work to explicitly articulate the programme Foucault called ‘the whole aesthetic rewriting of crime’.46 For a narrative enactment of this approach, however, we must turn to De Quincey’s 1854 ‘Postscript’ to his ‘Murder’ essays in which he relates two sensational household killings based on actual incidents from 1811 which obsessed him for the rest of his life. These were the midnight murders in East London, first, of Timothy Marr in his lace warehouse on the Ratcliffe Highway along with his wife, three-month-old son, and an apprentice, and then twelve days later, of John Williamson, his wife, and the maid in a nearby home. One of the suspects, John Williams, was considered the assailant after apparently hanging himself in his prison cell four days after his arrest.

Over the years, the mystery of Williams’s identity and of the motive behind these horrific acts of violence only grew in De Quincey’s mind, giving rise to several provocative publications culminating in the ‘Postscript’, his most extended and probing treatment of the subject. Drawing on police reports and journalistic accounts of the murders, De Quincey used this work, as Robert Morrison suggests, to ‘plumb the particular horror of unknown assailants descending on an urban household which is surrounded by unsuspecting neighbours’, and of ‘the strange and aesthetic allure of a clean and catastrophic fell swoop’.47 From the murderer’s perspective, the artistic aim and satisfaction appears to lie not only in the completion, but in the completeness of the act, epitomized in Williams’s need to include the Marr’s servant, Mary, in his butchery. (She had been out buying oysters but when no one responds to her ringing of the bell on her return, she senses the murderer’s presence on the other side of the front door; despite being seized with terror, she manages to run off.) As ‘an individual, Mary was worth nothing at all’ to Williams.


But, considered as a member of a household, she had this value, viz., that she, if caught and murdered, perfected and rounded the desolation of the house. … The whole covey of victims was thus netted; the household ruin was thus full and orbicular; and in that proportion the tendency of men and women, flutter as they might, would be helplessly and hopelessly to sink into the all-conquering hands of the mighty murderer.48



Here, then, is a vivid instance of the reader’s ‘sympathy for the murder victim[s]’ giving way to ‘a fascination with the murderer’ as experienced through an intermediary figure. De Quincey takes a crucial step beyond the poetically rendered Byronic criminal-hero, employing his signature medium of ‘impassioned prose’49 to portray the utterly dispassionate artist-criminal. Yet this figure’s obsession with making a clean sweep of all the victims in the household is linked to an even deeper mystery—the apparent absence of any explanation for the gruesome murders. Without the culminating, clarifying moment of the killer’s confession, De Quincey’s ‘Postscript’ debunks the longstanding, rationalist assumption that crime is rooted in some evil or pathological motive, and that narratives about criminals have a redeeming social purpose: to deter and contain crime by delivering the message that it is ‘wrong’ and does not ‘pay’. Far from having this aim, or any sense of ‘purposiveness’ such as Immanuel Kant associated with aesthetic judgments of the beautiful in human encounters with nature, the murders in the ‘Postscript’ are presented as manifestations of the sublime as experienced by humans when confronted by nature in all its brute, inhuman, unrestrained, annihilating, supernatural power—as unmotivated, inexplicable actes gratuits.

The culmination of the ‘aesthetic rewriting of crime’ is the sublimation of crime from an act of wilful sinfulness and criminal pathology to a form of pure artistic expression and aesthetic experience. The ‘notion of the artist qua criminal’ is now generally recognized as ‘a standard topic of Romantic theory’: the ‘affinity of crime … to art … as an unmotivated acte gratuit’.50 This ‘standard’, but still quite scandalous, Romantic theme is less likely to be found in the writings of poets than prose writers of the period—writers like De Quincey who alternated between the modes of a prosaic and an ‘impassioned’ prose style. For all their mysteriousness and monstrosity, the later Romantics’ writings about the affinity between art and crime are not mere fictions, but—as in the earliest period of crime narrative—are often based on nonfictional characters and all-too-real events as demonstrated in the ‘Postscript’, and as such can be considered works of ‘true crime’. The pretence of historical realism served to promote De Quincey’s and like-minded Romantic prose writers’ scandalous project of presenting criminal narratives not as a means to deter, explain, or justify crime, but to confront readers with the possibility of a sublime act committed for no known or intelligible reason other than the law itself that defines it as a crime—the prohibition which provokes the act by forbidding it, thereby rendering it irresistible.

At least aestheticizing crime is one way of breaking the vicious circle of crime and punishment epitomized in St Paul’s dictum—‘I had not known sin, but by the law’ (Romans, VII, 7). In the dialectical dance between crime and the Law, what is poetic justice, metaphorically speaking, if not the poetry of justice triumphing over the prose of crime? And yet, is it not also this vaunted poetics of justice that is ultimately unmasked and exposed as the fiction it is by the all-too-real, prosaic nature of crime, most fittingly expressed in prose?
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Chapter 42


Sexualities



James Najarian

It is now a commonplace of literary history that the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were a period of renegotiation and flux regarding gender characteristics and sexual roles. Since Jerome McGann’s The Poetics of Sensibility (1996), at least, scholars have seen the cultures of sensibility of the mid-eighteenth century, and Romanticism, of the late eighteenth and early to mid-nineteenth centuries, as continuous.1 During this period, the influence of the ideology of the primacy of the imagination led authors to conceive of different possibilities for their bodies. Thomas Laqueur has even gone as far as to say: ‘in about the late eighteenth [century] human sexual nature changed’.2 Writers began to adopt a two-sex model, with the male and female as complementary units rather than the female as a failed, weak version of the male. Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) is perhaps the most well-known explication of this new model. Richard Sha has pointed out the importance of Romantic-era sciences for the two-sex model, as well as the currency of ‘vitalism’, which laid importance on sexuality, not necessarily generative sexuality.3 As Elizabeth Fay writes, ‘eighteenth-century and Romantic period men discovered for themselves ways to inhabit social meanings of maleness … stretching the idea of what we think of as normative’, in modes like the man of feeling, the dandy, and the Jacobin. For Fay, women, too, gained somewhat less leeway slightly later. This leeway, of course, led to uncertainty, and that uncertainty led to anxiety about what the new modes of self-presentation might mean: they offered ‘both danger and possibility’.4 Cultural models do not succeed one another in a staid procession.5 The ‘man of feeling’ both implicated and condoned traditionally feminine characteristics in a male, leading to discussions of the qualities and dangers of intermediate states like ‘effeminacy’, which was a topic of fascination and censure throughout the period. Most cultural and literary historians resist seeing effeminacy (or ‘manliness’ in women) as necessarily linked to same-sex sexuality.6 Andrew Elfenbein sees ‘interpretive ambiguity in the face of effeminate behaviour’, even late in the period. That ambiguity takes part in the general performance of gender.7 The early nineteenth-century figure of the dandy (who usually never marries, or marries unsuccessfully or late) appropriated by Beau Brummell, Lord Byron, Edward Lytton Bulwer, and Benjamin Disraeli, performed autonomy and uncertainty in many realms—those of gender, sexuality, costume, religion, and class—at the same time.8 Roles for women generally did not have quite the same public valence, but these were risky too. As Elfenbein writes in Romantic Genius, ‘Collision of the civic and civil humanist ideologies helped to create the odd double bind of homosexuality, in which the admired behaviour of the man of feeling and the energetic heroine was only a hair’s breadth away from the most despised behaviour of the sodomite and the sapphist’.9

Also complicated was the increasing valorization of the feelings within friendship in a society where the sexes were still largely separated. For George Haggerty, ‘the concept of friendship offered a means whereby same-sex intimacy could be explored within a context that was culturally idealized’.10 The construction of ‘Romantic Friendship’ amongst both men and women praised or at least condoned close same-sex relationships. It had the potential to imply and to hide same-sex desire simultaneously—or not implicate sexuality at all. The case of the ‘Ladies of Llangollen’, Lady Eleanor Charlotte Butler and Sarah Ponsonby, who fled unwanted marriages and lived together in their rural retreat in Wales, is almost always the limit case of what historical investigation or interpretation within our anomalous language of contemporary sexuality can do.11 Twenty-first century ideas about sexuality do not comfortably graft onto people who lived two hundred years ago.12

A brigade of luminaries, including Anna Seward, Robert Southey, William Wordsworth, Percy Shelley, Byron, Walter Scott, and even the Duke of Wellington and the industrialist Josiah Wedgwood visited the couple. In a poem, ‘Llangollen Vale’, Seward praised the couple’s friendship. In Sha’s reading, Seward sees the richness of female friendship ‘outstripping the fecundity of romantic heterosexual love’.13 Though in their time and for long afterwards the couple was celebrated by the famous and the respectable, not every contemporary determined that their relationship was asexual: Anne Lister and her lover Marianna Lawton certainly had their guesses, and Hester Thrale condemned them in an (unpublished) moment in her manuscript journal: ‘Damned Sapphists!’14

Romanticism, specifically literary Romanticism, plays a strong role in the debates about the acceptable behaviour of the sexes and the role of the ‘feelings’. For writers of the period and for writers coming after them, the emphasis on the feelings and on liberation from cultural strictures condoned or suggested new ways of being, including being sexual, that were intriguing and alarming. As Tim Fulford points out, Rousseauian honesty enabled the writing and publication of William Godwin’s revelations of his wife’s sexual affairs, illegitimate child, and suicide attempts in his Memoirs of the Author of the Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1798). It also encouraged William Hazlitt’s Liber Amoris, a barely disguised fictional account, published anonymously in 1823, of his obsessions with a young woman some twenty years his junior.15 Often these authors take what might seem to us contradictory or incongruous positions. Hazlitt’s exposition of his feelings does not extend to the toleration of certain kinds of ways of being, particularly those encompassed by what he condemns as ‘effeminacy’ in a whole essay on the subject: ‘Effeminacy of character arises from a prevalence of the sensibility over the will: or it consists in a want of fortitude to bear pain or to undergo fatigue, however urgent the occasion’. What he opposes to effeminacy is ‘a manly firmness and decision of character’.16 When lines are crossed, lines also must be drawn. ‘Effeminacy’ is not just a personal quality in his eyes. Throughout his writing, he utilizes it as a literary and art-critical term. ‘Effeminate’ becomes for him a useful way to classify and condemn when writing about the visual arts, poetry, and the theatre: the word pops up surprisingly often. (Thomas Moore’s and Samuel Rogers’s poetry are both particularly effeminate).17 Mary Wollstonecraft’s first riposte to Edmund Burke in her Vindication of the Rights of Men (1790) is to accuse him and the ideology of chivalric sentimentality that he displays in Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790) of effeminacy. In Claudia Johnson’s words, ‘society is being undermined by feminized, sentimental men’ like Burke, whom Wollstonecraft terms ‘equivocal beings’ in the Rights of Woman.18 That concern registers throughout both Vindications especially: the ‘unmanly, immoral system’ of Lord Chesterfield’s courtly manners in the Rights of Woman and the beings ‘emasculated by hereditary effeminacy’ in the Rights of Men (Wollstonecraft, Vindications, 181, 40).

Wollstonecraft presumes manliness and liberty go together; as Johnson puts it, both sexes are ‘kept in subjection by effeminacy’.19 While Wollstonecraft does admit that women are the physically weaker sex, she argues for the equivalent education, and the co-education, of boys and girls. However, one of the arguments for co-education is the better policing of same-sex behaviour in schools, an enduring open secret of British cultural life. Boys’ boarding schools are ‘hot-beds of vice and folly’ with their ‘nasty indecent tricks’. Girls, too, are supported in their ‘hoiden tricks’ learnt from schoolmates and servants (Wollstonecraft, Vindications, 242, 249, 206).

It was a legal scholar, Jeremy Bentham, who could imagine unpunished and unpunishable same-sex behaviour, though he could not publish his speculations. He approached the subject in 1785 and spent April–May of 1814 drafting ‘Of Sexual Irregularities—Or Irregularities of the Sexual Appetite’.20 As Louis Crompton, who first uncovered these unpublished papers, remarks, Bentham analysed what we now call homophobia—hostility to those who are attracted to their own sex.21 Bentham cannot find a rational reason for legal punishment or even social disdain: ‘Not being productive of any real mischief, it is not from the principle of utility, that practices of this nature can receive condemnation, much less legal punishment’ (Bentham, Sexual Irregularities, 4). He dismisses arguments that the nonproductivity of same-sex relationships makes them odious. He even suggests that they have beneficial effects: they ‘add to the mass of pleasure’, prevent masturbation, and might diminish the role of female prostitution (Bentham, Sexual Irregularities, 43–44).

On Wednesday, 20 August 1823, Anne Lister reflected in her journal on her long, troubled relationship with Marianna Lawton, who had married for an establishment despite reciprocating her love. Lister kept a voluminous journal in code and script. She quotes Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Confessions (1782–1789), noting the volume and page number of her source: ‘Je sens mon coeur et je connais les hommes. Je ne suis fait comme aucun de ceux j’ai vus; je croix n’être fait comme aucun de ceux qui existent. (I know my own heart and understand my fellow man. But I am made unlike anyone I have ever met. I dare say that I am like no one in the whole world)’.22 Through Rousseau (and several other Romantic writers, including Byron, Rogers, and Moore; and readers, including the literary Ladies of Llangollen), she comes to understand and make peace with her own sexuality, what she called her ‘oddity’. Lister came from a Yorkshire landowning family; she eventually inherited the land in her own right. Though she did not have a word for it, she recognized—and acted upon—her attraction to women, having several long female relationships in her life. She also identified these feelings in the other sex: her diary records the arrest of the Anglican Bishop of Clogher, Percy Jocelyn, ‘caught with a private of the Guards in an improper situation’ (Lister, I Know, 213).

She also learned how to determine, or how to elicit confessions of, same-sex experience and attraction in other women she met. Her appearance was gender-nonconforming: she was often taken for a man, particularly because of her manly appearance and ‘stride’, and her pursuit of long walks and a masculine course of study. She endured some local ridicule. There is no indication that she was intersex, nor would she fit into current categories of transgender: she knew that, given the separation of the sexes, being a man would actually have kept her from the company of women that she so enjoyed. I Know My Own Heart (despite its subtitle) traces a period of about a decade. The entries elicit interesting connections amongst literature, literariness, self-appraisal, and self-definition. The journal records not just her relationships and attempts at them, but also her quotidian activities, her serious study of algebra and the Greek and Latin classics with a local tutor, and her readings in contemporary literature.

As readers of Lister have observed, Lister construed her ‘oddity’ through her reading. As Anne Clark writes, ‘[she] creatively put together the fragmentary cultural materials available to her to understand her desires for women’.23 Clara Tuite sees her as ‘a case study of Romantic style, sociability, and sexuality’, especially of the ‘Rousseauian sexual confession’.24 Clark remarks, though, Lister ‘had to read Rousseau against the grain, emulating the way he used sexual frankness and androgyny to create a unique notion of the self, but rejecting his rigid attitudes toward women and homosexuality.’25 The second published transcription of the diary, No Priest But Love, tends to elide these moments, as the editor is more interested in her sexual life, later portrayed in the television series Gentleman Jack.26 Lister not only constructed her life through experience, but through literature. When she writes, ‘O books! books! I owe you much. Ye are my spirit’s oil without which, its own friction against itself would wear it out’ (Lister, I Know, 265–266), she praises much more than their capacity for diversion. She is aware that her own studies make her stand out as much as her masculine appearance and daily struggles with her costume do. Her young friend Miss Browne read ‘by stealth’, as her mother disapproved of the appearance of bookishness. Even her own tutor, Mr Knight, vicar of Halifax, suggests she give up her studies: ‘Mentioning my despair of getting on with my studies, he proposed my giving up altogether the thought of pursuing them’ (Lister, I Know, 59, 43). When Marianna Lawton marries, it is to her studies that Lister cleaves for comfort: ‘I … mean to turn my attention, eventually & principally, to natural philosophy. For the present I mean to devote my mornings before breakfast to Greek & afterwards, till dinner, to divide the time equally between Euclid & arithmetic … I shall recommence my long-neglected Algebra. I must read a page or two of French now & then, when I can. The afternoons & evenings are set apart for general reading, for walking, [for] ½ an hour, or ¾, practice on the flute’ (Lister, I Know, 6).

As Susan Valladares points out, Romantic writing becomes a way for Lister to bond with, understand, and test other women.27 When she visits the Ladies of Llangollen in July 1822, she links herself to them but also investigates them through books. Because Lady Eleanor was ill throughout Lister’s time in North Wales, she only met Sarah Ponsonby, and their conversation was primarily literary: they discussed foreign and classical writers (Lady Eleanor read Spanish, Italian, and French). Ponsonby read the classics in translation—‘Thank God from Latin and Greek I am free’—adhering more closely to cultural standards for women’s reading than Lister did herself. Ponsonby also refused to read Lucretius because she had heard he was a ‘deistical writer’. Besides the conversation, Lister interrogates their reading by scoping out their books: their ‘30 or 40 little volumes, chiefly poetry, Spenser, Chaucer, Pope, Cowper, Homer, Shakespeare, etc.’ (Lister, I Know, 202–203, 196). Byron becomes something of a trick question in an exam: though Lister will not admit to others how much she enjoys Byron and especially his Don Juan (1819–1824), she discreetly enquires about the opinions of others (while she never admits the extent of her reading or her enjoyment) to calibrate their literary curiosity and the flexibility of their social or cultural stances.

Lister is especially cagey about revealing her sexual orientation to other women who share it. In her own locale, she suspects that a new friend, Miss Pickford, has a close relationship with a Miss Threlfall. Pickford eventually does reveal that the relationship is physical, but Lister does not admit she has sexual experience too. Lister uses books as a screen. She records a conversation with Miss Pickford: ‘ “Now”, said I, “the difference between you & me is, mine is theory, yours practice. I am taught by books, you by nature. I am very warm in friendship. … Here my feelings stop” ’ (Lister, I Know, 273). When she is in Paris, she (and other women with her) use literature to discern one another’s sexual mores and opinions. In Paris, having taken Don Juan to heart, Lister is juggling three possible infatuations at once, not counting Marianna still in England. With a Madame Galvani, she starts a conversation about Suetonius, the Roman historian: ‘Mme Galvani had read the Latin historians & merely observed, when I asked what she thought of Suetonius, that he was a little free but so were all the historians. Perhaps it was not fit for quite young girls to read but women come to years of discretion might read anything of the kind’ (Lister, No Priest). A Miss Mackenzie confronts her: ‘Said Miss Mack, “I have a question to ask you.” She wrote it. “Êtes-vous Achilles?” ’(Lister, No Priest). As the editor indicates, ‘Miss Mackenzie shows that she understands the nature of Anne’s sexuality by this remark. Achilles, in Greek mythology, was sent by his father to the court of Lycomedes on Syros … He was dressed as a girl during his banishment and kept among the king’s daughters, one of whom bore him a child’ (Lister, No Priest).

The co-existence of an awareness of Lister’s sexuality with her very conservative personal and social stances must also be taken into account.28 Even while infatuated with the young Miss Browne, she cannot get herself to call on her, as Miss Browne’s father, a self-made businessman, is clearly of a lower station. Lister’s politics are staunchly Tory. When she inherits her property in 1826, she is a sensible but tough landlord, threatening her tenants with reduction of their allotments. Her identification with Rousseau and Byron coexisted with a genuine, Anglican, Christian faith. When she reflects on her situation as a single woman while abandoned by Marianna and pursuing Miss Browne, she turns unaffectedly to her religion, which also informs her sense of her loneliness in its sexual context: ‘Felt the want of some companion whom I could love & the thought made me very vapourish. It was some comfort to ejaculate a prayer for God’s mercy. For the last month, or six weeks, I have generally, through the grace of the Almighty, contemplated his mercy during my walks’ (Lister, I Know, 80). When she sleeps with Marianna for the first time after Marianna has been married, Lister is concerned, not with the sin of lesbianism, but with the sin of adultery. Her notion of marriage, even same-sex marriage, is closer to Jane Austen’s than to ours. As her editor writes, her final break with Marianna comes at the realization of their very different marital goals: ‘Anne … wanted a woman who could bring money, social status and, preferably, the éclat of a title to the partnership. Marianna had none of these things to offer and, at thirty-eight, was no longer a young woman’ (Lister, No Priest). Her reluctance to ally with Maria Barlow, a woman she meets and lives with briefly in Paris, comes out of Barlow’s comparative poverty; early on in the affair, Lister calculates Barlow’s current and potential income. She finally chooses a woman of her own station, a local heiress named Anne Walker. The two took communion together on Easter Sunday, 1834 in Holy Trinity Church, Goodramgate, York; undoubtedly, they needed the religious service to deem themselves married. Though Walker was of a depressive disposition and Helena Whitbread, her editor, says that they were not happy, they were together when Lister died on an adventure in the Caucasus, in Kutaisi in the present-day Republic of Georgia.

Though Byron is simultaneously Romanticism’s most well-known poetic propagandist for sex outside marriage and peruser of same-sex desire, his prose works are pretty scant on the subject.29 Byron also valorizes the ‘feelings’, which aligns him, as Jonathan Gross has noted, with Burke on one side and Leigh Hunt on the other.30 Unlike Lister (who was not a public figure), Byron’s valorization of the ‘feelings’ did lead to his own special brand of ‘liberal’ politics, a position that Gross calls ‘erotic liberalism’, that at once enables him to espouse liberal causes but not be one of the Whigs. His income and aristocratic position supported his very individual political stance. His liberalism was not acutely democratic, and he was able to apply the same charges of sexual immaturity against the ‘Cockney’ poetics of John Keats, Hunt, and their circle that were commonplace amongst politically conservative writers.31 He did detail his sexual adventures—which lasted from boyhood until his death—in his letters: many of those concerning same-sex matters in a triangular correspondence with Charles Skinner Matthews and John Cam Hobhouse in a coded language that only the three of them could understand. As Louis Crompton notes in his sexual biography of the poet, Byron ‘shared a number of important characteristics … of most gay men and women in Christian societies’, but looking for twentieth-century ‘gay solidarity’ in these moments renders fairly little.32 Moreover, Byron was not interested in relationships of equality between adult men. Fitting the Classical model, he was almost exclusively attracted to adolescents. In our time he might well be classified as an ephebophile. For both men and women, the intriguing poetics of his Byronic heroes and his Byronic persona were more influential than his prose. As Andrew Elfenbein explains, imitating him was ‘respectable and scandalous at once’, a ‘dangerous but sure way to attract attention’.33At the same time, it displayed some of the aspects of effeminacy, as the pose of the dandiacal male was a long-recognized stance with a history dating back to the honnête homme of seventeenth-century France. ‘In imitating Byron’s dandyism, Lytton Bulwer and Disraeli were at once playing with fire and playing it safe.’34

Unlike Byron, Percy Shelley left posterity written documents from which later readers could, and did, find ways to understand and identify their sexual desires. Surely Shelley’s list of affairs, illegitimate and/or abandoned children, infatuations, and frank betrayals would give even the most ardent polyamourite pause. But perhaps because of that, Shelley is legally and spiritually the most radical of all the Romantics. Already in 1813, in his ninth prose note to Queen Mab, Shelley imagines a society free from the traditional legal and social constraints foisted on sexuality, which, he argues, should lead the law rather than have the law lead it:


Law pretends even to govern the indisciplinable wanderings of passion, to put fetters on the clearest deductions of reason, and by appeals to the will, to subdue the involuntary affections of our nature. … How long then ought the sexual connection to last? What law ought to specify the extent of the grievances which should limit its duration? A husband and wife ought to continue so long united as they love each other; any law which should bind them to cohabitation for one moment after the decay of their affection would be a most intolerable tyranny, and the most unworthy of toleration. … if happiness be the object of morality, of all human unions and disunions; if the worthiness of every action is to be estimated by the quantity of pleasurable sensation it is calculated to produce, then the connection of the sexes is so long sacred as it contributes to the comfort of the parties, and is naturally dissolved when its evils are greater than its benefits.35



While the poem itself was published in 1813, these comments were constructed in Shelley’s notebook during the two previous years, at the start of which Shelley was all of 19. It is unclear which comes first: whether Shelley enjoins the abatement of the law and religion in order to advocate for the rejection of marriage, or rejects marriage in order to chastise the law and religion. What is clear is that love, which is measured by ‘pleasurable sensations’, should determine the length of a marriage. When the ‘quantity of pleasurable sensations’ diminishes to the discomfort of both parties, it should be possible to dissolve it. In order for pleasure to grow to be ‘genuinely political … [it] must always be … able to stand as a figure for the transformation of social relations as a whole’, Frederic Jameson writes.36 It is not, I think, hard to see how those attracted all or in part to their own sex might identify with following one’s own feelings, especially measured in ‘pleasurable sensations’. The early nineteenth century was a time when laws against sodomy were widely enforced, especially during the paranoiac period that lasted through and after the Napoleonic wars.37

In the early years of his marriage to Mary Godwin, Shelley produced three prose documents that would become important to readers who thought themselves outside of normative married heterosexuality. These are his short essay-fragment ‘On Love’, his translation of Plato’s Symposium, and his explication for Mary Shelley of the customs mentioned in the Symposium, ‘A Discourse on the Manners of the Ancient Greeks Relative to the Subject of Love’. Of these, only ‘On Love’ saw its first publication in the Romantic era, though posthumously. Mary Shelley placed it in the Keepsake of 1829.38 ‘On Love’ has traditionally been taken as addressed to Mary.39 It quickly takes on the first person: ‘I know not the internal constitution of other men, nor even yours whom I now address … I have found my language misunderstood like one in a distant and savage land’ (Shelley on Love, 71). But it rapidly moves from the first person through the second to the first-person plural, implicating the reader. For Christopher Nagle, ‘On Love’ has its origins in sensibility, ‘the ability of human beings to escape from the spatial (and perhaps to a lesser degree, temporal) confines of their individual bodies and minds’.40 Deriving from Plato, Shelley sees the universal ‘we’ as desiring a kind of completeness from birth: ‘We are born into the world, and there is something within us which, from the instant that we live, more and more thirsts after its likeness.’ From this point on Shelley has been accused of Romantic narcissism, which the image of the mirror certainly implicates:


We dimly see within our intellectual nature a miniature as it were of our entire self, yet deprived of all that we condemn or despise … Not only the portrait of our external being but an assemblage of the minutest particles of which our nature is composed; a mirror whose surface reflects only the forms of purity and brightness; … the meeting with an understanding capable of clearly estimating our own.

(Shelley on Love, 71, 72)



What I desire to underline here is the likeness of the lovers, which so many have understood as merely narcissism or immaturity or both. But for readers attracted to their own sex, whether momentarily or for life, this explication may read more true than other models; it certainly works better than the traditional heterosexual model where the women is an inferior being subservient to the man. It also serves better than the liberal Wollstonecraftian model of complementary, companionate marriage. The essay never mentions two sexes: instead of difference, we are imagined, not just as similar, but identical: ‘the chords of two exquisite lyres, strung to the accompaniment of one delightful voice’ (Shelley on Love, 72). And its publication in an annual removes the context of its original addressee: a private document becomes an oracle, even one from the dead.

As mid-twentieth-century writers noted, Shelley’s full and unexpurgated translation of the Symposium was unique (only one other complete translation had been made, by Thomas Taylor, in 1792). That in itself makes it a revolutionary document. Because it was both unexpurgated and attractively translated, it also stayed unpublished until 1910. As Richard Holmes writes, ‘[Shelley] becomes the first major English writer to attempt an objective account of Platonic homosexuality; and … to demonstrate that Plato’s conception of love has a universal application’ (Holmes, in Shelley on Love, 98). Shelley’s translation eventually became anthologized in the Everyman Library’s edition of Platonic Dialogues during the early twentieth century.

His ‘Discourse on the Manners of the Ancient Greeks’ did not see publication until 1949. As Richard Sha discerns, in his treatment of Greek pederasty, Shelley … ‘refus[es] to elevate one kind of sex act over another on the basis of purpose’.41 After praising Greek art, poetry, philosophy, and history, which is the ‘history of men’, not modern history’s ‘history of titles’, Shelley lands upon the great difference between modern Europeans and the Greeks, their ‘regulations and … sentiments respecting sexual intercourse’ (Shelley on Love, 104, 105). For Shelley the Greeks’ attraction to their own sex arose out of the way they treated women, as inferiors, mere ‘slaves’: ‘the male sex became the object of that sort of feelings, which are only cultivated at present as towards females’ (Shelley on Love, 106, 108). Shelley certainly minimizes the physical aspect, frankly anal sex, which he cannot contemplate without ‘pain and horror’. He suggests that this happened rarely or never. Instead, he sees same-sex love as primarily a spiritual or mental occupation, and he equates it to the idealization of male youth in Shakespeare and other writers of ‘the golden age’ (Shelley on Love, 110, 112). Julie Carlson writes, ‘[Shelley] imagines gay-positive futures within a deeply homophobic contemporary environment by foregrounding a time when homo-sex was the dominant practice’.42 Eric O. Clarke has traced the long history of Shelley’s depiction as feminine or effeminate, and gay men’s resulting idealization of and identification with him.43

During his own lifetime, and throughout the nineteenth century, John Keats was subjected to a political, social, and sexual critique that labelled his work and person unmasculine, ‘boyish’, or ‘effeminate’.44 The Preface to Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine of 1826 derides his ‘species of emasculated pruriency, that … looks as if it were the product of some imaginative Eunuch’s muse’.45 Since that time, readers have either tried to re-masculinize him, accept his liminal attitude, or determine that his ‘effeminacy’ is part of a larger project, a pose that Richard Markgraf Turley calls ‘strategic’.46 Though Keats’s poetry (and position in the lower-middle class) originally engendered these critiques, the original 1848 and subsequent publication of his letters only foregrounded Keats’s sexual liminality as a key element of his poetics.47

In recommending poetic receptiveness, Keats implicitly suggests a necessary femininity within the notionally male poet. He writes to John Hamilton Reynolds in 1818: ‘let us not therefore go hurrying about and collecting honey-bee like, buzzing here and there impatiently from a knowledge of what is to be arrived at: but let us open our leaves like a flower and be passive and receptive—budding patiently under the eye of Apollo and taking hints from every noble insect that favors us with a visit—sap will be given us for Meat and dew for drink’ (Keats, Letters, i. 232 [To John Hamilton Reynolds, 19 Feb. 1818]). Keats becomes the passive, lovely flower, receptive to the energies of the busy bee. He does not pollinate, but is pollinated; and he endorses this stand for Reynolds, who at the time is also a struggling poet. ‘Sap for Meat’ and ‘dew for drink’ hardly sound like a muscle-building menu.

The poetical character not only suggests, but requires a flexibility in the imagination that transcends ordinary boundaries, even those so seemingly impermeable as gender:


As to the poetical Character itself, (I mean that sort of which, if I am any thing, I am a Member; that sort distinguished from the wordsworthian or egotistical sublime; which is a thing per se and stands alone) it is not itself—it has no self—it is every thing and nothing—It has no character—it enjoys light and shade; it lives in gusto, be it foul or fair, high or low, rich or poor, mean or elevated—It has as much delight in conceiving an Iago as an Imogen. What shocks the virtuous philosopher, delights the camelion Poet.

(Keats, Letters, i. 386–387 [To Richard Woodhouse, 27 October 1818])



The poet can imaginatively transcend opposing pairs; those of ethics, class, and gender especially, and at the same time. An ‘Iago or an Imogen’; sex is of no consequence to the imagination. It is no wonder Keats says that these states might ‘shock’ the virtuous, who live defined by the very boundaries that the poet elides.

Finally, Keats happily depicts his own embodiment in the terms that the critics used to castigate him. He has no problem occupying states in between normative poles of gender. In a famous long journal-letter written to his brother and sister-in-law in Kentucky, Keats delights in his own extended vacation from masculinity:


This morning I am in a sort of temper indolent and supremely careless: I long after a stanza or two of Thompson’s Castle of indolence—My passions are all asleep from my having slumbered till nearly eleven and weakened the animal fibre all over me to a delightful sensation about three degrees on this side of faintness—if I had teeth of pearl and the breath of lillies I should call it languor—but as I am I must call it Laziness—In this state of effeminacy the fibres of the brain are relaxed in common with the rest of the body, and to such a happy degree that pleasure has no show of enticement and pain no unbearable frown. Neither Poetry, nor Ambition, nor Love have any alertness of countenance as they pass by me: they seem rather like three figures on a greek vase—a Man and two women—whom no one but myself could distinguish in their disguisement. This is the only happiness; and is a rare instance of advantage in the body overpowering the Mind.

(Keats, Letters, ii. 78–79 [To the George Keatses, Feb.–May 1819])



Not only does Keats admit to sleeping late; he delights in the sensation of sleeping late, of bodily weakness and pleasure that he can only envision as akin to luxury: ‘teeth of pearl and the breath of lillies’. Even his usual authorial ambitions are put on hold. And while the mind is usually supposed to control the body, Keats savours the opposite—he is enjoying at least for a time the ‘effeminacy of character’ Hazlitt thinks unmanly.

In addition, Keats had a tendency in his published letters seemingly to diminish his own heterosexual inclinations. (The inelegant editing of their first publication in Richard Monckton Milnes’s Life (1848) actually underlines these epistolary moments.) He writes, ‘I am certain I have not a right feeling towards Women—at this moment I am striving to be just to them but I cannot’ (Keats, Letters, i. 341 [To Benjamin Bailey, 18, 22 July 1818]). What that ‘right feeling towards Women’ may be, is in doubt. Men or women attracted to their own sex might have written the same line. Another passage from a letter to George and Georgiana Keats also seems to place him outside normative sexuality: ‘Notwithstand[ing] your Happiness and your recommendation I hope I shall never marry. Though the most beautiful Creature were waiting for me at the end of a Journey or a Walk; though the carpet were of Silk, the Curtains of the morning Clouds; the chairs and Sofa stuffed with Cygnet’s down; the food Manna, the Wine beyond Claret, the window opening on Winander mere, I should not feel—or rather my Happiness would not be so fine, a[nd] my Solitude is sublime’ (Keats, Letters, i. 402 [To the George Keatses, 24 October 1818]). The letter seems to be laying claim to a life without women. But Keats actually writes this passage after a failed date with Isabella Jones (who shied off when he tried to kiss her) and of course her name could not be mentioned for many years. The letter is not a real vow to avoid women; it’s merely an episode of erotic disappointment.

Readers of Keats, from Richard Monckton Milnes on, have been at the ready to defend his masculinity. But Keats’s most inimical critics have a point: Keats applies both in-between states of gender like effeminacy, and he purposely places himself in a traditionally feminine role. Even in his personal desires, rather than his poetical stances, he seems to be less than heterosexual. (The relationship with Fanny Brawne was kept quiet for many years so as not to cast doubt on her reputation.) This may cause readers after him who find themselves categorized in those roles, or who desire to be found in those roles, or who would like to exploit those roles, to use him as an instruction or as a caution. John Addington Symonds’s homoerotic verse is saturated in Keats. Gerard Manley Hopkins recoiled when he read them: ‘his verse is at every turn abandoning itself to an unmanly and enervating luxury. It appears too that he said something like “O for a life of impressions instead of thoughts!” … The impressions are not likely to have been all innocent and they soon ceased in death.’48

Anne Lister had no notion that her diary would be decoded, much less read, and certainly not displayed in the medium of television. Shelley was heterosexual, and his writings on sexuality, which only hinted at what we today call equality, also remained unpublished during his lifetime. Keats died thinking himself a failure and did not consider the future of his letters. Yet all of these writings had more of an afterlife than the precise legal thoughts of the admirable Jeremy Bentham. At least in the realm of sexuality, poets (writ large, as writers of prose) have been the ‘unacknowledged legislators of the world’.
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Chapter 43


Slavery



Elizabeth Bohls

Colonial slavery, practised by the English since the founding of their New World colonies in the early 1600s, steadily expanded. By around 1770 two and a half million enslaved people were at work ‘in the fields, mills, mines, workshops and households of the New World’.1 The national political debate over slavery and the slave trade spanned the Romantic era, heating up in the 1780s in the lead-up to the founding of the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade (SEAST) in 1787, and culminating with Parliament’s vote to emancipate enslaved Britons in 1833. Much ink was spilled on the topic in various genres of nonfiction prose, including straightforward polemic in pamphlets and periodical essays; personal testimony in autobiographical narratives by enslaved or formerly enslaved people; travel writing about the West Indies and Africa, often overtly or covertly enlisted in the political fray; and colonial history, which doubled as pro-slavery propaganda. I will take a roughly chronological approach, beginning with the formation of the abolitionist movement in the 1780s. The movement had two discrete phases: the push to abolish the slave trade, a goal achieved in 1807; and the later movement for emancipation, which gathered steam in the 1820s and succeeded in 1833, in the wake of parliamentary reform.

England got involved in the slave trade before planting its own colonies when Captain John Hawkins shipped the first cargo of enslaved Africans in 1560. When England colonized North America and the Caribbean, the Spanish were already using enslaved African labour there. The English followed suit, though numbers were relatively small until sugar cultivation took off in the 1640s. The use of enslaved labour then expanded rapidly with growing opportunities for profit from sugar and other tropical crops. Until the 1770s, slavery was widely accepted among the British. Clergy, Quakers, and others raised isolated voices against it, but in general, slavery was taken for granted, though some of the values underpinning the anti-slavery movement were already in place in British political culture. British liberty—the image of the nation as ‘distinctively free’—took root in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.2 Britons contrasted themselves with their old frenemies, the French, and other European nations they viewed as enslaved to absolute monarchy and Catholic superstition.3

The onset of imperial crisis in North America in the 1760s coincided with the first anti-slavery activism by Granville Sharp, who brought suit on behalf of James Somerset, the enslaved man whose owner abused him and cast him off, then tried to reclaim his human property to ship him back to the Caribbean. Lord Mansfield’s landmark 1772 decision, ‘a Delphic verdict’, prohibited Somerset’s owner from taking him out of the country, but did not, as many thought, make slavery illegal in England. The American Revolution made the ‘problem of slavery … a talking point in the transatlantic debate’. Britons targeted American hypocrisy: ‘yelps for liberty’, as Samuel Johnson scornfully put it, from the ‘drivers of Negroes’. Pre-Revolutionary Americans worried about their public image. Liberty became an issue when colonial rebels made it one, exposing themselves to accusations of bad faith. The ‘injustice of colonial slavery became the subject of comment in British political discourse for the first time … through the much wider debate on the rights of the thirteen colonies’.4

The 1760s and 1770s saw writings on slavery by precursors of Romantic-era debates, including Sharp and the Pennsylvania Quaker Anthony Benezet, with whom Sharp corresponded, as well as the Methodist clergyman John Wesley. Benezet, a Huguenot immigrant, began his initially isolated anti-slavery activism as early as the 1730s. In the 1770s he sent Sharp his book, Some Historical Account of Guinea (1771), compiled from first-hand accounts of Africa and the slave trade. It was reprinted in London in 1772 and again in 1788. Benezet contributed a ‘global worldview’: ‘a colonial understanding of the interconnectedness of trade and the complex relationship between Great Britain, her colonies, and Africa’.5 Benezet’s writings launched an imaginary geography—a politics of place—on which abolitionist writers would build. This was ‘a spatiotemporal schema in which geography and history intersect: Britain and Africa occupy different points on the same historical track of progress toward higher civilization’.6 Benezet’s Africa is a pastoral society where industrious, moral people live in peace, disturbed only by European slave traders.

This vision was taken up by Thomas Clarkson, indefatigable activist and founding member of SEAST, in his Essay on the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species (1788). Clarkson built on James Ramsay’s influential Essay on the Treatment and Conversion of African Slaves in the British Sugar Colonies (1784). Ramsay had been a clergyman on the Caribbean island of St Christopher (St Kitts) and drew on first-hand experience of colonial slavery. His book is eclectic: ‘He writes about the history of slavery in the style of an historian, about the economics of slavery in the style of the new political economists, about the theology of slavery in the style of an Anglican clergyman, and about the humanity of slavery in the style of a sentimental novelist’. Much of the Essay details the daily lives of enslaved people on plantations, letting facts speak for themselves. Ramsay mobilizes sentimental rhetoric, attacking the racism of Hume and others. Sentimental parables debunk racial stereotypes, depicting enslaved Africans with an ‘elevation of sentiment’ equal to a European’s.7

Ramsay’s book drew heated responses from pro-slavery writers, including James Tobin’s Cursory Remarks upon the Revd. Mr. Ramsay’s Essay (1785), critiqued in turn by Ottobah Cugoano in Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil of Slavery (1787). Tobin, like many pro-slavery writers, was concerned that the ‘candid, and judicious part of mankind’ not think him ‘among the advocates of slavery; as I most sincerely join Mr. Ramsay, and every other man of sensibility, in hoping, the blessings of freedom will in due time, be equally diffused over the face of the globe’.8 This anxiousness not to offend bespeaks the hegemonic power of sentiment by the 1780s. Tobin diverts attention from enslaved Africans to sufferers closer to home—the English labouring classes, whom pro-slavery advocates presented as worse off than well-cared-for enslaved workers in the colonies.

Clarkson’s Essay gives a dramatized rendering of coastal Africa in the slave trade era, which influenced numerous representations of Africa in the 1780s and 1790s.9 Building on Benezet, Clarkson imagines a ‘melancholy African’ watching a coffle of enslaved people on their way to the coast, torn from their happy lives. The African tells how they came to be enslaved: some as prisoners of war, motivated by leaders’ greed to sell to Europeans, others sold by their prince for ‘spiritous liquors’—and describes their perilous journey. In the ‘kidnapped people’, Clarkson writes, ‘we … thought we beheld in one of them a father, in another a husband, and in another a son, each … forced from his various and tender connections, and without even the opportunity of bidding them adieu’.10

Clarkson also introduces an enduring theme of the slavery debate. Each side claimed ‘real’ Christianity; a stock defence of slavery asserted a biblical sanction for servitude.11 The ‘intelligent’ African asks rhetorically, ‘What is Christianity, but a system of murder and oppression?’ Clarkson replies,


[T]he people against whom you so justly declaim, are not Christians. They are infidels. They are monsters. They are out of the common course of nature. Their countrymen at home are generous and brave. They support the sick, the lame, and the blind. They fly to the succour of the distressed. They have noble and stately buildings for the sole purpose of benevolence. They are in short, of all nations the most remarkable for humanity and justice.12



The imaginary geography projected by Clarkson’s Essay and other abolitionist writings strove to separate British enslavers in Africa and the colonies from metropolitan British readers—to obscure the connection between colony and metropole, with the constant circulation of resources and people that sustained it. A rhetoric dependent on the idea of British liberty needed to present the slave trade and slavery as aberrations, and to distance them, spatially as well as morally, from British soil. Benezet poses a paradox: ‘It is a matter of astonishment how a people, who as a nation, are looked upon as generous and humane, and so much value themselves for their uncommon sense of the benefit of liberty, can live in the practice of such extreme oppression and inhumanity, without feeling the inconsistency of such conduct, and feeling great remorse.’13 Denying slavery’s integration into the mainstream of British life would make it easier for metropolitan Britons to renounce it and feel good about themselves for doing so.

The abolitionists were re-drawing a map of the Atlantic most fully elaborated in Edward Long’s influential History of Jamaica (1774). For defenders of slavery, Britain represented the height of civilization, Africa its barbaric opposite, and the Caribbean colonies the triumphant spread of European civilization in the New World. The pro-slavery image of Africa was supported by another important prose genre: travel narrative. Already a robust sector of the print market, travel writing expanded rapidly during the Romantic era.14 British travel to Africa was primarily by those involved in the slave trade, though this changed near the end of the eighteenth century. As the slavery debate heated up, its defenders used travellers’ first-hand experience to portray Africa as a place from which it was humane to rescue people, even by enslaving them. In A Voyage to the River Sierra-Leone (1788), John Matthews, a Royal Navy officer serving as an agent for the African Company of Merchants, gives a matter-of-fact account of the topography, natural history, and inhabitants of this slave-trading area. Not until late in the book does Matthews launch a full-scale polemic: since ‘slavery can never be abolished in a country like Africa’, and prisoners would be slaughtered unless bought by Europeans, enslavement in British colonies ‘may be considered as the only effectual relief that, under the present circumstances of Africa, can be administered’.15

Less low key was Robert Norris’s Memoirs of the Reign of Bossa Ahadee, King of Dahomy (1789). The former slave trader presents the West African kingdom of Dahomey as ‘an aggressively militaristic and despotic state, practicing human sacrifice on a large scale’, using graphic images of the king’s palace roof thatched with enemies’ heads and his bedroom carpeted with their skulls, which he claimed to have seen on a journey to the king’s court in 1772.16 Enslavement as rescue takes a less lurid form in Bryan Edwards’s History, Civil and Commercial, of the British Colonies in the West Indies (1793). Edwards, a Jamaica planter and member of Parliament, was a prominent plantocracy spokesman. As such he is pragmatic, aware that humanitarian sympathy for the enslaved had put slaveholders on the defensive. Embedded in an impressive intellectual edifice, including natural as well as political and economic history, Edwards’s defence of slavery takes the ameliorationist stance that was broadly shared on both sides of the debate by the 1790s. ‘[N]othing is more certain than that the Slave Trade may be very wicked, and the planters in general very innocent’, he proclaims, implying that planters and the British public actually share the same interests and could agree on a solution to the problem of slavery, if not for misinformation spread by extremists.17 On Edwards’s map of the Atlantic, Britain and its Caribbean colonies form an axis of civility.

Edwards also claims privileged access to ‘the manners and dispositions of the native Africans’—gained on his Jamaica plantations from newly imported enslaved people. He has interviewed ‘many young people, from different parts of Africa, concerning the circumstances of their captivity and sale’. The majority admitted to having been slaves in Africa. These ‘are … removed to a situation infinitely more desirable, even in its worst state, than that of the best and most favoured slaves in their native country’.18 He cites funeral sacrifices and brings up cannibalism, by 1793 a well-worn trope of African barbarity. Edwards influenced other writers, including the novelist Maria Edgeworth, who names the good planter in her 1804 story ‘The Grateful Negro’ Mr Edwards. Like Long’s History, but in a milder tone, Edwards’s History marshals first-hand experience and the prestige of the history genre to defend the institution of slavery and the honour of the planter elite.

Travel writing entered the abolition debate in other ways as well. A Swedish abolitionist living in London, Carl Wadstrom, published Observations on the Slave Trade and a Description of Some Part of the Coast of Guinea in 1789, based on his visit to west Africa with an expedition sponsored by the king of Sweden. Wadstrom followed the teachings of Emanuel Swedenborg (1688–1772), who believed the ‘human form divine’ could be found in the African interior. (Swedenborg also influenced the poet William Blake.)19 A passionate abolitionist, excoriating ‘detestable markets for human flesh’ and the ‘corrupted system of commerce’ they fed, Wadstrom published the two-volume Essay on Colonization in 1794–1795.20 With Henry Smeathman and Granville Sharp, he laid the foundation for the colony of Sierra Leone. This project had roots in the arrival in Britain after the American war of thousands of North American Black people, many of whom had gained their freedom by joining the British army. The slave trade, the abolitionist movement, and the fates of many formerly enslaved Britons intersected in the Sierra Leone experiment. Sharp and others formed a ‘Committee for the Relief of the Black Poor’ and set out to found a self-governing ‘Province of Freedom’ on the African coast in 1786. Troubled from the first, the project was plagued by peculation—Olaudah Equiano, hired as commissary, was fired as a whistle-blower—as well as bad luck at sea and disputes with local leaders. Ottobah Cugoano identified the main problem, writing sceptically, ‘[C]an it be readily conceived that government would establish a free colony … nearly on the spot, [where] it supports its forts and garrisons, to ensnare, merchandize, and to carry others into captivity and slavery?’21 Of the original 411 settlers, nearly a hundred died in the wet season of 1787. Over the next two years, the rest joined the slave trade or worked in slave factories; some were sold into slavery themselves.22

In 1791, the Sierra Leone Company hired Alexander Falconbridge, a surgeon formerly employed in the slave trade, to try to get the colony back on its feet. Falconbridge had contributed to the abolitionist movement with his 1788 Account of the Slave Trade on the Coast of Africa. He and his wife, Anna Maria, returned to England in 1792 and then sailed again for Africa. In 1794 Anna Maria published her own book, Narrative of Two Voyages to the River Sierra Leone During the Years 1791–1792–1793. She had meanwhile been widowed and remarried; Alexander, an abusive alcoholic, died during their second African sojourn. Anna Maria promptly married another Sierra Leone Company employee, the American Isaac Du Bois. By the end of her stay she had changed her views on the slave trade, which she initially viewed ‘with abhorrence’. Sailing back to England via Jamaica on a slave ship, she proclaims herself ‘agreeably disappointed’: ‘I believe [the enslaved people] experienced the utmost kindness and care, and after a few days, when they had recovered from sea sickness, I never saw more signs of content and satisfaction’. She concludes: ‘so widely opposite are my ideas of the trade from what they were, that I now think it in no shape objectionable either to morality or religion, but … consistent with both, while neither are to be found in unhappy Africa’.23

Black writers contributed to the debate, offering first-hand experience of another kind. Ottobah Cugoano and Olaudah Equiano, involuntary travellers and committed abolitionists, combined autobiography with polemic in different proportions. Cugoano’s Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil of Slavery (1787) devotes only about seven of its 154 pages to the author’s kidnapping as a boy in his African home of ‘Agimaque’, his journey to the coast, sale to white slave traders, imprisonment in the fort, transfer to the ship, and ‘horrid brutal slavery’ in Grenada. Of the Middle Passage itself he says almost nothing, except to note a thwarted mutiny while the ship was at anchor on the African coast: ‘death was more preferable than life, and a plan was concerted amongst us, that we might burn and blow up the ship, and to perish all together in the flames; but we were betrayed by one of our own countrywomen’. Other than this, Cugoano writes, ‘it would be needless to give a description of all the horrible scenes which we saw, and the base treatment which we met with in this dreadful captive situation, as the similar cases of thousands, which suffer by this infernal traffic, are well known’. The rest of the book is a jeremiad against not only the slave trade, but slavery itself—a highly unusual position at this early stage of the movement when mainstream abolitionists had made the tactical decision to limit their agitation to slave trade abolition for the time being. Cugoano’s critique takes in colonialism more broadly, calling out the ‘barbarous inhuman Europeans’, and proclaiming ‘that all their foreign settlements and colonies were founded on murders and devastations’.24 More radical and far less successful than his friend Equiano, Cugoano is an under-appreciated pioneer among Black British writers.

Equiano’s Interesting Narrative (1789) is better known, as are Vincent Carretta’s 1999 discoveries casting doubt on the authenticity of his account of his African childhood, kidnapping, and Middle Passage.25 A first-person account was obviously valuable to the abolitionist movement in 1789.26 Critics note the Narrative’s hybrid genre, with elements of spiritual autobiography, political polemic, and, importantly, travel writing. Equiano’s choice to include so much about his travels after his manumission (halfway through the book) deploys the authority gained through travel for his political aims. To track his life at sea—from human commodity, to enslaved Navy seaman in wartime, to the free ‘sable captain’ who pilots a vessel to port and saves its cargo when the captain falls ill—is to track his painstaking rhetorical construction, against the odds, of his personhood.27 George Boulukos analyses Equiano’s deft navigation of the eighteenth-century debate on Africa, deploying the imaginary geography mapped by white abolitionists.28 Equiano’s Africa is pastoral, but eminently civilized, in some ways more so than Europe. The Interesting Narrative portrays Britain’s Caribbean colonies as a degenerate zone where cruel colonists, unrestrained by law or morality and fundamentally different from Britons at home, buy, sell, and abuse Africans like the young Equiano. Distancing metropolitan readers from the practitioners of colonial slavery is central to Equiano’s abolitionist politics of place. The Interesting Narrative sold very well—nine editions in the author’s lifetime (he died in 1797).

The year the Interesting Narrative was published saw the start of the French Revolution, which would transform Europe and the Caribbean and launch more than two decades of war. The 1791 uprising by the enslaved population of French St Domingue (present-day Haiti) sent shock waves through the British colonies. Bryan Edwards travelled to St Domingue in late 1791 with a delegation from Jamaica. His Historical Survey of the French Colony in the Island of St. Domingo (1797) describes what he saw in a tone geared to the reactionary British political climate of the mid-1790s. Similarities to Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790) include purple prose and graphic depictions of atrocities, such as the probably apocryphal white infant impaled on a stake, carried by the insurgents as a ‘standard’. Edwards’s portrayal of the rebels follows pro-slavery imaginary geography, comparing Africans to wild animals: ‘Upwards of one hundred thousand savage people, habituated to the barbarities of Africa … fall upon the peaceful and unsuspicious planters, like so many famished tygers thirsting for human blood’.29 The violence of colonial slavery, of course, appears nowhere in his book.

A different representation of Haiti was published in 1805 by the Anglo-Irish officer Marcus Rainsford, who spent several months there in 1797–1798. With an extensively researched history of the colony (among its sources Edwards’s Survey), Rainsford’s Historical Account of the Black Empire of Hayti offers first-hand observation of Haitian society as it had evolved since France proclaimed emancipation in 1794. Rainsford posed as an American to avoid Haitians’ well-grounded suspicions of the British, who invaded the island in 1794 and occupied parts of it until 1798. He went behind enemy lines to Cap Français, where he claims to have played billiards with Toussaint L’Ouverture. At dinner in the Hotel de la Republique the Irishman experiences ‘a real system of equality’: ‘officers and privates, the colonel and the drummer, at the same table indiscriminately’. He mingles with Haitians of all ranks and enjoys their hospitality, from the ‘superior order’ to the ‘negro hut’; sees a performance of Molière ‘that would not have disgraced the first theatre in Europe’; and visits ‘the cottage of a black laborer’ with three wives and thirteen children who keeps a ‘volume of Volney’s Travels’ on a ‘neat shelf’.30 Rainsford’s Introduction pushes against the imaginary geography of planter-historians like Edwards to assert that civilization and barbarism are neither geographically locatable nor race based. In this optimistic view, the new nation of Haiti is poised to fulfil the promise of the Age of Revolution. Sadly, as we know, it did not happen that way.

Other 1790s travel writers reporting on slavery include the Scottish officer John Gabriel Stedman, who served the Dutch colonial government of Surinam in the 1770s, chasing insurgent maroons through the rain forest. Stedman’s Narrative of a Five Years Expedition against the Revolted Negroes of Surinam (1796) includes numerous engravings from the author’s drawings of tropical landscapes, species, and people. Best known are his graphic depictions of the torture of enslaved people (some engraved by Blake). Stedman’s sprawling book is formally heterogeneous, including natural history as well as military narrative, a soldier’s harrowing account of working in a hostile tropical environment. Despite the book’s value as an exposé of colonial slavery, Stedman does not identify as an abolitionist, but defends slavery; he owned one enslaved person, the boy Quacoo. He tried to purchase his ‘Suriname wife’, Joanna, but did not succeed, nor could he persuade her to go to Europe (she died by poison shortly after he left). An alien ecology and a colony in crisis, described by a member of colonialism’s expendable corps of enforcers, yield a deeply divided text—a ‘disturbingly incoherent glimpse into the human cost of Europe’s imperial projects’.31

Another Scotsman was one of the first travellers to Africa not overtly involved with the slave trade. Mungo Park was hired by the African Association, whose members included prominent Britons on both sides of the slavery debate—William Wilberforce as well as Bryan Edwards—and whose goal was to gather information about the African interior. Edwards served as Park’s writing coach, helping turn his notes (famously stored in the crown of his hat) into the enduringly popular Travels in the Interior Districts of Africa (1799). The book maintains a painstakingly neutral stance toward slavery. Both sides of the debate tried to claim Park, who died in Africa in 1805 during a second and larger expedition. In the 1770s, after his harrowing journey to the Niger, Park landed, sick and alone, in the village of the African slave trader Karfa Taura. Karfa hosted Park and let him travel with the coffle or caravan of enslaved people whom he took to the coast to sell. Park’s account of the treatment of the captives on the 500-mile journey is one of the few surviving sources depicting the First Passage, enslaved Africans’ involuntary travel from the interior to the coast. Fluent in Mande, Park conversed with the captives, answering their anxious questions: would they be eaten by Park’s ‘countrymen’? What would happen to them ‘after they had crossed the salt water’?32 Though no slave trader, the explorer’s relationship to the business was equivocal. He owed a debt of gratitude to Karfa Taura and the British slave traders who hosted him on his arrival and gave him a line of credit with traders in the interior. Regaining the coast, he left for Britain via the Caribbean on an American slave ship. The conventions of Romantic-era travel narrative, segregating dry information in interpolated chapters, let Park’s book suggest an Africa that was separate and self-contained, obscuring European responsibility for African suffering. The narrative, in contrast—especially Park’s journey with the coffle—reveals the damage done to West Africa by Atlantic slavery.33

After two decades of organized struggle, delayed by war and counter-revolutionary backlash, Parliament voted to abolish the slave trade in 1807. This legislative victory was by no means inevitable. Thomas Clarkson chronicled the movement in his two-volume History of the Rise, Progress, and Accomplishment of the Abolition of the Slave Trade by the British Parliament (1808). Clarkson had been deeply invested in the anti-slavery movement since he was an idealistic college student. Unlike earlier activists, no-nonsense Quakers, Clarkson nourished a ‘romantic sense of self’.34 His History casts abolitionists as Hercules, fighting the ‘hydra’ of slavery. (He omits the contributions of Black activists like Cugoano and Equiano.) His account of the movement’s launching is highly autobiographical, describing his struggle with the decision to go forward and drawing on the language of emotion. Boarding a slave ship, ‘the sight of the rooms below and of the gratings above, and of the barricade across the deck, filled me both with melancholy and horror’. En route to the slaving port of Bristol, the sound of church bells ‘filled me … with a melancholy for which I could not account’ as he ‘began now to tremble … at the arduous task I had undertaken’.35 Clarkson worked hard for the cause, to the extent that he had to take ten years off from 1794 to 1804 to recover his health. His involvement then continued through the second phase of the movement to the passage of emancipation in 1833.

Abolitionists expected that banning the slave trade would result in better treatment of enslaved people. Planters would need to take better care of their workers when they could no longer replace them. This did not happen. Moreover, colonial legislatures stonewalled efforts to oversee workers’ welfare, notably the 1815 Registry Bill. Meanwhile, enslaved people continued to intervene on their own behalf in Bussa’s Rebellion on Barbados in 1816 and the massive uprising in Demerara (present-day Guyana) in 1823. During the fifteen-year lull in organized activism, an unlikely writer made a quirky contribution to Romantic-era prose about slavery. Matthew Gregory Lewis became famous with his lurid 1796 Gothic novel, The Monk, published at age 19. When his estranged father died, Lewis unexpectedly inherited two Jamaica plantations and several hundred enslaved people. He interrupted his successful career as a playwright to travel to the Caribbean in 1815–1816 and 1817–1818. Sailing back from his second visit, he died of yellow fever; his Journal of a West India Proprietor was published posthumously in 1834. Friendly with abolitionists in England, Lewis, though no abolitionist himself, was liberal enough to draw hostility from neighbouring planters. He tried to introduce reforms, banning the whip and rewarding enslaved women who bore healthy children, but grew frustrated. On one plantation, Hordley, ‘I expected to find a perfect paradise, and I found a perfect hell’. His manager had misled him. ‘I felt strongly tempted to set off as fast as I could, and leave all these black devils and white ones to tear one another to pieces’. Lewis narrates day-to-day interactions with captive workers from the perspective of an idiosyncratic outsider. His prose is humorous and densely allusive, lending the journal an air of self-conscious artifice, as when he compares a cove near Bluefields to ‘the most beautiful of the views of coves to be found in “Cook’s Voyages” ’.36 The language of aesthetics, in particular the picturesque (widespread in writings about the West Indies) helps establish a defensive distance from the realities of plantation life, suggesting Lewis’s profound unease with his position as ‘Massa’.

The second wave of antislavery activism started in 1823 with the founding of the Anti-Slavery Society, including veteran abolitionists Wilberforce, leader of the parliamentary campaign against the slave trade, and Clarkson, as well as younger activists such as James Stephen and Zachary Macaulay. The Society ‘had a Duke as president, five other royals and fourteen MPs as vice presidents. It was backed by hundreds of corresponding societies throughout the nation … it enjoyed support from the full range of the British population: royalty and aristocracy, gentlemen, middle-class merchants and professionals, the working classes both rural and urban, men and women’.37 In the face of worsening conditions in the colonies, with increasing mortality among the enslaved and documented abuses, the Society supported amelioration, or reform, and gradual progress towards emancipation. The Society’s agenda included abolishing the stiff duties on East India sugar that artificially supported West Indian sales. Supporters of slavery attributed rebellions—notably Bussa’s Rebellion, with seventy plantations laid waste on Easter Sunday—to proposed reforms, blaming the violence on the introduction of the Registry Bill.

Wilberforce’s Appeal to the Religion, Justice, and Humanity of the Inhabitants of the British Empire, in Behalf of the Negro Slaves in the West Indies (1823) emphasizes the nation’s collective guilt for the evils of slavery. Abolitionists ‘deceived ourselves’, he admits, ‘by expecting much more benefit to the plantation Negroes from the abolition of the Slave Trade … We … judged too favourably of human nature’. He attributes the persistence of slavery to the ignorance of the British public. Following first-wave abolitionists’ imaginary geography, he draws a bright line between innocent Britons and guilty West Indians. He also emphasizes the prevalence of vice in the colonies, including among the enslaved. Without Christian instruction, he contends, they are worse off than in Africa. Citing Mungo Park, he writes that Africans in Africa were ‘industrious, generous … seldom chargeable with licentiousness, distinguished for their domestic affections’, while they are ‘in the West Indies the very opposite’. Enslavement itself, he maintains, leaves Africans ‘depressed even below the level of the human species’. Parliament must regulate slavery because the white population of the colonies does not ‘think and feel like ourselves’. It isn’t regulating slavery that incites revolt—just keeping 800,000 people enslaved. ‘[R]aise these poor creatures from their depressed condition, and if they are not yet fit for the enjoyment of British freedom, elevate them at least from the level of the brute creation into that of rational nature’. At that point the enslaved ‘will soon be regarded as a grateful peasantry’. The redoubtable Tory concludes by cautioning fellow activists to ‘treat with candour and tenderness the characters of the West India proprietors’.38

James Stephen, in England Enslaved by Her Own Colonies (1826), strikes a very different tone in energetic prose. He decries the ‘contumacy’ of the ‘refractory colonists’, emphasizing the ‘enormous insatiable drains on the treasure and blood of the Mother Country’ in maintaining slave colonies. Why, Stephen asks, should Britain spend millions to protect these people? He calls them ‘speculators’, playing a ‘desperate game’ in the risky business of sugar planting, but feeling entitled to government subsidies. He deplores colonial influence in not just Parliament but the Cabinet, the aristocracy, and the ‘commercial body’, and condemns the ‘foul tactics’ of the colonial lobby. Finally, Stephen exhorts ‘fellow-countrymen and fellow-Christians’ to get busy forming committees, denying votes to candidates with colonial interests, and petitioning Parliament.39

Clarkson’s contribution, Thoughts on the Necessity of Improving the Condition of the Slaves in the British Colonies, with a view to their ultimate emancipation (1823), outright declares slavery a crime. Citing ‘a peculiar softness, and plasticity, and pliability in the African character’, he claims Sierra Leone and Haiti exemplify the potential of emancipated people of African descent to become civilized.40 This left Clarkson open to the ad hominem attacks typical of this pamphlet war. James Macqueen, a Scottish businessman and amateur geographer, formerly an overseer on a Grenada sugar plantation, pulled no punches: ‘never before were so many misrepresentations and deviations from truth collected into … fifty-seven octavo pages’ as in Clarkson’s Thoughts. Sierra Leone and Haiti, Macqueen contends, are actually ‘in a most wretched state’, proof that savages will be savages forever. Macqueen declares himself an ‘enemy to personal slavery in the abstract’, but given what he sees as obvious—the unchangeable ‘ignorance and barbarity’ of Africans, ‘sluggish uncivilized natives of the torrid zone’—enslavement at least keeps them ‘directed by civilized knowledge’. Citing Matthews and Norris, he touts funeral sacrifices, mass executions, and heads displayed on poles. ‘Nine out of ten’ enslaved Africans, he reports, ‘rejoice at falling into our hands’. Abolishing the slave trade was an ‘enormous and useless sacrifice’ by the British Empire. If emancipation is enacted, ‘British property, the British name, and European civilization, will vanish in the tempest which folly and philanthropy have raised in the West Indies’. A ruthless player in the war of opinion raging through Romantic-era periodicals, Macqueen slammed the anti-slavery Edinburgh Review for ‘calumnies and misrepresentations’.41

On the other end of the spectrum was a remarkable woman, the ‘foremost female antislavery pamphleteer’. Elizabeth Heyrick (1769–1831) was a well-off Quaker widow and philanthropist who opened a school, campaigned against cruelty to animals, and visited prisons. In the 1790s she was one of the isolated supporters of emancipation. Her anonymous pamphlet, Immediate, Not Gradual Abolition (1823), was the first to flout the Anti-Slavery Society’s gradualist policy. ‘In opposing slavery from the perspective of natural rights philosophy and … the religious perspective of moral sinfulness, Heyrick drew on the eighteenth-century foundations of antislavery thought.’42 Her style telegraphs her enthusiasm with strings of rhetorical questions and plentiful italics and dashes. Ideological purity trumped political pragmatism for this idealistic woman: ‘truth and justice are stubborn and inflexible;—they yield neither to numbers or [sic] authority’. Politically, she urges, delay is fatal, sapping the ‘zeal and ardor’ of antislavery campaigners. She agrees with Clarkson on Haiti, asserting that in thirty years there is no instance of emancipated slaves’ ‘having abused their freedom’. The vices and miseries of the enslaved are the consequences of slavery, not some essential African character. With emancipation, Heyrick adds, planters should not be compensated (as Macqueen demanded and Parliament eventually mandated), but rather the enslaved.43

First-hand testimony about colonial slavery appeared in an incongruous location: the sporting weekly Bell’s Life in London, which in 1824 published a letter from Robert Wedderburn, a biracial Jamaican, son of a Scottish planter and an enslaved woman whom Wedderburn Sr. ‘made the object of his brutal lust, then insulted, abused, and abandoned’. Wedderburn’s life as an immigrant in Britain, after a spell in the Navy (like Equiano), was plebeian and marginal. With no influential connections, he made his way as a tailor, eventually joining the radical movement around the communitarian Thomas Spence. Wedderburn spent time in jail in 1819 for seditious libel, missing Peterloo, and later on charges of running a bawdy house. He died in poverty in 1835, aged 72. His two letters to Bell’s were published separately as The Horrors of Slavery, dedicated to Wilberforce, who visited him in prison and gave him ‘two books beautifully bound in calf’. Wedderburn’s letters are a memoir of his Jamaican childhood and a tribute to two feisty women: his mother, Rosanna, who negotiated her son’s freedom, and his grandmother, Talkee Amy, a Kingston higgler who raised him. Amy took Robert to visit his father; when he refused to do anything for his son, she ‘called him a mean Scotch rascal, thus to desert his own flesh and blood’. Wedderburn describes Amy being flogged at age 70 on suspicion of witchcraft, as well as his mother’s earlier abuse by his father, an associate of the notorious Thomas Thistlewood, whose diaries detail his habitual rape of enslaved women. ‘My father’s house was full of female slaves, all objects of his lust; amongst whom he strutted like Solomon in his seraglio, or like a bantam cock upon his own dunghill’.44 Wedderburn’s editor describes the semi-literate author’s ‘breathless, hortatory style, erratic punctuation and vernacular language’ in Horrors and his earlier periodical, The Axe Laid to the Root (1817), which connects the oppression of working people in Britain and enslaved people in the colonies.45

Travel writing played a role in the emancipation debate, as it had in the struggle for slave trade abolition. Henry Nelson Coleridge, nephew of the poet, travelled around the West Indies in 1825 with his other uncle, the Bishop of Barbados. Six Months in the West Indies in 1825 tries to be witty as well as informative. Its preface telegraphs an awareness that travel writing about the West Indies is assumed to be politicized. Coleridge claims to speak for neither side, but as part of the ‘silent body of wise men … of no party but that of England’, rejecting the ‘puerilities of the African Institution’ as well as the ‘excesses of Macqueen’. He stakes out a position that is ameliorationist, but follows pro-slavery talking points, claiming enslaved workers are better off than free British labourers. He quotes one: ‘what for me want free?’ In the twelve colonies he’s visited, he claims to have seen no planter cruelty whatsoever. Colonists are just like metropolitan Britons: landing in the Caribbean does not transform ‘youth educated at Oxford’ into ‘monsters of avarice and bloodthirstiness’. ‘Of the relations between master and servant, of the pride of protecting and of the gratitude for protection given’, Coleridge editorializes, ‘of the sense of mutual dependence, of natural affection and natural kindness … of all these things which defeat the definition of slavery and make it an exact lie, the inhabitant of England knows nothing.’46 Such mystification is reminiscent of the antebellum American South.

Near the end of the emancipation campaign the British public was offered extensive and harrowing testimony of colonial abuse in The History of Mary Prince, a West Indian Slave, Written by Herself (1831)—a slave narrative that is also a travel narrative. Unlike Wedderburn, Mary Prince was sponsored by white abolitionists. Her autobiographical narrative was published with an extensive apparatus, including a preface by its editor, Thomas Pringle, Secretary of the Anti-Slavery Society, and a letter by Pringle’s wife to the Birmingham Ladies’ Antislavery Society describing the scars on Mary’s back, which the Society required in exchange for monetary support. Prince’s History presents textual challenges: dictated to a white woman, Susanna Strickland, it was then ‘pruned’ by Pringle. It is silent on Mary’s sex life before her marriage to the free carpenter Daniel James, though she mentions earlier liaisons in her testimony at the libel trial that followed the History’s publication. Any ‘hint of sexual impropriety could have destroyed Prince’s credibility’ with pious readers.47 Prince narrates the sale that broke up her birth family and her brutal treatment by a series of sadistic owners. She emphasizes slavery’s emotional toll in language featuring the image of the heart. During the auction, her ‘heart throbbed with grief and terror so violently, that I pressed my hands quite tightly across my breast, but I could not keep it still, and it continued to leap as though it would burst out of my body’. Throughout the narrative, the heart registers ‘grief and terror’ both individual and collective; it becomes ‘an alternative to the material measure of the marketplace as a measure of … moral and ethical sensibility’.48

The History is also a narrative of involuntary or quasi-voluntary travel from Prince’s birthplace in Bermuda to the remote Turk’s Island, where she endures horrific conditions in salt ponds; back to Bermuda; and then to Antigua, when she helps arrange her sale to Mr and Mrs Wood. There she can earn money, attend church, learn to read, and get married (without her owners’ consent). Her next journey is to London, where she believes (implausibly) that the climate will help her rheumatism and the Woods may set her free. Both prove false: they threaten, when she speaks up, to turn her out of doors in a strange city. ‘I might go and try what freedom would do for me, and be d[amne]d’, Wood snarls. Eventually Prince walked out the door, a short but momentous final journey.49 Her History drew an outraged reaction from Macqueen: ‘By tools like Mary Prince … PRINGLE, and the band of which Pringle is the tool and the organ, mislead and irritate this country, browbeat the Government, and trample upon … our most important transmarine possessions’.50 The Scotsman’s attack testifies to the power of the emancipation movement and the power an enslaved woman could achieve, based partly on knowledge gained through travel.

The Emancipation Act technically ended British slavery, but controversy continued through the period of ‘apprenticeship’ ending in 1838. Spanning the Romantic era, the national debate over slavery played out in a range of prose genres. Authors marshalled tactics from imaginary geography to personal testimony, sentimental rhetoric to racist polemic, in their efforts to shift public opinion. Though taking place across the Atlantic, colonial slavery ran through the warp and weft of Romantic-era British culture.
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Chapter 44


Sports Writing



John Strachan

The table had a very literary air, being strewed with Sporting Magazines, odd numbers of Bell’s Life, pamphlets, and papers of various descriptions, while on a sheet of foolscap on the portfolio were ten lines of an elegy on a giblet pie which had been broken in coming from the baker’s, at which Mr Jorrocks had been hammering for some time. On the side opposite the fireplace, on a hanging range of mahogany shelves, were ten volumes of Bell’s Life in London, the New Sporting Magazine, bound, gilt, and lettered … Boxiana [and] Nimrod’s Life of Mytton.

R. S. Surtees, Jorrocks’ Jaunts and Jollities (1838)

This chapter looks at the prose print culture of sport in the Romantic era, in the extraordinary effervescence of sporting literature in that period, and in sport’s representation in canonical literature. Sport informed some of the most notable Romantic-era writings—in poetry, as per the famous description of rural sports and boyish play in William Wordsworth’s Two-Part Prelude (1799), but also in prose, as per William Hazlitt’s magnificent meditation on bareknuckle pugilism in ‘The Fight’ (1822), the essayist’s account of the championship contest held at Hungerford, Berkshire, between Tom ‘The Gas Man’ Hickman and Bill Neat. That essay, one of the most significant of Romantic prose writings, can be seen as the culmination of several decades of Romantic-era sports writing. It draws on the contemporary vogue for sporting literature which had been evident in the development of a new sporting press; the late Georgian age saw the emergence of both sporting periodicals, initiated by the founding of the Sporting Magazine in 1792, and a generation of writers whose principal subject was sports—in the rather sanguine late Georgian understanding of that term—from Peter Beckford’s pioneering Thoughts on Hunting (1781), through to the four volumes of Pierce Egan’s Boxiana, or Sketches of Modern Pugilism (1812–1829) and to the first modern sports biography, Charles James Apperley’s (‘Nimrod’s’) sensational and tragi-comic Memoirs of the Life of the Late John Mytton (1837).

‘Culture’, writes Raymond Williams in The Long Revolution (1961), ‘is a description of a particular way of life, which expresses certain meanings and values, not only in art and learning but also in institutions and ordinary behaviour’.1 The word ‘culture’ has a very wide reference; here culture and the study of culture, it is clear, span ‘art and learning’, but they also include ‘ordinary behaviour’. Culture in the late Georgian period certainly does so. It was an age of high culture and it was an age of low culture (perhaps the better term for the latter is ‘popular’ culture). Then again, almost all cultures offer the same span, from the urgent challenges of elite art to more common social denominators. But when we look back to the literature of the age which we now label ‘Romantic’, we tend to prioritize high Romantic argument over more commonplace concerns, though, thanks to the contemporary novel, whether in the work of Jane Austen or in less critically elevated contemporary ‘silver fork’ novels, we do have at least a sense of both middle-class life and high society shenanigans, of the goings-on at a ballroom or an aristocratic salon, or of a visit to Bath to take the medicinal waters, or to Bond Street shopping. But as well as society’s more polite aspects, there was also a cock-fighting, boozing, whoring, animal-baiting, sporting, and gambling side of life. Late Georgian culture was often raucous, and sport was a key side of that aspect of contemporary life. The culture of war which dominated British life from the early 1790s to the 1810s was reflected in its violent sports (boxing a particular favourite) and its appetite for fighting and boozing. At the same time, apologists for sport found in that very aggression a kind of rough-hewn school for ethics: sports, it was argued, taught boys to be men and men to be warriors, and inculcated a culture of respect for rules and authority.2

Both of these sides of British culture, to borrow a phrase from George Orwell, acted as ‘a sort of diary upon which the English people have unconsciously recorded themselves’.3 Sporting culture, part of that quotidian ‘diary’, is also highly meaningful. So, what is the nature of that diary? What did it reveal about British culture in the late Georgian age? Answers were divided. As already noted, sport was surrounded by much ethical debate in this period. It was celebrated as a whip to hardiness and a spur to manliness of spirit. Then, as now, there were those who sought to identify the temper of the nation by reference to sport. In 1819, the Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine luminary John Wilson declared that ‘The character of a people is to be sought for and found in their amusements’.4 At the same time, sports were also condemned as offering cruel and debasing spectacles, as wastrel pastimes popular ‘in the haunts of rowdies and in taverns of a low class’,5 pursuits which offered rather darker lessons: a relish for cruel and squalid spectacle, an appetite for gambling, and an indifference to the sufferings of animals.

This body of sporting literary work is both fascinating and culturally revealing. It sheds light on contemporary notions of masculinity, human–animal relations, and the education of children. In an era of war, the representation of sport dealt with issues of significance outside the boxing ring, the cricket ground, or the hunting field. Sport had a profound metaphoricity in this period, both in canonical Romantic prose such as ‘The Fight’ and in more quotidian sports journalism.

The first issue of the Sporting Magazine; or Monthly Calendar of the Transactions of The Turf, the Chace, and every other Diversion Interesting to the Man of Pleasure and Enterprise, published in October 1792, begins by expressing surprise that despite the contemporary taste for sporting print there was as yet no periodical ‘expressly calculated for the Sportsman’.6 The conviction of its innovative editor, John Wheble, that there was a clear gap in the publishing market for a specialist journal was a sound one, as the Magazine was highly successful, spawned many imitators and, indeed, survived deep into the Victorian age, finally ceasing publication in 1870. With the rise of a mass spectator culture in the mid-eighteenth century, there was a consequential desire for sport-related writing which began to be filled by enterprising authors and entrepreneurial publishers. The Sporting Magazine was but one of the remarkable success stories in late Georgian sports publishing. Not only did the period see the rise of the sporting periodical, but a slew of sports-related literary subgenres also appeared: instruction manuals, memoirs and biographies, anthologies, encyclopaedias, albums of sporting prints, comic sporting novels, and so on. The proliferation of sporting literature in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries is one of the most notable, if comparatively neglected, aspects of the age’s print culture.

A decade or so before the appearance of the Sporting Magazine there had been a pivotal moment in the development of late Georgian sporting prose. In Salisbury, in 1781, the Wiltshire squire and Master of Fox Hounds Peter Beckford published an epistolary treatise on his favourite sport, Thoughts on Hunting. In a Series of Letters to a Friend, a book calculated to appeal to ‘every admirer of the cheerful and manly amusements of the field’ (see Figure 44.1).7 Beckford begins by expressing his bemusement that there was as yet no prose treatise on hunting (he jovially rebukes William Somervile for writing The Chace (1735) in verse, thereby putting him to the trouble of composition). This was especially remarkable, he thought, given the prolixity of the contemporary publishing scene:


Is it not strange, in a country where the press is in one continued labour with opinions of almost every kind, from the most serious and instructive, to the most ridiculous and trifling; a country besides, so famous for the best hounds, and the best horses to follow them, whose authors sometimes hunt, and whose sportsmen sometimes write, that only the practical part of hunting should be known? There is, however, no doubt, that the practical part of it would be improved, were it to be accompanied by theory.8
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Figure 44.1 Frontispiece and title page of the first edition of Peter Beckford’s Thoughts on Hunting (Salisbury: Easton, 1781). Private Collection.



Early in Beckford’s volume, the literary sportsman worries about the possible reaction to his letters amongst non-hunting folk: ‘Should they fall into the hands of such as are not sportsmen, I need not, I think, make any excuses to them for the contents, since the title sufficiently shews for whom they were designed’.9 Squire Peter need not have been concerned; despite the fact that his book was expressly written for ‘sportsmen’, a significant number of readers who were not hunters took Beckford’s book to their hearts from its first publication. In the same way in which many of the unathletic of today devour sporting biographies and annuals, the sedentary of eighteenth-century England also had an appetite for reading about sport. Beckford offered the non-sporting public the mental contemplation of the pleasures of the chase and found many readers amongst them. Virginia Woolf captures this phenomenon of sporting ‘in imagination’ brilliantly in her 1926 Vogue review of a reprint of Nimrod’s memoir of the life of Jack Mytton:


The great English sports are pursued almost as fiercely by sedentary men who cannot sit a donkey, and by quiet women who cannot drown a mouse, as by the booted and spurred. They hunt in imagination. They follow the fortunes of the Berkeley, the Cattistock, the Quorn, and the Belvoir upon phantom hunters …. They imagine as they read (hanging to a strap in the Underground or propping the paper against a suburban teapot) now a ‘slow, twisting hunt’, now a ‘brilliant gallop’.10



If taking part in sport provided a creative outlet for the foxhunter or the angler, then the literature of sport allowed a measure of contemplative recreation to the non-participant. In ‘On the Tragedies of Shakespeare Considered with Reference to Their Fitness for Stage Representation’ (1811), Charles Lamb famously argued that Shakespeare’s plays were best enjoyed by the reader in a form of mental theatre rather than by the spectator viewing proceedings on the physical stage. Similarly, cultural engagements with sport in this era were not purely confined to the visceral experience of player or spectator: sport was frequently encountered in imaginative terms via print and visual media, re-enacted in the mind’s eye, and mediated through the power of language.

There is factual representation in sports writing certainly—who scored a century at Lords, which horse won the St Leger, how many brace of birds Lord So-and-So bagged. There is picture painting—how the great pugilist looked in his moment of victory, how the equine favourite sweated up before the big race, how the hunter at full pelt was shaded against the sun. But there is also art alongside reality, the use of figurative language, imagined dialogue, and nods to sublimity. The appeal of Beckford’s Thoughts, for instance, frequently lies in the semi-fictionalized descriptive sections of his book rather than in its ‘theory’—the technical information of its early chapters—in the thrilling and compelling narrative sections of the Thoughts. ‘There is a passion for hunting something deeply implanted in the human breast’, comments Charles Dickens drily in Oliver Twist (1837–1839), and the Thoughts exploit that longing.11 The volume, in its use of the conversational present tenses in the later chase scenes, conjures up a sense of immediacy, with the reader addressed as if he or she were present. We feel as if we were in Beckford’s own company in this familiar prose:


Ha! a check. Now for a moment’s patience. We press too close upon the hounds! Huntsman, stand still: as yet they want you not. How admirably they spread! how wide they cast. Is there a single hound that does not try? If such a one there be, he ne’er shall hunt again. There, Trueman is on the scent: he feathers, yet still is doubtful: ’tis right! how readily they join him! See those wide-casting hounds, how they fly forward to recover the ground they have lost! Mind Lightning, how she dashes; and Mungo, how he works! Old Frantic, too, now pushes forward: she knows, as well as we, the fox is sinking.12



The dogs, their names like allegorical personifications—Trueman, Mischief, and Vengeance among them—add to the power, even sublimity of the scene. It is as if John Bunyan had taken to the chase. The frequent exclamation points add to the urgency, the pace of the prose echoing that of the hunt as it builds to its climax:


Now be quiet, and he cannot escape us: we have the wind of the hounds, and cannot be better placed. How short he runs!—he is now in the very strongest part of the cover. What a crash! every hound is in, and every hound is running for him. That was a quick turn! Again another!—he’s put to his last shifts. Now Mischief is at his heels, and death is not far off. Ha! they all stop at once: all silent, and yet no earth is open. Listen!—now they are at him again!13



This is unusual prose for the eighteenth century; urgent, insistent, and unperiphrastic, a plain idiom devoid of Latinate diction and generally composed of words of few syllables. Here we have a certain sparse poeticality, a sense of the sublime and momentous at work in the field: ‘Now Mischief is at his heels, and death is not far off’:


Now, Reynard, look to yourself! How quick they all give their tongues! Little Dreadnought, how he works him! the terriers, too, they now are squeaking at him. How close Vengeance pursues! How terribly she presses! It is just up with him! Gods! what a crash they make! the whole wood resounds! That turn was very short! There!—now—ay, now they have him!14



‘It is just up with him. Gods!’ There is a kind of implacable paganism here. ‘The Aeneid of Virgil ends with a death, and a chase is not complete without it’, writes hunting author Apperley (‘Nimrod’) in The Chace, the Turf, and the Road (1837), and in the culmination of Beckford’s narrative we see the demise of a red-haired Turnus.

Beckford’s work was highly successful, being quickly reprinted in London, going through several editions in the rest of the eighteenth century, and selling in large numbers for decades afterwards. It led to a plethora of late Georgian writing about sports and was followed by new directions in sporting print. One thing that was totally innovative in late Georgian publishing was the sporting periodical. Though there had been newspaper reports of sporting events since the seventeenth century, the profitable idea of a journal specifically devoted to sport was a late eighteenth-century innovation. As we have seen, the Sporting Magazine, the leader of the pack, sought to plug a gap in the publishing market, declaring in its first number that ‘It has long excited our astonishment, that among the number of Magazines which have hitherto been ushered into the world, not one has been expressly calculated for the Sportsman’.15 It had a tried and tested recipe in its pages: reports from the race track and cricket ground, round-by-round accounts of boxing matches (whether in seven or seventy rounds), a monthly Racing Calendar, tales of the latest cocking mains, sporting correspondence from the shires and the metropolis, opinionated editorials, and occasional discursive essays on the ethics of contemporary sports. Much notice was given to the betting attendant to sporting activities, testimony to sport’s indelible connection with gambling. From its first number, the Sporting Magazine also carried a monthly poetry section, neoclassically entitled ‘the High Court of Diana’, and featuring ‘lyric Compositions … of the Sylvan, Rustic, and Anacreontic kind; interspersed with Songs of humour, pleasantry, and burlesque’. This dedicated corner of the journal ran for over forty years, part of the late Georgian predilection for metrical sporting.16 These verse effusions were complemented by the equally long-running ‘Feast of Wit; or Sportsman’s Hall’, a miscellany of sporting humour in both prose and verse.

The Sporting Magazine rolled on through the first half of the nineteenth century, offering its own distinctive ephemeral mixture, whatever the changing context of the age. In November 1801, for instance, it saluted the latest peripatetic feat of the renowned Captain Barclay,17 offered a disquisition on sporting slang, and reported a ‘new mode of Shooting and Fishing’.18 In July 1815, the month following the Battle of Waterloo, it reported details of cocking mains at Newton and Lancaster, an account of an otter hunt in Devonshire patronized by the aristocracy, and the ante-post betting on the St Leger, with its only nod to the momentous recent events in Belgium being a glancing reference to the death of the prize fighter John Shaw during the battle: ‘Shaw, the pugilistic Life Guardsman, was killed at Waterloo’.19 In July 1832, the month after the passing of the Great Reform Act, it carried an account of the York spring meeting, tips on bottom fishing, and a report on June’s Derby, won by the colt St Giles, and only off-handedly referring to the political turmoil of the day in a jovial lament that ‘the royal Sport is unsuitable to [a] Radical age’.20 We should not think of the Romantic era as, to borrow Lord Tennyson’s friend R. J. Tenant’s wonderful phrase, ‘nothing but revolutions and reigns of Terror and all that’.21 Even during the Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars, such quotidian matters as betting, billiards, boxing, and balls were preoccupations of large portions of English society, and the Sporting Magazine acted as the de facto house journal for contemporary sporting.

Whether diversion or preoccupation, sport provided a counterpoint to war, economic turmoil, and discontent, and the Magazine captured the epiphenomenal social spirit of the age in its miscellany of sport, gambling, poetry, and comedy; the twentieth-century concept of total war was one foreign to the Romantic age. Whereas key competitive events such as the FA Cup, the Derby, and the Ashes were suspended during the First and Second World Wars, the sporting juggernaut rolled on during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, in the midst of European conflict. This all said, it is also conceivable that the success of the Sporting Magazine, founded four months before Britain first became involved in the French Revolutionary Wars, reflected a wider form of late Georgian spectatorship. The sociologist Michael Mann has written that ‘conventional wars involving … expeditionary forces … do not mobilize the nation as players but as spectators’,22 and though Mann ignores the feelings of families of professional soldiers there is a point here of relevance to historical conflicts. Apart from the invasion frenzy of 1797, during which the reassuring psycho-geographical distance between Britain and Europe seemed to shrink, the British public followed continental campaigns at one remove, in press columns, as indeed they did with the reports of the latest championship fights at Newbury or Newmarket. If war was analogous to spectator sport and contemporary sport was so frequently articulated in belligerent metaphorical terms and so often endorsed as a boon to the military spirit, then some of the success of the Sporting Magazine should be attributed to this martial context. Sport could be read as simultaneously an escape from and a mirror of war.

Jonathan Swift, in his Thoughts on Various Subjects (1711), declares that ‘Most sorts of diversion in men … are an imitation of fighting’23 and it might be argued that a thirst for spectator sport and for sports journalism was unsurprising in an era of European geopolitical conflict. The notion of sport as a military synecdoche is particularly important here; in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, literary apologists for sport defended it as indicative of the best aspects of the national character. Sport, they argued, reflected the tenor of the nation’s psyche in a time of war and its aftermath in demonstrating and enacting a number of morally laudable characteristics which were the province of the British male: bravery, endurance, strength, and, most importantly of all, manliness. Take bareknuckle as an example; in the opinion of the most well-known sporting journalist of the Regency, Pierce Egan,24 pugilism was by definition noble, and, to a certain degree the very epitome of the nation’s psyche. Egan maintains in the first volume of Boxiana (1812) that boxing was ‘a national trait’: ‘we feel no hesitation in declaring, that it is wholly—BRITISH’.25 ‘The manly art of boxing’, to Egan’s mind, conditioned the military ethos of the nation—warlike though humane, fierce though honourable—having ‘infused that true heroic courage, blended with humanity, into the hearts of Britons’.26 Boxing, in this account, was nationally unifying: the author saw the sport as cohesive, the prototype of a One Nation in which a duke could, however momentarily, be congregated with a dust man: a ‘union of all ranks’ Egan calls it in his 1824 description of the spectators at the match between John Langan and Tom Spring:


It was a union of all ranks, from the brilliant of the highest class in the circle of Corinthians, down to the Dusty Bob gradation in society; and even a shade or two below that. Lots of the Upper House, the Lower House and the flash house. Proprietors of splendid parks and demesnes; inmates from proud and lofty mansions; thousands from the peaceable cot. … In a word, it was a conglomeration of the Fancy.27



Certainly England during the later Regency and early 1820s, a time of social fracture, required images of social unity. Egan portrays his sport as one which could unite the nation from punting lord to lowly commoner (conveniently ignoring the fact that much middle-class opinion was strongly against boxing): ‘the bruising world’, for him, ran ‘from the Corinthian Pillar to the Coster-Monger’.28

Like many cultural subgroups, especially those of a racy or raffish nature, the ‘Fancy’—pugs, punters, and partisans of pugilism—possessed its own cant, as the flash language used so frequently in Boxiana demonstrates: ‘bottom’ (stamina and resolve), ‘facer’ (a blow in the face), ‘milling’ (fighting), ‘tip him a stomacher’ (hit him in the stomach), ‘a boozing ken’ (a pot house), ‘lush’ (alcohol), ‘heavy wet’ (alcohol, again), ‘blunt’ (money), ‘rhino’ (money, again), ‘the ready’ (money, yet again), and so on and so on. This colourful cant echoes through the boxing journalism of the age, but most particularly in Egan’s work.29 The author was a prodigy of lexical enthusiasms; Christopher North’s words in Blackwood’s in March 1820 are worth quoting in this context: ‘The man who has not read “Boxiana” is ignorant of the power of the English language’.30 In his boxing journalism and sports history, and in his hugely successful novel Life in London (1821), Egan offered a potent blend of neologistic slang and mock-heroic linguistic ingenuity, popularizing the cant of sports in a manner unprecedented in English cultural history.

The first of Boxiana’s four volumes appeared around the time that Napoleon retreated from Russia and the Marquess Wellington, as he then was, was engaging with the emperor’s armies on the Iberian peninsula. Sport in this period took place in a time of war and its aftermath, and its propagandists often made parallels and connections between sport and battle. The fact that fighting sports supposedly inured their practitioners, in Egan’s terminology, to ‘hardship and fatigue’,31 allowed their partisans to celebrate them as the very epitome of the combative spirit and, indeed, as cultural practices of great utility in teaching youth fearlessness and valour. Writing in 1808 for instance, an anonymous biographer of the sporting gamester who played something of an archetypical role in the fashionable culture of the late Georgian age, George, Prince of Wales, justified his subject’s affection for sports by emphasizing what he saw as their wider national importance: ‘Athletic sports seem ever to have been favourites with the English nation, and it was no doubt sound policy to encourage them, inasmuch as the safety and independence of a nation must, in a great degree, depend upon the martial spirit and habits of its natives.’32 ‘The character of a native Englishman’, the author proudly proclaims, is ‘perhaps the noblest that the present race of men, in any quarter of the globe, can produce. In the hour of danger, he is bold, in the moment of victory he is generous and humane. No nation that ever made war so frequently as the English nation could ever boast of such a series of victories’.33 This martial prowess is, in part, attributable to the benign educative influence of sport: ‘The sports of England … have a tendency to confirm this temper. They are boisterous, it is true, but at the same time admirably calculated to produce a manly and courageous spirit, without permitting the martial emotions to which they give rise to degenerate into cruelty or ferocity’.34 Towards the conclusion of around two decades of conflict, the author of Boxiana likewise linked Britain’s military prowess to sport: ‘By the exercise of those manly sports’, Egan declares, the people have ‘acquired that peculiar strength of arm, which rendered them so decisive in their warlike combats’.35 It is unlikely that the Duke of Wellington ever maintained that the battle of Waterloo ‘was won on the playing fields of Eton’, but Egan had no hesitation in declaring that sport was a significant factor in achieving that victory.

In the post-Napoleonic age, the Sporting Magazine, in Egan’s considerable wake, began to cultivate celebrity journalists, albeit pseudonymous ones, men who went on to be literary figures of note: ‘Nimrod’, the aforementioned C. J. Apperley, principal chronicler of the hunt and biographer of the extraordinary John Mytton,36 and his successor and rival ‘Nim South’, no less a figure than the Victorian satirist R. S. Surtees, who began his literary career as a magazinist rather than a novelist and who, after his fall out with the higher echelons at the Magazine, promptly set up a rival, the New Sporting Magazine, in the pages of which he began serialization of his first novel, Jorrocks’ Jaunts and Jollities. As Adrian Harvey has written, ‘After 1815 sporting journalists ceased to be shadowy figures, with papers boasting about employing particular writers, using them to boost circulation’.37 One such was the industrious John Lawrence, who from the turn of the nineteenth century, contributed to the Sporting Magazine on the sports of the field, simultaneously a proponent of ‘the Moral Duties of Man towards the Brute Creation’, lover of horse-racing (‘an early and peculiarly English diversion’),38 admirer of cock-fighting, and partisan of fox-hunting. Lawrence had a long career in writing about sport, rural matters, and animal welfare. Under the pseudonym of ‘W. H. Scott’, he produced The Sportsman’s Calendar, British Field Sports (both 1818), and The Sportsman’s Repository (1820), as ‘Bonington Moubray, Esq.’, A Practical Treatise on Breeding, Rearing, and Fattening all Kinds of Domestic Poultry (1813) and as plain John Lawrence, A Philosophical and Practical Treatise on Horses (1796; 1798).

The Treatise on Horses demonstrates that Lawrence, like Egan, had a tendency to philosophy, though to the modern eye, his thought might seem contradictory. Lawrence’s capacity to endorse animal rights and death-dealing sport simultaneously is, perhaps, emblematic of this. He had no squeamishness about killing animals, as the longer title of one of the most notable books demonstrates: British Field Sports; embracing Practical Instructions in Shooting, Hunting, Coursing, Racing, Cocking, Fishing &c. But at the same time, ‘the human being’, says Lawrence, ‘who can feel pleasurable sensations, on witnessing the agonized feelings, harassment, and affright, of even the meanest brute animal, deserves in the first instance, supreme and pointed contempt’.39 In 1822, the Sporting Magazine praised Lawrence as the very font of contemporary sporting ethics: ‘We have approved of that discrimination in sporting, originally proposed by a well-known author, and agree with him, on the necessity of deciding and explaining, where lawful sporting ends, and where barbarity and crime begin’.40 For Lawrence, angling or shooting for game, hunting foxes as vermin, and horse-racing, contentious all, were acceptable; but on the other hand bull-baiting, jockeys using the whip excessively, and the heavy gambling which surrounded much contemporary spectator sport were not.

Then, as now, successful magazines were swiftly copied and the success of the Sporting Magazine led to a number of imitators such as the Annals of Sporting and Fancy Gazette and the Monthly Calendar of the Transactions of the Turf, the Chace and every other Diversion. The Annals of Sporting, co-edited by John Badcock, Egan’s bête noire, was published by Sherwood, Neely, and Jones—after their fall-out with Egan—in thirteen volumes between January 1822 and May 1828. The ideological motivations of this journal also mirrored contemporary philosophies of sport. Badcock’s prospectus declared that ‘No subject connected with British Sports, from the highest to the lowest, has escaped our notice’,41 and in the manner of his rival he claims a social inclusiveness for sport: ‘our attention has been directed not to those sports alone that are restricted to persons of … high birth … our views are extended to the whole range of manly exercises’.42 The Annals will stand foursquare for liberty, patriotism, and unabashed xenophobia, celebrating ‘those much-loved athletics, which even in childhood form the truly British character … and to create the boasted British feeling of independence, love of country, and despication of foreign manners’.43

Monthly periodicals such as the Annals of Sporting intended to challenge the hegemony of the Sporting Magazine generally perished in the attempt, with the former only lasting six years. However, the Magazine was eventually joined by a more significant competitor, more immediate in its news coverage (weekly rather than monthly), cheaper (sixpence to two shillings at its first publication) and decidedly racier in its style. This was Bell’s Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, published between 1822 and 1886. Bell’s, like the Sporting Magazine before it, carried reports of horse races, hunts, cricket matches, pugilistic bouts, regattas, and all of the most notable sporting events of the day. The development of steam printing, which allowed greater print runs, allied to the late Georgian appetite for sport, facilitated the runaway success of Bell’s. Within fifteen years of its establishment, the newspaper was outselling every daily paper, the market leader the Times, included. In 1838, according to figures presented to a parliamentary sub-committee, the bestselling daily newspaper was the Times, with an average daily circulation throughout the year of 11,660. This left it far behind the newcomer Bell’s, which managed a weekly circulation of 20,000. Bell’s dwarfed some of the weeklies better remembered today, selling over three times more copies than the Examiner (5,153) and John Bull (4,346) (those now ancient titles the Observer and the Spectator managed sales of 5,256 and 3,038 respectively).44

Bell’s owed much to the vogue for Egan, having purloined the very title of his most successful work (much to the wrath of the author of Life in London, who responded by founding his own short-lived imitation, Pierce Egan’s Life in London in 1824, before the effort of principal authorship of a weekly newspaper became too much even for that tireless pressman).45 In a similar fashion to Egan’s novel, Bell’s offered a tantalizing mixture of high society and the raffish, aiming at a readership of the heavy swells of the Fancy and—doubtless the key audience—the aspirants, Woolf’s sporters-in-imagination, and what we now call fans, those possessed of a geographical allegiance to a particular sportsman or team. Sport then, as now, had community meaning. In Egan’s Life in London, the metropolitan pot house is a space in which fashionable Corinthian, Oxford undergraduate, and cockney swell could congregate. Bell’s was the periodical equivalent, also offering a notion, however fanciful, of the male nation as one cohesive sporting whole. In offering reportage of the pleasures of the sporting world to the well-born, and an enticing metaphorical windowpane against which the draper’s assistant could press his nose, Bell’s fashioned contemporary sporting into narratives which aimed to speak to all.

Another reason for the success of Bell’s was the fact that it was generally racier and more demotic in its idiom than the Sporting Magazine, and was given to using the flash language popularized by Egan, especially in its coverage of boxing and racing. Bell’s populism and wide circulation, perhaps paradoxically, was to some degree dependent upon a coterie discourse in its utilization of the flash cant of the Regency men of the Fancy. Though Egan was not the one to profit directly in financial and journalistic terms, it was his vision which informed Bell’s initial success. In its exploitation of the culture of the Fancy it had the appeal of a coterie, but one writ very large. This aspect of Bell’s, perhaps unsurprisingly, also led to sneers in some places. Just as Leigh Hunt’s congregation of metropolitan aesthetes provoked mockery from its ideological opponents, who labelled it the ‘Cockney School’, Surtees’s New Sporting Magazine, one of Bell’s principal competitors, similarly attempted to cockneyfy the paper, declaring it a journal for ‘coachmen’ and ironically celebrating ‘ “Bell’s Life in London”, a paper that has uniformly devoted itself to the patronage of this useful class of men’.46 One is reminded of Blackwood’s sneering caricature of Hunt and Hazlitt’s audience as being principally comprised of an ill-bred crowd of man-milliners and shopboys. Jeering at cockneys was not an uncommon aspect of late Georgian prose and graphic satire, but in Bell’s Life in London and, in the 1830s, Jorrocks’s cockneyism, and that of Mr Pickwick and Sam Weller, which began life as a series of sporting comicalities, we see a moment of cockney cultural triumph.

Another metropolitan writer who laboured under the cockney sneer, ‘Cockney Bill’, as Wilson unflatteringly labelled Hazlitt, stole Blackwood’s clothes47 in writing about boxing in ‘The Fight’, the most perdurable late Georgian account of a boxing match. The essay was published in February 1822 in Henry Colburn’s fashionable miscellany, the New Monthly Magazine. It details the author’s visit to Berkshire in December 1821 to see the contest between the Bristol butcher Bill Neat and the Dudley bruiser Tom ‘The Gasman’ Hickman, won by the former in eighteen hard-fought rounds (see Figure 44.2). Hazlitt’s wonderful essay moves from Smollettian and, indeed, sporting picaresque into the sublime, from city comedy into rural tragedy. It begins in a light-hearted form of confessional prose in which Hazlitt describes his misadventures as he travels uncertainly towards the fight, portraying himself as a fish-out-of-water like the cockneys in the country familiar from contemporary sporting prints (most particularly in the sporting artist Henry Alken’s graphic satires). Here Hazlitt, as in his later Eganesque similes at the business end of the fight, demonstrates both awareness of the conventions of the sporting literature of the age and a willingness to echo them.
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Figure 44.2 An Account of the Battle between Neat & Hickman. Broadsheet (Bristol, 1821). Private Collection.



On the morning of the fight, Hazlitt rises, unrefreshed, and the register changes in a foretaste of the essay’s later aestheticized, poetic tone: ‘The morning dawns; that dim but yet clear light appears, which weighs like solid bars of metal on the sleepless eyelids; the guests drop down from their chambers one by one’ (Hazlitt, Works, xvii. 78). The tenor is post-lapsarian; images of the dawn and—this echoed later—a troubled fall. Hazlitt sets off on the nine-mile march to Hungerford, and arrives at the verdant spot in which the fight is to be held, simultaneously tumultuous and pastoral: ‘within the ring itself, there was a spot of virgin-green closed in and unprofaned by vulgar tread, that shone with dazzling brightness in the mid-day sun’. There is a beginning-of-the-world feel to Hazlitt’s description, allied to the sexual metaphor of untrodden virginity. Blood will be shed in Hazlitt’s crimson Georgic and the sylvan, even Edenic, scene will bring forth violence. The crowd is in a state of suspense: anticipation, it seems, is sometimes worse than action:


It was now noon, and we had an hour to wait. This is the trying time. It is then the heart sickens, as you think what the two champions are about, and how short a time will determine their fate. After the first blow is struck, there is no opportunity for nervous apprehensions; you are swallowed up in the immediate interest of the scene—but

 Between the acting of a dreadful thing

 And the first motion, all the interim is

 Like a phantasma, or a hideous dream. (xvii. 80)



The lines are those of Brutus in Julius Caesar and the essay moves into tragic mode. The participants are introduced. We meet the Gas, a kill-or-be-killed type of fighter who in his previous fights had dropped his opponents in a handful of rounds and who was supremely confident about this one. Described by one contemporary source as a ‘prime hammerer’,48 he is a loud and cocky braggart. Indeed, Hazlitt disapprovingly recalls Hickman’s insults to Neat at the Fives Court where the match was made, seeing them as transgressive of the ethical codes of pugilistic masculinity so familiar in the period, not least from the work of Egan: ‘It was not manly, ’twas not fighter-like’ (79).

Hazlitt also borrows from Egan and his imitators in his use of classic similes and quotations from the masters of English literature as the set-to approaches: ‘By this time they had stripped, and presented a strong contrast in appearance. If Neate was like Ajax, “with Atlantean shoulders, fit to bear” the pugilistic reputation of all Bristol, Hickman might be compared to Diomed, light, vigorous, elastic’ (81).49 Classical allusion and Miltonic quotation in a description of a fight; this is a register familiar to readers of Boxiana, Blackwood’s, and contemporary sporting journals such as the Sporting Magazine.

The modern Diomed, charmingly obsequious to his betters but casually violent to his peers (he had killed the clapped-out but good-natured boxer Joe Norton in a drunken brawl) was a kind of muscular lapdog to several members of the sporting gentry. The Annals of Sporting opined—when he was safely dead—that Hickman ‘was spoilt by gentleman who lavished praise on him and gambled huge amounts on his fights’.50 They were to be disappointed at Hungerford, for, as Hazlitt notes, ‘The Gas … lost 3,000l which were promised him by different gentlemen if he had won’ (79). The handsome, oafish blowhard evident early in the essay is a foil and contrast to the later transfigured sufferer, who has learned ‘that first of all lessons, “That man was made to mourn” ’ (80).

Hickman won the toss for side, letting his opponent take the sun full in his eyes, and mounted a swift and ferocious initial attack (he had a side bet that he would defeat Neat within fifteen minutes from first scratch): ‘the Gas-man flew at his adversary like a tiger, struck five blows in as many seconds’ (81). Neat staggered back, fell heavily, and it looked to be all up for him. He seemed a modern Ozymandias: ‘down he fell, a mighty ruin. There was a shout, and I said, “There is no standing this”. Neate seemed like a lifeless lump of flesh and bone, round which the Gas-man’s blows played with the rapidity of electricity or lighting’ (81). Sometimes there is an elegant violence in accounts of late Georgian boxing matches involving ‘scientific’ boxers such as ‘Gentleman’ John Jackson or Daniel Mendoza. Not here.

After his hapless beginning, Neat recovers, and hard and obdurate battle ensues. Hazlitt’s description is both compelling and sometimes horribly uncomfortable. Admiring of the pugilists’ resilience and courage, he is simultaneously appalled and shocked, enthralled by their willingness to spill blood: in pursuit of money certainly, but also and undeniably in pursuit of glory:


[B]ut to see two men smashed to the ground, smeared with gore, stunned, senseless, the breath beaten out of their bodies; and then, before you recover from the shock, to see them rise up with new strength and courage, stand steady to inflict or receive mortal offence, and rush upon each other ‘like two clouds over the Caspian’—this is the most astonishing thing of all:—this is the high and heroic state of man! (82)



Neat then launches an assault which seriously damages Hickman, the moment after which, in the phrase borrowed from Milton’s description of Death, he ‘grinned horrible a ghastly smile’. The sublime imagination is predominant in Hazlitt’s essay; we are now in the ‘high and heroic’ mode. In the eighth round, Neat’s right hand smites the Gas:


Hickman generally stood with his back to me; but in the scuffle, he had changed positions, and Neate just then made a tremendous lunge at him, and hit him full in the face. It was doubtful whether he would fall backwards or forwards; he hung suspended for a second or two, and then fell back, throwing his hands in the air, and with his face lifted up to the sky. (82–83)



Again the moment of suspension, before the fighter, like the guests in the morning, and, indeed, like the fallen archangel himself, drops down. From then on, not for Hazlitt the arch, if admiring, irony of the boxing mock-heroicists. The essayist suspends his disbelief. In entering the valley of Humiliation, Tom Hickman is transformed into the Gasman agonistes. It is as if Valhalla has come to Berkshire:


I never saw any thing more terrific than his aspect just before he fell. All traces of life, of natural expression, were gone from him. His face was like a human skull, a death’s head, spouting blood. The eyes were filled with blood, the nose streamed with blood, the mouth gaped blood. He was not like an actual man, but like a preternatural, spectral appearance, or like one of the figures in Dante’s Inferno. (83)



The braggart Gas, his very name resonant of the afflatus, wreathed in metaphorical flames of his own blood possesses the damned nobility of ‘one of the figures in Dante’s Inferno’. The fortuitous accident of Hickman’s former profession of gas-lighter becomes possessed of a poetical resonance. Paradoxically the most modern of London trades is charged with the alchemical, in the preternatural, spectral appearance of the Gas. In Hazlitt’s essay, boxing, perhaps surprisingly, seems to bear the weight of the sublime; there is no sense of overwriting here, no straining for effect or ostentatious complexifying.

‘The Fight’ is one of those Hazlittian cultural commentaries which weaves its magic from matters seemingly removed from poetry and philosophy—Indian jugglers, wanting one’s breakfast, even a boxing match—which, in the final analysis, are not so far away from them. The essay shares the tendency of the contemporary sporting literature of which it is a part—and arguably the most notable example—to freight sport with ideological significance. Like so much Romantic-era sports writing, it manifests a conviction that sport, in the final analysis, is not just about sport.
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Chapter 45


War



Lily Gurton-Wachter

We devote a certain number of men to perish on land and sea, and the rest of us sleep sound, and, protected in our usual occupations, talk of the events of war as what diversifies the flat uniformity of life.

We should, therefore, do well to translate this word war into language more intelligible to us. When we pay our army and our navy estimates, let us set down—so much for killing, so much for maiming, so much for making widows and orphans, so much for bringing famine upon a district.

Anna Barbauld, Sins of Government, Sins of the Nation (1793)

War—Of all things in this world, it seems to me most strange, that men, large parties of men, perfectly indifferent to, and ignorant of the merits of the dispute, should voluntarily enter into the service of a sanguinary tyrant, and, as far as in them lay, to massacre and destroy their fellow-creatures who are opposed to them, and who are as innocent and as ignorant as they, of the whole subject and occasion of quarrel.

Charles Pigott, A Political Dictionary (1795)

Writing at the start of what would become the prolonged wartime of both the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, radical pamphleteer Charles Pigott and poet and anonymous pamphleteer Anna Barbauld both seek to describe and understand war by redefining—or translating—it, as though the word ‘war’ itself obscured its own meaning. Both writers juxtapose the violence of war with a numbness and indifference—the indifference of soldiers to the dispute over which they nevertheless must fight, and that of civilians to the violence they are consenting to and paying for without really thinking about. The word ‘war’, then, in their views, seems to occlude its own violence; ‘war’ is a term which, in Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s words, ‘we trundle smoothly o’er our tongues / Like mere abstractions, empty sounds to which / We join no feeling and attach no form!’ (Coleridge, ‘Fears in Solitude’, Poetical Works, i. 473). Waking up the British public to the reality and concreteness of a violence happening far away, Barbauld and Pigott also try to expose the British public to their own inescapable complicity in it—the feeling that Coleridge finds missing.

Scholars have reminded us recently that Britain was at war more or less continuously with France from 1793–1815, that wartime ‘became the natural condition of the nation’, and that Romanticism can thus be read for the way it registers the spectre of a faraway violence felt as, what Mary Favret has called, ‘the barely registered substance of our everyday’.1 The development of the ‘first total war’ meant that there was a new ‘mass of spectators consuming war’ and that, as Carl von Clausewitz would write in On War (1832), suddenly war ‘became the business of the people’; in other words, as Jerome Christensen has written, ‘wartime becomes modern as it becomes spectacle’.2 This chapter explores the ways in which nonfiction prose texts from the period—pamphlets, memoirs, newspapers, philosophical texts, and travelogues—addressed that mass of spectators and, in doing so, described, negotiated, and prescribed a collective wartime responsibility, shame, and guilt by repeatedly translating war from an abstract term that hides its violence to a graphic description and exposure of war’s brutal and irrational violence. Nonfiction Romantic prose estranged war so that readers could no longer take for granted its normalcy or its naturalness. From military memoirs to travel writing about war’s aftermath, from satires mocking and critiquing war propaganda to sincere and serious political–philosophical enquiries, Romantic prose about war often revealed an increasing self-consciousness and anxiety about a growing and contagious sense of complicity—or what Barbauld called ‘concurrence’—as writers grappled with just who was responsible for the extensive violence happening out of sight but not out of mind. The philosophical problem of agency took on new meaning at a time when Britain became self-conscious about its own ‘national sins’.

Linda Colley has argued that British nationalism was an ‘invention forged above all by war’.3 I posit that a close look at Romantic prose about war reveals that, along with an emerging national pride and ‘new states of self-consciousness’ on a national scale, came a shared but conflicted sense of national shame and a modern understanding of complicity.4 As Nasser Mufti has recently written about early Victorian political discourse, ‘at the moment it became possible to speak of an English nation, it became conceivable and productive to speak of its fractures, divisions, and internal wars’.5 Of course, a wartime patriotic fervour and alarmism is also blatant in prose of the period, such as in the countless broadsides and pamphlets with titles like Thoughts on a French Invasion, with reference to the probability of its success, and the proper means of resisting it (1798), Britons! To arms! (1803), and Union and Watchfulness, Britain’s True and Only Security (1803), texts that heightened the invasion scares by demanding that their readers ‘become half-soldiers’: ‘the Enemy approaches your shores, threatens your all, and vows to make this blessed land of Peace and Freedom the theatre of war, massacre, and blood!’.6 There was no shortage of patriotic, militaristic pamphlet prose circulating during the war years that sought to frighten readers into compliance, to inspire volunteerism, and to ask all civilians to keep watch and arm themselves for what seemed an always imminent French invasion; pro-war writers developed a propagandistic, alarmist rhetoric that sought primarily to frighten the reading public into supporting the war.7 But I am interested in tracing here the texts that emerged to counter and criticize such war-mongering, texts that asked people to think through the causes and consequences of war, that insisted on the necessity of national shame and guilt, and that sought to investigate the role and responsibility of the individual living in a violent nation. Widespread and pressing, I argue, was the question Barbauld asked in her anonymous anti-war pamphlet Sins of Government, Sins of the Nation (1793): ‘how far, as individuals, are we really answerable for the guilt of national sins?’ (Barbauld, Poetry and Prose, 315). This question is one that haunts Romantic wartime writing; both soldiers and civilians began to wonder just where responsibility and agency lay—a question that extended beyond wars in Europe and that coincided with the questions of complicity and guilt guiding abolitionist discussions of slavery and colonialism.

Though there was certainly a selection of Romantic poetry and fiction that sought to deal with war both directly and obliquely, as recent scholarship has demonstrated, the strength of the pamphlet war tradition in Britain meant that nonfiction prose was the go-to medium, not only for addressing the British public, but also for negotiating the relation between the public and the nation at war, for articulating the ebbs and flows of collective feeling, and for debating the complex relationships between individual and community that emerge under the pressures of war. Whether ironic or sincere, personal, political, or philosophical, nonfiction prose carried the aura of the straightforward and the candid, the testimonial and the argumentative; it made room for angry digression and blatant accusation; and it often directly addressed the British public in ways that other genres did not. As the first peace movement grew, it relied on prose to investigate what war was used for, who was responsible for it, and what to do about the complicity and communal guilt that lingered even after it was over.8 This chapter will trace the accounts of complicity in Romantic-era prose at various levels of participation, starting with the military memoir, then turning to tourists of war’s aftermath, and finally looking at the wartime political and philosophical writing done by people whose only participation in war was as a citizen of a warring nation. Though this last group of writers had the furthest distance from war, it produced the most prolific and demanding texts; perhaps distance allowed a speculation and resistance that those close to the battlefield could not or would not conjure. In all of these texts, though, participating in war—as a soldier, as a tourist of its aftermath, or as a civilian sitting at home reading (or writing for) the newspaper—meant a serious confrontation with the ethics of obedience, passivity, and spectatorship in the face of violence.

The Military Memoir

The most direct eyewitness accounts of the violence of war in the period came in the increasingly popular genre of the military memoir (Ramsey, The Military Memoir, 1). Robert Ker Porter’s Letters from Portugal and Spain, written during the march of the British Troops (1809) and the anonymous A Soldier of the Seventy-First: The Journal of a Soldier of the Highland Light Infantry 1806–1815 (1819) offer two key examples of how this genre worked: a diaristic, chronological account of military service characterized by the experience of becoming accustomed and numb to violence, but also self-conscious about, and embarrassed by, such insensibility. Even in his first battle, the soldier of the seventy-first learns to replace sensibility with an insensible allegiance to duty:


This was the first blood I had ever seen shed in battle; the first time the cannon had roared in my hearing, charged with death. I was not yet seventeen years of age, and had not been six months from home. My limbs bending under me with fatigue, in a sultry clime, the musket and accoutrements that I was forced to carry were insupportably oppressive. Still I bore all with invincible patience. During the action, the thought of death never once crossed my mind. After the firing commenced, a still sensation stole over my whole frame, a firm determined torpor, bordering on insensibility. I heard an old soldier answer, to a youth like myself, who inquired what he should do during the battle, ‘Do your duty.’9



Duty and obedience become crucial terms for explaining violence: the anonymous text describes a soldier’s disgust at the violence he is ordered to inflict, as his heart revolts ‘from the deed he dared not disobey’ (A Soldier of the Seventy-First, 96). As this violence accumulates, the revulsion turns into a sense of being overwhelmed (‘This was more than human nature could sustain’), of mental crisis (‘I almost think I was deranged’), and of a numbness that prevented objectivity (‘my mind became unfit for any minute observation. I only marked what I myself was forced to encounter’) (A Soldier of the Seventy-First, 27, 29, 30), all part of what Neil Ramsey calls the process whereby the author ‘increasingly comes to feel this insensibility in the face of soldierly danger and hardship’ (Ramsey, The Military Memoir, 121). Anticipating twentieth-century discussions in trauma studies of ‘the absolute impossibility of bearing witness’,10 the military memoir reveals that witnessing the extreme violence of war is an experience of insensibility, and that the genre thus contained its own limits: though it promises an eyewitness account, the experience of witnessing such violence by definition prevented detail. Porter writes that ‘the images of the recent battle are too many and too prominent in my mind to allow me the power of much individualizing’;11 likewise the soldier of the seventy-first writes: ‘It was too much for my feelings. I was obliged to turn aside my head from the horrid sight’. Jan Mieszkowski explains the difficulty of watching war in terms of scale: ‘war [ … ] became required viewing at the very moment at which its immense engagements became too large and complex to be followed by the best-trained observers’ (Mieszkowski, Watching War, 65). But the soldier of the seventy-first suggests that this insensibility might also be linked to guilt, describing men who ‘now lay shockingly mangled and a prey to animals: and I had been an assistant in this work of death! I almost wished I had been a victim’ (A Soldier of the Seventy-First, 3).

The pervasiveness of guilt and responsibility expands as both memoirs develop. When Porter describes the pestilence overtaking the town where he is stationed, offering a grotesque and revolting account of the heavy rains that have ‘swollen and burst many of the carcasses’ which turn the ‘violent convulsions of stomach’, he admits: ‘We have been the secondary causes of this impending plague; but the people who misled us into the situation, being the origin of our accumulated evils, they are certainly the primary causes of all these dismal consequences’ (Porter, Letters, 274). Though he tries to delineate between levels of responsibility, distinguishing between primary and secondary causes, the imagery of ‘infected air’ and the ‘death-tainted atmosphere’ (Porter, Letters, 275) nevertheless suggests a widespread, inescapable complicity, as though both violence and the guilt it was causing were a contagion. The author of A Soldier of the Seventy-First also struggles with locating responsibility: ‘I blush for our men; I would blame them too. Alas, how can I, when I think upon their dreadful situation, fatigued and wet, shivering, perishing with cold?’ (A Soldier of the Seventy-First, 24). But the most drastic insight for the anonymous narrator seems to be the way that soldiers, though responsible, still become accustomed to violence, growing numb and indifferent:


When I looked over the field of battle it was covered and heaped in many places, figures moving up and down upon it. The wounded crawling along the rows of the dead was a horrible spectacle; yet I looked on with less concern, I must say, at the moment, than I have felt at an accident, when in quarters. I have been sad at the burial of a comrade who died of sickness in the hospital and followed him almost in tears; yet have I seen, after a battle, fifty men put into the same trench, and comrades amongst them, almost with indifference. I looked over the field of Waterloo as a matter of course, a matter of small concern.

(A Soldier of the Seventy-First, 110)



There is guilt about violence, then, but also guilt about growing used to violence; the two layer upon each other to form a confused web of power and powerlessness. War changed people, the text suggests, divorcing them from their individual moralities: ‘How different was Tom’, the soldier of the seventy-first writes, ‘marching to school, with his satchel on his back, from Tom, with his musket and kitt, a private soldier, an atom of an army, unheeded by all, his comforts sacrificed to ambition, his untimely death talked of with indifference, and only counted in the gross with hundreds, without a sigh’ (A Soldier of the Seventy-First, 50). As Ramsey has written, ‘both writers and readers [of military memoirs] could perceive, at times, a profound tension and disharmony between the individual story of war and the official, state-centred historical narrative that military memoirs had traditionally conveyed’ (Ramsey, The Military Memoir, 41). With remarkable honesty and vulnerability, these military memoirs refuse to reproduce the government line of wartime nationalism and war-mongering. The split between civilian and soldier remains after the war as well: A Soldier of the Seventy-First ends by describing the soldier’s difficult homecoming. Returning to England is not the triumph or welcome it might have been, but is instead alienating and humiliating: ‘Everything was strange to me’, he writes, ‘so many alterations had taken place; yet I was afraid to look any person in the face lest he should recognize me. I was suffering as keenly, at this moment, as when I went away. I felt my face burning with shame’ (A Soldier of the Seventy-First, 112).

War Tourism

The military memoir genre also doubled as travel writing, drawing on the tradition of survival literature told ‘from the viewpoint of the European who returned’.12 Soldiers were, after all, travelling, often for the first time, usually to visit places and peoples they had never before encountered. They thus overlapped their accounts of witnessing violence with those of witnessing new cultures, describing the inhabitants, their dress, and customs. The rhetoric of savagery, for example, is used by Porter to describe what he considers a quite indecent dance he sees at the theatre that ‘resembles the primitive dances of most savage nations’ (Porter, Letters, 53), while it is used by the narrator of A Soldier of the Seventy-First to condemn the local response to war in Spain and Portugal:


Here I beheld a sight, for the first time, even more horrible—the peasantry prowling about, more ferocious than the beasts and birds of prey, finishing the work of death, and carrying away whatever they thought worthy of their grasp. Avarice and revenge were the causes of these horrors. No fallen Frenchman that showed the least signs of life was spared. They even seemed pleased with mangling the dead bodies. When light failed them, they kindled a great fire and remained around it all night, shouting like as many savages. My sickened fancy felt the same as if it were witnessing a feast of cannibals.

(A Soldier of the Seventy-First, 18)



Once the war was over, the wartime travelogue expanded beyond the purview of the soldier, and aftermath tourism began. Walter Scott, Robert Southey, Lord Byron, and the Wordsworths, all joined the many Europeans who visited the field of Waterloo to feel what Dorothy Wordsworth called the way that ‘something like horror breathed out of the ground as we stood upon it!’13 Tourists visited these sites of violence to try to trace its effect and find a feeling that the distance had obscured, as though encountering its material remains might help civilians understand, or translate, the word ‘war’ into something tangible and meaningful (that feeling and form Coleridge sought). Southey described what they found on the field of Waterloo: ‘Hats from all which the lace has been stript, caps, shoes, belts, and such things, are still lying about in great numbers; but crows and vultures are not so active after a battle as the followers of an army’.14 Scott too found the ‘bones of horses, quantities of old hats, rags of clothes, scraps of leather, and fragments of books and papers strew[ing] the ground in great profusion, especially where the action had been most bloody’.15 Once it was over, the war became a memory one could touch and own, as relics like flint and musquet ball were picked up and sold as mementos. Scott goes on to describe the marks of battle on the surface of the field, which remind him of the ground after a great fair: ‘the tall crops of maize and rye were trampled into a thick black paste, under the feet of men and horses, the ground was torn in many places by the explosion of shells, and in others strangely broken up and rutted by the wheels of the artillery’ (Scott on Waterloo, 141). He gives an account of the plunder of the fields, and of its stench, as a sense experience steeped in horror. Indeed Scott remarks that it is surprising that ‘a pestilential disease has not broken out, to sum up the horrors of the campaign’ (Scott on Waterloo, 144.). Despite differences in their political views, war tourists sought to get closer to war to ‘sum it up’, by seeing and touching its material remains, trying to make sense of its detritus. At stake here is a self-consciousness about having a part in violence, even if it could not be directly seen or known.

War tourism is linked to a desire to remember and memorialize, to witness what Southey called the ‘real face of war’ (Southey, Journal, 66). Scott writes:


These transitory memorials were in a rapid course of disappearing, for the plough was already at work in several parts of the field. There is, perhaps, more feeling than wisdom in the wish, yet I own I should have been better pleased, if, for one season at least, the field where, in imagination, the ploughshare was coming in frequent contact with the corpses of the gallant dead, had been suffered to remain fallow. But the corn which must soon wave there will be itself a temporary protection to their humble graves, while it will speedily remove from the face of nature the melancholy traces of the strife of man.

(Scott on Waterloo, 142)



There was something unnerving, it seems, about plants growing in the field of Waterloo, covering over the destruction with new life. Southey too remarks that ‘the flowers were in blossom and the fruit on the trees. [ … ] I know not whether it were more melancholy or consolatory to observe how soon these lower creatures of nature recovered from the havoc which had been committed here’.16 We might think of this interest in and anxiety about recovery as a postwar, perceptual guilt, as though seeing the marks of war would allow a kind of penitence that allowing new life to grow might avoid. The experience of visiting Waterloo was at times linked to the wartime demands to recognize guilt and complicity, as though going to the site of war might allow one to confront both its violence and one’s complicity in it.

Political–Philosophical Writing

Prior to Waterloo, one had to visit the site of battle and witness the horrors of war either by volunteering to fight, or through imagination. William Godwin recommends the latter in order to see war for what it truly is:


We can have no adequate idea of this evil, unless we visit, at least in imagination, a field of battle. Here men deliberately destroy each other by thousands without any resentment against or even knowledge of each other. The plain is strewed with death in all its various forms. Anguish and wounds display the diversified modes in which they can torment the human frame. Towns are burned, ships are blown up in the air while the mangled limbs descend on every side, the fields are laid desolate, the wives of the inhabitants exposed to brutal insult, and their children driven forth to hunger and nakedness.17



Distance did not prevent British writers from thinking about war as a pivotal aspect of political philosophy and social life; they wrote about it directly, explicitly, and fiercely in pamphlets, in books, and in newspapers (‘Modern wartime’, writes Jerome Christensen, ‘is inconceivable without journalism’) (Christensen, 4). Among the radical anti-war thinkers and political philosophers of the 1790s, it is this idea—that war makes men who have no resentment or knowledge of each other destroy each other—that takes hold as the irrational, immoral face of war. It appears as well in Charles Pigott’s definition of war referred to earlier, that ‘Of all things in this world, it seems to me most strange, that men, large parties of men, perfectly indifferent to, and ignorant of the merits of the dispute [ … ] massacre and destroy their fellow-creatures’.18

Political philosophy confronted the irrationality of war directly and sought a rational solution. For Godwin, in his Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793), the principle of offensive war is thoroughly incompatible with democracy and, though he concedes that there are some justifiable causes of war, war is nevertheless reduced to the brutal fact that ‘one part of the nation pays another part to murder and be murdered in their stead; and the most trivial causes, a supposed insult or a sally of youthful ambition, have sufficed to deluge provinces with blood’ (Godwin, Political Justice, 273–274). Godwin articulates the problem as one of obedience and duty, as the military memoirs will echo, because it is this fighting for something one does not understand which is the problem: it turns men into machines. Instead of this dehumanizing lack of choice or understanding, Godwin imagines a future in which:


the principles of implicit faith and military obedience will be no longer necessary. Soldiers will cease to be machines. The essential circumstance that constitutes men machines in this sense of the word, is not the uniformity of their motions, when they see the reasonableness of that uniformity. It is their performing any motion, or engaging in any action, the object and utility of which they do not clearly understand.

(Godwin, Political Justice, 282)



In his ‘To Perpetual Peace: A Philosophical Sketch’ (1795), Immanuel Kant offers a similar critique, arguing that ‘paying men to kill or be killed appears to use them as mere machines and tools in the hands of another (the nation), which is inconsistent with the rights of humanity’.19 But whereas Godwin imagines a utopia in which men would only fight in war if they had each first exercised their own judgement about the conflict (Political Justice, 282), Kant argues that, since war is a natural state, a state of peace must be deliberately established: ‘for the suspension of hostilities does not provide the security of peace, and unless this security is pledged by one neighbor to another (which can happen only in a state of lawfulness), the latter, from whom such security has been requested, can treat the former as an enemy’ (Kant, To Perpetual Peace, 111). Kant’s version of utopia is a ‘league of peace [ … ] established to end all wars forever’ (Kant, To Perpetual Peace, 14).

In ‘To Perpetual Peace’, Kant suggests that after a war everyone ought to set aside a day of atonement so that ‘in the name of the nation’ they pray for forgiveness for the sin of war (Kant, To Perpetual Peace, 15). For Kant, it is the entirety of the human race that is guilty for not yet working to establish a formal contract agreeing to perpetual peace. But Kant’s recommendation for a day of atonement also echoed real practices: as soon as war broke out in Britain in 1793, the British Government resumed the wartime practice of an obligatory day of ‘Public Fast and Humiliation’, meant to ask for divine aid in the war. This is the context in which Barbauld writes her anti-war tract Sins of Government, Sins of the Nation (1793), published anonymously ‘by a Volunteer’. Barbauld transforms the state-sponsored call for fast and humiliation into a serious investigation of national guilt and responsibility and, in doing so, she turns a patriotic day of prayer into an admission of communal guilt: ‘People!’, she demands, ‘confess—not every man his own sins, but all the sins of all’.20 Barbauld defines war as:


a state in which all our feelings and our duties suffer a total and strange inversion; a state, in which

Life dies, Death lives, and Nature breeds

Perverse, all monstrous, all prodigious things.

A state in which it becomes our business to hurt and annoy our neighbours by every possible means; instead of cultivating, to destroy; instead of building, to pull down; instead of peopling, to depopulate; a state in which we drink the tears, and feed upon the misery of our fellow-creatures.

(Barbauld, Poetry and Prose, 311–312)



In Sins of Government, Sins of the Nation, there is not only an indictment of an unrecognized communal guilt, but also an understanding of its nuanced structure. ‘How far, as individuals, are we really answerable for the guilt of national sins?’ she asks. It is obvious, she explains, that everyone is answerable for their own sins. But what about those of ‘an aggregate body’ like the nation? Who is to blame? In order to understand that aggregate guilt, Barbauld distinguishes between two levels of complicity: active and passive concurrence.


We give our active concurrence to any measure, when we support it by any voluntary exertion, or bestow on it any mark of approbation; when, especially, we are the persons, for whose sake, and for whose emolument, systems of injustice or cruelty are carried on.[ … ] But there is also a passive concurrence, and this, in common cases, the community appears to have a right to expect from us. Society could not exist, if every individual took it upon himself not only to judge, but to act from his own judgment in those things in which a nation acts collectively.

(Barbauld, Poetry and Prose, 315–316)



Barbauld is here in some ways rendering impossible Godwin’s utopia in which every individual judges before he fights: society ‘could not exist’ if every individual judged, she explains. Living together requires consent and complicity; it demands a relinquishing of judgement. But the point for her is that individuals do nevertheless need to reckon with their inevitable participation and complicity and to recognize national guilt—‘not because the guilt of a bad action, as some fondly imagine, is diluted and washed away in the guilt of multitudes; but because it is a necessary condition of political union, that private will should be yielded up to the will of the public’ (Barbauld, Poetry and Prose, 316). Barbauld seems to think this guilt is necessary and inevitable, but also worth thinking through and feeling, for ‘deep indeed is the colour of our guilt’ (Barbauld, Poetry and Prose, 308).

John Thelwall’s writings for The Tribune in 1795 and 1796 take up the sense of guilt and injustice that Barbauld and Godwin diagnosed at the start of the war, seeking ‘the means of redressing the calamities of the nation’.21 Indeed, Thelwall takes the language of obedience and inverts it, writing that it is ‘the DUTY and INTEREST of the PEOPLE to enquire into the Causes and Conduct of WARS, in the GUILT of which they are involved, by contributing to their Support’. ‘Citizens’, he continues,


let us consider that the morals, the happiness, and the prosperity of every individual are involved in every war in which the country may be engaged: let us consider that we all have every thing at stake; that not only the comforts of life, not only that liberty and independence which we so much prize, but the very existence of every individual may be involved in the event. However securely we may sit at home; however carelessly we may read the Gazettes which announce the slaughter of thousands; let us recollect, that in the giddy changes of the wheel of fortune, the war which is now at a distance may come home to us; slaughter and devastation may confront us at our own doors.

(The Politics of English Jacobinism, 80–81)



With surprising echoes of the propagandistic invasion scare pamphlets, Thelwall warns that war may come home not to urge military action but to awaken readers to their own insensibility and indifference, their lack of consideration and inquiry. Like Barbauld, Thelwall seeks to awaken British civilians to their own complicity, but he positions the participation as less inevitable than Barbauld does; he gives people agency by reminding them that war ‘must be supported by the people. Parliament imposes taxes but you pay them. The King declares war, but it is the blood of the peasant and manufacturer which flows in the battle, it is the purse of the tradesman and the artificer which is emptied in the contest’ (The Politics of English Jacobinism, 81). So, Thelwall reminds his readers that ‘in the guilt we are participators. Whatever turpitude may attach itself to the war in general, so far as it depends upon our exertions or our sluggishness, lays at our doors’ (The Politics of English Jacobinism, 81).

In ‘Comparison between the Guilt of a COMMON MURDERER, and the DELIBERATE PROJECTOR OF UNNECESSARY WAR’, Thelwall demystifies war, translating it, as Barbauld urged, to a more accessible and shocking term: murder. Soldiers, for Thelwall, are only ‘hired assassins’ and ‘the political murderer proceeds by system [ … ] he murders by wholesale; and exults over the catalogue of his atrocities. He kills in safety also—shuns the danger; but perpetrates the guilt. He breathes the pestilential mandate, and myriads perish; but, bathed in the true thieve’s vinegar of office, he strips the dead without partaking the infection’ (The Politics of English Jacobinism, 82–83). The language of pestilence appears throughout wartime prose to metaphorize complicity: violence is in the air people breathe, contagious and inescapable, a ‘pestilential mandate’. It is the word ‘war’, according to Thelwall, that, because they are so accustomed to it, allows civilians to remain indifferent, while they become indignant at the term ‘murder’. Inverting Edmund Burke’s accusation of a revolutionary sensibility that considers regicide, parricide, and sacrilege as mere ‘fictions of superstition’, Thelwall considers how the political rhetoric of war manages to hide the murder it requires (Burke, Reflections, 77). Fifteen years later, Percy Shelley would complete Thelwall’s rhetorical move: ‘war is a kind of superstition’, writes Shelley in A Philosophical View of Reform (written 1819–1820); ‘the pageantry of arms and badges corrupts the imagination of men. How far more appropriate would be the symbols of an inconsolable grief’ (Percy Shelley, Prose, 260).

Political anti-war writing also exposed the ways that war was an issue of class, not only because, as Thelwall writes, ‘The PRESENT WAR a principal cause of the STARVING CONDITION of the PEOPLE’ but also because the violent system clearly took advantage of the working class (The Politics of English Jacobinism, 138). In ‘The Effects of War on the Poor’, English radical Thomas Spence repeats Godwin’s notion of soldiers as machines, writing that


The rich avail themselves of this to accumulate property; till at last their colossal stride reaches from province to province, and the whole land, that seems the birth-right of the community, is monopolized by a few individuals. The rest of the nation is then left at their mercy; and both the knowledge of mankind and experience prove, that the rest of the nation have nothing to hope for at their hands, but what they can obtain by making their own subservient to the support, the luxury, and the pleasure of their lordly masters, who always take care that the salary of their day’s labour shall be precisely enough to supply rest and strength for the labours of the next. Thus are they reduced to mere working automata, with neither the means nor leisure necessary to acquire instruction, or to soften their manners to social intercourse and enjoyments; and thus is the human species degraded.22



Charles Pigott, too, in his long definition of ‘war’ (only the beginning of which I quote in my epigraph above) delineates categories of complicity around class and poverty. Addressing the soldier, Pigott writes:


I have only one way more to account for your unjustifiable dereliction from all principle of virtue, only one cause more that could possibly induce you to such a dreadful effect, and that cause is, want. If this be the cause of your joining a lawless band of hired assassins, then you are exonerated from a load of guilt; still however burthened with a load of remaining guilt, for you cannot be virtuous if you are soldiers.

(Pigott, Political Dictionary, 166–167)



For Pigott, the class system in which certain people starve is thus a crucial part of the web of war and he is willing to forgive soldiers motivated by want—partially. Most of the guilt rests on the government: ‘It is then to you, O iniquitous Governments! that mankind is indebted for this awful calamity; You starve your people, and then the loud calls of Nature force them into a compliance and concurrence with you in plunder and murder! You take away their earnings, and destroy their commerce, and then inlist them under your bloody banners!’ (Pigott, Political Dictionary, 167). Pigott’s writing has more of a satirical than philosophical appearance, but it nevertheless shares in the quite serious attempt to critique war by translating it. Pigott continues his indictment of the government through his dictionary form. He defines ‘Army (standing)’ as ‘an engine employed in monarchies, by which nations are enslaved’, ‘Necessary War’ as ‘a war carried on by kings against the liberty and happiness of mankind’, and ‘Life’ itself as ‘a state of existence which is to be sacrificed by the lower orders of society whenever kings and ministers think proper—witness the reeking plains of Flanders’ (Pigott, Political Dictionary, 69).

Satirical as it is, I would argue that Pigott’s political dictionary exemplifies the work of nonfiction prose in the period to redefine and estrange war in order to awaken people to their own complicity and indifference. His definition of war may appear particularly radical, but it extends an inquiry running throughout wartime prose:


Whence then this fond desire, this madness after slaughter? Is it any consolation or solace when wounded, to see your enemy by your side extended breathless on the plain? Oh soldiers, soldiers! Lay not the flattering unction to your souls, that you are heroes! You are nothing but murderers; butchers. When you began to be soldiers, you ceased to be men! Do you delight in blood, and in the sweet tuneful groans of dying animals? Set up the trade of butchers at once! There must be such men in civilized society. But do not murder man for gold. If ye are soldiers, ye cannot be virtuous men—You are more abandoned and depraved even than the priests.

(Pigott, Political Dictionary, 166)



War was so ubiquitous and protracted that it was impossible to imagine peace. ‘We have been so long at war’, writes Coleridge in the Morning Post in 1800, ‘and to deny its justice and necessity has been so industriously represented as Jacobinism, that it had become doubtful whether or no there might not be a large number who had forgotten, and some perhaps who were afraid, to put the question—When shall we have Peace? War and the Republic are terms which have been so constantly associated together, that while the latter existed, the former seemed taken for granted’ (Coleridge, Essays, i. 69). Nonfiction prose, whether ironic or serious, memoiristic or speculative, sought to puncture that sense of habit and indifference and estrange readers from it. Over and over, writers had to emphasize the strangeness of war, its unnaturalness. ‘Is it not strange’, asks Thelwall, ‘does not imagination sicken, does not reason stagger when we conjure up the picture fairly and justly before us?’ (The Politics of English Jacobinism, 87). To render something as common and accepted as war strange might force the British public to think about what war really meant, and to imagine things otherwise.

And yet this attempt to estrange war also had its limits. For if the word ‘war’ somehow obscures its own violence, it also manages to dismiss or subordinate other kinds of violence. When the writers I have discussed talk about ‘war’, they are referring primarily to Britain’s wars with France, ignoring the violence of colonialism and slavery happening at the same time. As I have suggested, some of the anti-war strategies of shaming the British public overlapped with those of abolitionists who shamed the public for eating sugar and other forms of everyday complicity with the transatlantic slave trade. But the distinction between the violence of war and the violence of slavery or colonialism, nevertheless, seemed to have remained, for the most part, intact; and it remains today an organizing principle of scholarship and history. In Tacky’s Revolt: The Story of an Atlantic Slave War (2020), Vincent Brown argues that ‘Recognizing slave revolt as a species of warfare is the first step toward a new cartography of Atlantic slavery’.23 Indeed, this idea was present in the Romantic period as well; Olaudah Equiano’s Interesting Narrative (1789) bridges the gap: if his text at times merges the slave narrative with the military memoir, describing his experience on board a warship, he also describes slavery itself, which ‘spreads like a pestilence’, as a ‘state of war’ (Equiano, Interesting Narrative, 111). Coleridge echoed Equiano in his review of Thomas Clarkson’s Abolition of the Slave Trade (1808), calling slavery a ‘strange war’ waged ‘by unprovoked strength against uninjuring helplessness’ in which ‘the victors fall lower than the vanquished’. In considering slavery a ‘war of more than two centuries, waged by men against human nature’, Coleridge and Equiano anticipate some of the modern flexibility of, and tension around, the term (think of the ‘war on drugs’, the ‘war on terror’, etc.), while reminding those interested in estranging war that, in doing so, one must also investigate the fragile distinction between ‘war’ and other kinds of violence (Coleridge, Shorter Work, i. 217).
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Part VIII

Authors, Critics, Readers, and Reviewers


Chapter 46


Dramatic Criticism



Duncan Wu

As long ago as 1906, H. B. Irving commented that


there was in the eighteenth century no written dramatic criticism in the sense that we understand it now. The newspapers of the day did not follow or criticize theatrical performances with any regularity; this form of criticism was not instituted until early in the nineteenth century when Leigh Hunt became the dramatic critic of a paper called The News.1



Something like Irving’s view was reiterated in 2001 in the Keats-Shelley Journal:


Though the tradition of periodicals devoted to the theater began in 1720 with Richard Steele’s The Theatre and continued in the nineteenth century with publications such as Thomas Dutton’s Dramatic Censor; or, Weekly Theatrical Report and Thomas Holcroft’s Theatrical Recorder, most of these publications included short and medium-length articles rather than detailed reviews. In this respect they were similar to the major ‘generalist’ daily newspapers, such as the Times, the Morning Post, or the Morning Herald, which included only short notices about drama and representations of new plays, usually brief descriptive pieces. Evening newspapers such as the Sun, the Star, the Courier, or the Lloyd Evening Post did not discuss drama at all. Weekly papers such as William Cobbett’s Weekly Political Register did not contain dramatic reviews. …The important exception is Bell’s Weekly Messenger, which devoted an unusual amount of attention to actors and the general atmosphere of the plays, including the audiences’ reactions.2



Two writers, separated by the best part of a century, both pitching similar arguments predicated on the belief Leigh Hunt created the drama review as we know it. In part the argument concerns form. Prior to Hunt, there were ‘only short notices’, ‘brief descriptive pieces’, a claim echoed by recent editors: ‘Much drama reviewing around the turn of the nineteenth century consisted of brief notices’.3 Hunt ‘changed the way plays were reviewed in periodicals at the beginning of the nineteenth century by writing longer reviews than was the practice at the time. He also focused in greater detail than was common at the time on the performances of actors, as well as on the scenery, costumes, and music of specific stagings.’4 Longer essays naturally meant greater concentration on detail—pioneered, it is supposed, by Hunt.

These comments are riddled with misconception and basic errors of fact—errors that would have been caught had anyone bothered to conduct a few checks. Unfortunately, this studiously erroneous narrative constitutes the source from which critics and scholars work, and is repeated by some who have reason to know better. To take one example, we are to believe that newspapers of the Romantic period ‘included only short notices about drama and representations of new plays, usually brief descriptive pieces’. But the Times (and other dailies) consistently reviewed new plays, new players, and productions: its correspondents were on the spot and seldom gave fewer than 500 words to their subject, often more. It gave in excess of a column—1,200 words—to Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s Pizarro in 1799; the General Evening Post gave substantially more than a column (close to 1,000 words) to George Colman the younger’s The Iron Chest in 1796; the Morning Post gave more than a column (just over 1,200 words) to Thomas Holcroft’s Deaf and Dumb in 1801; and in excess of three columns to Vortigern in 1796; while Colman’s John Bull merited one and a third columns in the Morning Chronicle in 1803.5 By comparison, Leigh Hunt’s ‘Theatricals’ column in The News on 19 May 1805 ran to slightly under 600 words, as did that on 26 May 1805.

‘Evening newspapers … did not discuss drama at all’, we are told—yet, lo and behold, Sheridan’s School for Scandal was noticed in the General Evening Post and London Evening Post, just as Sarah Siddons’s London début would be covered twice by the Whitehall Evening Post, and John Philip Kemble’s Hamlet in the General Evening Post.6 Matthew Lewis’s Castle Spectre was hailed by the Whitehall Evening Post as ‘a drama of strong interest, but of a very improbable kind’; by the St James Chronicle or British Evening Post as a mix of ‘sentiment, mirth, and terrour’; by the Evening Mail as ‘one of the chastest, and most affecting pantomimes represented on the English stage’, and the General Evening Post as ‘impressive in incident and situation’. Why would any paper, let alone one catering to an evening readership, have neglected theatre—an art form doubling as the principal social activity in the capital, featuring the rich and famous? Issued closer to the time of day when theatre performances took place, evening papers had an advantage over morning papers, which may in part account for their success; James Raven notes that morning papers were overtaken in popularity by evening papers as early as the 1730s, and that the London Evening Post and General Evening Post were often published in editions as large as six thousand.7

The second quotation at the beginning of the chapter singles out ‘the Lloyd Evening Post’ [sic.] as a paper that ‘did not discuss drama at all’—an observation contradicted by the files of Lloyd’s Evening Post which carried an approving notice of Mrs Pritchard in Henry VIII in November 1757, the year it began publishing, and provided regular theatrical dispatches until 1805, when it was discontinued. It was, for instance, among those which in 1799 noticed Sheridan’s Pizarro—covered also by the Sun and the Star (both of which, by the way, were evening papers).8

By the time School for Scandal premiered in 1777, daily papers—especially evening ones—carried detailed theatrical reviews. And not just those in London; the decades from 1780 to 1830 saw huge expansion in the regional press: in 1782 there were about 50 titles, in 1830 there were 150, and by 1851 over 230. They catered to provincial readers eager to hear about the latest openings in the capital. To give some examples: the Chester Chronicle reviewed Kemble’s farewell performance at Covent Garden; the Hampshire Chronicle reviewed the opulent production of Lewis’s exotic hippodrama Timour the Tartar also at Covent Garden; the Caledonian Mercury covered the first performance of Charles Maturin’s Bertram at Drury Lane; the Bristol Gazette was at S. T. Coleridge’s Remorse also at Drury Lane; while Jackson’s Oxford Journal reviewed the first appearance on the London stage of the child actor W. H. W. Betty (‘the young Roscius’). In short, readers nationwide wanted theatre news from London even if they read provincial papers; at the same time there were Londoners who wanted coverage of both regional theatres and those in the capital: as a result, in 1796, nearly 200,000 country papers were mailed to addresses in London.9 (Newspapers were conveyed gratis by the Post Office from 1792.10)

Hunt’s reviews are said to depart from ‘the general trend of biased journalism at the turn of the century’,11 or what the editors of Hunt’s Selected Writings say was a ‘system’ of puffery fuelled by bribes: ‘While most reviews of the drama in the period were anonymous puffs for the theatres, influenced by the offer of free tickets and other favors, Hunt’s reviews struck a new note of critical independence based on actual financial independence; they were also grounded in regular attendance at the theatres’.12 This is framed by Hunt’s remarks in his Autobiography (1850): ‘Puffing and plenty of tickets were … the system of the day’.13 On this subject in particular, modern scholarship has been especially unhelpful because of the tendency to see puffery as a form of corruption rather than what it was for most of the eighteenth century—the means by which proprietors made ends meet. As Cobbett observed, ‘But for the gain upon the advertisements, and for certain paragraphs, the insertion of which is paid for, a daily paper could never stand’. That was in 1809, and had been the case for decades. The tax on papers was ‘ruinous’, James Perry at the Morning Chronicle noted, ‘it is by advertisements only that the independence of a Journal can be maintained’—and puffs brought in a sizeable chunk of his paper’s advertising revenue. Ivon Asquith estimates that between 1790 and 1820 establishment of a morning paper cost between £2,000 and £5,000, and that by 1830 those costs had soared to between £30,000 and £50,000. Against that, advertisements—puffs included—were the main income stream, but until 1853 all were subject to a flat rate duty. Even for Hunt’s brother John, the ability to provide publicity for commercial interests was basic: ‘The great source of profit of a daily paper is from the advertisements’,14 he wrote in 1816.

Puff income was brokered by editors and was more lucrative than mere advertisements. In fact, Perry had a separate scale for advertising copy masquerading as editorial, and ‘quoted rates for paragraphs in the editorial columns which were considerably higher than the paper’s normal advertising rates’. (Advertisements on the Chronicle’s front page cost sixpence; puffs cost 10s. 6d.) Theatres, businesses, and even individuals paid the newspaper to mention them; in February 1797 the Telegraph named 42 people who ‘pay to have themselves puffed in the Newspapers’. By then, the practice was dying out. In 1815, Perry declared that ‘offers are made of money for the insertion of letters and paragraphs, which, if we accepted, would fairly subject us to the imputation of venality’—the point being the newspaper no longer carried puffs.15

Puffs organized privately by journalists could not benefit the paper: for that reason, it was always a contested area. That is why papers warned readers about it, as the Chronicle did in 1776. None of this proves ‘most reviews of the drama in the period were anonymous puffs for the theatres, influenced by the offer of free tickets and other favors’, and there is no evidence that was ever true. In fact, Theodore Fenner points out most puffs were identifiable because they dealt with prospective events: ‘much of what was called puffery appeared not in the reviews at all but in the form of “paragraphs” mingled in with the highly heterogeneous general news sections of the newspapers. These would largely deal with forthcoming events—productions, actors, and singers—not too different from the quite acceptable “publicity” of our own day.’ Not all reviewers were puffers, and those who had accepted the ‘hospitality of the house’ may not invariably have done so—indeed, frequent abstinence was the only way of avoiding discovery. There was reason for caution: puffery, as Leslie Ritchie observes, ‘did not go undetected or unchallenged’. Even in Garrick’s day, readers queried the terms by which critics hailed new productions, and recognized insincerity when they saw it. Tone and content ‘made it possible for many readers to distinguish a puff from genuine editorial’.16

Eventually, newspaper proprietors got rid of it. In September 1798 Perry expunged it, declaring in an editorial the Chronicle would henceforth provide ‘a faithful report of the Performances at both Theatres … with no motive but the perfection of the art, and no attachment but to excellence’. John Campbell, his drama critic between 1800 and 1805, took ‘great pains’ with his reviews, untainted by the blandishments of theatre proprietors; as a result, he later recalled, ‘The plaudits or hisses of the audience, and overflowing houses or empty benches, certainly depended a good deal on the award of the anonymous critic of the Morning Chronicle’. That is to say, his independence brought respect from those who read him—which included Hunt. When Campbell condemned a friend’s play in early 1805, Hunt wrote, ‘what the Morning Chronicle says is … perfectly just’.17

From the mid-1790s onwards reviews became more robust, and puffs harder to detect. Assessing Kemble’s Lear, the True Briton was admiring, but noted ‘the energy of his manner, and the force of his utterance, were not perfectly consonant with the debility of his deportment’, before adding that the theatre was ‘by no means crowded’. The reviewer of Lewis’s Rugantino or The Bravo of Venice in the Morning Post complained, ‘the bellowing and ranting were, in some instances, too powerful for any human nerves to sustain’. The Post’s one and a half column review of The Stranger did not hesitate to say ‘that Mr Cooke completely failed, on the whole’,18 analysing his performance to demonstrate the absoluteness of his failure.

This was part of a trend. No writer wanted to be seen as the creature of theatre managers, there being too much at stake. This is clearer when we look at three drama critics writing before Hunt. John Taylor (1757–1832) began his career at the Morning Post in the early 1780s and continued until he became the paper’s editor in 1787. In future years he would own and edit the True Briton and the Sun.19 As correspondent for the Post he reviewed Sarah Siddons’s first outing in the part for which she would become best known, Lady Macbeth.


Throughout the first and second acts, Mrs Siddons never exhibited such chaste, such accomplished acting. There being little or no declamation, our ears were not wounded with the repetition of the lark’s shrill note, or the blundering distribution of a vitiated emphasis; the total absence of the pathetic, prevented that perpetual shaking of the head, and tossing of the chin, which we have before remarked as her principal defects in that line of acting; and the violent exertion of her arms, which shocks the critical spectator in Belvidera and Calista, was suited to the masculine ferocity of the heroine in this drama. …

 In the taper scene she was defective: her enunciation was too confined, and her looks not exactly accommodated to what one must suppose to be her feelings at the time; the faces she made were horrid and even ugly, without being strictly just or expressive. She appeared in three several dresses. The first was handsome and neatly elegant; the second rich and splendid, but somewhat pantomimical, and the last, one of the least becoming, to speak no worse of it, of any she ever wore upon the stage. Lady Macbeth is supposed to be asleep and not mad; so that custom itself cannot be alledged as a justification for her appearing in white sattin.20



Taylor balances his good opinion of Siddons with measured criticism. In the taper scene she is held accountable for making faces; even her costumes are wrong—she sleepwalks in white satin. None of this is idly destructive. It is detailed enough to convey a sense of the performance—she was not shrill, not constantly shaking her head or tossing her chin, instead displaying a ‘masculine ferocity’ which foreshadows Hunt’s praise of Siddons’s ‘somewhat masculine beauty’.21 Taylor compares her with Belvidera (in Thomas Otway’s Venice Preserved) and Calista (in Nicholas Rowe’s The Fair Penitent), just as Hunt, years later, compared her with Clytemnestra.22 Their manner of thought is the same: to evoke Siddons’s power by turning elsewhere in the repertoire. What’s more, Taylor thinks in terms of precise detail—whether she has overplayed the part, her appearance, approach to the role, and so forth. Hunt’s advocates would have us think him the first to describe ‘each play from a very critical perspective—he never refrains from criticizing actors and playwrights, unlike many other journalists—but he also pays close attention to costumes, stage direction, and musical accompaniment’23: wrong on all counts. Such things had been commonplace in newspaper reviews for a very long time.

As ‘Thespis’,24 James Boaden (1762–1839) reviewed drama for the Oracle from the autumn of 1791 to early 1796. An admirer of Siddons, he praised her as Jane Shore, a part in which she ‘exhibits the persecuted famished Sufferer fainting with fatigue, dying under the merciless gripe of Power. The delusion is astonishing; the fire seems quenched in her eye, and wan and hollow misery appears to have corroded her to the very bone.’ Was it delusion or was it truth? Boaden is one step from attributing to her something like William Hazlitt’s ‘gusto’: this is the kind of writing that makes Boaden memorable. Two years later, having seen Macbeth at Drury Lane, he commended ‘the whole of Lady Macbeth by Siddons’, having enjoyed ‘The dagger Soliloquy, the murder, and the battle of Kemble:—all the rest was unworthy of him’.25 The implication is that Kemble was less suited to the play than his sister, a judgement anticipating Hunt’s view of the same actors.26

Boaden was capable of slapping down audiences. He was at Covent Garden when, during a production of Much Ado About Nothing, the audience applauded when Beatrice suggested Benedick murder Claudio. Boaden wrote: ‘Perhaps the character of Beatrice is misunderstood pretty generally—she is bitter and not sportive; and her manner is coldly disdainful’.27 Not only did audiences not understand her, ‘We have no excellent Beatrice’.

Taylor and Boaden were passionate about theatre; they could hardly have done the job otherwise. Both had a well-developed notion of how the classics should be performed, and were disappointed by whatever fell short of that. In 1795 Boaden saw a performance of 1 Henry IV at Covent Garden in which John Fawcett took the part of Falstaff.


The laugh of Mr Fawcett is good, but it is sometimes placed where there is no joke; and though the chuckle of internal gratification usually accompanies a voluptuous humorist in his career, the roar of self-approbation seldom proceeds from any luxuriance of imagination. … As to particular passages, that which needs the polish most, is the soliloquy upon honour.28



The detail and speech-specific commentary betray the approach of a practitioner, which Boaden was, for he became a playwright in 1793.29 (In all, he would write seven plays for the patent theatres.) His description of Falstaff as ‘a voluptuous humorist’ foreshadows Hunt’s account of him as a ‘jolly sensualist, incapable of anything but self-complacency and enjoyment’.30

We have already encountered John Campbell (1779–1861); he began writing for the Oracle before moving to the Chronicle where he wrote theatre reviews from 1800 to the end of 1805.31 He was a sensitive writer and his reports of young Roscius, for instance, warrant further attention.32 In later years he became Lord Chief Justice of England and Lord Chancellor. He was an admirer of Kemble’s Hamlet.


He performed the part of Hamlet, for which he is peculiarly fitted by nature, and which has been the study of his life. … The character is not better imagined by Shakespeare than it is represented by Kemble. It is said that Mr K. declared to Dr Johnson that he never for a moment conceived himself to be Hamlet. The spectator never doubts for a moment that he is.



All the same, Campbell had reservations.


Perhaps he was languid from indisposition, or perhaps he felt himself rather aukward in treading a stage so much smaller than that to which he had been accustomed. Particular passages he gave in a stile which it would be impossible for himself even to surpass; but on the whole he did not make so very deep an impression as he has often done before, and as we hope he will often do again. We think he should have taken a little pains to make his appearance more juvenile. The softness of Hamlet’s mind, his indecision, the keenness with which his plans are laid, and the want of steadiness with which they are pursued, all interest and please us; but it is chiefly in consideration of his youth. Nor should we so much pity a man who had reached the meridian of life if he should lose his father, if he should allow himself to be cheated out of his birth right by his uncle, and if his mother should use him unkindly.33



Campbell’s deepening examination turns into a meditation, not just on Kemble’s middle-aged perspective, but on the actor’s flaws. And the discussion is informed by a thorough understanding of text. Hunt, too, would have reservations about Kemble who he thought too much a pedagogue to be a great actor: ‘He made a great fuss about trifles; was inflexible on a pedantic reading: in short, was rather a teacher of elocution than an actor’.34

Campbell, Boaden, and Taylor preceded Hunt by years—decades, in fact. None were guilty of puffing, and my survey indicates they were unexceptional. Contrary to the implied claim that Hunt pioneered criticism of actors, writers, and even on occasion the audience, they were in the habit of making precisely such judgements. Hunt knew their work. He grew up with it, and it taught him how an intellectual understanding of Shakespeare might be brought to bear on staged drama. Recent critics claim ‘Hunt’s distinctive strength lies in his close reading of the actors’ performances’35: a strength, perhaps, but by no means unique to him.

Hunt’s admonition upon his younger self, made from the perspective of 1828, has too often been ignored.


Good God! To think of the grand opinion I had of myself in those days, and what little reason I had for it! Not to accept the tickets was very proper, considering that I bestowed more blame than praise. There was also more good-nature than I supposed in not allowing myself to know any actors; but the vanity of my position had greater weight with me than any thing else, and I must have proved it to discerning eyes by the small quantity of information I brought to my task, and the ostentation with which I produced it. I knew almost as little of the drama, as the young Roscius himself.36



In 1806 he was a 21-year-old who could publish ‘Rules for the Theatrical Critic of a Newspaper’37 on the basis of one year’s experience. Those ‘Rules’ were in fact ridicule of what he judged bad practice, driven by a manicured sense of superiority towards his colleagues and the urge to condescend. Those who champion his early essays have swept this self-flagellating confession under the nearest rug; the last thing anyone wants when reprinting a hitherto ‘neglected’ corpus, is an admission it was fuelled by the ‘grand opinion I had of myself’ and ‘the vanity of my position’.

Hunt became drama critic of the News in May 1805 and remained so until 13 December 1807. In the earliest of his single-themed essays on ‘young Roscius’, he took an uncompromising line, remarking: ‘we would advise his friends to look a little beyond the present hour, and fit him for a nobler reputation than that of rivalling a Westminster-school player, and of being considered a wonderful child.’38 Betty was a soft target. In preceding weeks, reviewers had noted the mixed results of his attempts on the repertory warhorses. In April he played Hamlet at Drury Lane, where he ‘exhibited as much genius and less defect than in his early representations of the part.’ (Not exactly a ringing endorsement.)39 And within days he was Osman in Voltaire’s five-act tragedy Zaïre, the same critic declaring the material beyond him:


In forcible and natural delineation of the passions, he is even, at this early age, excelled by few of the most applauded proficient in his profession; but accomplished as he is, he cannot give effect to the pompous monologues which so often occur in this play. … His last speech was the consummation of the theatric art; judgment, feeling, and that essential attainment, the knowledge of the stage, have scarcely, if ever, been pushed farther; he was extremely applauded throughout.



The Morning Post thought Betty ‘equal to himself’ only in the last two acts, when ‘he was most emphatic and eloquent, and riveted the attention of the audience’.40

Hunt read this in a state of irritation. Why, he wondered, were these critics loath to condemn the boy pretender? Either he was good or he was not: which was it? The Times review of 9 May 1805 was the last straw. It praised Betty’s ability ‘to enter perfectly into the spirit of the character’—a strained gesture of praise—then herded together a series of limp, drooling words of approval for his stagecraft: ‘In the battle scenes he displayed a grace, an animation, and a knowledge of stage-effect, that could not have been exceeded by any performer on the stage’. Yes, said Hunt, ‘In the more mechanical parts of acting, the boy’s skill is wonderful; his knowledge of the business of the stage evinces a judgment capable of great improvement, and his instructors may be proud of his docility in learning, and discrimination in displaying, what may be called the theatric manner.’ This was the platform from which he launched his assault on Betty’s failings and deficiencies, the argument being that ‘his youth is an obstacle to his excellence’. Far from being a child genius, Hunt argued, Betty was a hazard to the art he had chosen. If there was innovation here, it lay in Hunt’s disinclination to pull his punches, something that, by 1828, he came to regret: ‘I wish with all my heart we had let him alone, and he had got a little more money’, he wrote. That has to be one of the sorriest sentences in Lord Byron and Some of his Contemporaries (1828), though of scant comfort to Betty had he seen it.41

On those occasions when Hunt reviewed theatrical performances he showed some sensitivity for what he had seen—though hardly so as to diminish his predecessors. If anything distinguishes him, it is the need to chastise; reviewing Kemble in an ‘unsatisfactory’ performance of Richard Cumberland’s The Wheel of Fortune he decides, ‘There is a native stiffness in Mr Kemble’s acting, which accords well with the stiffness of this author’s writing, and marks out the part of Penruddock as peculiarly his own’.42 This is clever, patronizing, self-congratulatory, and less funny than its author imagined.

As a whole, the News essays are early work that do not show their author at his best—but why should they? Regardless of recent claims, no one at this early stage could have emerged, fully formed, as a journalistic genius. Hunt would certainly mature, as files of the Examiner reveal—though he much preferred drama in the abstract to anything he saw at Drury Lane. In May 1808, he wrote about Nahum Tate’s revisions to King Lear with a degree of intellectual rigour not to be found earlier, though the essay is weakened by a reluctance to discuss a theatrical performance until its final paragraph. ‘Theatrical Examiner 119’ is more practised: it profiles Mrs Siddons on the occasion of her farewell performance, with detailed comments on the roles she had perfected. Hunt’s self-admiring ponderousness is once again on display in ‘Theatrical Examiner 123’, which is entirely literary. Indeed, throughout the ‘Theatrical Examiner’, Hunt preferred to remain in his ivory tower than set foot in the theatre: on 10 January 1808 he used the opening of Thomas Francklin’s The Earl of Warwick at Drury Lane as hook for a lengthy discourse on Voltaire and French tragedy, with no evidence he had been to the theatre; on 21 February the ‘Theatrical Examiner’ discoursed ‘on the revival of the indecencies of our celebrated dramatists’, with no review of anything; on 10 April, Hunt was in a mood to condemn Thomas Dibdin’s latest melodrama without reference to production or actors;43 and so forth.

Can the critic rise to the challenge of the new?—that’s the acid test, and it may be that none of those so far mentioned would have passed, with the possible exception of Boaden. Within months of his first outing as drama reviewer for the Morning Chronicle, William Hazlitt was present at Edmund Kean’s first performance on a London stage, and when he collected his reviews in book form, he placed ‘Mr Kean’s Shylock’ at the front.


For voice, eye, action, and expression, no actor has come out for many years at all equal to him. The applause, from the first scene to the last, was general, loud, and uninterrupted. Indeed, the very first scene in which he comes on with Bassanio and Anthonio, shewed the master in his art, and at once decided the opinion of the audience.



Less than a week later, Hazlitt was back, with even more pointed analysis:


His style of acting is, if we may use the expression, more significant, more pregnant with meaning, more varied and alive in every part, than any we have almost ever witnessed. The character never stands still; there is no vacant pause in the action; the eye is never silent. For depth and force of conception we have seen actors whom we should prefer to Mr Kean in Shylock; for brilliant and masterly execution, none.44



Hazlitt’s evocation of what he saw is faultless. As was his ability to seize the essence of a performer’s incarnation of a given character: ‘the eye is never silent’ verges on poetry, so perfectly does it capture Kean’s mercurial, rapid-fire delivery. This is a great writer discovering his gift.

Two weeks later, Hazlitt was back at Drury Lane for Kean’s Richard III, and he writes with the abruptness and intensity of the newly converted.


His manner of acting this part has one peculiar advantage; it is entirely his own, without any traces of imitation of any other actor, except where his ear had caught in passages the tone of the late Mr Cooke. He stands upon his own ground, and he stands firm upon it. Almost every scene had the stamp and freshness of nature.



As you read, you sense Hazlitt’s relentless striving to find the verbal formulae to capture what had never before been seen.


… we cannot imagine any character represented with greater distinctness and precision, more perfectly articulated in every part. Perhaps, indeed, there is too much of this; for we sometimes thought he failed, even from an exuberance of talent, and dissipated the impression of the character by the variety of his resources. To be perfect, it should have a little more solidity, depth, sustained, and impassioned feeling, with somewhat less brilliancy, with fewer glancing lights, pointed transitions, and pantomimic evolutions.45



Hazlitt conveys the sense of having witnessed a phenomenon of nature. Back at Drury Lane the following week for a reprise of Richard, Hazlitt composed his most vivid account so far of what it was like to see Kean on stage.


Our highest conception of an actor is, that he shall assume the character once for all, and be it throughout, and trust to this conscious sympathy for the effect produced. Mr Kean’s manner of acting is, on the contrary, rather a perpetual assumption of his part, always brilliant and successful, almost always true and natural, but yet always a distinct effort in every new situation, so that the actor does not seem entirely to forget himself, or to be identified with the character. The extreme elaboration of the parts injures the broad and massy effect; the general impulse of the machine is retarded by the variety and intricacy of the movements. But why do we try this actor by an ideal theory? Who is there that will stand the same test? It is, in fact, the last forlorn hope of criticism, for it shews that we have nothing else to compare him with.46



Such passages are the work of someone with an intellectual confidence lacking in most contemporaries, and they represent an act of self-discovery. By the time he reviewed Kean’s Hamlet on 14 March, Hazlitt was writing as eloquently as he ever would. The review is much longer than the 500 words usually published in the Chronicle, and its appearance was probably the result of vigorous argument with the editor, James Perry, always a magnet for Hazlitt’s cantankerousness. It begins with general remarks on the play before hailing Kean’s performance as ‘the most brilliant success’.


High as Mr Kean stood in our opinion before, we have no hesitation in saying that he stands higher in it (and, we think, will in that of the public), from the powers displayed in this last effort. If it was less perfect as a whole, there were parts in it of a higher cast of excellence than any part of his Richard.



Hazlitt is critical of Kean, but in the end enraptured by his genius, as when he describes the ‘remonstrances to Ophelia’—the scene in which Hamlet tells her to go to a nunnery:


… whatever nice faults might be found in this scene, they were amply redeemed by the manner of his coming back after he has gone to the extremity of the stage, from a pang of parting tenderness to press his lips to Ophelia’s hand. It had an electrical effect on the house. It was the finest commentary that was ever made on Shakspeare. It explained the character at once (as he meant it) as one of disappointed hope, of bitter regret, of affection suspended, not obliterated by the distractions of the scene around him!47



Hazlitt has seen the potential in one single gesture to explicate an entire character—again, one’s sense is of a great mind coming into its own. It took genius to understand how Kean’s performance resonated, and signified more than might at first appear. Hazlitt was not alone in noting the audience’s response; the Caledonian Mercury corroborated his account: ‘The climax with which he finished, by kissing Ophelia’s hand, at the close of the reproaches and denunciations upon her sex, was hailed with a rapture which it is impossible to describe. This single scene would stamp Mr Kean’s celebrity among the highest, even if his fame had nothing else to rest upon.’48 Though aware something important had occurred, the reviewer was unable fully to comprehend it and cannot find words for it. Until the year of his death, Hazlitt wrote as more than a witness to theatrical developments of the period. He was a witness, certainly, but one who could describe what he had seen and work out why it made an impression on him.

There are two great actors whose first steps Hazlitt described at either end of his career: Kean at the start and Fanny Kemble at the end. His earliest review of Kemble was written when she burst onto the Covent Garden stage in the part of Juliet.


There is a something in every scene to be corrected; the balcony scene wants simplicity and tenderness; the dying scene wants force and energy, &c.; and we might run on pointing out the deficiencies of one whose deficiencies are those of inexperience; but the malleable material is there—the living, vital principle of genius—and it may and will be moulded to fine and glorious purposes yet. As a first appearance—and it was truly a first appearance upon any stage—Miss Kemble’s debut was the most successful and impressive that, perhaps, ever took place in a public theatre.49



This short extract may sound mean-spirited in its emphasis on ‘correction’, but needs to be placed in context. Fanny Kemble was hailed at the outset as a prodigy who, it was generally hoped, would revive the fortunes of Covent Garden. Her performance, said the Standard, was ‘splendid in the extreme’ and displayed ‘a conception of the highest order, and much execution of a similar character’. To the Morning Post, she was ‘full of fervour, and the passion was unrestrained, but it was pure, and natural from its purity’. The Times remarked, ‘Upon the whole, we do not remember to have ever seen a more triumphant début.’ These reviews appeared on 6 October; Hazlitt, writing for a Sunday paper that could not appear until five days after that, was able to assimilate the adulation showered upon the ingénue. Although he agrees that Kemble’s ‘appearance forms an era in our theatrical history’,50 he is clear about everything she has yet to learn—more so than any other writer. Yet this is balanced with the assurance of her ‘genius’. Hazlitt was as independent-minded as ever, and every bit as convinced as when Kean first appeared.

The Romantic period was one of intense activity in which, for the first time since Dr Johnson, journalism acquired huge importance—not just because of an expanding urban readership, or new technologies such as industrial paper-makers and the steam press—but because of the calibre of writer that emerged to feed the endless desire for copy. People like Taylor, Campbell, and Boaden were not time-servers but highly educated men determined to challenge themselves in their writing, and speak plainly to their readers. In any other period they would stand out as the innovators they were; it was their bad fortune to have been contemporaries of a writer whose gifts cast their shadow over everyone else.
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Chapter 47


Essays



Robert Morrison

When Thomas Babington Macaulay published his critical essay on John Milton in the Edinburgh Review for August 1825, the effect on his reputation was instantaneous. Like Lord Byron thirteen years earlier when he published the first two cantos of his poetic travelogue, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, Macaulay ‘awoke one morning and found himself famous’, as his nephew George Otto Trevelyan reported.1 Macaulay’s success speaks not only to the lucid style, narrative verve, and wide-ranging erudition that characterizes his prose writings, but also to the popularity and influence of the essay form itself. Many writers in the Romantic period prized, like Macaulay, the discursiveness and contingency traditionally associated with the essay, and they exploited its numerous styles, techniques, subgenres, and composite forms for an extraordinary range of purposes, from the impersonal to the self-exploratory, the critical to the playful, the ruminative to the combative, the factual to the fictive, the stately to the apothegmatic. Most notably, Thomas De Quincey, Leigh Hunt, Charles Lamb, and William Hazlitt exploited the opportunities and demands of the leading Romantic magazines to reimagine the conversational banter and engaging informality of the personal essay, and while each constructed a distinct version of it, all four intensified its focus on self-consciousness, candour, and nostalgia.

Romantic essayists drew from a broad range of literary antecedents. Established in the late sixteenth century in the writings of Michel de Montaigne and Francis Bacon, the modern essay was variously enriched in the seventeenth century by Sir Thomas Browne, Abraham Cowley, and Jeremy Taylor, and in the eighteenth by Jonathan Swift, David Hume, and Edmund Burke. With the rise of the periodicals, the essay took its most decisive shape as a learned but short and entertaining medium for the criticism of books, morals, manners, the theatre, and much else, as seen especially in the writings of Richard Steele and Joseph Addison in The Tatler (1709–1711) and The Spectator (1711–1712, 1714), Eliza Haywood in The Female Spectator (1744–1746), Samuel Johnson in The Rambler (1750–1752), Oliver Goldsmith in The Bee (1759), and Henry Mackenzie in The Mirror (1779–1780) and The Lounger (1785–1787).

Essays took several different forms. Sometimes in only a few thousand words, sometimes over the course of an entire book, Romantic prose writers used a formal, relatively impersonal version of the essay to present information that was intended to establish their expertise and persuade readers of the validity of their point of view. Educationists like Maria Edgeworth and her father Richard Lovell Edgeworth used the formal essay, as did scientists, historians, physicians, and religious writers such as Sarah Trimmer in An Essay on Christian Education (1812), Hannah More in Essay on the Character and Practical Writings of St Paul (1815), and Jane West in Scriptural Essays Adapted to the Holy Days of the Church of England (1816). The abolitionist Thomas Clarkson wrote An Essay on the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species (1786), and the economist Thomas Robert Malthus a highly controversial Essay on the Principle of Population (1798). William Gilpin wrote Three Essays: on Picturesque Beauty; on Picturesque Travel; and on Sketching Landscape (1792), Isaac D’Israeli An Essay on the Manners and Genius of the Literary Character (1795), William Godwin an Essay on Sepulchres (1809), and William Wordsworth three ‘Essays Upon Epitaphs’, the first of which was published in 1810 in Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s metaphysical newspaper The Friend. Coleridge later reissued the newspaper as The Friend: A Series of Essays in Three Volumes (1818).

Review essays covered books from across the publishing spectrum. Some reviewers concentrated more or less objectively on the book under consideration. Others approached the task much more subjectively, and used the review text as an occasion for satire, self-promotion, politically motivated ferocity, or an independent essay that was only tangentially related to the volume in question. The Edinburgh Review, founded in 1802 and edited by Francis Jeffrey, honed a distinctive house style that exuded confidence, deplored injustice, lauded enlightened Whiggism, and teemed with critical astringency. Together with Jeffrey himself, Henry Brougham and Sydney Smith were leading contributors, as were Thomas Carlyle and Macaulay a generation later. The Quarterly Review, founded in 1809 and edited by William Gifford, was modelled on the Edinburgh but vehemently opposed to it in politics. Key Quarterly reviewers included John Wilson Croker, Robert Southey, John Barrow, and Walter Scott. Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine was a nimbler and more volatile Tory alternative to the Quarterly, and made its name with a number of vicious reviews, including—in the first issue alone—John Wilson’s attack on Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria (1817; see Figure 47.1), and J. G. Lockhart’s scabrous assault on the so-called ‘Cockney School of Poetry’ (see Figure 47.2).

Essays-as-letters were popular with both magazine readers and contributors, not only because they could be tailored to almost any topic, but also because they fostered that spirit of immediacy and exchange that magazines were eager to promulgate—indeed, they created the possibility that readers could themselves become contributors if they submitted letters that were learned or animated enough to appear in the magazine. Coleridge published five letters in Blackwood’s under the title ‘Selection from Mr Coleridge’s Literary Correspondence with Friends, and Men of Letters’ (1821). For the same magazine, Wilson produced his ‘Letters from the Lakes’ (1819), posing as the German tourist Philip Kempferhausen, and describing his meetings with Southey and Wordsworth. The liberal-minded London Magazine featured numerous series of letters, including Stendhal’s twelve ‘Letters from Paris, by Grimm’s Grandson’ (1825). Benjamin Disraeli published nineteen abusive ‘Letters of Runnymede’ (1836) in the Times.
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Figure 47.1 J. G. Lockhart, sketch of John Wilson. Private Collection.
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Figure 47.2 J. G. Lockhart, sketch of himself. Private Collection.



The ancient form of the dialogue was given new energy by several leading Romantic essayists, who composed magazine articles bringing together different speakers to explore complicated or contentious ideas from opposing perspectives, typically without drawing firm conclusions. Walter Savage Landor published his ‘Imaginary Conversation between Mr Southey and Professor Porson’ in the London before gathering it and more than a dozen others into the first volume of his Imaginary Conversations (1824). Edward Lytton Bulwer’s ‘Conversations with an Ambitious Student in Ill Health’ (1830–1832) appeared in the left-leaning New Monthly Magazine, and featured discussions touching on—among other topics—immortality, past amours, moral philosophy, and contemporary poets like Wordsworth, Byron, and William Blake. For the reformist Tait’s Edinburgh Magazine, Harriet Martineau produced her ‘Summer Evening Dialogue Between an Englishman and a Pole’ (1833), where the questions and answers that pass between the two interlocutors steadily reveal how England’s prosperity is being undermined by the inhumanity of the corn laws.

The most remarkable dialogues of the Romantic age, however, were the Noctes Ambrosianae. Published in seventy-one instalments in Blackwood’s between 1822 and 1835, they were written in the main by Wilson, with help from Lockhart, William Maginn, Letitia Landon, Hartley Coleridge, and several others. The series featured four principal speakers: Christopher North, the fictional editor of Blackwood’s, and an older and infirm version of Wilson; the Ettrick Shepherd, who speaks Scots and was based on James Hogg; Morgan Odoherty, a jovial Irish wanderer modelled on Maginn; and Timothy Tickler, an elderly conservative based on Wilson’s uncle Robert Sym. In most instalments, the characters gather at Ambrose’s tavern in Edinburgh to consume gargantuan quantities of drink and food while relishing above all the opportunity for debate. ‘Yes, Tickler, you are, after all, quite in the right—I took the other side merely for the sake of conversation’, Odoherty declares in the opening words of the fifteenth Noctes. At the close of the twentieth-fourth, North says to the Shepherd, ‘I fear, James, you’re not perfectly sober’. ‘Howsomever’, the Shepherd responds, ‘here I am ready to dispute wi’ you on ony subject, sacred or profane.’ What should they talk about? Suggests North: ‘History, Philosophy, Theology, Poetry, Political Economy, Oratory, Criticism, Jurisprudence, Agriculture, Commerce, Manufactures, Establishments in Church and State, Cookery, Chemistry, Mathematics—or My Magazine?’2

The Romantic ‘sketch’ was, in theory, a more concise and tentative version of the essay, but in practice the two terms were virtually interchangeable. In Blackwood’s eight-part series on ‘Boxiana; or Sketches of Pugilism’ (1819–1820), Wilson and Maginn detailed their passion for prize fighting. Mary Russell Mitford serialized Our Village: Sketches of Rural Character and Scenery in the Lady’s Magazine before gathering the instalments together in five volumes (1824–1832). Washington Irving first published his highly popular Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent. in America in 1819–1820, but selections from it were almost immediately reprinted in Britain. Blending satire with whimsy, and shading fact into fiction, the Sketch Book contains a wide-ranging collection of short prose pieces, from ghost stories such as ‘Rip Van Winkle’ and ‘The Legend of Sleepy Hollow’ to lively essays in which Irving records his experiences as a restless perambulator and astute observer.

Most famously, before he began to publish novels, Charles Dickens issued his Sketches by Boz: Illustrative of Every-day Life and Every-day People (1836). Appearing first in periodicals such as the Morning Chronicle, the Evening Chronicle, Bell’s Life in London, and the Monthly Magazine, these sketches generated a great deal of interest in the young author, and introduced the comedy, pathos, social indignation, and personal experience that so thoroughly shaped his writing career. London—its people, its river, its theatres, criminal courts, coaching inns, back alleys, pleasure gardens, omnibuses, and prisons—is at the crux of Sketches, and Dickens repeatedly brings its variety, exuberance, and despair vividly into view. The ‘Tales’ in the collection extend from the farce of mistaken identities in ‘The Great Winglebury Duel’ to the horrors of downward mobility in ‘The Drunkard’s Death’, and feature a long roll call of memorably named characters, including Mrs Tibbs, Mrs Bloss, Septimus Hicks, Frederick O’Bleary, Mr Wisbottle, Matilda Maplesone, and Mr Gobler in ‘The Boarding-House’ alone. Boz is, in his sketch of ‘The Prisoners’ Van’, the flâneur, for he has ‘a most extraordinary partiality for lounging about the streets’. How many people, he wonders in ‘A Visit to Newgate’, ‘pass and repass this gloomy depository of the guilt and misery of London … utterly unmindful of the throng of wretched creatures pent up within it’? A ‘street breakfast’ brings various metropolitans together in ‘The Steam Excursion’, including an Irish labourer, three ‘ladies’, and two boisterous young men, while a ‘little sweep’ stands ‘at a short distance, casting a longing eye at the tempting delicacies’. Concludes Boz in ‘Shops and their Tenants’: ‘What inexhaustible food for speculation, do the streets of London afford!’3

Thomas De Quincey (see Figure 47.3) published in all the key subgenres of the Romantic essay, and like several other writers working for the newspapers, magazines, and reviews, he moved often between publications, depending on subject matter, word allowances, financial incentives, and editorial decision-making. He produced the formal version of the essay on a wide variety of subjects, including theology, science, education, history, philosophy, and politics. He reviewed works by Percy Shelley, Carlyle, Wordsworth, and several others. His five ‘Letters to a Young Man Whose Education has been Neglected’ (1823) appeared in the London, and he addressed his two Blackwood’s essays ‘On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts’ (1827, 1839) to Christopher North. De Quincey examined the economic theories of David Ricardo in his six London ‘Dialogues of Three Templars’ (1824). The twenty-five instalments of his ‘Sketches of Life and Manners; from the Autobiography of an English Opium-Eater’ ran in Tait’s from 1834 through 1841 and were then folded with additional material into the two volumes of his Autobiographic Sketches (1853–1854).

He also made a major contribution to the development of the ‘personal’ or ‘familiar’ essay, which grounded its appeal on the vitality with which the writer dramatized his own personality, and which was customarily distinguished by a wandering narrative, an interest in commonplace subjects, a pervading sense of nostalgia, and a conversational tone that gradually deepened into intimacy. As several critics have pointed out, at its finest the Romantic personal essay constitutes a kind of prose counterpart to the achievements of the major Romantic poets. ‘The “inner world of value” evident in Romantic poems, the commitment to subjectivity, the outbreaks of imagination, the personalized solemnity, the organic or emotional unity that displaced external form’, writes Carl Woodring, ‘these animate the Romantic personal essay in kinship with The Prelude and the “Ode to a Nightingale” ’.4 Yet at the same time, the Romantic familiar essay constitutes a thoroughgoing challenge to traditional notions of Romantic creativity, for whereas Romantic poets often represented themselves as solitary, inspired, nature-loving, ahistorical questers in search of both self and enduring fame, Romantic personal essayists were collaborative, deadline-driven, urban intellectuals writing professionally for the periodical press, and tailoring their work to accommodate its editors and readers, its alliances and rivalries, its trends and restrictions, in their quest for publicity and a pay cheque.
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Figure 47.3 Thomas Hood, sketch of Thomas De Quincey. Houghton Library, Harvard University.



Despite being one of the great students of prose and prose writers, De Quincey’s interest in the personal essayists who preceded him is narrower than other key Romantic exponents of the form. He thought Montaigne an ‘author of eminence’ but did not examine his personal essays. Bacon was ‘figurative and sensuous, (as great thinkers must always be)’, but he had ‘no feelings too profound’, and he wrote a ‘short-hand style’. Addison was coy and unimpassioned. ‘Like one bred in crowded cities, when first left alone in forests or amongst mountains, he is frightened at their silence, their solitude, their magnitude of form, or their frowning glooms’, De Quincey asserted. ‘It has been remarked by others that Addison and his companions never rise to the idea of addressing the “nation” or the “people”: it is always the “town” ’. De Quincey was similarly unimpressed by Johnson, who was retrogressive. He ‘never, in any instance, grows a truth before your eyes, whilst in the act of delivering it, or moving towards it. All that he offers up to the end of the chapter he had when he began’.5

Those writers, however, who fashioned a rhythmical, continuous, elaborate style fascinated De Quincey, for it enabled them to exploit the full poetic resources of prose to produce ‘a magnificent dedication’ or ‘a pleading … against some capital abuse of the earth—war, slavery, oppression in its thousand forms’. Impassioned prose, in short, stood in relation to the ‘humbler’ prose styles as ‘an organ to a shepherd’s pipe’.6 De Quincey was especially admiring of Sir Thomas Browne and Jeremy Taylor, ‘undoubtedly, the richest, the most dazzling, and, with reference to their matter, the most captivating of all rhetoricians. In them first, and, perhaps … in them only, are the two opposite forces of eloquent passion and rhetorical fancy brought into an exquisite equilibrium’. Browne’s style in Religio Medici (1642) and Urne-Buriall (1658) was ‘deep, tranquil, and majestic’, while Taylor’s in Holy Living (1650) and Holy Dying (1651) was ‘restless, fervid, aspiring’. Their only significant rival, De Quincey argued, emerged more than a century later in Edmund Burke, whose works are ‘one galaxy of original and profound thoughts’. ‘All hail to Edmund Burke’, De Quincey exclaimed in 1828, ‘the supreme writer of his century, the man of the largest and finest understanding!’7

De Quincey’s own version of impassioned prose is at the heart of the three autobiographical essays that he himself ranked as in a ‘far higher class of compositions’ than all his other writings: ‘Confessions of an English Opium-Eater’, published in the London in 1821; its sequel, ‘Suspiria de Profundis’, published in Blackwood’s in 1845; and ‘The English Mail-Coach’, at one time intended as part of ‘Suspiria’, but eventually published separately in Blackwood’s in 1849. In these writings De Quincey explores the various reveries and nightmares that haunted him, some from early childhood onward, and overcomes ‘the perilous difficulty besieging all attempts to clothe in words the visionary scenes derived from the world of dreams, where a single false note, a single word in a wrong key, ruins the whole music’.8 Of course all three of these works contain lengthy passages that are not in a heightened register, and that embrace the informality and digressiveness of the personal essay. But, for example, in the ‘Dream-Fugue’, the fourth and final section of the ‘Mail-Coach’, De Quincey produces an intense prose vision that transposes the autobiographical ramblings of the opening sections into the impassioned style that aligns the ‘Dream-Fugue’ with poetry and myth-making.

The same pattern is evident in ‘Confessions’, which opens as a personal essay, with engaging badinage and a concentration on ‘a remarkable period’ in De Quincey’s life, and then expands outwards to assimilate other kinds of prose writing, including travel narrative, love story, medical debate, and Künstlerroman. ‘My way of writing is rather to think aloud, and follow my own humours, than much to consider who is listening to me’, De Quincey claims, linking himself to the conversational ease that characterizes the work of several other essayists publishing in the London at this time.9 Yet even in the opening sections of ‘Confessions’ there are passages in which De Quincey consciously elevates his style, while in the closing dream sequence he reimagines the characters and incidents of the preceding narrative in a sustained and intricate prose nightmare of tragedy, persecution, and grief. From one perspective, De Quincey’s text is a Gothic extension of the eighteenth-century personal essay, as Denise Gigante points out: ‘Steele’s Tatler thus gossiped about current events and scandal, Addison’s Spectator observed real-life rogues and politicians, Samuel Johnson’s Rambler perambulated London storing up thought for mental meanderings, and Thomas De Quincey’s Opium Eater haunted the dark underworld of psychological obsession and physical addiction’.10 But from another, the origins of De Quincey’s text are in the confessional writings of St Augustine and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and while an element of confession overlaps with the personal essay, the differences that remain make it possible to draw a generic distinction. The personal essay is centrally concerned with self-revelation. The confession, on the other hand, ‘leads to excessive self-dramatization’, as Joseph Epstein remarks.11 De Quincey prided himself on his impassioned prose, but its highly patterned formality is decidedly at odds with the ambulatory, up-to-the-minute intimacy of the personal essay. Alfred Tennyson, who could repeat parts of ‘Confessions’ from memory, described De Quincey’s impassioned prose as ‘some of the finest in the English language—“not poetry … but as fine as any verse” ’.12

Leigh Hunt, like De Quincey, published several different kinds of essays and in an even greater number of places. He most nearly approached the formal version in the lengthy introductions he produced for books that he published late in his career, such as ‘An Answer to the Question, “What is Poetry?” ’ from Imagination and Fancy (1844). But Hunt is much better known for his insightful and courageous work as a political and cultural essayist for the Examiner, the radical Sunday newspaper which he founded with his brother John Hunt in 1808, and which he edited as well. In the pages of the Examiner, Hunt championed Catholic emancipation, the reform of parliament, the abolition of slavery, and the freedom of the press. His political allegiances often inflected his review essays on the theatre, the opera, and the ballet. He announced the arrival of Percy Shelley and John Keats in his Examiner article on ‘Young Poets’ (1816), and later produced reviews of Tennyson, Carlyle, and Robert Browning. ‘Mr Dickens’, he stated in his assessment of Oliver Twist (1837–1839), ‘… is young, popular, prosperous, and doing good …. Who, like him, ever promised to bring reforms into the Augean stables of mercenary schools and prisons and workhouses, by the apparently light arms of humour and the gentle ones of pathos?’13 Hunt wrote five Examiner letters ‘To Mr Wilberforce on the War’ (1811), and another series of ‘Letters to Such of the Lovers of Knowledge as have not received a Classical Education’ (1834) for his London Journal. He published imaginary conversations of Alexander Pope and Jonathan Swift (1825) in the New Monthly. His ‘Sketches of the Living Poets’ (1821), including Coleridge and Byron, appeared in four parts in the Examiner, while he collected his work from several other periodicals in Men, Women, and Books: A Selection of Sketches, Essays, and Critical Memoirs (1847).

As a personal essayist, Hunt praised the leading figures of the tradition. He relished Montaigne in the famous translation by the seventeenth-century poet Charles Cotton, and characterized the French essayist and the English translator as kindred spirits: both were ‘frank, good-humoured, a mixture of the jovial and melancholy, with a careless, but strong and natural style’. Byron borrowed Hunt’s copy of Montaigne and double dog-eared his favourite passages, which Hunt then reprinted in the New Monthly. ‘I have carried the extract from Montaigne … further than Lord Byron has marked’, he declared; ‘but … all from Montaigne is gold out of the mine’.14 It was the major eighteenth-century essayists, however, who made the deepest impression on Hunt. He writes in his Autobiography (1850) that he patterned his Examiner on ‘the Examiner of Swift and his brother Tories’, thinking not of their politics, but ‘only of their wit and fine writing’. In some instances, ‘the study of Addison and Steele, of Goldsmith and Voltaire, enabled me, when I was pleased with my subject, to give it the appearance of ease’. At other times, and ‘especially on serious occasions, I too often got into a declamatory vein, full of what I thought fine turns and Johnsonian antithesis’. Elsewhere, in ‘Coffee-Houses and Smoking’ (1826), Hunt strolls through Covent Garden in the guise of ‘Harry Honeycomb’—a descendant of the ageing man-about-town ‘Will Honeycomb’ of the Spectator’s Club—and gazes at the old gathering places of wits like Addison and Steele. ‘One longs to be among them’, he states, but ‘there are no such meetings now-a-days, and no coffee-room that looks as if it would suit them’.15

The battering Hunt took as editor of the Examiner, from the two years he spent in prison for libelling the Prince Regent (‘a violator of his word, a libertine over head and ears in debt and disgrace, a despiser of domestic ties’) to the virulent Blackwood’s attacks on him as ringleader of the ‘Cockney School of Poetry’, did not diminish—and in some instances undoubtedly enhanced—the resolute cheerfulness of his personal essays.16 Particularly in the latter stages of his career, Hunt often manufactured simplistic magazine set-pieces of whimsy and sentimentality in which he ignored or evaded rather than explored contemporary anxieties. Henry Crabb Robinson tellingly observed as early as 1820 that Hunt ‘catches the sunny side of everything’.17 It was this Hunt that Dickens uncharitably mauled in Bleak House (1852–1853) as Harold Skimpole, the unscrupulous devotee of beauty. Yet Hunt in his finest personal essays stands before us as a far more substantial and conscientious figure than Dickens allows, and one whose writings are repeatedly energized by his ability to combine a deep commitment to poetry and art with an enduring faith in the ideals of compassion, liberty, and broadmindedness. In Hunt’s eyes, a love of beauty was congruent with a love of freedom, and highly various aesthetic and literary concerns were sharpened and enriched when directed to political ends. Declared Hunt in his weekly Companion in 1828: ‘Politics … are a part of humane literature; and they who can be taught to like them in common with wit and philosophy, insensibly do an infinite deal of good by mingling them with the common talk of life.’18

Books, pets, fashions, manners, the weather, the theatre, London streets, and domestic life are among Hunt’s favourite topics. In ‘A Day by the Fire’ (1812), published in his quarterly magazine the Reflector, he ruminates on the way tea drinking levels social distinctions, for ‘any body, of any denomination, may be fancied enjoying the luxury of a cup of tea, from the duchess in the evening drawing-room … to the washer-woman at her early tub’. With his close friend Keats, Hunt produced ‘A Now: Descriptive of a Hot Day’ (1820), which they published in Hunt’s Indicator, and which represents a single moment (‘A Now’) as experienced by many people young and old across the social hierarchies in both the country and the town: ‘men with powered heads (especially if thick) envy those that are unpowdered’; labourers, apprentices, clerks, servant-maids, and cooks seek pleasurable relief from the heat; ‘ladies loiter in baths; and people make presents of flowers; and wine is put into ice; and … the author … has a plate of strawberries brought him’.19 In ‘Bad Weather’ (1828), published in the Companion, Hunt moves from friendly discussions of the winter snow and wind to more serious questions about social justice: ‘How are we to be happy with breakfasting and warming our hands, when so many of our fellow-creatures are, at that instant, cold and hungry?’ Leigh Hunt’s London Journal features his vibrant tribute to ‘Twelfth Night’ (1835), where the games played bring the company pleasure but where they also, and more urgently, dismantle class barriers: ‘All the world are kings and queens. Everybody is somebody else, and learns at once to laugh at, and to tolerate, characters different from his own, by enacting them.’20

Unlike De Quincey and Hunt, who wrote full time, Charles Lamb worked for thirty-three years as a clerk at the East India Company and wrote only part time, though he still, like them, experimented with several different versions of the Romantic essay. He is at his most formal in Reflector articles such as ‘On the Genius and Character of Hogarth’ (1811), and ‘On Garrick, and Acting; and the Plays of Shakespeare, considered with reference to their fitness for Stage Representation’ (1812). Lamb published a number of reviews, including one of Wordsworth’s Excursion (1814) in the Quarterly, and another of Keats’s Lamia, Isabella, The Eve of St Agnes, and Other Poems (1820) in the New Times. He cast his London essay, ‘Ritson Versus John Scott the Quaker’ (1823), in the form of a dialogue, and he wrote several epistolary articles for the same magazine, including ‘Letter to an Old Gentleman Whose Education has been Neglected’ (1825), his parodic riposte to De Quincey’s ‘Letters to a Young Man Whose Education has been Neglected’. In ‘Confessions of a Drunkard’ (1813), published initially in the Philanthropist, Lamb’s account of alcohol abuse clearly prefigures De Quincey’s treatment of opium in his own ‘Confessions’: ‘Life itself, my waking life, has much of the confusion, the trouble, and obscure perplexity, of an ill dream’, Lamb concedes. ‘In the daytime I stumble upon dark mountains’.21

Lamb revered the essayists of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. ‘Montaigne is an immense treasure-house of observation, anticipating all the discoveries of succeeding essayists’, he declared in Hunt’s Examiner in 1813. Addison, Steele, and Johnson were among ‘the writers on common life’ since Montaigne who have done ‘nothing but echo him’, Lamb added. ‘You cannot open him without detecting a Spectator, or starting a Rambler’.22 Like De Quincey, Lamb owed a profound debt to Taylor and Browne. The Holy Dying of the former ‘has more and more beautiful imagery, and … more knowledge and description of human life and manners than any prose book in the language: he has more delicacy and sweetness than any mortal, the “gentle” Shakespeare hardly excepted’. The Urne-Buriall of the latter is an ‘obscure but gorgeous prose-composition’, and Lamb lists Browne as one of only two writers—Sir Philip Sidney’s friend Fulke Greville was the other—in ‘the whole range of English literature … whom he should feel the greatest pleasure to encounter on the floor of his apartment in their nightgown and slippers’.23

The high mark in Lamb’s writing career was the publication of his Essays of Elia (1823) and Last Essays of Elia (1833), the vast majority of which first appeared in the London between 1820 and 1825. Lamb, however, began laying the foundation for the series almost two decades earlier. His brief personal essay, ‘The Londoner’, was published in the Morning Post for 1 February 1802, and introduced the pleasures he experienced in wandering the streets of the metropolis: ‘Often, when I have felt a weariness or distaste at home, have I rushed out into her crowded Strand, and fed my humour, till tears have wetted my cheek’.24 Eleven years later, in Hunt’s Reflector, Lamb published ‘A Bachelor’s Complaint of the Behaviour of Married People’, which he folded with only slight changes into the Elia series in the London for September 1822. Similarly, after publishing his ‘Confessions of a Drunkard’ in the Philanthropist, Lamb republished it over the signature Elia in the London for August 1822, where it then became, not an anticipation of De Quincey’s ‘Confessions’, but a kind of response to them.

In addition to repositioning some of his earlier work, Lamb in his essays of Elia exploited the context of the London to produce a highly distinctive iteration of the personal essay. He was ideally suited to the magazine’s liberalism, to its focus on urban and suburban life, and to its promotion of camaraderie between its contributors, while its generous word limits and sympathetic co-editors, John Taylor and James Hessey, enabled him to develop his thoughts to a much greater extent than was possible in newspapers such as the Morning Post and the Examiner. As Irving wrote as ‘Geoffrey Crayon’, and Dickens as ‘Boz’, and De Quincey as ‘the English Opium-Eater’, and Hunt as ‘Harry Honeycomb’, so Lamb produced for the London as ‘Elia’, a name he borrowed from an Italian clerk with whom he had once worked, but who was recognizably Lamb himself. Curious, talkative, single, and self-deprecating, Elia writes essays on familiar themes such as holidays, food, friendships, books, the theatre, and memorable places, characters, and events. His colloquial style is frequently modulated by an antiquated diction. ‘That dangerous figure—irony’ is everywhere in the essays as Lamb elusively mixes fiction and fact, playfulness and wisdom, fantasy and historical erudition, storytelling and rumination. Elia has by his own admission an ‘antithetical manner.’ He directs his gaze outward at modern London but also and more intently inward into his self and backward into his past. He is ‘in love with this green earth’ but almost invariably somewhat out of step with it.25

Lamb wore the mask of Elia for good reason. Towards the end of 1795, when he was 20-years-old, his mind gave way and he spent six weeks in a mad house at Hoxton. Nine months later, events took an even grimmer turn when his sister, Mary Lamb, in an episode of mania, stabbed their mother to death. The jury returned a verdict of lunacy, and Mary too was removed to Hoxton. Rather than have her permanently committed, though, Lamb agreed to look after her at home, a duty he discharged faithfully for more than thirty years, even as he worried constantly about her health and he and Mary were forced to move often, probably in some cases when neighbours discovered details of their past. There is an entire critical tradition of viewing Lamb as ‘saintly’ or ‘quaint’ or ‘sentimental’, exemplified most notoriously by Algernon Charles Swinburne, who observed that ‘no good criticism of Lamb, strictly speaking, can ever be written; because nobody can do justice to his work who does not love it too well to feel himself capable of giving judgment on it’.26 But others who knew Lamb recognized that his humour emerged from tragedy and his strength from despair. ‘One could imagine him cracking a jest in the teeth of a ghost’, Hunt commented, ‘and melting into thin air himself, out of a sympathy with the awful’. De Quincey wondered solemnly: ‘Is there peace on earth for the lunatic? … Charles Lamb, thou in thy proper person, shalt enter the skirts of this dreadful hail-storm: even thou shalt taste the secrets of lunacy, and enter as a captive its house of bondage’.27

Writing the essays of Elia eased the burden on Lamb and enabled him to speak more fluently and honestly about his own trauma. It allowed him to embrace the life left to him following the day of horrors when Mary killed their mother. Lamb’s father, John Lamb, appears in Elia’s essay on ‘The Old Benchers of the Inner Temple’ (1821) in the guise of indispensable factotum ‘Lovel’, a ‘man of an incorrigible and losing honesty’ and ‘the liveliest little fellow breathing’, though Lovel is not related to Elia. Lamb’s brother, another John Lamb, is fictionalized in ‘My Relations’ (1821) and ‘Dream Children’ (1822) as his cousin James Elia, who in youth was ‘fiery, glowing, tempestuous’, and who in age ‘discovereth no symptom of cooling’.28 Mary herself appears in the series as ‘cousin Bridget’, Elia’s devoted housekeeper and companion, though of course Lamb reimagines her character so that she suffers from neither insanity nor murderous fits. ‘I have obligations to Bridget, extending beyond the period of memory’, Elia writes in ‘Mackery End, in Hertfordshire’ (1821). ‘We house together, old bachelor and maid, in a sort of double singleness.’ The two sustain one another. ‘When I am in sickness, or not in the best spirits, I sometimes call for the cards, and play a game at piquet for love with my cousin Bridget’, remarks Elia in ‘Mrs Battle’s Opinions on Whist’ (1821). The two console one another. ‘I wish the good old times would come again’, Bridget sighs in ‘Old China’ (1823), ‘when we were not quite so rich. I do not mean, that I want to be poor; but there was a middle state.’ Replies Elia: ‘It is true we were happier when we were poorer, but we were also younger, my cousin.’29

William Hazlitt is the master practitioner of the Romantic essay, and an ardent supporter of liberal and radical views. His most important formal writings include his Reply to the Essay on Population (1807), where he launches a full-scale attack on the economic theories of Malthus, and his Essay on the Principles of Human Action (1805), in which he reveals his keen interest in psychology and philosophy, and argues ‘in defence of the natural disinterestedness of the human mind’.30 As a reviewer, Hazlitt worked for the Morning Chronicle, the Edinburgh, Hunt’s Examiner, and the London, and produced essays on books, art, and the stage. No one in the Romantic era brings us closer to the excitement of live theatre. For the Morning Chronicle, the Edinburgh, and the Examiner, too, Hazlitt wrote hard-hitting political essays in which he railed against privilege, censorship, corruption, absolutism, and arbitrary power. His prose—fierce, focused, and dramatic—is the product of a man bitterly disappointed in his early hopes for the ideals of the French Revolution, and in its very form it embodies the radical energy, creativity, and individuality that the Tory government was working to extinguish. ‘The love of liberty is the love of others’, Hazlitt wrote in the Examiner in 1817; ‘the love of power is the love of ourselves’.31

Several of Hazlitt’s essays take the form of letters, including his scathing Letter to William Gifford, Esq (1819): ‘Sir,—You have an ugly trick of saying what is not true of any one you do not like; and it will be the object of this letter to cure you of it’.32 Hazlitt produced a number of dialogues, most notably the twenty-two which make up his Conversations of James Northcote (1830), while his Sketches of the Principal Picture-Galleries in England (1824) is highlighted by his descriptions of Dulwich Gallery, and of the pictures at Windsor Castle and Hampton Court. In Liber Amoris (1823), he uses letters, dialogues, and intense autobiographical introspection to tell the obsessional tale of his disastrous love for Sarah Walker, the teenage daughter of his landlord. The book forms part of the same Romantic tradition that includes Rousseau’s Confessions (1782–1789), Lamb’s ‘Confessions of a Drunkard’, and De Quincey’s ‘Confessions of an English Opium-Eater’. ‘I must reverence a man, be he what he may otherwise, who shews himself capable of profound love’, declared De Quincey of Liber Amoris.33

In his work as a familiar essayist, Hazlitt celebrated many of the key practitioners of the past, though like De Quincey, Hunt, and Lamb, he also had his favourites. He valued Montaigne for his intimacy, informality, and self-reflexive curiosity: ‘he did not set up for a philosopher, wit, orator, or moralist, but he became all these by merely daring to tell us whatever passed through his mind’. Bacon’s Essays, he declared, were distinguished by a ‘vast depth and scope of observation’. Like Lamb and De Quincey, Hazlitt praised the prose of Browne, who ‘talks in sum-totals’, and of Taylor, who did not possess ‘the same vastness and profundity’ as Browne, but who wrote with ‘more richness and beauty, more warmth and tenderness’.34 Hazlitt, like Hunt, began his essay career as an acolyte of Addison and especially Steele, who was ‘upon the whole, a less artificial and more original writer’ than Addison: ‘Of all the periodical Essayists, (our ingenious predecessors), the Tatler has always appeared to us the most accomplished and agreeable’. Yet like De Quincey, Hazlitt did not admire the essays of Johnson, who was unable to imbue his Rambler with ‘the dramatic and conversational turn which forms the distinguishing feature and greatest charm of the Spectator and Tatler’. Johnson was, moreover, ‘not a man of original thought or genius, in the sense in which Montaigne or Lord Bacon was’.35 Hazlitt, though, did set great store by one late eighteenth-century prose writer who had worked on the periodical press in the early stages of his career, and who inspired in him an admiration that was deeply ambivalent, but that at its peaks was almost as fervent as De Quincey’s: ‘It has always appeared to me’, asserts Hazlitt, ‘that the most perfect prose-style, the most powerful, the most dazzling, the most daring, that which went the nearest to the verge of poetry, and yet never fell over, was Burke’s’.36

Hazlitt’s praise of Burke in this instance, however, did not prevent him from damning him in several others, and from championing a prose style that prized, not the dazzling and the poetic, but the unadorned and the ‘familiar’. ‘To write a genuine familiar or truly English style’, Hazlitt contends, ‘is to write as any one would speak in common conversation, who had a thorough command and choice of words, or who could discourse with ease, force, and perspicuity, setting aside all pedantic and oratorical flourishes.’ Together with ‘the extreme paradoxes’ of his own Table-Talk (1821–1822), Hazlitt ranked De Quincey’s ‘Confessions’ and ‘the quaint and grave subtleties of Elia’ as among ‘the flower and cream of periodical literature’. But, as we have seen, neither De Quincey nor Lamb wrote a straightforwardly familiar style, for the former—like Burke—was given to ‘oratorical flourishes’, while the latter often cast his sentences ‘in the mould of old authors’, as Hazlitt put it in his essay on Lamb from The Spirit of the Age (1825).37 Hunt, on the other hand, came very near to writing the familiar style as Hazlitt defined it. He wanted ‘something of the heat and earnestness of the political partisan’, Hazlitt judged, for he sometimes found Hunt too breezy, but in his personal essays he had ‘all the ease, grace, and point of the best style of Essay-writing … He inherits more of the spirit of Steele than any man since his time’.38

In 1817, Hunt and Hazlitt teamed up to publish The Round Table, a two-volume collection of essays that had first appeared in the Reflector, the Morning Chronicle, and the Examiner, and that were written ‘in the manner of the early periodical Essayists, the Spectator and Tatler’. The essays in these volumes—including Hunt’s ‘On Common-Place People’, ‘A Day by the Fire’, and ‘On Washerwomen’, and Hazlitt’s ‘On the Love of Life’, ‘On the Love of the Country’, and ‘On Common-Place Critics’—move from the sociality of the early eighteenth-century coffeehouse to the hospitality of the early nineteenth-century dining room, while the associations of the round table with the heroic age of King Arthur led both essayists to represent themselves as ‘moral reformers’ seeking to counter the debauchery and corruption of the Regency era by reviving the ‘spirit of that great British Monarch’.39 In his ‘Preface’ to Lyrical Ballads (1800), Wordsworth famously asserts that he has written poetry in ‘the real language of men’, and in opposition not only to the artificial poetic diction of the eighteenth century but also to the contemporary forces blunting ‘the discriminating powers of the mind’ and reducing it ‘to a state of almost savage torpor’. Hazlitt, as several critics have pointed out, has similar aspirations for his ‘familiar style’, a plain, vital, conversational language that rejects pedantry, bombast, and rhetorical contrivance, and that endorses the revolutionary energies of the age.40

Like his good friend Lamb, Hazlitt produced his finest work as a personal essayist in the 1820s, when he explored his highly diverse intellectual interests in moods that extended from the amicable to—more often—the discontented or the quarrelsome. ‘I have not much pleasure in writing these Essays, or in reading them afterwards’, he confesses in his ‘rambling’ London article ‘On the Pleasure of Painting’ (1820), where he explains why transferring his thoughts to canvas brings him far more joy than transferring them to paper: ‘One is never tired of painting, because you have to set down not what you knew already, but what you have just discovered’.41 The New Monthly published his vigorous account of ‘The Fight’ (1822) between Bill Neat and Tom—The Gas-man—Hickman, an account in which Hazlitt demonstrates his wide-ranging love of spectacle, whether in the theatre, the street, the parliament, or the boxing ring, and in which he hones narrative techniques that Victorian novelists soon incorporated within their much broader social scope. Again in the New Monthly, Hazlitt describes ‘On Going a Journey’ (1822), the soul of which is ‘perfect liberty’, and the course of which opens views both ‘beneath my feet’ and ‘to my inward sight’. In ‘My First Acquaintance with Poets’ (1822), published in the short-lived Liberal along with Byron’s The Vision of Judgment (1822), Mary Shelley’s ‘A Tale of the Passions’ (1823), and Hunt’s four ‘Letters from Abroad’ (1822–1823), Hazlitt tells of his 1798 meeting with Wordsworth and Coleridge, and the immense impact the latter in particular had on his intellectual life: ‘My soul has indeed remained in its original bondage … but that my understanding also did not remain dumb and brutish, or at length found a language to express itself, I owe to Coleridge’. A not-quite-final ‘Farewell to Essay-Writing’ (1828) appeared in the London Weekly Review, and featured Hazlitt sipping his morning tea, reading poetry, walking in nature, thinking of Lamb and Hunt, and marvelling at how little time has changed him even as he longs for ‘the days, the hours, the thoughts of my youth’.42

Thomas Carlyle published essays in the London at the same time as De Quincey, Lamb, and Hazlitt, and in the 1830s he joined Fraser’s Magazine, where his ‘Sartor Resartus’ appeared in eight instalments (1833–1834). But Carlyle despised periodical publication. ‘Magazine work is below street sweeping as a trade’, he told his brother in 1831; ‘even I who have no other am determined to try by all methods whether it is not possible to abandon it’. Edward Lytton Bulwer saw much further in England and the English (1833): the finest writing in this ‘great literary age’, he knew, was to be found, ‘not in detached and avowed and standard publications, but in periodical miscellanies’.43 Some long, formal essays, such as those by Trimmer, Clarkson, Malthus, and the Edgeworths, appeared as books. But the vast majority of Romantic essays were published first in the periodicals, including the reviews of Jeffrey, Scott, and the Blackwoodians; the epistolary articles of Coleridge, Lamb, and Disraeli; the dialogues of Martineau, Bulwer, Hazlitt, and Wilson; and the sketches of Mitford, Irving, Dickens, and Hunt. Above all, liberal magazines like the New Monthly and the London fostered a new kind of personal essay that expanded and reworked eighteenth-century versions of the form, and that reached its highest point in the writings of Hazlitt and Lamb, De Quincey and Hunt. Unlike their poetic contemporaries, who frequently portrayed themselves as inspired by nature and solitude, the personal essayists thrived in a metropolitan environment, where they wrote candidly, digressively, idiosyncratically, and introspectively of their own selves, and where their engagement with the periodical press and its various editors, audiences, policies, and incentives thoroughly shaped their output.
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Chapter 48


Literary Criticism



Andrew Keanie

Imagine Romanticism Uncriticized

It is the early 1800s. You are reasonably well off and very well read. Having read the most famous novels and poems of the 1700s, and not above browsing in the bookshop through the most recent publications, you might chance upon a narrative poem by a completely unknown author about an idiot boy who gets lost on horseback and does not know the difference between the sun and the moon.1 You might flip through the pages of that same book some more and find a shorter poem about a little girl, of a poor rustic family, who does not understand that the two of her siblings buried in the churchyard are now dead and gone. She is an entirely new type of individual to appear in literature, not the kind of merely amusing rapscallion running rings around the old reactionary with the airs and graces to be found in a play by Oliver Goldsmith or a novel by Henry Fielding. Her remarkable emotional intelligence is clearly the result of her having loved and been loved by her parents and four siblings. For the growing girl, her two deceased siblings’ reality is inseparable from her love for them. Love is spontaneous and simple when one is a child. Perhaps such relationships are a blessed gift of nature while we human beings are still within our nature. In the final balance of these things, who is to say? At any rate, the little girl does prevail and have the final say with an unsettling self-assurance. Like it or not, ‘We Are Seven’ is a striking piece of writing. Could university-honed scepticism have promoted, with such tender care, this little girl’s lived reality?

Perhaps, though, treating this book as amenable to critique might be a category error. The allure of the poems in the Lyrical Ballads may not only work on the reader who takes them earnestly on their own terms. The sceptic, too, sensing some loose democrat’s construction of a new Noah’s Ark of correctness, may get a twisted kick out of it: the sense of wonder, as pearl after pearl drops from the mouths of an implausibly un-lumpen proletariat, that there will probably be readers who believe it.

You purchase the book (there is just something about it), bring it home, and come across the poem about the mad mother, the poem about the convict,2 and the poems about the other unfortunates the like of which you might previously have recorded in the corner of your eye as nothing more than agitated scraps of sociology. What could they have to do with your life? What business have they being singled out so expressively in published poetry? Such is the contraption set in place so snugly in culture (and sternly in politics) to ensure the safety and property of the prosperous few. It has taken William Wordsworth to bring some uncared-about individuals in from the peripheral. It has taken William Wordsworth to show you that each is another person just like you.

Having hitherto worn your ignorance of such matters lightly, you might dislike the awkwardness and brightness of the reading experience, and therefore resent the author who has brought it about in you. Just how binding is this new update from the so-called cutting edge of contemporary poetry supposed to be? Is it supposed to offer a more inclusive vocabulary of social coherence than your politics could provide? How true is it that an individual picked at random out of the great unwashed will have more humanity and intelligence than a university don or member of parliament? You might discover in yourself an irritability with this new mode of discourse, and an unwillingness to entertain it any further. Or, like a more prepared and disciplined reactionary, you might enquire—or satirically ask rhetorical questions affecting shock—about this new literary phenomenon. You are no fool and know a discreet, benevolent nod in the direction of revolutionary France when you see it. Why the weaving of such fabulations? Why the sudden assembly of chainless noble savages?

Or perhaps you are no reactionary, but instead rather inclined to thank the author for rattling you out of a somewhat bookish and bourgeois indifference, and therefore equipping you with the means of reaching through some of your fellow Britons’ ideological slit windows and rattling them. And then what? Perhaps an appreciable proportion of the books with which you and your contemporaries are familiar—those ostensibly apolitical, baggy, porous, and rambling narratives of Fielding, Laurence Sterne, and Samuel Richardson, and those poems of Alexander Pope, Thomas Gray, Samuel Johnson, and others—will begin to feel a little less essential. They might even become irritating, as if their genteelly chattering adherents have been following the same instruction not even to conceal the complacency with which they may preside over the less privileged majority (who remain instinctively aware that neither their government nor their nation’s celebrated authors represent or regard them with compassion).

Of a mind to reassess your own attitudes now, you might reconsider the old, pre-Lyrical Ballads authors’ emotional distance from the unfairly suffered anguish of their fellow citizens. You might begin to find a lot of eighteenth-century literature circuitous and unconcerned compared with Wordsworth’s plain-spoken and spirited mode of immediacy. You might find yourself unable to unsee the older writers’ biases, and—more especially the case if you are young (your intellect bright and new, your nervous system tenderly sensitive)—you might feel chafed by the old mechanisms of literary distraction and suspect that you are just one of a great many British citizens conserved for too long beside the most important point: what is wrong with us is systemic, not cyclic. You might wish to see the old authors declared redundant in the new age of revolution in which it is as blissful to be alive in far off, sinful Paris as it is irksome to be gently propagandized via the golden treasury of British books.

Remember Romanticism Criticized

But, of course, you are most likely to have been reached by criticism of literature before you have been able to find and read the literature for yourself. It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single reader about to gain possession of a good book must be in want of a critique. Hence, you are by default on the lookout, in the newspapers and periodicals, for detailed evaluations of the latest novels, poems, biographies, and other reading matter.

In theory, this might suggest that literature is an independent art form suitable for independent scrutiny by disinterested literary critics. In practice, it is from the currents, crested waters, and molten veins of literary creation and criticism that the nomenclature of culture and politics is wrought. In the Lyrical Ballads, the comings and goings of Betty Foy, Martha Ray, and all the others take place in the shadow of what will later become known as the military–industrial complex. If criticism comes not as industrially as the weapons on a warship, it had better not come at all.

Thousands in employment of all kinds—from carpentry, masonry, painting, decorating, and joinery to editing, advertising, typesetting, and printing—occupy their lives in meeting the requirements of the arts, including literature and literary criticism. Not many of the activities of British citizens, with the exception perhaps of the military, consume more effort. From bookish childhood through bookish adolescence, and on into the realm of the universities, cultural bodies, and other metropolitan latifundia, tens of thousands devote their lives to developing skill in turning, or interpreting, an expression in all feasible ways. The up-and-coming wordsmith, whether a maker or critic of language and line, learns to find this rhyme for that word, or the mot juste for that old passion or this new perception.

If, in the early 1800s, you are minded to plan your reading for the next month or two, you might, like many others, be browsing through a splendid-looking new journal called the Edinburgh Review. The editor of this publication, Francis Jeffrey, is very respected, and his reputation will continue to grow and be consolidated by his becoming a peer in 1834. There is such good sense and integrity about Jeffrey’s literary criticism that it appeals to, or at least earns the respect of, readers of all political shades and stripes.3

In his January 1803 Edinburgh review of Robert Southey’s Thalaba (1801), Jeffrey has included comments on the Lyrical Ballads. He begins with a general expression of faith in the British literary canon, and a broadly conservative suggestion that the canon is as worthy of reverence as institutional religion is worthy of devotion: ‘Poetry has this much, at least, in common with religion, that its standards were fixed long ago, by certain inspired writers, whose authority it is no longer lawful to call in question’.4 Jeffrey informs his reader that the poems in the Lyrical Ballads have come not just from outside the canon but also from beyond the pale, and that whoever is behind the enterprise is obviously up to no good:


The authors, of whom we are now speaking, have, among them, unquestionably, a very considerable portion of poetical talent, and have, consequently, been enabled to seduce many into an admiration of the false taste (as it appears to us) in which most of their productions are composed. They constitute, at present, the most formidable conspiracy that has lately been formed against sound judgement in matters poetical.5



Jeffrey’s assessment is minatory. The hostility of the organism that has been let loose (published as poetry) must already be damaging long-cherished British values from the inside out.


But the mischief of this new system, is not confined to the depravation of language only; it extends to the sentiments and emotions, and leads to the debasement of all those feelings which poetry is designed to communicate. It is absurd to suppose, that an author should make use of the language of the vulgar, to express the sentiments of the refined.6



Jeffrey wishes his reader to be in no doubt that the little girl in the churchyard with the remarkable emotional intelligence is just one of many sparks flying around an anvil beaten with bad intent.

So, the reader sees Wordsworth excoriated at the hands of one of the Establishment’s eminent messengers. Jeffrey has fathomed the Lyrical Ballads so responsibly, shrewdly, and thoroughly that Wordsworth’s central iniquity seems to have been rendered distinct as ‘A splenetic and idle discontent with the existing institutions of society’.7 How likely are you, now, to read the poems for yourself frankly, naively, and without prejudice, as if for the first time? The incidence in British literary criticism of such energized didacticism as Jeffreys’s leaves the creators of English literature with politics at the tips of their fingers like static sparks.

Critics on Cockneys’ Political Mischief, Poetic Desires, and Educational Needs

It is 1817. The politics of Leigh Hunt and his ‘Cockney’ circle are, if anything, even more electric in expression and impact than Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads. Hunt’s attitude is a continuation of the English Jacobinism of the 1790s. In an influential review article, the redoubtable Tory journalist who signs himself ‘Z’ (John Gibson Lockhart, who will write a much-admired biography of his father-in-law, Sir Walter Scott), has said that Hunt ‘is the ideal of a Cockney Poet’, and that he


raves perpetually about ‘green fields’, ‘jaunty streams’, and ‘o’er-arching leafiness’, exactly as a Cheapside shop-keeper does about the beauties of his box on the Camberwell road. Mr Hunt is altogether unacquainted with the face of nature in her magnificent scenes; he has never seen any mountain higher than Highgate-hill, nor reclined by any stream more pastoral than the Serpentine River. But he is determined to be a poet eminently rural, and he rings the changes—till one is sick of him, on the beauties of the different ‘high views’ which he has taken of God and nature, in the course of some Sunday dinner parties, at which he has assisted in the neighbourhood of London.8



Lockhart characterizes Hunt as a scarce-travelled, semi-educated little local nuisance whose head has been turned with some grand ideas. Any friend of Hunt putting his head above the parapet can expect to be similarly anathematized.

The title page of John Keats’s first published collection, Poems (1817), has a dedication to Hunt, and there is also a picture of Shakespeare and a few lines quoted from Edmund Spenser. Keats’s republicanism is beyond doubt. Hunt’s leading articles for the Examiner regularly invoke writers like Geoffrey Chaucer, William Shakespeare, and Edmund Spenser as the custodians of English freedom, and Keats has been knowingly provocative in publishing Poems on Monday 3 March 1817, immediately after Hunt’s attack, in the Sunday Examiner, on the Foreign Secretary, Lord Castlereagh, for trying to suspend the habeas corpus act. Given the timing, Keats’s Poems have practically announced his concurrence—and friendship—with the author of the leader in the Examiner.

The reaction to Endymion (1818), then, reveals what a paranoid literary–political apparatus, forever on the alert to any infraction of its stern prohibitions, is capable of when defied by non-conformists. The poem is, it must be said, replete with sitting targets for classically confident critics. Sometimes, for example, the Greekless young poet’s impostures in straining for a rhyme, or the higgledy-piggledy syllable-count, might be tittered at as the temporary measures of vulgarity on an epic journey to sophistication but not quite there yet (or perhaps not quite all there): ‘I clung about her waist, nor ceas’d to pass / Fleet as an arrow through unfathom’d brine’.9 Keats has already, in the Preface, expressed his hope that readers might be prepared to countenance the shortcomings in his prentice piece:


What manner I mean, will be quite clear to the reader, who must soon perceive … every error denoting a feverish attempt, rather than a deed accomplished. The two first books, and indeed the two last, I feel sensible are not of such completion as to warrant their passing the press; nor should they if I thought a year’s castigation would do them any good;—it will not: the foundations are too sandy.10



The Tory politician John Wilson Croker, and of course Lockhart, denounce Endymion with relish. Here is an excerpt from Croker’s anonymous review in the September 1818 Quarterly:


This author is a copyist of Mr Hunt; but he is more unintelligible, almost as rugged, twice as diffuse, and ten times more tiresome and absurd than his prototype, who, though he impudently presumed to seat himself in the chair of criticism, and to measure his own poetry by his own standard, yet generally had a meaning. But Mr Keats had advanced no dogmas which he was bound to support by examples; his nonsense therefore is quite gratuitous.11



For Croker, Keats represents a new sort of redoubled chaos that obviously needs to be kept out of British culture as much as possible. For Croker, Keats is even more deep and meaningless than the egregious king of the Cockneys himself, Hunt.

The thunderhead of judgement is slower to gather in Lockhart’s Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine review (August 1818). Lockhart opens by surveying Britain’s cultural decline in general:


Of all the manias of this mad age, the most incurable, as well as the most common, seems to be no other than the Metromanie. The just celebrity of Robert Burns and Miss Baillie has had the melancholy effect of turning the heads of we know not how many farm-servants and unmarried ladies; our very footmen compose tragedies, and there is scarcely a superannuated governess in the island that does not leave a roll of lyrics behind her in her band-box.12



For Lockhart, Keats (lacking a classical education, though eligible since July 1816 to practise as an apothecary, physician, and surgeon) is scarcely less absurd than a farm-servant or footman in a Delphic fever of inspiration. Having drolly contemplated a new cultural disorder staffed by self-appointed bearers of esoteric truths, Lockhart alerts readers to the latest exertions of one little poet in particular:


His friends, we understand, destined him to the career of medicine, and he was bound apprentice some years ago to a worthy apothecary in town. But all has been undone by a sudden attack of the malady to which we have alluded. Whether Mr John has been sent home with a diuretic or composing draught to some patient far gone in the poetical mania, we have not heard. This much is certain, that he has caught the infection, and that thoroughly.13



Finally, after breaking into mock earnestness and appearing to deliver a home-truth personally to the talented (though, it must be affirmed, barbarian and bold) young man, Lockhart ushers Keats to the outskirts of high culture: ‘It is a better and a wiser thing to be a starved apothecary than a starved poet; so back to the shop Mr John, back to “plasters, pills, ointment boxes”, &c.’.14

For these critics, Keats simply has not had the direct means of culture that could have corrected and matured his ideas. All he seems to his critics to be able to do is salivate over his own lip-smacking use of the English language. In the process of learning the real language of Homer, Keats might have paid keener attention to the weight and worth of words, and their assembly and organization. He could have learned how to make them fixed and fluid with superior accuracy, and so he could have become more properly skilled, not only at expressing essential thoughts, but at preserving them as well. Furthermore, he could have learned to feel the right level of respect for the English language, and thus been protected from any attempt to adapt it in an irresponsible or uninformed way. He would then, surely, not have had the temerity to declare that he ‘look[s] upon fine Phrases like a Lover’.15 There is the general feeling in the literary establishment that if even one little pretender can publish an Endymion and remain unscathed, then the profession of serious author will be brought into justifiable disrepute.

And yet, even as the hostility comes to a head, Keats himself can share the sense that he is the final judge of what must be done despite the temptations and edicts of authority:


Praise or blame has but a momentary effect on the man whose love of beauty in the abstract makes him a severe critic on his own Works. My own domestic criticism has given me pain without comparison beyond what Blackwood or the Quarterly could possibly inflict. [A]nd also when I feel I am right, no external praise can give me such a glow as my own solitary reperception & ratification of what is fine … [Endymion] is as good as I had power to make it—by myself.16



There is a whiff of sulphur—to reign and not to serve—in Keats’s criticism of the prevailingly unromantic criticism of his work: ‘Had I been nervous about its being a perfect piece, & with that view asked advice, & trembled over every page, it would not have been written; for it is not in my nature to fumble—I will write independantly.’17

On Waking One Morning to Find One’s Work Criticized

It is 1818. With more than a mere whiff of sulphur, Lord Byron can make readers understand him at once. To read the beginning of Canto IV of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage (1818) is to view, as it were, the theatre of one’s mind being lit up:


I stood in Venice, on the ‘Bridge of Sighs’;

A palace and a prison on each hand:

I saw from out the wave her structures rise

As from the stroke of the enchanter’s wand.18


One may feel that the poet has opened a wide perspective that can set one dreaming of its meaning, at once precise and manifold.

But the frisson from those lines can be straightened out by the critic with other ideas. Samuel Rogers (one of the most popular poets of the time as well as a critic) uses these lines as an illustration of Byron’s—and contemporary readers’—common carelessness:




There is a great deal of incorrect and hasty writing in Byron’s works; but it is overlooked in this age of hasty readers. For instance,

I stood in Venice, on the Bridge of Sighs,

A palace and a prison on each hand.

He meant to say, that on one hand was a palace, on the other a prison.19


Rogers—writing in a private diary, the most public act an English man of letters can ever do—professes to feeling something painful, and he is concerned with the business of words meaning what they mean, and not meaning something else. Rogers’s point is that if you really understand the English language, Byron’s sentence about the palace and the prison is not saying what Byron thinks it is saying, and the sad thing is that it means to many readers what the writer erroneously thinks it means. Byron’s hands could be as unsafe as those of any little Cockney chancer. Rogers is foreshadowing the reservations of some of the Victorian (and later) critics about Byron’s writing.

When we read for ourselves the opening lines of Childe Harold, Canto IV, we do, of course, know what Byron means to mean, and we accept, on its own terms, the elegant presentation of the palace and the prison. Beguiled by the likelihood of the canto continuing to beguile us, we are no more interested in correcting shaky grammar than we are in correcting crumbling Venice.

Shelley Unbidden, Unbound, and Not Understood

The following extract is from an anonymous attack on The Revolt of Islam in the Quarterly, at the time the most popular and influential review in Britain:


Mr Shelley would abrogate our laws—this would put an end to felonies and misdemeanours at a blow; he would abolish the rights of property, of course there could thenceforward be no violation of them … he would overthrow the constitution, and then we should have no expensive court, no pensions or sinecures, no silken lords or corrupt commoners, no slavish and enslaving army or navy; he would pull down our churches, level our Establishment, and burn our bibles—then we should pay no tithes, be enslaved by no superstitions, abused by no priestly artifices: marriage he cannot endure, and there would at once be a stop put to the lamented increase of adulterous connections amongst us.20



The Quarterly consistently and authoritatively speaks the British reactionary mind, and (like Jeffrey) John Taylor Coleridge (the author of the review) sees it as his duty to recognise a subtle threat to the national interest and fight it in full seriousness (rather than allow readers to believe Shelley’s badness and madness amenable to merely urbane acidity):


Like the Egyptian of old, the wheels of his chariot are broken, the path of ‘mighty waters’ closes in upon him behind, and a still deepening ocean is before him:—for a short time, are seen his impotent struggles against a resistless power, his blasphemous execrations are heard, his despair but poorly assumes the tone of triumph and defiance, and he calls ineffectually on others to follow him to the same ruin—finally, he sinks ‘like lead’ to the bottom, and is forgotten. So it is now in part, so shortly will it be entirely with Mr Shelley.21



The hint of Shelley as an albatross to be cast off (‘like lead’) into the sea looks remarkably prescient. A decidedly undivine insanity hangs around him like a dreadful aura. As the brittle and pernickety reading public looks through its weekly papers, it learns to despise, fear, or simply ignore the poet.

In his essay, ‘On Paradox and Commonplace’, the foremost critic and chronicler of the Romantic age, William Hazlitt, reflects on a Shelley fully electrified though lacking the nous to make the sparks at his fingertips cohere as a useful point of view. Hazlitt’s Shelley seems more likely to initiate merely unhelpful shocks, unhallowed arts, unbidden hymns, and unbounded monstrosities:


It would seem that [Shelley] wished not so much to convince or inform as to shock the public by the tenor of his productions, but I suspect he is more intent upon startling himself with his electrical experiments in morals and philosophy; and though they may scorch other people, they are to him harmless amusements, the coruscations of an Aurora Borealis, that ‘play round the head, but do not reach the heart.’ Still I could wish that he would put a stop to the incessant, alarming whirl of his Voltaic battery.22



Despite—and perhaps because of—attacks from the left, right, and centre, the poet will continue trying to transform the ‘withered leaves’23 of human hopes into an evergreen and graspable way of life.

Criticism Considered as One of the Fine Arts: Thomas De Quincey

It is 1822. Politics aside (though, of course, never away), Hazlitt commands a wonderfully lofty vantage point over the hot struggles in the forcing-house of literary culture: ‘At first, it [criticism] is generally satisfied to give an opinion whether a work is good or bad, and to quote a passage or two in support of this opinion: afterwards, it is bound to assign the reasons of its decision and to analyse supposed beauties or defects with microscopic minuteness.’ For Hazlitt, the (not untypically dishonourable) literary critic’s


object indeed is not to do justice to his author, whom he treats with very little ceremony, but to do himself homage, and to show his acquaintance with all the topics and resources of criticism. If he recurs to the stipulated subject in the end, it is not till after he has exhausted his budget of general knowledge; and he establishes his own claims first in an elaborate inaugural dissertation de omni scibile et quibusdam aliis, before he deigns to bring forward the pretentions of the original candidate for praise, who is only the second figure in the piece.24



Hazlitt could have Jeffrey or Lockhart in mind. He could also, however, be thinking about another remarkable critic and chronicler of the age, De Quincey, whose literary aspirations, resulting naturally from a childhood filled with reading and daydreaming, have culminated in that virtuosic demonstration of self-publicity, Confessions of an English Opium-Eater (1821).

De Quincey’s Macbeth

It is 1823. On realizing that he himself would not become a writer of successful novels or poems, and having temporarily exhausted his budget of autobiography with Confessions, De Quincey must still somehow make a living. He writes reviews. His ability to offer an intricate and cultured piece of writing as an original discussion of any demanding topic is famously impressive. For example, in his London Magazine article ‘On the Knocking at the Gate in Macbeth’ (1823), he finds and exploits a deep connection between the Ratcliffe Highway murders of December 1811 and Shakespeare’s play. De Quincey makes Shakespeare accessible to the contemporary magazine reader. ‘If the reader has ever witnessed a wife, daughter, or sister, in a fainting fit, he may chance to have observed that the most affecting moment in such a spectacle, is that in which a sigh and a stirring announce the recommencement of suspended life.’25 De Quincey’s rapport with his reader is as close and knowing as it was when he first guided him through the pleasures and pains of opium. The reader of Macbeth ‘will be aware that at no moment was his sense of the complete suspension and pause in ordinary human concerns so full and affecting as at that moment when the suspension ceases, and the goings-on of human life are suddenly resumed’. De Quincey’s reader is given the opportunity to consult his own experience. Then, that personal experience can be used as a stepping stone into a more distinguished mode of abstract thinking. ‘All action in any direction is best expounded, measured, and made apprehensible, by reaction.’26 Fortified with the feeling that shivering self-knowledge and detached intellectuality can inform the more richly for having fused, De Quincey’s reader is conducted to a central Shakespearean insight:


Now apply this to the case in Macbeth. Here, as I have said, the retiring of the human heart and the entrance of the fiendish heart was to be expressed and made sensible. Another world has stepped in; and the murderers are taken out of the region of human things, human purposes, human desires. They are transfigured: Lady Macbeth is ‘unsexed;’ Macbeth has forgot that he was born of woman; both are conformed to the image of devils; and the world of devils is suddenly revealed.27



De Quincey asks the question that he presumes both peanut-crunching spectator and high-flying scholar will want to ask: ‘How shall [Shakespeare’s adumbration of infernal forces] be conveyed and made palpable?’28 He then delivers his report, apparently from the same psychic front that is occupied eternally by the ‘unutterable monsters’29 of the opium nightmares of the Confessions:


In order that a new world may step in, this world must for a time disappear. The murderers, and the murder, must be insulated—cut off by an immeasurable gulph from the ordinary tide and succession of human affairs—locked up and sequestered in some deep recess: we must be made sensible that the world of ordinary life is suddenly arrested—laid asleep—tranced—racked into a dread armistice: time must be annihilated.30



Though it is still decades before Dr Jekyll’s despicable Mr Hyde, and Dorian Gray’s wretched picture, any reader of De Quincey who has ever himself behaved badly and then compartmentalized will now be able to catch sight of himself in Macbeth:


Hence it is that when the deed is done—when the work of darkness is perfect, then the world of darkness passes away like a pageantry in the clouds: the knocking at the gate is heard; and it makes known audibly that the reaction has commenced: the human has made its reflux upon the fiendish: the pulses of life are beginning to beat again: and the re-establishment of the goings-on of the world in which we live, first makes us profoundly sensible of the awful parenthesis that had suspended them.31



De Quincey’s Bentley

1830. Throughout the rest of the 1820s, whatever the subject, De Quincey has shown himself to be effortlessly familiar with the primary materials and related research. He writes with a scholar’s authority, and yet he also frequently condescends to the less scholarly predilections and capabilities of magazine readers. He employs expressions and points of view that he presumes his reader—part consumer, part intellectual proletariat—will relish. De Quincey is by no means the only author to entertain, entitle, and exercise readers so knowingly. Lockhart (though it may be rich coming from him) has complained about the prevalence of such practice:


An English Reviewer is a smart, clever man of the world, or else a violent political zealot. He takes up a new book either to make a jest of it, and amuse his readers and himself at the expense of its author, or he makes use of the name of it merely as an excuse for writing, what he thinks the author might have been better employed in doing. … The truth is, that the English Reviewer does not much care what the merit of the author is. The author is a mere puppet in the hands of the critic … the author is nothing—the Reviewer every thing.32



The reason for De Quincey’s two consecutive articles in Blackwood’s in September and October 1830 is the publication of James Henry Monk’s Life of Bentley, a new biography of the founder of historical philology, Richard Bentley. De Quincey, ostensibly the book’s reviewer, makes no effort at assessment or even description. Instead, after an insouciant allusion to Monk’s work, he moves on to his own account of Bentley. There can be little doubt about what De Quincey thinks of Monk’s biography, even though he never really handles the book’s contents. He frequently makes slighting remarks on Monk’s knowledge and intelligence: Monk’s chronology is poor; he often contradicts himself; his Greek leaves much to be desired (so much for his having been elected Regius Professor of Greek at Trinity College Cambridge in 1809); he thinks too highly of John Colbatch (involved in a long legal struggle with Bentley). Such spirited and exultant disparagements would surely put De Quincey’s readers off Monk, whose scholarship and power of exposition, it seems, need continually to be corrected by the more cultivated and better-informed mind. De Quincey exhibits his Monk as an excellent example of one of the stingless but well-paid drones of the Establishment. For De Quincey, Monk might have had all the information at his fingertips, but he was always bound to author an unremarkable book. De Quincey identifies himself—and, therefore, his reader too (journalists and their readers are symbiotically prejudiced and self-regarding)—as the Romantically exiled man of culture. The only thing that Monk’s book could present to a mind like De Quincey’s (and, by extension, a mind like De Quincey’s reader’s) is an opportune basis for cultivating a self-sufficient account of Bentley and a more sophisticated assessment of his achievements. The review may well have been published anonymously, but the Romantically ostracized opium-eater’s ‘boyish design’—his capacity and keenness to show himself ‘a far better Grecian’33 than any English Divine—is, by 1830, familiar to the great plurality of the magazine-reading public that has already read De Quincey’s Confessions.

This kind of literary expansionism and territoriality is familiar in contemporary criticism. Indeed, the penchant for scorning to examine the work itself is so widespread as to excite comment from editors and readers alike. De Quincey fits Lockhart’s portrayal of the type of reviewer all too familiar: the self-publicist masquerading as disinterested assessor. Such a reviewer will not untypically stage a spectacle for his readers. In De Quincey’s case, the spectacle staged is the revelation of Bentley’s latest biographer as a pretender to knowledge and insight more comfortably within the competence of De Quincey’s Grecian scholarship. De Quincey wishes it to be understood that he is seeing a rather lacklustre Monk off the premises, as it were, the better to exhibit Bentley’s life and work properly. Such is the dishonourable science of making an opponent of, and discrediting, a fellow author: you consume and assimilate his information and insights, resynthesize them as your own exegesis, and invoke at various points in the process the hollowness of his claim to an eminence undoubtedly yours.

Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s Contribution: Wordsworth Reimagined; Criticism Redefined

Arguably, this could all have made something of an endless Machiavellian melodrama of literary criticism, with the most dominant critic bestriding the space between the author and the reader, and the reader merely a passive looker-on until told what to think. As arguable, however, is Coleridge’s conviction that no reader should be exempt from exertion, and that the reader’s faculties should always be understood to be in a state of requisition:


No real information can be conveyed, no important errors rectified, no widely injurious prejudices rooted up, without requiring some effort or thought on the part of the reader. But the obstinate (and toward a contemporary Writer, the contemptuous) aversion to all intellectual effort is the mother evil of all which I had proposed to war against, the Queen Bee in the hive of our errors and misfortunes, both private and national.34



Hence, Coleridge would still the rising tempest of literary-critical antagonism, clear a platform for himself as poet-critic par excellence, and push back, for example, at those critics ‘who have made it a business to attack and ridicule Mr Wordsworth’s compositions.’35

Jeffrey’s demolition of The Excursion; being a Portion of the Recluse, a Poem (1814) might seem even less possible for Wordsworth to recover from than the earlier attack on the Lyrical Ballads: ‘It is longer, weaker, and tamer, than any of Mr Wordsworth’s other productions; with less boldness of originality, and less even of that extreme simplicity and lowliness of tone which wavered so prettily, in the Lyrical Ballads, between silliness and pathos.’36 With an eye made sharp by readers’ encouragement of his no-nonsense nature, Jeffrey sees into the pretensions of things: ‘We have imitations of Cowper, and even of Milton here, engrafted on the natural drawl of the Lakers—and all diluted into harmony by that profuse and irrepressible wordiness which deluges all the blank verse of this school of poetry, and lubricates and weakens the whole structure of their style.’37 Jeffrey delivers vintage Augustan sentiment to those readers still not inclined to forget the ‘splenetic and idle discontent with the existing institutions of society’ with which he had alleged the Lyrical Ballads to be shot through. Such readers, it seems, are still having their morale battered by the hazardous vulgarity still resolutely on the rise in literature. However, at least they have Jeffrey’s prose to fall back upon on a regular basis as a sort of medication, even as Britain and its culture go to the dogs. There is just something so decisive, droll, and manly in the way Jeffrey wades, besom in hand, as it were, into the Augean stable, and gets himself knee-deep again in Wordsworthian error and enormity: ‘Inveterate habit must now have given a kind of sanctity to the errors of early taste; and the very powers of which we lament the perversion, have probably become incapable of any other application.’38 Jeffrey persuasively portrays Wordsworth as affected, mystical, prolix, self-indulgent, self-admiring, preachy, uninspiring, and with a ‘propensity to deal out the most familiar truths as the oracles of his own inspired understanding’.39 Jeffrey quotes the following lines from Wordsworth to point at the needless parade of a poet really just saying that ‘the best consolation in distress is to be found in the exercises of piety, and the testimony of a good conscience, may be found on turning the leaf’:


What then remains?—To seek

Those helps, for his occasions ever near,

Who lacks not will to use them; vows, renewed

On the first motion of a holy thought;

Vigils of contemplation; praise; and prayer,

A Stream, which, from the fountain of the heart,

Issuing however feebly, no where flows

Without access of unexpected strength.

But, above all, the victory is most sure

For Him, who, seeking faith by virtue, strives

To yield entire submission to the law

Of Conscience; Conscience reverenced and obeyed,

As God’s most intimate Presence in the soul,

And his most perfect Image in the world.40


Jeffrey’s Wordsworth relies on sheer quantity, on feeding a limitless dole of small stimulations to a public for whom filler will do just as well as genuine thought or style. For Jeffrey, the Wordsworth reader’s appetite is never satisfied, but his plate is always full.

Perhaps, though, all the energy that Jeffrey expends on Wordsworth’s ‘forced and affected ecstasies’41 amounts, in the end, to an exhibition of a critic’s failure of imagination, and his desire to wipe out in bewilderment what he cannot have. Jeffrey has thrown into relief a fresh opportunity for a commendably credulous kind of critic, in whom the best of Pope’s attitude has been retained and renewed:


Whoever thinks a faultless piece to see,

Thinks what ne’er was, nor is, nor e’er shall be …

Applause, in spight of trivial faults, is due …

Most Critics, fond of some subservient art,

Still make the Whole depend upon a Part.42


Hence, the emergence of Coleridgean criticism beside which Jeffrey’s can appear narrow, and timid. ‘He who tells me that there are defects in a new work, tells me nothing which I should not have taken for granted without his information. But he, who points out and elucidates the beauties of an original work, does indeed give me interesting information, such as experience would not have authorized me in anticipating’.43

Biographia Literaria (1817) is the revolutionary Copernican lens with which Coleridge unblurs some biases and beliefs about the canonical and contemporary features of the literary firmament. The appreciated and admired Coleridge introduces something transformative to the practice of literary criticism: himself. ‘I was in my twenty-fourth year, when I had the happiness of knowing Mr Wordsworth personally’.44 Coleridge reclaims Wordsworth as a friend and relocates him in the firmament. Hence, with an alienated majesty, Coleridge returns genius to a world that ill-advisedly repudiated it:


It was the union of deep feeling with profound thought; the fine balance of truth in observing with the imaginative faculty in modifying the objects observed; and above all the original gift of spreading the tone, the atmosphere, and with it the depth and height of the ideal world around forms, incidents, and situations, of which, for the common view, custom had bedimmed all the lustre, had dried up the sparkle and the dew drops.45



Jeffrey never reviewed Wordsworth’s Descriptive Sketches (1793), but it is amusing to imagine what Jeffrey might have had to say about the following lines (quoted so approvingly by Coleridge):


 ’Tis storm; and hid in mist from hour to hour,

All day the floods a deepening murmur pour;

The sky is veiled, and every cheerful sight:

Dark is the region as with coming night;

And yet what frequent bursts of overpowering light!

Triumphant on the bosom of the storm,

Glances the fire-clad eagle’s wheeling form;

Eastward, in long perspective glittering, shine

The wood-crowned cliffs that o’er the lake recline;

Wide o’er the Alps a hundred streams unfold,

At once to pillars turn’d that flame with gold:

Behind his sail the peasant strives to shun

The West, that burns like one dilated sun,

Where in a mighty crucible expire

The mountain, glowing hot, like coals of fire.46


What Coleridge says about these lines is profound without hysteria, serious without rancour, and somehow set free from the edgy claustrophobia of contemporary criticism. It could be said that Coleridge raises the spiritual level and improves the tone of literary criticism. This does not mean that his reading is conclusive or settling in its position. As a record of opinion, it is one thing. As a definitive view, it is another.


Seldom, if ever, was the emergence of an original poetic genius above the literary horizon more evidently announced. In the form, style, and manner of the whole poem, and in the structure of the particular lines and periods, there is an harshness and acerbity connected and combined with words and images all a-glow, which might recall those products of the vegetable world, where gorgeous blossoms rise out of the hard and thorny rind and shell, within which the rich fruit was elaborating.47



Jeffrey has written Wordsworth off as Cowperishly descriptive and Lakishly drawling (as if all Wordsworth can do is reach for old similes that might engraft one thing to another in lieu of originality). Coleridge celebrates the sheer rudeness with which the best writing can erupt, welcome, into a reader’s life: ‘the novelty and struggling crowd of images acting in conjunction with the difficulties of the style, demanded always a greater closeness of attention, than poetry, (at all events, descriptive poetry) has a right to claim.’48

Jeffrey has perhaps meant to memorialize his own attitude to Wordsworth—‘This will never do!’49—as a hyperallergic reaction to bad writing, as if Wordsworth’s lines induce anaphylactic shock. Coleridge accepts awkwardness or infelicity as natural as autumn’s bones forming in an April egg. Coleridge’s marked ability to write complex yet uncluttered exposition of uncertain visibilities makes his criticism of Wordsworth attractive, but whether it is all relevant to Wordsworth is possibly a different and even debatable matter.

In tracing the roots and threads back farther than the faults in the fault-ridden work, Coleridge treats Wordsworth more searchingly, more sociably, and more suitably than Jeffrey could. Romanticism has become amenable to critique because it is critiquing itself. In and out the shuttle goes.


And it is remarkable how soon genius clears and purifies itself from the faults and errors of its earliest products; faults which, in its earliest compositions, are the more obtrusive and confluent, because as heterogeneous elements, which had only a temporary use, they constitute the very ferment, by which themselves are carried off.50



The devil in Jeffrey’s detail dwindles to last century’s clockwork toy. Biographia is as dynamic, haptic, and fabulous as ‘Kubla Khan’ (written 1797). Romantic criticism and creativity present the spindles upon which the spirit of the age will continue to wind and be wound.
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Chapter 49


Literary Parody and Satire



Nicholas Mason

Two centuries after the Romantic revolution swept through Britain, North America, and much of the European continent, broad-stroke versions of literary history remain prone to recounting how an upstart, radical Romanticism emerged as the antithesis of the stodgy, reactionary neoclassicism that had long held sway in the realm of arts and letters. Romanticism’s eventual triumph, as this story goes, was predicated upon supplanting neoclassical attitudes, forms, and philosophies. Naturally enough, then, first to the gallows was satire, the quintessential eighteenth-century genre and imagined converse of the heartfelt Romantic lyric. Neatly summarizing this agonistic model of literary history, Stephen Jones writes, ‘if satire was public, highly rhetorical, judicial, punitive, mocking, even insincere, then Romanticism was the opposite: private, natural, expressive, sympathetic, sincere’.1

Of course, most Romanticists, past and present, would likely resist the baldest, most dogmatic formulations of this binary. Yet evidence for general scholarly acceptance of an inherent opposition between the Romantic and satiric is readily available. Perhaps most conspicuously, in the introduction to his influential study of ‘major’ Romantic poets, Natural Supernaturalism (1971), M. H. Abrams feels a single sentence sufficient to justify Lord Byron’s exclusion. ‘Byron I omit altogether’, Abrams explains, ‘not because I think him a lesser poet than the others but because in his greatest work he speaks with an ironic counter-voice and deliberately opens a satirical perspective on the vatic stance of his Romantic contemporaries’.2

In the fifty years since Abrams’s book, a wave of revisionist scholarship has brought satire out of the cold, if not quite to the forefront, of Romantic studies. Marilyn Butler is widely credited with firing the first shot in this campaign with her 1984 quip that ‘the so-called Romantics did not know at the time that they were supposed to do without satire’. This was hardly a new idea, however, especially for Butler, who over the previous fifteen years had published books on three of the age’s greatest prose satirists, Maria Edgeworth, Jane Austen, and Thomas Love Peacock.3 Butler’s spadework, along with that of social historians like E. P. Thompson, established a foundation for an unprecedented boom in scholarship on Romantic satire during the 1990s and the first decade of the present century. Seminal publications on the subject from these years include monographs by Marcus Wood, Stephen Jones, Gary Dyer, and John Strachan, and extensively annotated scholarly editions by Strachan and Graeme Stones, and David A. Kent and D. R. Ewen.4

In hindsight, this collective effort to exhume, catalogue, analyse, and republish hundreds of long-forgotten satires is all the more extraordinary for having largely been completed before archival research in the humanities was revolutionized by full-text digital databases like Literature Online (LION), Eighteenth-Century Collections Online (ECCO), and Google Books. Projects like Dyer’s British Satire and the Politics of Style, 1789–1832 (1997), which required a decade’s worth of research in libraries on either side of the Atlantic, might presumably be completed at a fraction of the time and expense today. Despite these comparative limitations, however, Dyer managed to demonstrate, as he puts it, the ‘astonishing’ ‘quantity and variety of prose and verse satire published in England between 1789 and 1832’. He makes a particularly compelling case for the superabundance of verse satire, documenting how during peak years of the period upwards of one-third of new books of British poetry were explicitly satirical.5

Dyer’s prevailing emphasis on poetry is consistent with a critical norm that dates at least to Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary of the English Language (1755), where ‘satire’ is narrowly defined as ‘a poem in which wickedness or folly is censured’. Over the ensuing century, new editions of Johnson and many rival volumes continued to confine satire exclusively to verse.6 Noah Webster’s American dictionaries, however, offer noteworthy exceptions. Webster’s lesser-known Dictionary of the English Language (1817) at once paraphrases and broadens Johnson’s entry by defining satire as ‘that which censures vice or folly’, and his monumental American Dictionary of the English Language (1828) is similarly expansive in categorizing satire as ‘a discourse or poem in which wickedness or folly is exposed with severity’.7

While Dr Johnson’s remained the standard English dictionary through much of the Romantic age, Webster’s less restrictive definition of ‘satire’ seems to better capture early nineteenth-century usage on either side of the Atlantic. As important recent studies by Ian Haywood and David Francis Taylor remind us, satire indisputably flourished outside the bounds of poetry during the ‘golden age’ of graphic caricature presided over by James Gillray, Thomas Rowlandson, and George Cruikshank.8 Likewise, scholars of Romantic-era drama have chronicled the popularity of such stage satires as Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s The Critic (1779), Hannah Cowley’s A Bold Stroke for a Husband (1783), and Thomas John Dibdin’s Harlequin and Humpo (1812).9

By comparison, scholarship on Romantic-era prose satire continues to languish. While Mikhail Bakhtin, Ronald Paulson, Frank Palmeri, and others have chronicled the crucial roles parody and satire played in the ‘rise’ of the novel,10 and others have explored how individual novelists of the period deployed satire, a wide-ranging, book-length study of the prose satire of late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Britain has yet to be written. To a certain extent, then, this chapter and Michael Demson’s on ‘Political Parody and Satire’ (chapter 36 above) offer preliminary sketches of the themes, writers, and works that an authoritative monograph on the subject might cover. My particular aim in what follows is to demonstrate how prose remained a prominent mode for parodying and satirizing well-known writers, works, and genres throughout the Romantic period. After briefly recapping ongoing debates about the respective lineages and ambits of parody and satire, I recount how the vibrant eighteenth-century tradition of satirical prose endured in Romantic-era parodies on Gothic fiction, Menippean satires on Romantic flights of fancy, and no-holds-barred magazine assaults on literary rivals.

Parody, Satire, and the Novel

In key respects, the starting point for modern scholarship on the nature and limits of satire remains Northrop Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism (1957). Implicitly privileging the more caustic Juvenalian tradition over its gentler Horatian counterpart, Frye succinctly defines satire as ‘militant irony’ and identifies its two essential ingredients as ‘an object of attack’ and ‘wit or humour founded on fantasy or a sense of the grotesque or absurd’. For Frye, satire is inherently polemical, and thus ‘whenever a reader is not sure what the author’s attitude is or what his own is supposed to be, we have irony with relatively little satire’. And though the satiric shares with the ‘comic’ and the ‘humorous’ a desire to provoke laughter through the use of wit, it is fundamentally more reformist than these lighter modes.11

Amid these comparisons, Frye neglects to contrast the satiric with the parodic, possibly in tacit acknowledgment of the notorious slipperiness of the latter. Nearly forty years after Anatomy of Criticism, Marcus Wood would candidly confess near the start of his important study of Romantic parody, Radical Satire and Print Culture 1790–1822 (1994), ‘There is no generally accepted working definition of parody, and I do not want to attempt one’.12 Pinning down parody had become even more fraught by that point thanks to several influential late twentieth-century treatises on the subject. First came Bakhtin’s Rabelais and His World (1965; English transl. 1984), which celebrated parody as a uniquely effective mode of ‘carnivalesque’ social and political subversion. This was followed by Gérard Genette’s Palimpsests (1982; English transl. 1997), which classified parody as more inherently playful than its satirical cousins, travesty and burlesque. Then, in A Theory of Parody (1985), Linda Hutcheon cautioned against transhistorical approaches to the genre, emphasizing how postmodern writers and artists had transformed parody into more of a vehicle for celebration than critique.13

Despite these theoretical interventions, however, our notions of parody remain largely tethered to the Ancient Greek idea of the parodia as a form of ‘counter-song’. In early-modern and modern English, ‘parody’ has consistently denoted works, literary and otherwise, whose humour or critique derives from conspicuous mimicry of well-known individuals, works, genres, or trends. While many parodies have satirical intent, others break with satire in seeking to honour rather than discredit the object of imitation. Noting this distinction in 1812, Samuel Taylor Coleridge suggested that ‘parodies on new poems are read as satires; on old ones, (the soliloquy of Hamlet for instance) as compliments’.14 Isaac D’Israeli made much the same point in 1823, opening an essay on ‘Parodies’ with an account of ‘a lady of bas bleu celebrity’ being astonished when ‘an elegant poet and his parodist’ warmly embraced when introduced to one another at her residence. To D’Israeli, such amiability was entirely natural, as ‘the ridiculed had perceived no malignity in the playfulness of the parody, and even seemed to consider it as a compliment, aware that parodists do not waste their talent on obscure productions’.15

In truth, most Romantic-era parodies of living writers were neither as unwaveringly beneficent as D’Israeli suggests nor as malignant as Coleridge would have it. In Coleridge’s case, his sweeping assessment undoubtedly originated in extensive personal experience, as, by Simon Dentith’s reckoning, he, William Wordsworth, and Robert Southey ‘must be the most parodied poets in the English literary tradition’.16 The only comparably enticing targets among prose writers of the age were the bestselling Gothic novelists Ann Radcliffe and Matthew ‘Monk’ Lewis. Their tales of terror, along with the Minerva Press ‘horrids’ that flooded British bookshops and circulating libraries of the early Romantic period, inspired parodies ranging from bite-sized travesties to full-blown, three-volume burlesques like More Ghosts! and The New Monk (both 1798). Radcliffe proved an especially alluring target, largely owing to her massive popularity but also, as E. J. Clery and Robert Miles suggest, because the rival Gothic tales of ‘Lewis and the more extreme German horror novelists already verged on self-parody’.17

The most enduringly canonical parody of the 1790s Gothic craze, of course, is Austen’s Northanger Abbey (1818). Largely completed by 1803, when Austen sold an early version to the London publisher Richard Crosby, this novel light-heartedly, and generally sympathetically, mocks the guilty pleasures and wild imaginings common to turn-of-the-century Radcliffe obsessives. After reacquiring her manuscript when it became clear Crosby had lost interest in publishing it, Austen felt constrained to pen a new ‘Advertisement’ in 1816 conceding that thirteen years in limbo had rendered the novel’s satirical takes on fashionable ‘places, manners, books, and opinions’ of the 1790s ‘comparatively obsolete’.18 Quite possibly, though, the 40-year-old Austen’s desire to distance herself from this early novel owed less to the topical satire at the heart of Northanger Abbey than its reliance on a sort of broad parodic humour that had been a staple of her juvenilia but was largely absent from her later works. To be sure, she did not abandon literary satire altogether, as evidenced perhaps most memorably in the scene in Persuasion (1818) where Anne Elliot advises the melancholic Captain Benwick to wean himself from Byron and add ‘a larger allowance of prose in his daily study’.19 Overall, though, Austen’s later works generally subordinate such moments to the larger dictates of the novel of manners, oscillating between the satiric and the sentimental, moralistic, and philosophical.

In this respect, Austen’s trajectory might be said to mirror that of the novel itself. By general scholarly consensus, British novels gradually set aside satire for lighter comedy between 1750 and 1850, exchanging barbed attacks on specific groups or individuals for anodyne humour deemed suitable for all ages, genders, and dispositions. Summarizing this shift, Joseph F. Bartolomeo argues that the novel ‘absorbed and superseded “purer” forms of satire’ and ‘helped disseminate to a large and broad readership a satiric perspective’.20 Well before Austen, in fact, this general trend can be observed in the career arc of Henry Fielding. When the Licensing Act of 1737 effectively thwarted Fielding’s budding career as a political playwright, he adapted his satirical gifts to the novel, promptly scoring major hits with Shamela (1741) and Joseph Andrews (1742), both merciless parodies of Samuel Richardson’s Pamela (1740). Part-way through the latter, however, Fielding apparently recognized how quickly narrow parody could cloy in a three-volume novel, as he abruptly abandoned Richardsonian burlesque for the sort of generalized ridicule of human folly he would further develop in Tom Jones (1749). Then, in his final novel, Amelia (1751), the once acid-tongued parodist forsook satire altogether for the increasingly fashionable tropes of sentimental fiction. Similar swerves are observable in the careers of Tobias Smollett, Laurence Sterne, and Maria Edgeworth, who debuted, respectively, with the uproarious social satires Roderick Random (1748), Tristram Shandy (vols. 1 and 2, 1759), and Castle Rackrent (1800) before subordinating wit to sensibility in later works like Humphry Clinker (1771), A Sentimental Journey (1768), and The Absentee (1812).

‘Pavonian’ and ‘Menippean’ Satire

As with parody, extended prose satire would make something of a comeback in the 1790s, perhaps most prominently in radical works like William Blake’s The Marriage of Heaven and Hell (circa 1790), Robert Bage’s Hermsprong (1796), Thomas Holcroft’s Hugh Trevor (1794–1797), and Elizabeth Inchbald’s Nature and Art (1796) (the working title of which was ‘A Satire on the Times’). According to traditional accounts, though, this was but a blip in the ongoing absorption of satire into the comedic novel, a trend that, by the latter decades of the Romantic age, left Thomas Love Peacock the last major prose satirist in Britain.

A self-trained classicist, East Indian Company official, and intimate friend of Percy Shelley, Peacock published six stand-alone satirical tales between 1815 and 1831: Headlong Hall (1815), Melincourt (1817), Nightmare Abbey (1818), Maid Marian (1822), The Misfortunes of Elphin (1829), and Crotchet Castle (1831). The wit and erudition displayed throughout these works have struck some as so original and ‘peacockish’, as it were, that his admirers have lobbied for recognizing the ‘Pavonian’ (from the Latin for peacock) as an entirely new class of satire. Originating, it seems, in an 1820 letter in which Shelley alludes to his friend’s ‘Pavonian Psyche’, this usage became sufficiently general by 1875 that the London Society magazine could offhandedly refer to Friar Tuck in Peacock’s Maid Marian as ‘the usual Pavonian type of a greedy, worldly, shrewd, and humorous priest’.21 Elaborating a century thereafter on the qualities of ‘Pavonian satire’, Marilyn Butler suggested that its distinctiveness lies in Peacock’s preference for generalized ridicule of human folly over ‘two types of “satire” infinitely commoner in its period—the blanket assault of one well-defined party upon another, or the lampoon directed against personalities’.22

Yet, at least as strong a case can be made for Peacock’s wide-angle approach to human absurdity representing less a new frontier for satire than a revival of the Menippean mode deployed in classics like Erasmus’s In Praise of Folly (1515) and Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726). Named for the third-century bce Greek cynic Menippus, this class of satire, according to Frye’s often-cited definition, has two essential characteristics. First, it ‘deals less with people as such than with mental attitudes’, targeting ‘pedants, bigots, cranks, parvenus, virtuosi, enthusiasts, rapacious and incompetent professional men of all kinds’. Second, it is inherently multimodal, capitalizing on the distinctive rhetorical and stylistic advantages of two or more genres. In Frye’s telling, ‘The Menippean satire appears to have developed out of verse satire through the practice of adding prose interludes, but we know it only as a prose form, though one of its recurrent features (seen in Peacock) is the use of incidental verse’.23 Yet this is far from a settled point, as Howard D. Weinbrot, for one, vehemently argues that for a work to count as a Menippean satire it need only use ‘at least two different languages, genres, tones, or cultural or historical periods to combat a false and threatening orthodoxy’.24

That prose should enjoy pride of place in Menippean satire, however, is an important plank of Frye’s larger contention that this mode, along with the romance and the confession, constitutes formerly dominant modes of prose narrative that since the eighteenth century have been driven into the wilderness by the rise of the novel. Partly in hopes of reversing this trend, Frye proposes ‘anatomy’ (in the Burtonian sense of a ‘dissection or analysis’) as a less cumbersome and arcane replacement for the term ‘Menippean satire’. From there, he argues that ‘in nearly every period of literature there are many romances, confessions, and anatomies that are neglected only because the categories to which they belong are unrecognized’. Looking just at ‘the period between [Laurence] Sterne and Peacock’, he contends, ‘we have, among romances, [Charles Maturin’s] Melmoth the Wanderer; among confessions, [James] Hogg’s Confessions of a Justified Sinner; among anatomies, Southey’s Doctor, [Thomas] Amory’s John Buncle, and the Noctes Ambrosianae’.25

Although this and other references to Peacock in the Anatomy of Criticism are fleeting, Frye clearly regards him as the premiere Menippean satirist of the nineteenth century and, accordingly, the principal heir to Swift, Sterne, and Fielding. That Peacock benefited immensely from the previous century’s experiments adapting traditional satire to emergent novelistic modes is undeniable. From Fielding, for instance, he learned that, while one-note topical parody might work brilliantly in a 15,000-word jeu d’esprit like Shamela, a multi-volume satirical novel would quickly grow tedious if so narrowly focused. Armed with this insight, Peacock populated all of his Menippean tales with, as he put it in an 1837 retrospective, ‘perfectibilians, deteriorationists, statu-quo-ites, phrenologists, transcendentalists, political economists, theorists in all sciences, projectors in all arts, morbid visionaries, romantic enthusiasts, lovers of music, lovers of the picturesque, and lovers of good dinners’.26

While perhaps true in the main, Peacock’s account obscures how, especially in his first three tales and when turning to the literary world, he routinely shifts from generalized mockery of broad types to pointed attacks on specific individuals. His first book-length satire, Headlong Hall, establishes what would become his trademark pattern of alternating between third-person narration and unmediated intellectual colloquies. Here the premise is that the bookish Welsh squire Harry Headlong has gathered various prestigious philosophers, political economists, and men of letters to his Caernarvonshire estate for a Christmas-time symposium. Much of the ensuing hilarity emanates from the absurdities of such common butts of Regency satire as doomsaying ‘deteriorationists’ (as embodied by a Mr Escot) and crackpot phrenologists (in the form of Mr Cranium). Peacock’s satire becomes decidedly more personal, however, when contemporary writers and theorists take centre stage. His Marmaduke Milestone, for instance, bears a striking likeness in deed and manner to Humphry Repton, the celebrated proponent of the picturesque. Arriving in Chapter III ‘with a portfolio under his arm’, Milestone immediately sets about ‘persuading Squire Headlong to put his romantic pleasure-grounds under a process of improvements’. Peacock cuts even closer to the bone with Mac Laurel, a proud Scot ‘who followed the race of poetry, but occasionally indulged … in the composition of bad criticism’ at the behest of ‘Geoffrey Gall, Esquire, generalissimo’.27 Few early readers would presumably have failed to recognize the conspicuous resemblance between Mac Laurel and Walter Scott, the popular Scottish bard who had refused the ‘Laurels’ of the poet laureateship, first found fame with his ‘multitudinous’ verse romances, and still occasionally wrote for the Edinburgh Review at the behest of his countryman Francis Jeffrey, the periodical’s ‘generalissimo’ editor and presumed namesake for ‘Geoffrey Gall’.

Published as a single, 28,000-word volume, Headlong Hall would prove both the shortest and most immediately popular of Peacock’s fictional works, going into a second edition within a year of its release and a third five years thereafter. Buoyed by this success, Peacock’s follow-up, Melincourt, stuck to the same basic format of embedding extended philosophical dialogues within a broader narrative frame, but this time he expanded the plot to fill three volumes. To this book’s reviewer in the Critical Review, such expansiveness seemed misguided, as Peacock had only ‘allowed himself sufficient room to be tedious’. Melincourt’s genre and medium of publication, the critic maintained, were inherently incompatible, as ‘an avowed satire … occupying about 700 pages, is a little more than the author could reasonably expect to be endured, and he has in consequence given it the appearance of a novel’.28

Like Headlong Hall, Melincourt blends largely innocuous spoofs of such stock types as Rousseau-inspired primitivists and craven fortune hunters with targeted jabs at specific literary figures. That, this time around, his sights are trained on the Lake Poets is signalled from the start by his setting the tale’s action in the Cumbrian wilds. Just as Fielding had taken the liberty to invent a brother and parents for Richardson’s Pamela Andrews in Joseph Andrews, Peacock fills the early chapters of Melincourt with servants and swains claiming kinship with Lucy Gray, Alice Fell, and other oft-satirized Wordsworthian rustics from the Lyrical Ballads (1798, 1800).29 This relatively benign teasing of the region’s favourite sons acquires a harder edge upon the arrival of ‘a celebrated poet, Mr Feathernest, to whom the Marquis had recently given a place in exchange for his conscience’. Removing any doubt whether this turncoat represents an individual poet or a type, Peacock stuffs Feathernest’s backstory with widely publicized details from Southey’s well-compensated conversion from radical republican to court poet. ‘It was thought by Mr Feathernest’s friends’, we are told, ‘that he had made a very good bargain. The poet had, in consequence, burned his old Odes to Truth and Liberty, and had published a volume of Panegyrical Addresses “to all the crowned heads in Europe”, with the motto, “Whatever is at court, is right”.’ Later in the tale, Feathernest takes deep umbrage at insinuations that he reviews his own works, avowing ‘that all the articles on his poems were written either by his friend Mr Mystic’ (who is soon unmasked as Coleridge’s stand-in) or ‘by Mr Vamp, the amiable editor of the Legitimate Review’ (William Gifford, for whom Southey had been a faithful contributor and ally at the Quarterly Review). Mystic, Vamp, and ‘Mr Paperstamp’—Peacock’s dig at Wordsworth’s new sinecure as the region’s distributor of stamps—eventually appear in person for the burlesque ‘Chess Dance’, where, to the delight of onlookers, they and other risible luminaries are moved about as chess pieces.30

A year after Melincourt, Peacock resumed his assault on the errors, excesses, and eccentricities of Romantic poets in Nightmare Abbey. This time, however, he targeted the recent vogue for ‘dark’ Romanticism. In a 30 May 1818 letter to Percy Shelley, Peacock casts Nightmare Abbey as an attempt ‘to “make a stand” against the “encroachments” of black bile’. Especially dangerous, in this respect, is the new fourth canto of Byron’s Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage (1818), which he feared would effect a ‘systematical “poisoning” of the “mind” of the “reading public” ’.31 Unsurprisingly, then, Peacock’s protagonist in Nightmare Abbey, Scythrop Glowry, conspicuously resembles Byron from his first appearance. Having ‘been crossed in love’, he hastily offers ‘his hand, from pique, to a lady, who accepted it from interest’; and his manor, like the poet’s Newstead Abbey, is ‘a venerable family-mansion, in a highly picturesque state of semi-dilapidation’. Three chapters in, however, Glowry metamorphoses from Byron’s doppelganger to that of his friend Percy Shelley. Like Shelley—whom Peacock regularly teased over his romantic passions and crusades—Glowry is a self-appointed liberator of underaged damsels in distress, a wide-eyed acolyte of the idealist philosopher Mr Toobad (William Godwin), and an unwavering optimist who somehow deems it a good omen to sell a mere seven copies of his book. ‘Let me find the seven purchasers of my seven copies’, Glowry exults, ‘and they shall be the seven golden candle-sticks with which I will illuminate the world’.32

The Migration to Magazines

Peacock’s equal-opportunity parodies of both conservative and radical poets, combined with his general mode of attacking types rather than individuals, left him untrammelled by censorship at a time when Britain’s government had little appetite for parody or satire from liberal quarters. By most accounts, the reactionary climates of the Napoleonic War years and the Reform era only hastened satire’s capitulation to the light-hearted humour of bestselling works like Walter Scott’s historical romances, James and Horace Smith’s Rejected Addresses (1812), and Thomas Hood’s Whims and Oddities, in Prose and Verse (1826–1827). Rejected Addresses, in particular, is often seen as emblematic of this general turn from satire to humour, as the Smith brothers insisted that their parodies of contemporary writers aimed merely ‘to raise a harmless laugh’, as they scrupulously ‘avoid[ed] politics and personality’.33

To some purists, such inoffensive fare was unworthy of the label satire. James White, for one, reminded readers in 1828 that, as an inherently reformist genre, satire was no mode for innocuous ribbing or guffawing over universal foibles. ‘Nobody cares a straw’, White insists, ‘for an attack which he shares with twenty thousand, and to which every one thinks there are nineteen thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine more liable than himself’.34 By 1838, the triumph of toothless whimsy seemed so complete to the Rev. John Eagles that he asked: ‘What is become of satire—the good old legitimate satire, for which our language is so fit? Is the task of lashing the follies and vices of the world delivered solely into the hand of the caricaturist and the divine?’ For Eagles, satire’s demise could be laid at the feet of a hubristic generation prone to tireless self-congratulation over having ushered in a ‘march of intellect’ they believed made them ‘the wisest people the world ever knew’. Convinced of the inexorability of human progress, this new breed of Britons had silenced any writer ‘capable of wielding the very battle-axe of legitimate satire’, leaving themselves vulnerable to the inevitable sallies of ‘the scoundrel part of mankind’.35

Sixteen years later, in 1854, the Scottish man of letters James Hannay opined that Britain had failed to produce a single great satirist in the three decades since Byron’s death. ‘We have plenty of Satire in our literature’, Hannay observes. ‘But, for the most part, Satire does not bloom independently as a plant; it enters into the composition of literary productions, and gives a tone to them. … We have novelists, and essayists, and journalists, who are satirical; but where is our Satirist?’36 Sounding a similar note in 1876, the Cornhill Magazine editor—and father-to-be of Vanessa Bell and Virginia Woolf—Leslie Stephen maintained that the octogenarian Thomas Carlyle was the ‘one great British humorist who still survives’. From Stephen’s perspective, moral seriousness had become so enshrined across the land that ‘the great humorists, from Rabelais to Swift to Sterne, are no longer quotable in their naked reality’. Perhaps most remarkably, he singles out Jane Austen as the harbinger of this trend, arguing that ‘the popularity of Miss Austen with non-humorous persons … shows what it is which mankind really understands by humour’. By Stephen’s account, Austen was ‘absolutely at peace with her most comfortable world’, which resulted in her writing sanitized novels with ‘not a single flash of biting satire’ and ‘nothing which could prevent them from being given by a clergyman to his daughter’.37

That this Victorian narrative of satire’s early nineteenth-century demise remained largely intact a century later is evidenced by English Satire and the Satiric Tradition, a major 1984 essay collection edited by Claude Rawson. After dedicating eight chapters to the century and a half between the heyday of the Restoration wits and the publication of William Hazlitt’s Liber Amoris (1823), this chronological survey of ‘the satiric tradition’ skips the late Romantic and Victorian ages altogether before resuming with Joseph Conrad at the turn of the twentieth century. Thirteen years later, Dyer implicitly endorsed this editorial choice when he posited that British satire, especially in prose, ‘largely disappeared’ from the 1820s onwards, as readers came to desire ‘prose narratives that are satiric without being satires’.38 Somewhat surprisingly, Victorianists, too, have generally concurred with this assessment, with Donald Gray conceding that there is ‘good reason for the presumption that anyone writing in earnest about Victorian poetry will be writing about a grave discourse’; Muireann O’Cinneide maintaining that, ‘with earnestness ever more valued’ by the 1830s and 1840s, satirists were effectually ‘chastised’ for their lack of ‘both moral and aesthetic fiber’; and Palmeri unambiguously titling a 2004 article ‘Cruikshank, Thackeray, and the Victorian Eclipse of Satire’.39

So clear-cut a narrative of satire’s demise begins to teeter, however, when we expand our dataset beyond books to include material published in the age’s increasingly influential quarterlies, magazines, and gazettes. Here Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism again proves enduringly valuable, as, rather than recycling the standard view that Peacock was sui generis for his age, it situates his works within a late-Romantic wave of Menippean satire, a resurgence exemplified by the 71 ‘Noctes Ambrosianae’ colloquies published in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine between 1822 and 1835 and Thomas Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus, which appeared serially in Fraser’s Magazine in 1833 and 1834.40

Blackwood’s, in particular, warrants pride of place in accounts of late-Romantic satire, as its outsized impact on the British literary landscape from its 1817 founding almost singlehandedly contradicts lingering notions of the Smith brothers ushering in an era where the ‘harmless laugh’ squelched the literature of ‘politics and personality’. From its Regency origins until deep into the Victorian age, Blackwood’s unapologetically trafficked in and ramped up the trenchant and topical, personal and political, poetic and prosaic satire that had been the stock in trade of earlier Romantic-era periodicals like the Anti-Jacobin Review (est. 1798), the Satirist (1807), and the Scourge (1811).41 With an original roster of James Hogg, John Wilson, and John Gibson Lockhart that soon expanded to include William Maginn and Thomas De Quincey, Blackwood’s brought together the greatest collection of parodists and satirists since the heyday of Pope and Swift’s Scriblerians.

The magazine’s inaugural October 1817 issue came out of the gate with Wilson’s withering, eighteen-page assault on Coleridge for clinging to the ‘ludicrous delusion’ that ‘every tongue is wagging in his praise—that every ear is open to imbibe the oracular breathings of his inspiration’.42 Later in this issue, Lockhart taps in, offering the first of his soon-notorious muggings of Leigh Hunt and his ‘Cockney School of Poetry’. Leaving little doubt that the preferred Blackwoodian medium would be acerbic Juvenalian invective rather than winking Horatian jests, Lockhart pronounces:


One feels the same disgust at the idea of opening [Hunt’s] Rimini, that impresses itself on the mind of a man of fashion, when he is invited to enter, for a second time, the gilded drawing-room of a little mincing boarding-school mistress, who would fain have an At Home in her house. Every thing is pretence, affectation, finery, and gaudiness. The beaux are attorneys’ apprentices, with chapeau bras and Limerick gloves—fiddlers, harp teachers, and clerks of genius; the belles are faded fan-twinkling spinsters, prurient vulgar misses from school, and enormous citizens’ wives. The company are entertained with lukewarm negus, and the sounds of a paltry piano forte.43



By far the most provocative satire in Blackwood’s debut number, however, was the issue-ending ‘Translation from an Ancient Chaldee Manuscript’. Conceived and drafted by Hogg and then revised and expanded by Lockhart and Wilson, the ‘Chaldee Manuscript’ presented itself as a learned translation of an ancient text ‘preserved in the great Library of Paris’. But, as most readers would have quickly understood, this antiquarian ruse served as a thin disguise for a satire that alternated between light-hearted teasing of the magazine’s allies and de facto declarations of war against Edinburgh’s Whig establishment. Near the outset, William Blackwood’s arch-nemesis, the liberal publisher Archibald Constable, appears as ‘a man who was crafty in counsel and cunning in all manner of working’, and his influential quarterly, the Edinburgh Review, is represented by ‘a notable horn in [Constable’s] forehead wherewith he ruled the nations’. This was relatively mild, though, compared to the treatment reserved for Constable hirelings like Macvey Napier, who is cast as a ‘trembling’ youth retained ‘to expound things which he knoweth not’, and John Graham Dalyell, a naturalist said to have ‘the face of an ape, and he chattered continually, and his nether parts were uncomely’.44

Despite the flood of rebuttals, cease-and-desist letters, and subscription cancellation requests that arrived at the magazine’s offices in the wake of this raucous debut, Blackwood and his lead writers realized they had found a distinctive satirical voice and were therefore hell-bent on staying the course. While much of the steady stream of prose and verse satire Blackwood’s would publish in decades to follow has long been derided as reactionary, juvenile, or unethical, the magazine also routinely included learned, ingenious, and, more to the point, efficacious attacks that, at their best, rival the great satires of any period. Alongside the satirical virtuosity of its most incisive literary criticism, the magazine deployed a variety of other prose forms in its campaign to eradicate what it considered political and poetic inanity. One such mode was the straight-faced dispatch from the literary world about the alarming rise of versifying collectives like ‘The Jumpers’ (wild-eyed evangelical poets) and ‘The Leg of Mutton School’ (rural bards happy to prostitute their pens for a regular seat at the local squire’s dinner table). Another favourite form was the parodic vision, such as ‘Shufflebotham’s Dream’, a purported letter from a loyal Northumbrian reader recording a night-time revelation concerning which living poets would prove immortal (unsurprisingly, Scott, Hogg, and other Blackwood’s allies) and which immediately forgotten (Hunt, John Keats, and their fellow ‘Cockneys’).45

Besides such capers, Blackwood’s consistently published lengthy, highly sophisticated, and multi-modal satires that fit squarely within the Menippean tradition. One of the earliest of these, its famous ‘The Tent’ issue of September 1819, embeds the magazine’s typical fare (essays, poems, and reviews) within an overarching account of an excursion to the Highlands by Blackwood’s fictitious editor, Christopher North, and core contributors (see Figure 49.1). From ‘The Tent’, it was a short leap to the ‘Noctes Ambrosianae’, the wildly inventive dialogues that allowed readers to eavesdrop on the literary rumour-mongering, boozy sing-alongs, and philosophical skirmishes of the Blackwood’s gang’s nights out at Edinburgh’s Ambrose’s Tavern.46 Equally brilliant, if considerably less famous, are the ‘ “Luctus” on the Death of Sir Daniel Donnelly’ (May 1820), which take the alcohol-fuelled demise of Ireland’s heavyweight champion and favourite son, Daniel Donnelly, as occasion for a set of parodic lamentations in prose and verse by mourners both renowned (Byron and Wordsworth) and obscure (the Glaswegian dentist James Scott and officers of the Cork Philosophical and Literary Society).47
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Figure 49.1 Artist unknown, ‘The Tent’, frontispiece to volume 5 of Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, which included ‘The Tent’ issue of September 1819. Private collection.



Three years later, the Menippean lampoonery of the “Luctus” would be matched by Caroline Bowles’s ‘Letter from a Washerwoman’ (February 1823), a relatively rare female contribution to either the Blackwoodian or Menippean tradition. In this uproarious mock-missive, a bamboozled Islington landlady informs Christopher North of her shameful treatment of late at the hands of two effete poseurs with a flair for ‘Greekish’ rites, moral opportunism, and self-indulgent versifying. Regular readers of the magazine would have immediately recognized these rapscallions as Hunt and Shelley, especially from Bowles’s frequent nods to Blackwood’s long-running caricatures of these poets. And those who missed such clues in the letter would almost certainly have ascertained her satirical targets from her pitch-perfect parodies of Hunt’s and Shelley’s poetry included in the form of verse fragments they reportedly left behind when they hastily absconded from the washerwoman’s lodgings to avoid paying their bills.48

In 1827, De Quincey would add to Blackwood’s corpus of ‘discovered documents’ with his remarkable contribution ‘On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts’. Here the satirical premise is that the regular contributor ‘X. Y. Z.’ has sent North a transcript that ‘has fallen into my hands accidentally’ of a recent address delivered before London’s highly secretive ‘Society of Connoisseurs in Murder’. Concluding that this scandalous ‘lecture should be made public’, North, in turn, publishes in its entirety a deeply learned discourse that invokes the likes of Thomas Hobbes, René Descartes, and Immanuel Kant to justify a series of 1811 murders that the Irishman John Williams was alleged to have committed on purely aesthetic grounds.49

On the heels of such satirical tour de forces, Wilson used his 1828 review of a new satirical poem titled The Man of Ton as occasion to survey the history of British satire. After eight erudite and even-handed pages, he ends by only presenting Blackwood’s as the apogee of the nation’s satirical tradition.50 While, rhetorically, this was in keeping with the magazine’s well-established penchant for self-mythologizing, Wilson’s core point is not without merit. For, beyond the scores of literary and political parodies, burlesques, and dissections that had appeared in Blackwood’s over its first eleven years, it had spawned a spate of satirical spin-offs by its own contributors (such as Lockhart’s Peter’s Letters to His Kinsfolk [1819]) and invectives by its enemies responding in kind to the magazine’s satirical attacks. In the decade to come, what might be called the ‘Blackwood School of Satire’ would shape the tones and agendas of Fraser’s Magazine (est. 1830), the Dublin University Magazine (est. 1833), and numerous other periodicals on either side of the Atlantic that were consciously modelled upon the pioneering Edinburgh monthly. In the final analysis, then, perhaps the most overlooked aspect of the story of satire and parody in early nineteenth-century Britain—whether in prose, verse, or the blended Menippean format—is how, far from being driven into near-extinction, these modes not only found new life but arguably reached unprecedented heights in the trailblazing literary magazines of the late Romantic age.
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Chapter 50


Magazines



Richard Cronin

From 1815, for a period of more than twenty years, periodical writing offered higher and more secure remuneration than writing of any other kind.1 In a piece written in 1823 for the Edinburgh Review, which offered payment at particularly generous rates, William Hazlitt reported that ‘the only authors who, as a class, are not starving, are periodical essayists’ (Works, xvi. 221). According to P. G. Patmore the ‘liberality’ of publishers had encouraged ‘the very highest names in English literature to contribute to magazines’. ‘Readers in these days’, Leigh Hunt remarks (he was writing in 1828), ‘need not be told that periodical works, which have a large sale, are a mine of wealth’. When Lord Byron agreed to take a part in one of them it was in the expectation of a handsome profit: he ‘expected very large returns from “The Liberal” ’.2 John Wilson made the point more expansively in Blackwood’s (he was writing as Christopher North, the magazine’s fictitious editor): ‘Our Sale is Prodigious’. He goes on to claim a circulation of ‘SOMEWHERE BELOW 17000’ (a claim at once accurate and misleading). ‘We are absolutely coining money’, Wilson boasts.3 More recent critics have advanced a rather different claim. For Mark Parker, it is not just that it paid better to publish in magazines than in single-authored volumes: magazines were ‘the preeminent literary form of the 1820s and 1830s in Britain’. This is not only because several major Romantic writers—amongst them Charles Lamb, Hazlitt, and Thomas De Quincey—chose to publish much of their most important work in magazines, but because magazines demand attention as ‘an object of study in their own right’.4 Magazine writing, Parker argues, has an aesthetic as well as an economic value. But, as Parker knows, magazines were the product of a culture that preferred to think of those two kinds of value as opposed.

When he makes his claim that Blackwood’s is ‘absolutely coining money’, Wilson is mischievously aware that he is flouting a conviction widely shared amongst his Romantic contemporaries that economic and aesthetic value were in inverse relation. It was the belief that spurred William Wordsworth in his decades-long campaign to amend a law of copyright which served only ‘the interest of the useful drudges in Literature, or of flimsy and shallow writers’: ‘men of real power, who go before their age, are deprived of all hope of their families being benefited by their exertions’.5 In 1814 the copyright term had been extended from fourteen to twenty-eight years, but Wordsworth insisted that even the longer term was too brief to allow the talents of a major writer to be properly appreciated. The contrast between writers ‘of real power’ who write for unborn generations and the ‘flimsy and shallow’ writers who address the contemporary readership secures the difference between poets such as Wordsworth himself and magazine writers. Wordsworth had no high opinion of magazines. He refused to allow a copy of Blackwood’s into his house.6 Samuel Taylor Coleridge thought the habit of reading magazines the intellectual equivalent of ‘swinging, or swaying on a chair or gate’ or ‘spitting over a bridge’ (Biographia, i. 59). Both of them took it as their task to create the taste by which their writings might be enjoyed, and it was a task quite beyond the magazine writer. No magazine that appealed to a taste that did not yet exist could hope to survive.

It was a difference that even the magazine writers tended to accept. ‘Time alone can show who are the authors of mortal or immortal mould’, remarks Hazlitt, and he remarks it in the essay on the periodical press cited earlier, an essay in which he is content to present himself as a magazine writer. ‘If we are superficial, let us be brilliant’, he writes: ‘If we cannot be profound, let us at least be popular’, even if that meant abandoning the prospect of immortal fame in favour of ‘a short life and a merry one’ (Works, xvi. 211, 219, 220). Magazine writers were oddly insistent on the difference between their own kind of writing and the kind that might outlast its age. As David Higgins has shown, the Romantic cult of genius was nowhere more assiduously cultivated than in magazines.7 The ‘genius’ who transgressed by associating with magazine writers, as Byron did when he joined with Leigh Hunt and Hazlitt in contributing to The Liberal, invited rebuke, even by magazines. The recent cantos of Don Juan (1819–1824) indicate, according to Blackwood’s, that ‘his lordship must have taken the Examiner, the Liberal, the Rimini, the Round Table, as his model, and endeavoured to write himself down to the level of the capacities and the swinish tastes of those with whom he has the misfortune, originally, I believe, from charitable motives, to associate’.8

It seemed to many that the crucial difference between a poet such as Wordsworth and a magazine writer was that the magazine writer wrote for money, which made him, as Mr Escot puts it in Thomas Love Peacock’s Headlong Hall (1816), no better than a tradesman: ‘ “I look on periodical criticism in general to be a species of shop, where panegyric and defamation are sold, wholesale, retail, and for exportation. I am not inclined to be a purchaser of these commodities, or to encourage a trade which I consider pregnant with mischief” ’ (Peacock, Works, i. 43). Peacock refuses to distinguish between different kinds of periodical, but the differences were important. Magazines tended to be monthly publications, distinguished in this from the great reviews, the Edinburgh and the Quarterly that appeared every three months, and from the weeklies, such as Leigh Hunt’s Examiner and William Cobbett’s Political Register, publications that were more nearly allied to newspapers. As Hazlitt reminds his readers, magazine papers were sometimes gathered together and re-published between hard covers: ‘many of these fugitive, unowned productions [amongst them, Hazlitt’s own], have been collected, and met with no unfavourable reception, in solid octavo or compact duodecimo’ (Hazlitt, Works, xvi. 231). Magazine writing typically occupied a position somewhere between the permanent and the throwaway. Charles Lamb remarked in the London Magazine that he would not bind ‘a set of Magazines … in full suit’: ‘The dishabille, or half-binding (with Russia backs ever), is our costume’ (Lamb, Works, ii. 173). Only the half-binding is appropriate to the in-between status of magazine writing. But it is because of that in-between status that magazine writing offers so revealing an insight into the literary economy of the Romantic period.

In 1823 Hazlitt claimed that if he were to name every magazine currently being published, a single article, even a single issue of the Edinburgh, would be insufficient. He exaggerates, but by the 1820s a very wide selection of magazines was available. He begins his piece with the Gentleman’s and the Monthly magazines, but they are fossils, vestiges of an obsolete literary culture. The claims of the magazine as a genre can be resolved into a single question: ‘Which of these is the best, the London or the New Monthly?’ (Hazlitt, Works, xvi. 231). Hazlitt is disingenuous because there is another magazine that engages his interest at least as much. He mentions Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine just once in passing,9 but the final eight pages of his review in which he denounces the manner in which magazines make any public character ‘the sport of a nickname, an innuendo, or a bold and direct falsehood’ are clearly aimed directly at Blackwood’s (Works, xvi. 233).

Hazlitt is aware, even though he is unwilling to admit it, that it was in Blackwood’s that the magazine first assumed its modern form. Blackwood’s self-consciously rejected the model that had been established by the magazines of the previous century. The Gentleman’s Magazine had a fictitious editor, Sylvanus Urban, and so did Blackwood’s, Christopher North, but, as Blackwood’s insisted, the ‘one is an antithesis of the other’.10 In the Gentleman’s much of the material was supplied by the magazine’s readers, and much of the rest was extracted from other publications. The content of the modern magazine was supplied by a team of professional writers. As Walter Coulson put it in 1824, in a piece for the Westminster Review, in a periodical ‘everything is paid for—from the accounts of pugilistic fights, to Mr Irving’s sermons’, and ‘it is an axiom which the experience of all periodical works establishes beyond question, that every unpaid contributor is an ass’.11

The modern magazine was invented in October 1817, when William Blackwood re-branded the magazine he had launched six months earlier after parting company with its editors. The Edinburgh Monthly Magazine edited by James Pringle and Thomas Cleghorn became Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, edited by Blackwood himself, with the assistance of two young Scots, both of them Edinburgh lawyers and Oxford graduates, John Wilson and the still younger John Gibson Lockhart. Blackwood had political differences with Pringle and Cleghorn (they were Whigs), and he resented their insistence that they be allowed full editorial control of the magazine’s content. He was also—and this may have been decisive—disappointed by the magazine’s sale.

Pringle and Cleghorn began their first number with a memorial to Francis Horner, who had died just two months before. The paper is bulked out by lengthy extracts from the parliamentary tributes to Horner, which are, as one would expect on such an occasion, entirely anodyne. No reference whatsoever is made to the aspect of Horner’s career that might have been expected most to interest their readers: Horner had been one of the founders of the Edinburgh.12 Blackwood relaunched his magazine with a sixteen-page review by Wilson of Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria, magnificent in its sustained and intemperate injustice. Coleridge’s ‘inveterate and diseased egotism’ is exposed by comparison with Walter Scott who in all of his writing makes ‘scarcely a single allusion’ to himself, and even when he does so seems quite unaware of his ‘immeasurable superiority to the ordinary run of mankind’. Coleridge’s weakness is evident even in comparison with his closest associates, Wordsworth and Robert Southey. His attack on C. R. Maturin’s Bertram is impelled only by his bitter consciousness that in 1816 Bertram had proved a spectacular success after the failure in 1813 of his own Remorse. In London, Coleridge is well known for his ‘extraordinary loquacity’, but ‘in Scotland few know or care any thing about him’.13 The review is as much concerned to establish the distinctive place of Wilson’s magazine within the literary culture of 1817 as with the deficiencies of Coleridge’s book. Coleridge, like London, the city that he inhabits, suffers from an absurdly inflated sense of his own importance.

The other papers that made the first issue of Blackwood’s notorious perform similar manoeuvres. The first of Lockhart’s series ‘On the Cockney School of Poetry’ continues Wilson’s exposure of the provincialism of the London literary scene. The ‘Translation from an Ancient Chaldee Manuscript’, jointly composed by Wilson, Lockhart, and James Hogg, shifts the focus to Edinburgh and the competition between Blackwood and Archibald Constable that was intensified after Pringle and Cleghorn, when their contract with Blackwood was terminated, defected to his rival. By parodying an Old Testament prophetic vision the Chaldee Manuscript invited condemnation as ‘an outrage on religion’, and stood in volatile relationship to Lockhart’s stern rebuke in the same issue of Leigh Hunt, whose religion is revealed in The Story of Rimini (1816) to be merely a ‘poor tame dilution of the blasphemies of the Encyclopædie’.14 In another contribution, some blank verse lines by Wilson telling how the Queen of Fairies is so rapt as she listens to the Ettrick Shepherd’s song that she ‘half forgets her own green paradise’ introduce a tender lyric by Hogg, an elegy for an illegitimate girl who died just as she stood on ‘tiptoe’ between ‘childhood and unstable youth’.15 It is a graceful pairing, but it is also functional. It calls attention to Blackwood’s as the guardian of a literary culture that can happily accommodate both a brilliant Oxford graduate such as Wilson, first winner of the Newdigate prize and author of the celebrated Isle of Palms (1812), and Hogg whose schooling was terminated at the age of 7 and who had taught himself to read. The most difficult paper for a modern reader offers an elaborate refutation of an article in the Edinburgh, ‘Present State of West India Affairs’. The paper begins by professing admiration for William Wilberforce and his fellow abolitionists before going on to expose them as wilfully naive. Wilberforce’s tentative suggestion that the insurgents in a recent slave rebellion in Barbados might have had grievances is countered by a lengthy quotation from a ‘compilation of facts’: the rebels sealed ‘by tasting human blood’ their oath to ‘massacre all the white men and the white male children, and to reserve the white females for the more horrid fate of gratifying their lust’. One of their standards carried the inscription ‘Liberty and white wives’. Fortunately the leader of the revolt commenced his operations prematurely, and it was successfully suppressed at the cost of the lives of one thousand slaves and property to the value of ‘half a million sterling.’16 There is at least a crude symmetry between this paper that takes the side of the colonists against a liberal alliance of Edinburgh reviewers and Westminster abolitionists, and the denunciation of a Cockney poem such as Hunt’s Story of Rimini that had, as Lockhart complains, been kindly received by Francis Jeffrey in the Edinburgh.

The first issue of Blackwood’s busily searches out the fissures in British society in 1817, between the liberal and reactionary, between England and Scotland, between the educated class and the common people, between Britain and its colonies. It takes sides, but the side it takes seems less important than the violence with which it is espoused. It was rumoured in Edinburgh that before throwing in their lot with William Blackwood, both Lockhart and Wilson had been staunch Whigs. The rumour accurately reflects the character of a magazine that chose in December 1817, to follow its furious attack on Coleridge in the October issue with a letter protesting against the ‘rancour’ that had prompted the reviewer to ‘scatter dirt on Mr C’. The letter-writer suggests that such a review is unlikely to ‘better the cause, or increase the profit’ of the magazine.17 But the magazine’s editors knew otherwise. Violent disagreement was so desirable that the magazine supplemented its conflicts with other publications by generating additional quarrels with itself. Whether readers were entertained or appalled by such behaviour, they were placed somewhere close to the epicentre of the fault lines that best define the Britain of 1817. Walter Scott published Rob Roy in that year, the novel that has been identified as the very first bestseller,18 and Byron published Manfred, but a reader curious to know what sort of country Britain was in 1817 would do better to consult the inaugural issue of Blackwood’s than to read either.

A still more striking measure of the achievement of that first issue was that it made the magazine itself the primary focus of attention. The attention that the magazine paid to other publications, whether flattering or hostile, was dwarfed by the level of attention that it attracted to itself. Coleridge was prompted to take legal advice. Leigh Hunt and his brother John demanded that the name of the author of the attack on the Cockney School be revealed. The churchmen of Edinburgh united in denouncing the Chaldee Manuscript. According to Wilson two Edinburgh lawyers cancelled their subscriptions, but the blow was mitigated by the addition of 4,000 new subscribers (Wilson, ‘An Hour’s Tete-a-Tete’, 79–80). The predictable result of the controversy that the October issue generated is that the circulation of the magazine quintupled. That first number sold in its several editions, in Alan Strout’s estimate, 10,000 copies.19 As Hazlitt put it, in answering the question whether or not periodical criticism is beneficial to the cause of literature: ‘Periodical criticism is favourable—to periodical criticism’ (Works, xvi. 212).

Blackwood’s was at least as concerned to position itself in the periodicals market as to establish its perspective on the world at large. The Chaldee Manuscript mocked Pringle and Cleghorn for their defection from Blackwood to Constable. For Constable they edited a new series of the Scots Magazine under a new title, the Edinburgh Magazine. But Blackwood’s scarcely bothered itself with this, its most immediate rival, the circulation of which, in Wilson’s facetious estimate, was somewhere between 100 and 150 (‘An Hour’s Tete-a-Tete’, 81). The Scots Magazine had once been favoured by country folk—‘The marriage-list had a high character, and, we believe, deservedly so—and the obituary was well conducted’—but when Constable tried to drag it into the modern world under the editorship of Pringle and Cleghorn by issuing it in a new green cover, it was ‘shewn the door very generally’ (‘An Hour’s Tete-a-Tete’, 87). Blackwood’s was much more occupied with two other men, neither of them direct competitors: Francis Jeffrey, editor of the quarterly Edinburgh Review, ‘The Small Known’ as the magazine called him to distinguish him from Scott, the Great Unknown; and Leigh Hunt, editor of the weekly Examiner, the King of Cockaigne.20 Christopher North, the magazine’s ‘editor’, is defined by his difference from Jeffrey and Hunt. His bulk and his crutch establish him as the antithesis of the spry Jeffrey, so nimble, that, according to Lockhart in Peter’s Letters to his Kinsfolk (1819), when he invited guests to his house at Craigcrook he liked to challenge them to a jumping contest, in which his own performance was ‘quite miraculous, considering his brevity of stride’.21 North’s heavy drinking marks his difference from Leigh Hunt even without the yellow breeches that the Blackwood’s writers supposed Hunt to favour. Hunt’s preference is for ‘sipping tea in his parlour’22 rather than a bowl of whisky punch at Ambrose’s, the Edinburgh tavern that the Blackwood’s men frequented. Both Jeffrey and Hunt were lampooned, but lampooned so regularly in the magazine’s early numbers that they almost became contributors themselves, as much Blackwood’s characters as the fictive staff members, Christopher North, Morgan Odoherty, Timothy Tickler, et al.

The principal charge brought against Blackwood’s was that it indulged in ‘personalities’, that is, in attacks on the personal rather than the public character of those it wished to disparage.23 It was, according to Hazlitt, conducted on the principle that ‘if you could not reply to your opponent’s objections, you might caricature his person’ (Works, xvi. 233). Leigh Hunt was reprehended for his opinions, but ridiculed for his supposed taste for yellow breeches. Readers were invited, not just to share the magazine’s disapproval of Hazlitt’s politics, but its disgust at his complexion. As John Scott complained in the London, Hazlitt was regularly described in Blackwood’s as ‘pimpled’, an instance, according to Blackwood’s, of what ‘thin-skinned abortions’ the Cockneys and their defenders are, creatures reduced to a ‘lamentable squeaking’ if ever a Blackwood’s contributor were to ‘drop a word about Hazlitt’s face being as thick studded with pimples as a tumbler of soda water is with air-bubbles’.24 But the early issues of Blackwood’s re-invented the magazine by endowing it with so strongly marked a personality, and its indulgence in ‘personalities’ was an aspect of that endeavour. Hazlitt’s pimples converted him from a colleague who wrote for rival periodicals into a character who might easily take his place alongside Morgan Odoherty, Timothy Tickler, and the magazine’s equally fictitious editor, Christopher North. The editor of the London, John Scott, objected to the magazine’s indulgence in such fictions almost as strongly as he did to its personalities: he accused the magazine of a ‘scandalous juggling of signatures and characters’.25 But both were crucial tactics in the endeavour to establish the magazine’s personality, and Scott knew as much. The most successful of the London’s contributors was not Charles Lamb, a clerk at India House, but ‘Elia’, that clerk transformed into a magazine personality. Elia’s essay ‘Christ’s Hospital Five and Thirty Years Ago’ appeared in the very same issue of the London in which Scott denounced Blackwood’s for its scandalous juggling of signatures. The essay begins when Elia takes to task ‘Charles Lamb’ for the ‘magnificent eulogy’ on the school that he had included in his ‘ “Works”, published a year or two since’. Scott is reduced to claiming that, although it is outrageous for the same individual to write both an attack and a defence of Biographia Literaria, the same device may be quite ‘innocently employed’, as when John Scott’s own favourite contributor points out the shortcomings of the old school that he had previously celebrated.26

Scott revived the London in 1820 as a metropolitan rival to Blackwood’s, but rivalry is itself a form of imitation. Even in its format, the London with its 120 pages in double columns recalled Blackwood’s. Scott’s politics were very different. He had edited Drakard’s Stamford News and the Champion, both radical publications. But at first the two magazines were not ill-disposed to one another. According to Blackwood’s, the London was heavy (a balloonist who had taken a range of periodicals with him on his ascent found that he ‘gained 3000 feet’ as soon as he ejected the London), but Christopher North was ready to admit that Scott ‘does not circulate so well as he deserves’. Scott for his part was ‘sure’ that Blackwood’s was superior to any French magazine and hopes and trusts that so too is the London. Blackwood’s, despite its many failings, the attacks by ‘Z’ on the Cockney School in particular, is ‘a great improvement, in point of talent, on the general run of magazines’. It is distinguished by a ‘sort of animal boisterousness, and coarse, sanguine vivacity’ that Scott can only envy. It would give him ‘some pain, to have any serious disagreement with the “Edinburgh lads” ’.27 The relationship between the magazines went disastrously wrong. John Scott launched an attack on Blackwood’s with papers in the November and December issues of the London which were resented by Lockhart. J. H. Christie, a university friend of Lockhart’s, took the quarrel on himself, and met with John Scott on 16 February 1821. Scott was shot, the bullet entering his body just above the midriff, and 11 days later, on the evening of February 27, he died.28 The outcome was tragic, but the two papers that Lockhart resented so bitterly were themselves imitations. John Scott launched his attacks on the ‘Reekie School’ of reviewing29 as a riposte to Lockhart’s papers on the Cockney School of Poetry. He was defending his friend Leigh Hunt and his associates from Lockhart’s assault, but he was also, and for him just as importantly, attempting to borrow for his own magazine the glamour that the violence of its critical assaults had conferred on Blackwood’s, with such gratifying consequences for its sales figures.

The third of the principal magazines of the period, the New Monthly, was in terms of sales the most successful. It paid 12 guineas a sheet, sold at 3/6, a shilling more than its chief rivals, and even so the initial print run of 5,000 copies per issue was often inadequate, and a second impression called for.30 The magazine was launched in 1814, but it was only in 1821, when its publisher, Henry Colburn, appointed the poet Thomas Campbell to the editorship, that it achieved its distinctive flavour, if that is the right word for a magazine that, in comparison with its two chief rivals, seemed always somewhat insipid. Such at least was Hazlitt’s view. Much of the editorial work was carried out by Campbell’s assistant, Cyrus Redding, and he is half of Hazlitt’s opinion himself, putting the blame on Campbell’s pusillanimous fear of offending any section of his readership. But Redding himself could be timid. He agreed only reluctantly, and under protest, to publish Hazlitt’s ‘The Fight’ (1822), thinking it beneath the dignity of the magazine to publish a paper on so ‘blackguard’ a topic as a bare knuckle boxing match.31 But Colburn paid well enough to tempt away from the London its most valuable contributors, amongst them Hazlitt, James and Horace Smith, and even at last the loyal Charles Lamb, and it may have been Campbell’s unwillingness to offend that allowed the New Monthly to secure a larger sale than either Blackwood’s or the London.

Fraser’s, the fourth of the great Romantic magazines, first issued in February 1830, is more directly descended from Blackwood’s than either the London or the New Monthly. Its first editor, William Maginn, had shown how adeptly he could mimic the Blackwood’s manner while still schoolmastering in Cork,32 and, although he continued to live in Ireland, he was quickly admitted to the inner circle of Blackwood’s writers. He was the living presence behind the character known in the magazine as Ensign Morgan Odoherty. When Blackwood’s became too respectable for him, Maginn moved to London, and launched a new magazine for the publisher James Fraser. It had a fictional editor, Oliver Yorke rather than Christopher North, and its own soubriquet (it was ‘Regina’, the Queen of magazines, rather than Maga, the title which the Blackwood’s writers gave to their own magazine), and it too conducted exhilaratingly vituperative campaigns against its chief rivals (Fraser’s directed its fire at Edward Lytton Bulwer, later Bulwer-Lytton, who was not just an irritatingly successful novelist, but since 1831 had edited the New Monthly). Still more importantly, Maginn, a famously hard drinker who had been a brilliant student at Trinity College Dublin and was an exceptional linguist, was well qualified to reproduce the piquant amalgam of intellectual seriousness with low roistering that had secured the success of Blackwood’s. He is as willing as Lockhart had been in Blackwood’s to introduce Germanic philosophical criticism into his magazine, but he is happier when he can translate it into Thomas Carlyle’s broad Scots (Carlyle is being impersonated by Maginn): ‘A sang is but the outward vesture of twa, or at maist three, isoterically-combinated thochts, in the extrinsical wrapping of I ken-na what arbitrarily-devised syllabication of to-be-sung-to-wind-or-touch-instrument numbers.’ At this point Carlyle introduces the name of J. W. von Goethe which prompts the company to interrupt his flow by a concerted fit of coughing.33

Magazines were miscellanies. Their contents were various, and the variousness extended from content to opinion. Most magazines assumed a particular political character; Blackwood’s was Tory as was Fraser’s, the London radical Whig, even the New Monthly had its own political stance. As Nanora Sweet has shown, it offered its support to the coalition of moderate Tories and Whigs headed by George Canning. But, as Lockhart insisted, magazines carried their ideologies lightly: a magazine was ‘not bound to maintain any one set of opinions, in regard to any one set of objects, throughout the whole of its pages’, or, as he put it more ebulliently in Blackwood’s, ‘the notion of unity of mind, in a journal like this, is a thing quite below our contempt.’34 Lockhart made the remark in a paper on Byron, and Byron, still more than Wordsworth and Coleridge, excited violently contradictory responses in early issues of the magazine.35 Much of the first issue of the London Magazine, as is often the case with first issues, was supplied by John Scott, its editor, but even so he was determined to offer his readers the variety expected of a magazine. A paper introducing ‘John Clare, an Agricultural Labourer and Poet’ (Clare’s first volume was not yet published, but he would go on to become the magazine’s most regular contributor of poetry) was immediately followed by the editor’s tribute to his namesake, Walter Scott, ‘the greatest writer of the present day’.36 The pairing is piquant, like the coupling of John Wilson and James Hogg in the first issue of Blackwood’s. There are reviews, amongst them a review of Scott’s Ivanhoe (1819), and all the usual summaries of political news and commercial information, but the contents are magazine-like because they oscillate so swiftly between the light-hearted and the serious. John Scott’s paper on ‘The Influence of Religion and Patriotic Feeling on Literature’ immediately follows a charming squib by Barry Cornwall (the pen name of Bryan Waller Procter) describing a visit to a department store in Paris that specialized in tombstones. Appalled by the price of inscriptions, a potential customer decides that his friend need not be nominated ‘the best of parents’ and ‘tenderest of husbands’ since ‘the less we say of his conduct as a father, the better’, and his many ‘amiable qualities’ were after all not best displayed ‘in the domestic circle’.37 Amongst the lighter pieces is a letter offering his services to the magazine from ‘Egomet Bonmot’, a favourite pseudonym of T. G. Wainewright, who, long before his literary reputation was overshadowed by his celebrity as a murderer, established himself as one of the London’s most important contributors. Bonmot is supremely qualified as a magazine writer because he is ‘not one, but all mankind’s epitome’: ‘ready to pass from grave to gay, from lively to severe; to sigh in concert with the woods that wave o’er Delphi’s steep; or laugh with Momus and his train’.38 In other words he was able to encapsulate in his own person all the variety that was the hallmark of the Romantic magazine. That variousness was graphically represented in the etching by Daniel Maclise, ‘The Fraserians’, that appeared in the issue of Fraser’s for January 1835. Twenty-seven figures, all of them men, are grouped around the circular table in James Fraser’s back parlour, listening to an address by a tipsy Maginn, who has in front of him three empty decanters. The company, that includes the poet Allan Cunningham, the scientist Sir David Brewster, and the preacher Edward Irving who had died the month previously, offers a pictorial representation of the miscellaneous character of Fraser’s, even if the only connection with the magazine of some of those pictured—Lockhart, Southey, Coleridge—is that they were admired by the magazine’s contributors.

The etching, and the paper that accompanied it, ‘The Fraserians’, the piece in which Carlyle’s disquisition on Goethe is so rudely interrupted, are Maginn’s tribute to the most brilliantly original magazine invention of all, the series of papers that appeared in Blackwood’s in an irregular series from March 1822, under the title ‘Noctes Ambrosianae’. These papers purport to transcribe the conversation at the dinners that William Blackwood gave to his most valued contributors at Ambrose’s Tavern in Edinburgh, and in its variety—topics may range from German philosophy, to Tory politics, to the new publications, to a notorious murder, to the best recipe for whisky punch—the conversation mimics the variousness of the magazine in which it appears. But what is most remarkable in the conversations is the swiftness of transition from one thing to another, from, as it may be, high culture to smoked herrings, and it is a similar abruptness in the transitions within and between papers that best defined the magazine. The Romantic magazine aspired to be, as Morgan Odoherty puts it in the fourth of the ‘Noctes’, ‘a real Magazine of mirth, misanthropy, wit, wisdom, folly, fiction, fun, festivity, theology, bruising, and thingumbob’.39

Magazines catered to a particular kind of reader, or, it might be truer to say, they produced a new kind of reader. Magazines are not designed to be read continuously, from beginning to end. Their reader is invited to skip through the contents, sampling at will before selecting a paper to read all through. It is intolerable, Charles Lamb remarks, to have someone read out a newspaper. A newspaper demands to be read with the eye, and so does a magazine, which is why ‘poor Tobin’ in Lamb’s essay, who has become blind in his old age, does not miss Paradise Lost—books of that kind ‘he could have read to him’—so much as he misses ‘the pleasure of skimming over with his own eye a magazine’ (Lamb, Works, ii. 175). One measure of the dominance of the magazine as a literary genre is that by 1820, novels and even poems were beginning to invite their readers to read them almost as if they were magazines. In Pierce Egan’s Life in London (1821), Tom and Jerry stroll through the city as if they were flicking through the pages of a magazine. They are as happy visiting the Fives Court to see a boxing exhibition as attending a lecture by Coleridge, Henry Fuseli, or John Flaxman, equally ready to enjoy a ‘lounge at the Royal Academy’ or to witness the fighting ape, Jacco Maccacco, take on the dogs. The novel itself, as Egan’s biographer points out, is as various as a magazine. It finds room for ‘a long section on Junius, a eulogy of R. B. Sheridan, a description of Dutch Sam, a pugilist of note, a biography of the genteel pickpocket, George Barrington’, and much else.40 It was even, on its first publication, distributed like a magazine: it was first published in monthly numbers. Byron’s Don Juan, still more evidently than Life in London, shares the defining qualities of the magazine. It is telling that the fourth of the ‘Noctes Ambrosianae’ in which the scene is ‘transferred (by poetic licence) to Pisa’ consists of a conversation between Byron and Morgan Odoherty. The two men engage in a lively discussion over wine and brandy, the principal topic of which, although Don Juan is mentioned in passing, is the extraordinary merit of Blackwood’s Magazine. Byron insists that Don Juan was composed spontaneously, as much written to the moment as a magazine paper: it moves restlessly from one topic to another, and, still more importantly, it is especially interested in manufacturing sudden transitions between the grave and the gay. As George Darley put it in a paper for the London, Byron is most remarkable for his faculty of ‘passing from the solemn to the ludicrous, of dropping from the empyreal heights of fancy to the low concerns of reality,—in one stroke of the wing.’41 Darley notes that Don Juan has been almost wholly ignored by the periodical press, but even those magazines loath to make direct mention of Byron’s scandalous poem contrived to register their affinity with it. Very soon after the appearance of the first two cantos of Byron’s poem, several magazines introduced ottava rima poems evidently modelled on Don Juan.42 One of them, Lockhart’s ‘The Mad Banker of Amsterdam’, even managed to pre-date Byron’s poem: the first instalment was published in July 1818 (Byron had brought out Beppo at the end of February and Lockhart had recognized at once the possibilities that the new manner offered the magazine poet).

Magazine writers changed the character of English prose. The first requirement of magazine prose was that it be easy. According to Blackwood’s only ‘a member of the Free and Easy’ was properly qualified to write for magazines. In the London, Patmore contrasted the ‘laborious writers’ who supplied the magazines of the previous century with the ‘light, smart, and sketchy writers of the present’.43 Patmore, like T. G. Wainewright, favoured a prose ‘quite chitty-chatty and off-hand’.44 Second, magazine writing should seem spontaneous, dashed off, obedient only to the impulse of the moment. Third, it was a self-conscious prose. Magazine writers repeatedly pause to savour the quality of their own writing. Fourth, magazine prose must be idiosyncratic. Magazine papers were anonymous, or they appeared under a pseudonym, but even when no author’s name was attached to a paper, the prose style supplied the place of a signature. When Hazlitt wants to exemplify ‘the flower and cream of periodical literature’, he picks out for special commendation Charles Lamb’s essays and his own, ‘the quaint and grave subtleties of Elia’ and ‘the extreme paradoxes of the author of Table-talk’ (Works, xvi. 231). He was writing anonymously in the Edinburgh Review, and might have expected his immodesty to pass unnoticed, except that, as he acknowledges himself, magazines encouraged their contributors to develop a prose manner so individual that it could easily be identified. As soon as Hazlitt’s paper on the periodical press had appeared, Blackwood’s published its regret that Jeffrey had allowed Hazlitt access to ‘the degraded pages of Blue and Yellow’. When Hazlitt migrated from the London to the New Monthly, Thomas Campbell was at once advised that he ‘should get shot of Pygmalion’ (the nickname Blackwood’s had bestowed on Hazlitt since his (anonymous) publication of Liber Amoris (1823)).45 De Quincey’s prose is still more eccentric than Lamb’s or Hazlitt’s. Indeed, his Confessions of an English Opium-Eater, medical treatise, phantasmagoric autobiography, and dream diary, first published in two parts in the London Magazine in September and October 1821, has a claim to be the most eccentric of all magazine papers published in the Romantic period, at least until Carlyle’s ‘Sartor Resartus’ appeared in Fraser’s in 1833–1834, and it was at once and hugely successful. It appeared only months after the death of John Scott, and yet it was greatly admired by Blackwood’s. By 1823 in an episode of the Noctes Ambrosianae De Quincey’s unexpected arrival prompts cheers, ‘The English Opium-Eater!—Huzza! huzza!’ and James Hogg feels impelled to pay his own tribute, ‘yon bit Opium Tract’s a desperate interesting confession’.46 The final requirement of magazine prose was that it be intimate. De Quincey established a fashion for confessional pieces. Blackwood’s had its ‘Confessions of an English Glutton’, and Lamb was prompted to re-publish his ‘Confessions of a Drunkard’.47 Magazines were mass-produced publications designed to be consumed by the new mass readership of the early nineteenth century, which was one reason why they cultivated an intimacy of address. But the intimacy was, magazine writers accepted, illusory. Confession is a private communication, and the privacy of the confessional box cannot be reproduced in a mass-produced magazine, which is why De Quincey can knowingly refer to ‘the public (into whose private ear I am confidentially whispering my confessions)’. It was a stock joke in magazines. In Blackwood’s, Wilson offered his readers ‘An Hour’s Tete-a-Tete with the Public’, and Wainewright advertised ‘Mr. Weathercock’s Private Correspondence, Intended for the Public Eye’.48 Readers were invited at once to share an intimate relationship with a magazine’s contributors and a wry awareness that the intimacy was no more than a fiction.

Charles Lamb was reputed to be the best paid of all magazine writers,49 the reason for which may be that the quaint gravity that Hazlitt admired in Lamb’s prose negotiated more subtly than the prose of any other magazine writer the gap between the real and the fictional relationship enjoyed by magazine writers and their readers. The writers supplied the content for an item offered for sale to a mass readership, but that readership demanded that the writers fashion an intimate relationship between themselves and their readers. They demanded that the economic relation be disguised as a social relationship. Magazine readers found Lamb’s essays so beguiling (even Blackwood’s admitted, ‘if Elia were mine, I would not part with him, for all his faults’),50 because Lamb developed in his Elia essays a manner that at once invited the reader’s intimacy and shied away from it. Lamb writes the prose that magazines encouraged, but its off-handedness is rendered, to borrow Hazlitt’s word, ‘quaint’, because it is a casual prose that nevertheless bears the stamp of all those writers that Lamb read in the dusty folios he purchased from the London bookstalls he loved to frequent. Most of the Elia essays were written for the London, and the London was a metropolitan magazine, but in the essays, Elia frequents the by-ways of the city, the Inns of Court, or the South Sea House when it is no longer a great trading concern but an obscure building that the busy man will hurry by without noticing. Lamb’s prose offers an exact stylistic equivalent of that distinctive geography. When a young woman surprises him on Primrose Hill, a typical Elian location, where he is lying on the grass reading Samuel Richardson’s Pamela (1740), she joins him for a while and the two read a few pages together before the young woman gets up and takes her leave (Lamb, Works, ii. 176). The encounter leaves either or both of them blushing at an intimacy generated by the printed page that neither of them had quite expected. The magazines of the early nineteenth century fostered a new kind of prose, a prose that generated a new relationship with its readers. It was often uproarious, it could, as magazine writers themselves often complained, be brutal, it might even, as the sad case of John Scott confirms, prove homicidal, and yet it was a prose capable, as here, of moments of great delicacy.
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Chapter 51


Newspapers



David Latané

In Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility (1811), the Dashwoods are visited one day by a large party, one of whom bowed to the ladies, and then ‘without speaking a word [ … ] took up a newspaper from the table and continued to read it as long as he staid’.1 What could Mr Palmer have found so engrossing? While he may have been perusing the advertisements crammed on the front page for patent medicines, shoe blacking, or the notice of a promising auction, he was more likely engrossed in the news of the revolution and wars emanating from France. In Grasmere in 1805, William Wordsworth described the two papers he had just read as ‘full of fractious brawls [ … ] ravages of the French in the West Indies, victories of the English in the East, Fleets of ours roaming the sea in search of enemies whom they cannot find, &c &c &c’.2 The transformation of the eighteenth-century newspaper into a more professional, respected, profitable, and influential medium by the time of the Reform Bill of 1832 was enabled by the stimulating nature of the news itself. In the course of this change, newspaper prose began to resemble the journalistic modes of a more modern era.

Nationwide, newspapers were the utilitarian distributors of advertisements, the place to find prices, ship sailings, fashionable arrivals, and to enjoy squibs or savour home sentiments in verse. Most were padded out with miscellaneous paragraphs cut-and-pasted from other newspapers, with or without attribution. News from abroad came in the form of hasty translations from foreign papers, reprints of official dispatches from the London Gazette, and letters from private correspondents. Court reports of sensational crimes or cases of ‘criminal conversation’ (adultery) provided the zesty bits. If the items often seemed jumbled together, that is because they were. A single column in Bell’s Weekly Messenger, for instance, contains excerpts from the Cadiz papers, a notice that French public documents asserted that a peace proposal had been rejected, a random single sentence (‘We have not heard that the successor to the Earl of Chatham has been yet appointed’), then news about the public debt, the corrected copy of a resolution by George Canning against Lord Chatham, and finally an item about Madame Catalani’s concert at Covent Garden Theatre (10 March 1802, 73).

Despite this lack of a coherent layout and design (particularly early in the period), newspapers were read from Land’s End to John O’Groats as a source of shared entertainment, as coffeehouses and inns took the papers to attract custom. Some, such as Peele’s coffeehouse in Fleet Street, maintained back-files extending decades, and the Crowne in Haymarket took eight copies of the Morning Chronicle, as well as over forty other papers. In the rural areas where literacy was lower, publicans encouraged the reading aloud of the news. Readers/hearers thus far exceeded subscribers; advertisements for reading rooms in cities like Bristol (where six papers were published) show that for a modest fee one could have access to a dozen London papers and another dozen provincial titles.3 Recent scholarship has shown just how woven into the fabric of life newspaper reading was, and how it operated nationwide as a business during ‘a take-off in the nation’s reading equivalent to the take-off in manufacturing production’.4 The total number of papers more than doubled.

A typical daily paper with four pages and five columns contained upwards of 20,000 closely printed words, but in a sense only a portion might come under the heading of ‘prose’, that is, consecutive sentences strung together with a purpose. Dailies were concentrated in London, and were often judged on the quality of reporting of parliamentary speeches enabled by the sophisticated shuttling of teams of shorthand experts, a practice pioneered by James Perry at the Morning Chronicle. There was, however, scant space for extended prose essays, except in some weekly papers with even higher prices per copy (up to 10d. and sixteen pages). Profitability came about from sales and advertising revenue, but also the occasional payment for suppression of personal scandal. Papers that strongly supported the government were often remunerated in some form. The ‘Secret Service’ fund enabled the government of William Pitt to pay directly for favourable press; in 1792 the government set up the Sun and True Briton to wage war with the anti-war faction. As technology advanced (the Times switched to printing by steam in 1814), the ability to print more copies quickly and the expansion of advertising meant that the inherent rewards were richer, and the sub-rosa payments mostly faded away.

While the number of morning dailies was stagnant, weekly and bi-weekly newspapers rose and fell with proverbial fecundity: when Bell’s Life in London launched, the prospectus imagined this dialogue: ‘ “What! another Weekly newspaper”, exclaimed a critic, as sipping his tea, he cast an eye over our advertisement, “Why they spring up like mushrooms in this Metropolitan hot-bed!” ’ (3 March 1822, 1). They were much less expensive to staff (in some cases close to one-man operations), and defy easy generalization. The most notable developed a ‘Sunday paper’ readership that anticipated a pleasing miscellany of news, curious information, pointed opinion, and features unaccommodated in the dailies. In reports of boxing and cricket we find the origins of the sports section, including the use of its special lingo. The pioneers were Bell’s Weekly Messenger (1796–1896), which evolved into a sporting paper, and The Observer (1791–), one of the few survivors into the twenty-first century. The political upheavals that roiled the country through and immediately after the Napoleonic wars also created many radical and satirical papers—among them, Thomas Wooler’s Black Dwarf (1817–1824), and Cobbett’s Political Register (1802–1836), to which might be added the Examiner (1808–1886) of Leigh and John Hunt in its first, less literary, incarnation.

While the ruling class’s suspicion of the press originated with the very first ‘news-letters’ a century before, both supporters and critics concluded that the American and French Revolutions were energized by freely circulating news and opinion in print. Always fearing the spectacle of heads-on-pikes, government and the elites regarded newspapers as a dangerous medium too easily used to spread sedition amongst the lower orders, and in need of restraint via high stamp taxes, toughened libel laws, co-option, and subventions—they were a ‘many-headed monster [which] will, unless timely crushed, involve us in misfortune and ruin’.5 Walter Scott claimed that rather than work for newspapers, he would prefer to ‘sell gin to poor people and poison them that way’.6 Conversely, as civil liberties came under pressure, the radical opposition to the government and the war, and advocates for emancipation of slaves and greater voting rights, viewed the press, in the words of the poet Mary Robinson, as ‘a bulwark which REASON has raised, and, it is to be hoped, TIME will consecrate, round the altar of immortal LIBERTY!’7 The tension between the two positions was unresolved by sheer might, because government was loath to control the press by official censorship. Both sides agreed that the lack of the imprimatur was a signature of British liberty, of Britain’s superiority to the supine continentals. In July 1789, the Oracle sniffed that the French monarchy erred in not allowing a free press, ‘the true Palladium of Liberty’, and that imitating the British press should be ‘the highest ambition of France’ (25 July 1789, 2). The law swung into action after, rather than before, publication, and some editors and printers were imprisoned for seditious libel, after which degrees of self-censorship were practised. Editors could even be inhibited by the threat of physical violence; their low social status allowed some to be thrashed with impunity by the powerful whom their papers had offended, as happened to Jasper Judge, of the Cheltenham Journal, who was blinded in 1825 by a horsewhipping from Colonel William Berkeley and Lord Lennox. But the chief mode of restricting circulation had the happy effect of also raising money: what were called ‘taxes on knowledge’ made newspapers too expensive for individuals of the working classes. The price of the Times increased from 3d in 1789 to 7d in 1832 due largely to additional duties on advertising and on stamped paper. Because of the price, readers congregated to public spots that catered to their taste in news, which may have contributed to a bubble effect and polarization. The Black Dwarf, for instance, was written in a sarcastic, anti-government vein, and addressed overtly to working men. ‘Publicus’, writing in the Morning Post, worried so much about seditious papers being ‘disseminated by means of low public houses’ that he proposed undercutting their appeal with a string of loyal reading rooms (6 January 1820).

Both the French Revolution and the Napoleonic wars increased readership and encouraged the creation of new and more diverse titles in London and nationwide. The day the Bastille fell there were already fifteen daily papers published in London, and the response to this world historical event shows both the strength and the weaknesses of newspapers at the start of the era. Although the news from France was closely followed and had become more dire as the summer of 1789 went on, no newspaper had a staff reporter in Paris—or in any other location abroad. Thus, reports of the events of 14 July came from irregular sources, appearing first in the form of two letters, one from a ‘French nobleman’ and another from an ‘English gentlemen resident in Paris’ (English Chronicle, 18 July 1789). As might be expected, the reports contradicted each other. Even in the same paper on the same day events unfolded with a Rashomon-like perplexity. Soon other articles creatively enhanced the sensation with unsourced horrors of a Gothic nature that appear simply to have been fabricated. Norbert Schürer demonstrates that popular images of the Bastille and the French often usurped a common-sense understanding of the facts. This, he concludes, ‘allowed English newspapers to assimilate reporting on the fall of the Bastille—and subsequently the French Revolution—to the traditional discourse of the enmity of constitutional, Protestant Britain against absolutist, Catholic France’.8

Newspaper writers, confronted with an unprecedented event, floundered their way to safe ground. Faced with initial confusions, wise journalists took care to hedge. A paragraph in the Oxford Journal of 18 July 1789 celebrates how in every province of France, ‘the Flame of Liberty hath burst forth; and when a whole Nation asserts their Claim to the Privileges of Men [ … ] it is not in the Power of Monarchs to withhold their Rights’, but then prophetically adds ‘before they have accomplished their End, France may be deluged with Blood’ (2). The Times was scarcely four years old, and wished to establish a reputation for foreign news; its influential account on 20 July, ‘Rebellion and Civil War in France’ (2–3), was compiled from official dispatches, Frenchmen fleeing Paris, and a messenger to the Duke of Dorset. The Times contextualizes the event by reminding English readers of the French civil war of the sixteenth century and the Gordon riots in London in 1780, and accurately diagnoses the danger of rumours that ‘will, no doubt, be circulated, for the time is auspicious to those of inventive genius’ (2). The tone is matter-of-fact: ‘On attacking the Bastile they secured the Governor, the Marquis de L’Auney, and the Commandant of the Garrison, whom they conducted to [ … ] the place of public execution, where they beheaded them, stuck their heads on tent poles, and carried them in triumph to the Palais Royal, and through the streets of Paris’ (2). Articles such as this represent the best of newspaper prose by conveying important news and analysis in an impartial manner. Hyperbole is more typical, sometimes with careless ambiguities: ‘The Dragoons opposed this; but were assailed with showers of stones, on which they fired, and killed three Peasants.—The latter instantly retired to the villages, and rung the alarm bells’ (‘Riots at Lyons’, London Oracle, 22 July 1789, 4).

If the start of the French Revolution provides one marker for the practice of newspapers, the battle of Waterloo, 18 June 1815, marks another. Remarkably, just as in 1789, none of the major newspapers had reporters on the scene to record a scoop. The skirmishing that began on the 15th was noted only on the 19th, after Brussels newspapers and private letters arrived. Some contained scant news: ‘Letters from Ostend, dated Saturday, mention that the firing of artillery was heard, and an engagement believed to have taken place’ (the Courier, 19 June 1815, 3). It wasn’t until the 22nd that the Duke of Wellington’s official dispatch to the Secretary of War was published in a London Gazette ‘Extraordinary’ edition, then republished in the Times and all the other prominent venues, that a real semblance of the sequence of events reached the public, which could be combined with reports and rumours of insurrections in Paris, private letters about gallant actions, etc., to flesh out the accounts. The Sunday papers on the 25th added commentary, and compiled lists of dead and wounded officers, in well-written accounts such as the front-page ‘British Victory. Review of all the Operations of the Campaign’ in the National Register, and on Monday the dailies were able to synthesize accounts and shape the story into the one we now know. Compared with the coverage of the fall of the Bastille, the journalists were more careful to weigh the evidence and compile a trustworthy account, allowing the public more quickly to grasp a reliable narrative which they shaped under the rubric of ‘The Battle of Waterloo’.

After the victory, the media found itself in a much stronger and more independent position with regard to power structures in the nation. While still viewed with suspicion by government, the power of public opinion as reflected and reinforced by the press was evident to all. In the unsettling economic downturn and strife of the post-Waterloo years, the draconian ‘Six Acts’ of 1819, which provided tougher penalties for seditious libel (including transportation, a suggestion of Robert Southey’s in 1816), and closed a loophole that allowed some papers to avoid the stamp duties, were really a sign of weakness.

Of the middle-class daily papers, the three that most thoroughly shaped this enhanced status were the Times, the Morning Chronicle, and the Morning Post. Because of the ubiquity of the Times in library holdings worldwide (including in the Times Digital Archive), the availability of Palmer’s Index to the Times (begun in 1868 and retrospective to 1790), and the paper’s own five-volume The History of the Times (1935–1952), scholars have sometimes used the paper as representative of newspaper practices. This is a distortion, as in many ways its development is as unique as a discussion of it is unavoidable. The Times began inauspiciously on New Year’s Day in 1785 as the Daily Universal Register. It cost two-pence halfpenny and began with a conventional address ‘To the Public’, pleading the dangers of the undertaking, and noting how it would be a ‘Register of the times, and faithful recorder of every species of intelligence’ (1 January 1785, 1). The proprietor was the printer John Walter, who founded the paper to advertise the clarity of his ‘Logographic Press’; he had little interest in journalism per se. By the end of the Romantic era, the Times had become the most dominant serial publication in British history. This success was achieved by solid business practices, flexible political principles, and excellent coverage of news important to the middle and commercial classes. In particular, the Times is associated with the shaping of the genre of the ‘leader’, or daily editorial essay. From 1812 to 1816 these were chiefly written by the lawyer John Stoddart, an acquaintance of the Lake poets. Stoddart, while a vigorous polemicist, alarmed John Walter II with his violent reactionary views and unseemly public squabbles with his brother-in-law William Hazlitt, then writing in the Morning Chronicle. He was replaced as editor by Thomas Barnes, who went on to become one of the signal journalists of the century. (Stoddart launched a rival paper, the New Times, to embody his views.)

Barnes might have joined his school friend Leigh Hunt as a second-string member of the Romantic canon. After attending Cambridge—his tenure overlapped with Lord Byron’s—he returned to London to study law. He moved easily into the circle of Hunt and Charles Lamb, joining them writing for the Reflector and the Examiner, and then under the pseudonym ‘Strada’ contributing a fine series of essays to the Champion. Barnes’s politics, classical scholarship, and graceful prose would seem to be an ill fit for a profitable, mercantile daily. John Walter II, however, recognized Barnes’s talents, and he moved from being an occasional parliamentary reporter and theatre critic to editing and revising Stoddart’s histrionic leaders. In 1817 Walter shrewdly trusted him with the responsibilities of editor-in-chief. At this point, Barnes the ‘author’ disappears behind the curtain—to emerge as the voice of the Times and the nation.

It is under Barnes that ‘the leader’ or ‘leading article’ assumes a new status. As Dallas Liddle notes, ‘the genre it denoted was the most important, authoritative, and characteristic mode of British journalism’ by the 1820s.9 Some earlier papers, such as the Gazetteer in the 1780s, featured columns with strongly stated opinions, but it was only in the first decade of the new century that it was sensed that a separate genre had emerged, one that could be used to voice the ‘editorial we’ with some effect. Ian Christie connects this development with journalists being more capable than before, and notes that in 1810 the majority of parliamentary reporters were educated at university. Edward Sterling, the chief leader writer under Barnes, was a Trinity College, Dublin graduate—as were editors such as Stanley Lees Giffard, L.L.D., of the St James’s Chronicle and later the evening Standard. The cumulative power of the Times style led to its leader being nicknamed ‘The Thunderer’—as Barnes notes in a letter of the 1830s, thunder was necessary because the average Englishman ‘whose understanding is rather sluggish [ … ] requires a strong stimulus [ … ] you must fire ten-pounders at his densely-compacted intellect before you can make it apprehend your meaning or care one farthing for your efforts’.10 Here is the anonymous ‘thunder’ of the Times a few days after the ‘Peterloo’ massacre in 1819, speaking in a single periodic sentence with the voice of the outraged public:


Whatever may have been the preliminary or accessory circumstances connected with that assembly—whatever may be our sense of the merits of those who promoted and presided at it—of their principles political and moral—of the predominant feelings and temper of their followers—of the unfitness of the season at which 50,000 people, half employed and half starved, were congregated to a single spot, there to be puffed up by prodigious notions of their strength, and inflamed by artful pictures of their grievances—whatever, again, an observant mind may suspect as to the real projects of the few who thus played upon the passions and misfortunes of a suffering multitude,—all such considerations, all such suspicions, sink to nothing before the dreadful fact, that nearly a hundred of the King’s unarmed subjects have been sabred by a body of cavalry in the streets of a town of which most of them were inhabitants, and in the presence of those Magistrates whose sworn duty it is to protect and preserve the life of the meanest Englishman. (2)



‘Whatever’ recognizes the prejudices of the middle-class London reader towards radicals and the industrial working classes, but the sentence irrefutably ends with outrage that the duty of officialdom to the ‘life of the meanest Englishman’ had been betrayed. Advancing journalistic practice now meant that the Times had a reporter on the scene, and it also sent men to attend the inquests of the victims. The radical journalist Richard Carlile, an eyewitness to the Peterloo massacre, wrote from Dorchester Gaol where he was imprisoned for seditious libel, to thank the editor of the Times for flexible opinions that supported more liberal stances; he reported a rumour that the editor might be a ‘parson’, but thought that the impersonality of the paper was so great that writing the editor a letter ‘is just like addressing one of the Printing Presses’.11 Barnes would have been tickled.

The daily papers that intersected most directly with the writers of the Romantic canon were the Morning Post, under the editorship (1795–1803) of Daniel Stuart, and the Morning Chronicle, owned and edited (1790–1821) by James Perry. Both papers were typical four-page, six-pence middle-class dailies that were 40 per cent composed of advertisements. Stuart, a Scot born in Edinburgh in 1766, purchased the Morning Post at a bargain (£600) in 1795 after it was crippled by a libel action and its circulation reduced to 350. Stuart published Wordsworth, Southey, Lamb, Mary Robinson, and most notably Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and their contributions have ensured that the Post has received substantial scholarly attention. At first Stuart, influenced in part by the thinking of his brother-in-law James Macintosh, aligned the paper with the ideologies of the French Revolution. In 1796, for instance, he serialized Thomas Paine’s ‘Decline and Fall of the English System of Finance’. But as with Macintosh and the Lake Poets he encouraged and published, Stuart’s views evolved with the emergence of Napoleon, and the Morning Post became a staunch opponent of the French emperor.

Stuart first solicited work from Coleridge in November of 1797, and he contributed until he left for Germany the following summer. After his return, Coleridge made his way to London and became a regular staff member. While employment on a daily paper might seem the last thing someone at work on a philosophical magnum opus would undertake, it has been argued that for Coleridge ‘the awareness of a newspaper-reading public was congenial to his habits of mind’.12 The tight deadlines and the stimulation of life amongst his metropolitan readers spurred both productivity and creativity. In addition to new poems, including the first version of ‘Dejection: An Ode’, Coleridge contributed editorial leaders, character sketches, essays such as a famous portrait of Pitt (19 March 1800), and even a turn at reporting speeches in Parliament.13

Because of the amount of poetry as well as its sterling original essays, the Morning Post’s strong sales cannot be attributed solely to its conveyance of ‘news’. Under Stuart, it combined the immediacy of the daily paper with more thoughtful and fuller prose essays found in some of the weeklies, and Coleridge’s work could be considered an experiment in whether or not a daily newspaper could be a vehicle for more subtle arguments. Coleridge’s unsigned essay of 21 October 1802, for instance, takes up three-quarters of a page, and deconstructs the adage ‘Once a Jacobin Always a Jacobin’ to make a plea for accuracy of terminology in political discourse. When it comes to Jacobin, ‘either as a name of glory, or a name of reproach and abhorrence, it is not only our advantage but even our duty to have clear, correct, and definite conceptions’.14 The next day, the Post also contains more ‘long form’ journalism, including the second instalment of Coleridge’s ‘Romantic Marriage’, as well as a long letter by Frances Barrett about balloon ascents in Swansea. On 4 November, the paper was given over to an extraordinary address to Charles James Fox, the long-time leader of the Whigs, signed ‘ESTECEE’ (STC).15 It occupies a full page and a half—the same space taken by advertisements, leaving only one page for all the rest of the departments. (Many readers, perhaps, skipped this lengthy disquisition to turn the page to read a racy account of the highway robbery of Mr Bangs, plumber and glazier, outside the White Hart Inn in Tottenham.) After Stuart sold the paper for the princely sum of £25,000 and moved on to the Courier, the Post turned more towards Society, was widely seen as sycophantic in its treatment of the upper-classes, and then nicknamed the Morning Puff. Over 200 firm attributions have been made to work by Coleridge in Stuart’s two papers, with scores more conjectured.

When Scotsman James Perry became joint owner of the Morning Chronicle (1769–1865) in 1790, it was a Whig organ, but chiefly an advertising medium. Perry formed a close alliance with the politicians around Fox, including Richard Brinsley Sheridan, though he moved the paper to a more conservative stance as England became more directly threatened by French invasion. The Chronicle was noted for the quality of its political and parliamentary reporting, and under Perry became extremely profitable. By 1820, he was reported to be making close to £12,000 per year. Perry maintained a consistent emphasis on the independence of the press, which he attributed to advertising income: ‘If it were not for advertisements’, he wrote in 1815, ‘the paper must be sold at one shilling instead of sixpence halfpenny’. Noting that payment was routinely offered for the insertion of letters, he argued that, when space was limited, greater loyalty should be shown to ‘constant advertisers’ (8 June 1815, 3). His independence along with his growing wealth meant Perry was able to be socially accepted among the upper classes.16 One of the most notable writers for the Morning Chronicle, and a shaper of a new prose style, was William Hazlitt. He was recruited in 1812 via the help of Charles Lamb to join the parliamentary team; thanks to his near photographic memory, Perry overlooked his lack of experience, and paid him a generous four guineas a week. He soon moved into other parts of the paper, penning essays that Duncan Wu notes ‘communicate philosophical and political beliefs using a means at once direct, conversational, and intimate’.17 He really left his mark, however, as a drama critic, where his immediate understanding of the genius of Edmund Kean helped make both their reputations. He was soon poached to write for the Times.

Hazlitt’s prose style—his celebrated ‘gusto’—was shaped by journalism, but he shaped and critiqued newspaper writing as well. Though differing in politics, he praised most highly the style of one fellow newspaperman in particular. William Cobbett is one of a kind. He might be considered the anti-Barnes: whereas the Times editor disappeared behind the curtain, Cobbett put himself centre stage and turned his name into a brand. The self-educated son of a farmer, he enlisted in the army in 1783 at age 20 as a private soldier. After his discharge in 1791, he emigrated to the United States, where he began writing as ‘Peter Porcupine’, on the side chiefly of the Federalists. After he returned from America, he launched his weekly Political Register in January 1802. The Register was his personal vehicle, and it featured his strongly worded leaders, changing and often inconsistent social and political views, and the serialization of essays that were later collected into books. Hazlitt saw him as a force of nature, best to be avoided, and in addition to crushing his enemies he was also liable to ruin the causes he supported. His style was unique; one critic notes how his satire, directed to ‘an audience unaccustomed to irony and paradox’, was comprehensible to any workman because Cobbett’s views were naturally expressed in ‘clear and simple terms’.18 In 1816, he had a brilliant idea; the price of the Register was out of reach for many of his readers because of the duties on newspapers, so he stripped what could be considered ‘news’ out of the Register and published a pure opinion paper at twopence. He revelled when his alarmed critics dubbed it the ‘twopenny trash’. Tories like Southey even feared that it endangered the government, when circulation at that price reached an extraordinary 50,000 copies.19

In the 1820s, Cobbett began publishing in the Register a series of ‘Rural Rides’, which were later collected into what has become his most enduring work, one which separately considered puts Cobbett in between Gilbert White and Richard Jefferies in the list of British nature writers. The rides were born, however, in the newspaper, and they bring practical agricultural news to what one critic has called ‘his rural constituency [that] forms one of the neglected landscapes of British Romanticism’.20 After his death in 1835, his old adversary the Times perfectly described his style:


The first general characteristic of his style is, perspicuity unequalled and inimitable. The second is homely, muscular vigour. The third is purity, always simple, and raciness often elegant. His argument is an example of acute, yet apparently natural, nay involuntary, logic, smoothed in its progress and cemented in its parts by a mingled stream of torturing sarcasm, contemptuous jocularity, and fierce and slaughtering invective. (20 June 1835, 4)



Despite election to the first reformed parliament, Cobbett remained outside the establishment. The only prominent figure at his funeral in 1835 was Daniel O’Connell, the controversial ‘Liberator’ of Ireland.

By the mid-1820s, with newspapers still labouring under the ‘taxes on knowledge’, and interest in international news stimulated by the wars abating, readers were dosed more by scandal and gossip, with a spate of new weeklies arising. The combination of the growing domination of the Times, under John Walter II and edited by Thomas Barnes, and the continued impositions of taxes on paper and advertisements that pre-empted price competition, kept daily papers locked into their formats: four pages, shorthand accounts of parliamentary debates, reprints of the London Gazette, and as many advertisements as possible. The only well-funded attempt to launch a new morning daily was the book publisher John Murray’s Representative, which lasted only a few months in 1826—but ran up an estimated £14,000 loss. New weekly papers fared little better financially, but because of lower costs were more numerous. Arthur Aspinall’s table of ‘Advertisement Duty Charged to the London Newspapers, 1823–6’ lists 126 titles. But only 42 paid duty for all four years covered, and a number of these were niche publications such as the Law Gazette and the Racing Calendar. One problem was that the Times vacuumed up a large portion of the advertising revenue: in 1826, it paid £15,466 in tax on the advertisements that it ran; by contrast the next leading sum for that year was £6,563 by the Morning Post.21

Raymond Williams thought that ‘the real history of the nineteenth-century popular press has to be centred in the development of the Sunday paper’,22 and as peace deepened, Sunday papers flourished. Papers with less pungent (or no) politics entered the market, with many taking their cues from the long-running Bell’s Weekly Messenger. Its founder, John Bell, knew the public’s taste; his earlier paper, the World and Fashionable Advertiser, introduced such staples as the ‘tid-bit’ and ‘chit-chat’ columns in 1787. Bell’s Life in London launched in 1822, promising metropolitan savoir faire for readers, and specializing in sporting news. Such weekend papers fed off each other’s stories, which ‘went viral’ once a certain impetus was reached. Thus, in 1823–1824, the papers made hay with the murder of a gambler named William Weare by his debtor John Thurtell—one of several sensational crime stories that in the 1820s spread from the newspapers to the theatre, ballad broadsheets, and fiction. In Bell’s Life, ‘Most Horrid Murder Near Watford’ (2 November 1823, 702) was followed by multiple articles almost every week until ‘The Last Sad Ceremony!’ (11 January 1824, 16), describing Thurtell’s death on the gallows. Thurtell’s celebrity was followed in 1827 by that of William Corder, the ‘Red Barn’ murderer, and in the next year by the case of William Burke and William Hare, murderous Edinburgh grave robbers. These stories occupied space greater, often, than Napoleonic battles did. Newspaper writing post-war was transformed by improvements in transportation which meant that the entire nation could quickly share a story. The transcript of the trial for breach of contract of marriage by the actress Maria Foote against Thomas Hayne was within days in over one hundred papers. Though limited to print, the viral pattern of circulation has similarities to what can be found in modern media. Once interest in a story is sparked, the papers contrived to keep it going as long as possible, shamelessly pilfering text and details from each other. In some cases, subjects leaked information hoping to shape perceptions and increase acclaim. After winning a settlement of £3,000 in court, Maria Foote and her parents manipulated the fame to manage a return to the stage at Covent Garden, starring in The Belle’s Stratagem, with every detail of her first appearance faithfully recorded.

One of several weekly papers which attempted to mine audiences not interested in gory murders or party politics was the News of Literature and Fashion, which bridges the world of the stamped newspaper and the magazine. As proclaimed in the first issue, ‘the only predetermination we have formed is, to be pleasant at all events: pleasant and right, if we can; but pleasant certainly: pleasant to the wise and good, if they are wise enough not to be too fastidious, and good enough not to be too good… ’ (‘At Home’, 12 June 1824, 1). This is the manifesto of the flâneur, and continues the move away from politics and into a cultural niche found in the earlier Literary Gazette (1817–1863). The News of Literature and Fashion featured regular ‘columns’, including some in French: ‘Les Courses des Etoiles’, ‘The Literary and Philosophical Review’, ‘The Sporting Varieties’, ‘The Fine Arts’, etc. While writers such as Irish novelist Gerald Griffin received much needed remuneration from the News of Literature and Fashion, such papers were not yet profitable enough to sustain their quality, and most lasted only a few years. They did, however, stimulate established dailies to provide better cultural coverage, with trained musicians, for instance, employed solely to cover concerts.

While some papers in the post-war period veered towards the sensational or the frivolous, the proprietors and editors of the main dailies and more established weeklies worked to solidify a public voice specifically from the press, one that commented and shaped opinion on matters from the parochial to the international. George Boyce argues that in order to do this newspapers aimed for the ‘middle ground, between revolution on the one hand and subservience on the other’.23 On the fringes, other papers still supplied radical or reactionary polemics. All agreed with the motto of the weekly Champion (1814–1822): ‘The Liberty of the Press is the very breath of our Life. When we have it not we die’. John Thelwall, ‘English Jacobin’ and friend of Wordsworth and Coleridge in the 1790s, owned and edited the paper from 1818 until its metamorphosis in 1822 into the Investigator. The title change itself marks a shift, from advocacy to exposure.

There were three events late in the period that showed the mature power of the press: the coronation crisis surrounding Queen Caroline beginning in 1820; the agitation for Catholic emancipation that resulted in the passage of the Catholic Relief Act in 1829; and the passage of the Reform Bill in 1832. In each, the role of the Times under Barnes was crucial. When George III died and the prince regent came to the throne, his estranged wife Caroline returned to Britain to be crowned as Queen. George IV, charging her with adultery, demanded a divorce and the nation was pitched into a crisis as opposition parties of all stripes used the queen’s cause to channel their dissatisfaction with the monarchy and the government. For the newspapers, the king was unpopular and the queen a wronged woman; the Times shrewdly formed an alliance with the shifty but brilliant Henry Brougham, the counsel for the Queen, and subsequent events demonstrated the power of an independent press when allied with popular movements. Barnes may have made a calculated business decision to take a popular stand (circulation jumped remarkably), but the persistence of the paper’s leaders and enthusiastic coverage of the queen, beginning when she landed at Dover in June 1820, helped delegitimize the new king in the public’s mind. The radical Richard Carlile appraised the positive impact of the Times ‘to the cause of reforming the abuses of the government we live under’, while noting that an editor ‘must studiously adhere to the general principles of the majority of its readers’.24 Barnes’s genius was to sense public trends and shift to a new position at the moment it would increase readership. The other powerful press ally of the Queen was Cobbett, who appointed himself her unofficial advisor, besieged her with letters, and used her cause to champion parliamentary reform. His twopenny pamphlet, A Peep at the Peers, sold upwards of 100,000 copies, and in the Political Register he relentlessly hammered at the Tory government over her treatment. In the 8 July 1820 issue, for instance, 26 of the 36 pages are allotted to ‘A Letter to Mr Canning, On the cruel Treatment of the Queen’:


It is my intention to address you on the subject of the cruelty and villainy, which has long been practiced against her Majesty, the Queen; and, also, on those tricks and intrigues, which have been carried on, which are now being carried on, and which, I think, will yet be carried on in order to sink, for ever, if not totally destroy, in life, as well as in character, this unsuspecting, betrayed and persecuted lady. (1)



After the success of the Times and its allies in the press, it was inevitable that a counterattack would be made. Tory supporters of the king, including the prime minister, Lord Liverpool, were instrumental in launching a new Sunday paper dedicated only to ‘speaking plain truth’ as an ‘antidote’ to a ‘prostituted Press’ (John Bull, 17 December 1820, 4). The medicine for this disease was John Bull, which quickly became infamous for pushing, from an ultra-Tory stance, into what might be called the ‘new scurrility’. It crossed a Rubicon with personal attacks on private ladies who visited Caroline. The Admiralty Secretary (and Quarterly Review mainstay) John Wilson Croker was given oversight, though he wisely denied any connection. In addition to money from government subsidies, individual Tory backers, and perhaps even George IV, Bull’s profits were probably sweetened by money from West India plantation owners.25 A mark of the Times’s sense of its own status can be found six months after Bull began publishing: ‘For the first time since its commencement we take notice of John Bull. Of the ostensible authors of the publication we speak only with pity, or hardly speak at all’ (5 May 1821, 3). Others responded in kind; the Investigator called Bull’s staff the ‘vilest of slanderers [ … ] publishing the grossest filth’ (16 June 1822, 380). While John Bull settled down to boring conventionality within a few years, its success energized the segments of the press that would find profit in abuse.

While newspaper pressure did not succeed in achieving Caroline’s coronation, it was instrumental in the passage of both the Catholic Relief Act and the Reform Bill, operating to arouse public opinion and form an effective ‘fourth estate’. The first reference in the OED to ‘fourth estate’ is in 1752 from Henry Fielding and refers to the mob. Hazlitt thought that Cobbett ‘is a kind of fourth estate in the politics of the country’.26 The power of this new ‘public sphere’ opinion was applied from two angles: the bourgeoisie weight of the Times and other profitable dailies, augmented by the increasingly articulate voice of the working classes as exemplified in their weeklies and the phenomenon of Cobbett. The passage of the Catholic Relief Act concluded decades of effort, with newspaper participation in the debate, along with public meetings and the rise of Daniel O’Connell’s Catholic Association, a critical factor. Petitions to Parliament for and against passage were instigated out of newspaper offices, and Cobbett once again sank his teeth into the issue. Tory papers, such as the newly founded Standard, attacked emancipation with vehemence. In one instance a letter in the Standard by the Earl of Winchilsea caused a duel with the prime minister, the Duke of Wellington.

The influence of the newspaper press on the passage of the Reform Bill, from the Times down to the scores of short-lived papers that openly defied the laws by printing cheaply on unstamped paper, cannot be overestimated. Denis Le Marchant’s diary for 1831–1832 shows frequent off-the-record consultations with Barnes on behalf of members of Earl Grey’s cabinet concerning the support of the Times for the Bill, and strategies for its enactment. The appearance on 9 July 1831 of the Poor Man’s Guardian, eight pages for one penny, coordinated and gave voice to the reforming opinions of working people. In large type underneath its banner was the boast, ‘For the People. Established, Contrary to “Law”, to Try the Power of “Might” against “Right” ’. These papers kept radical pressure on the Whigs, helping to curb their natural instinct for reform most modest, as they aired the demands that later were embedded in Chartism: universal male suffrage, the ballot, annual parliaments, no property qualification. The passage of the Reform Bill was due to the newspaper-fuelled increase in the numbers of people who weighed in on public affairs.

Newspapers changed radically with the nation during the Romantic era; while the core content of public information remained throughout—gazettes of bankrupts, military promotions, movements of the Royals, etc.—the papers in 1832 not only drove the political debate, they offered much more variety of reading matter. Can one generalize about the prose itself in the newspapers of the Romantic era? Generations of textbooks have circumscribed prose in the era as the familiar essays of the friends of Wordsworth: Coleridge, Lamb, Hazlitt, De Quincey—all of whom also reported for newspapers. Nikki Hessell’s monograph Literary Authors, Parliamentary Reporters shows how the critical heritage of major authors may be rewritten by a detailed examination of bread and butter, non-belle lettristic newspaper work. In many papers, one may trace the development of the incisive modern journalistic style through anonymous paragraphs and leaders. If one strand of newspaper writing clearly derived from the oratory in Parliament, bleeding over from the shorthand accounts, there was also a powerful and assertive prose that mediated between the public and its leaders. In 1823, Hazlitt confidently asserted newspaper prose had improved:


Let any one, indeed, who may be disposed to disparage modern intellect and modern letters, look over a file of old newspapers (only thirty or forty years back) [ … ] and compare the poverty, the meanness, the want of style and matter in their original paragraphs, with the amplitude, the strength, the point and terseness which characterize the leading journals of the day, and he will perhaps qualify the harshness of his censure.27



Regardless of the elegance of style, there is much to explore now that digitized files are readily available: Romantic newspapers provide the best window into the minutiae of life and the thinking of ordinary people. The advertisements themselves reveal worlds omitted from poem and story; the leaders and letters foreground issues that have been left out of the narrative. As Lucyle Werkmeister demonstrated in her groundbreaking A Newspaper History of England, 1792–1793 (1967), one of the advantages of immersion in newspaper accounts is that the imaginative writers of the Romantic era were not reacting to events as we know them now, but contemplating and being influenced by events as they were reported and commented on in the newspapers.

By 1834, when the Tories were attempting to form a government, newspapers reigned. Ascertaining the position of the Times was mandatory. Lord Lyndhurst exclaimed to Charles Greville, ‘Why Barnes is the most powerful man in the country.’28 This slight exaggeration represents the triumph of political writing responsive to public opinion over politics as usual. Another triumph of newspaper writing can be found in the same year in the Morning Chronicle, when sandwiched between reports of a music festival at Hull and the business of the Court of Common Council, appears ‘Street Sketches—No. I’, in which Charles Dickens as ‘Boz’ sketches his view of omnibuses. The great era of newspapers, that would stretch until after the Second World War, was on its way.
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Chapter 52


Prefaces, Prospectuses, Defences, and Manifestos



Rebecca Cole Heinowitz

The Rise of the ‘Reading Public’

Modern-day readers are generally accustomed to considering a book’s preface as a straightforward aid to comprehension. Upon opening a new novel, we do not typically expect the author to hail us at the threshold with personal attestations, much less to flatter us, abuse us, or otherwise compel our self-scrutiny while anticipating our objections and attempting to compel our assent. For Romantic-era readers, by contrast, intricate dialogic preambles in which the author’s moral character figured as the principal ground for apology or defence had been the norm since the age of John Dryden and Alexander Pope. By the early eighteenth century, these formulas were in fact so conventional as to have become an object of derision, the term ‘Preface’, as the Earl of Shaftesbury quipped in his Advice to an Author (1710), ‘being become only another word to signify Excuse’.1 Like ‘Epistles Dedicatory’, ‘Addresses to the Reader’, and the host of other sub-genres which comprised the paratextual apparatus of Shaftesbury’s day, prefaces exemplified ‘the Coquetry of a modern Author’, who ‘caresses’, ‘cajoles’ (48), and seeks ‘to ingratiate himself with his Reader … with all the seeming Modesty of one who is the furthest from any … [t]houghts of his own Merit’ (171). Complaints about authors obtruding their justifications upon readers became so frequent over the course of the eighteenth century that the survival of the preface—and indeed, its proliferation—during the Romantic era warrants some scrutiny.

The expansion of authorial prefaces in the second half of the eighteenth century is primarily due to the development of an industrialized, market-driven book trade and the rise of a mass reading audience. With then-unprecedented circulations of 3,000 to 4,000 copies per month, influential new periodicals such as Ralph Griffith’s Monthly Review; or Literary Journal (1749) and Tobias Smollett’s Critical Review; or Annals of Literature (1756), were pivotal in creating an informed reading public that was increasingly conscious of playing a role in the nation’s cultural and political debates. In their ambition to represent a comprehensive survey of current publications in summary form, however, the new reviews also came under fire from readers and writers who resented the imposition of their editorial biases and judgements. The satirical prose dedication to the authors of the Monthly and Critical Reviews that opens Frances Burney’s anonymously published novel Evelina (1778) provides a window onto the material power these self-appointed ‘Censors for the public’ exercised over the reception and, ultimately, the fate of emerging writers.2 Anticipating the reviewers’ ‘contempt’, Burney begins her dedication by declining to ‘intrude upon [their] time … with the futility of apologies’ (i. p. v). She then proposes to ‘explain the motives of [her] temerity’ in thus addressing these ‘Magistrates of the press’, promising to do so with all possible alacrity lest by trying their patience she should unwittingly become ‘accessory to [her] own condemnation’ (pp. v–vii).

With her tongue still firmly in her cheek, Burney explains that as an author ‘without name’ and ‘without recommendation’, she can only ‘properly apply for patronage … to those who publicly profess themselves Inspectors of all literary performances’ (p. vi). She is further encouraged to seek the reviewers’ ‘protection’ by the observation that they bestow their praise on works of ‘frivolous amusement’ and ‘worse than frivolous dullness’ as often as upon ‘works of utility or ingenuity’ (p. vi). She will not ‘appeal for [their] MERCY’, however, as ‘the language of adulation, and the incense of flattery’ would profane ‘the sacred ties of integrity’ and ‘impartiality’ by which they are allegedly bound (pp. vi–vii). Burney calls instead upon their sympathy as fellow writers and, in so doing, implicitly identifies them as failed authors: ‘Remember, Gentlemen, you were all young writers once, and the most experienced veteran of your corps, may, by recollecting his first publication, renovate his first terrors, and learn to allow for mine’ (p. viii). Her concluding words add insult to injury, casting aspersions on reviewers’ motivations by paying tribute to ‘the generous sentiments by which liberal criticism, to the utter annihilation of envy, jealousy, and all selfish views, ought to be distinguished’ (p. x). In identifying reviewers’ disproportionate influence on the sales of new books and impugning the integrity of their motives, Burney articulated core criticisms that would reverberate across authorial paratexts throughout the Romantic period.

With the launch of the progressive English Review (1783) and Analytical Review (1788), a category was introduced that would dramatically increase the power of the reviews: ‘public opinion’. The Monthly and the Critical followed suit and, together, these four periodicals became a signal force in promoting the public culture of radicalism, reform, and dissent that characterized the early 1790s. And while neither the English nor the Analytical would survive the counter-revolutionary ascendancy that followed the culture wars of the mid-1790s, the concept of ‘public opinion’ they had fostered remained a central feature of the new breed of politically conservative, economically liberal reviews that assumed dominance in the early nineteenth century. The burgeoning mass of extended prefaces and other textual supplements produced during the first two decades of the new century is a direct response to the unprecedented influence reviewers had claimed under the aegis of ‘public opinion’. But who exactly were the constituents of that public? The anxiety evoked by this question lies at the heart of early nineteenth-century paratexts and explains the surprising longevity of a form that had seemed all but moribund.

Recent scholarship has demonstrated that many Romantic-era authors understood then-emergent abstractions such as ‘public opinion’ and the ‘reading public’ as a ‘self-serving strategy of the book trade’ to create ‘a market of willing, passive consumers’.3 For Samuel Taylor Coleridge, as Anthony John Harding explains, the ‘reading public’ was ‘a chimera, a sham, conjured by the manipulation of people’s tastes through collusion among the book publishers, the periodicals, and the reviewers who wrote for them and served their commercial interests’ (18). In effect, the publishing industry was charged, not only with gratifying what, in the 1800 ‘Preface’ to Lyrical Ballads, William Wordsworth called the public’s ‘craving for extraordinary incident’, but with having engineered that ‘degrading thirst after outrageous stimulation’ in order ‘to blunt the discriminating powers of the mind’ (Wordsworth, Prose, i. 128–130). By the ‘Essay, Supplementary to the Preface’ included in Wordsworth’s collected Poems (1815), these criticisms would reach their fullest elaboration and their highest pitch. ‘Lamentable is [the] error’, Wordsworth declaims, of readers who cannot distinguish between the true ‘Vox populi’ and ‘the clamour of that small though loud portion of the community, ever governed by factitious influence, which, under the name of the public, passes itself, upon the unthinking, for the people’ (iii. 84).

But the consumers of ‘frantic novels, sickly and stupid German Tragedies, and … extravagant stories in verse’ are only one of the prospective audiences Wordsworth speaks to in the Lyrical Ballads paratexts (i. 128). From the original 1798 ‘Advertisement’ to the 1800 ‘Preface’, Wordsworth imagines a multitude of different audiences, ranging from hardened reviewers to ‘the most inexperienced Reader’ and from ‘Readers of superior judgment’ to ‘mankind’ in general (i. 156, 116, 158). As we will see, the polyvocality produced by addressing such a variety of potential readers would exert a decisive influence on the ways in which later Romantic-era writers framed their work. At the turn of the nineteenth century, however, the aspect of Wordsworth’s address that produced the most significant impact was his appeal to the inclusive, democratized category of ‘Man’ celebrated in radical pamphlets like Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Men (1790) and Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man (1791), and demonized as ‘a swinish multitude’ in conservative polemics such as Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790) (Burke, Reflections, 79). Combined with the poems’ invocation of popular ballad form and their explicit preference for subject matter drawn from ‘low and rustic life’, Wordsworth’s use of universalizing tropes such as ‘the primary laws of our nature’ and ‘the great and universal passions of men’ inevitably recalled the threat of popular insurrection (Wordsworth, Prose, i. 124, 122, 144).

Polyvocal Paratexts

Although the progressive politics that flourished in the periodical press of the early 1790s were on the defensive by the end of the decade, William Godwin’s argument that literature was the most ‘effectual way for extirpating … prejudices and mistakes’ still informed Wordsworth’s faith that reading and rational inquiry were the ‘most powerful … engine[s]’ of moral and social reform.4 He was well aware, however, that conservative readers remained deeply suspicious of what Burke had called ‘the selfish enlargement of mind’ advocated by French ‘coxcombs of philosophy’ and the abettors of their ‘theoretic system’, and that for such readers, terms like ‘philosophy’, ‘theory’, and ‘system’ were tantamount to revolution (Burke, Reflections, 105, 52, 173). The otherwise commonplace display of authorial humility with which Wordsworth begins the 1800 ‘Preface’ is specifically designed to pre-empt these accusations. Although well-meaning friends ‘advised me to prefix a systematic defence of the theory, upon which the poems were written’, Wordsworth states, ‘I was unwilling to undertake the task, because I knew that on this occasion the Reader would look coldly upon my arguments, since I might be suspected of having been principally influenced by the selfish … hope of reasoning him into an approbation of these particular Poems’ (Wordsworth, Prose, i. 120).

Wordsworth is decidedly inconsistent in maintaining this opening gambit, however, and a mere two paragraphs later, he is defending the ‘simple and unelaborated expressions’ of ‘rural life’ as ‘a far more philosophical language than that which is frequently substituted for it by Poets’ (i. 124). Despite such prevarications, Wordsworth had good reason to congratulate himself on having ‘pleased a greater number [of readers] than I ventured to hope’ (i. 118). The British Critic (1793), a staunchly Tory periodical founded to oppose reformist organs like the Monthly and the Critical, in fact praised the Ballads’ ‘purity of expression’, in terms very close to Wordsworth’s own, as ‘infinitely more correspondent with true feeling than what, by the courtesy of the day, is usually called poetical language’.5 As it happened, the censure Wordsworth anticipated hailed from a different political quarter, and appeared in the pages of the newly launched quarterly, the Edinburgh Review, edited by the liberal Whig, Francis Jeffrey. The Edinburgh’s editorial policies reflected the rationalist philosophy of Scottish Enlightenment thinkers such as David Hume and Adam Smith, particularly the idea of a civil society based on principles of liberal political economy. The ‘reading public’ for whom it spoke, an increasingly influential class of professional men with links to commercial enterprise as well as the institutions of church and state, forms yet another of Wordsworth’s projected readerships.

It is to this audience of ascendant professionals versed in Scottish moral philosophy, political economy, and the idioms of law and finance, that Wordsworth speaks when he posits the existence of a contract between reader and writer. In this instance, the objection Wordsworth anticipates is contractual, not intellectual. ‘I will not take upon me to determine the exact import of the promise which by the act of writing in verse an Author in the present day makes to his Reader’, he begins, ‘but I am certain it will appear to many persons that I have not fulfilled the terms of an engagement thus voluntarily contracted’ (Wordsworth, Prose, i. 122). By contrast with his philosophical justification for employing the language of ‘rustic life’, Wordsworth’s apology for any imputed breach of contract draws on the lexicon of moral philosophy. ‘Each of [these poems] has a worthy purpose’, he contends, that purpose being to depict ‘the great and simple affections of our nature’ in such a way as to ‘plac[e] my Reader in the way of receiving from ordinary moral sensations another and more salutary impression than we are accustomed to receive from them’ (i. 124, 126). After meeting this imagined audience on common moral ground, however, Wordsworth submits that those readers who fail to find their ‘understanding … enlightened’, their ‘taste exalted’, and their ‘affections ameliorated’ by a perusal of the Ballads are evidently not in ‘a healthful state of association’ (i. 126). And to those undiscriminating readers inclined to conflate ‘the language really spoken by men’ with ‘the vulgarity and meanness of ordinary life’, he adds that the absolute ‘dissimilitude’ of these two modes of speech should be evident to any ‘rational mind’ (i. 137). Finally, Wordsworth takes aim at these readers’ most vulnerable point, their class-consciousness, insisting that ‘the Poet writes under one restriction only, namely, the necessity of giving immediate pleasure to a human Being possessed of that information which may be expected of him, not as a lawyer, a physician, a mariner, an astronomer, or a natural philosopher, but as a Man’ (i. 139).

Jeffrey’s scathing anonymous review in the Edinburgh’s first issue, like John Stoddart’s anonymous praise in the British Critic, suggests the disparity between Wordsworth’s imagined readers and the actual ‘reading public’. In language more reminiscent of Edmund Burke than Adam Smith, Jeffrey decried the ‘mischief of this new system’, identifying Wordsworth with a ‘literary faction’ whose authors ‘constitute, at present, the most formidable conspiracy that has lately been formed against sound judgment in matters poetical’, and referring to Lyrical Ballads as ‘one of their most flagrant acts of hostility’ to date.6 More damning still, these charges never mention Wordsworth or Lyrical Ballads by name; rather, they are nested in a review ostensibly devoted to Robert Southey’s Thalaba, the Destroyer (1801) but directed at the entire ‘sect of poets’ to which Southey is said to belong, a ‘school’ the quarterlies would subsequently rechristen ‘the Lake Poets’ (63). Two years later, in a review of Maria Edgeworth’s Popular Tales, the Edinburgh renewed its assault by linking ‘the charitable endeavours of Messrs Wirdsworth [sic] & Co.’ with ‘the laudable exertions of Mr Thomas Paine to bring disaffection and infidelity within the comprehension of the common people’.7 As ‘a man speaking to men’, it is unlikely that Wordsworth could have foreseen this refinement in the art of character assassination (Wordsworth, Prose, i. 138). Unnamed, misnamed, and buried with the other members of his pernicious ‘sect’ inside anonymous reviews of other writers’ works, Wordsworth, like many of his contemporaries, was reduced to a cipher of cultural decline with no antagonist to palliate or oppose beyond the spectral ‘reading public’.

Given these conditions, it is no wonder that, as Jon Klancher observes, ‘the English Romantics were the first to become radically uncertain of their readers’.8 Beyond the internal contradictions produced by attempting to address an impossible amalgam of possible readers, the sheer volume of Wordsworth’s textual supplements suggests that he felt this uncertainty with particular intensity. When he published his collected Poems in 1815, the two-volume edition contained an even more extensive paratextual apparatus than the Ballads—a three-page ‘Dedication’, a thirty-six-page ‘Preface’, a thirty-five-page ‘Essay, Supplementary to the Preface’, six pages of endnotes, as well as reprints of the thirty-two-page ‘Preface’ to the 1802 Lyrical Ballads and the six-page appendix on ‘Poetic Diction’—accounting for nearly 20 per cent of the total printed text. As Wordsworth’s paratexts increased in number and extent, so did their internal inconsistencies. By extension, the relationship between the prose supplements and the poems they ostensibly explained grew more and more tenuous. William Blake’s frustrated annotations to the Poems vividly capture the uncertainty of authorship to which authors’ uncertainty of their audience would give rise: ‘I do not know who wrote these Prefaces they are very mischievous & direct contrary to Wordsworths [sic] own Practice’.9

Commodification and Generic Excess

While Wordsworth’s penchant for addressing readers of poetry in critical prose represents an extreme case, it is significant that this excess was limited to the boundaries of the book. The expansion of periodical and subscription publishing and the introduction of efficient new print technologies such as the steam press and the stereotype plate had multiplied the venues in which authors could address prospective readers prior to a book’s publication.10 Beyond the growth of publishers’ and booksellers’ catalogues and the massive rise in newspaper and end-page advertisements for forthcoming titles, the most notable marketing strategy to emerge was the prospectus. Unlike other forms of pre-publication advertisement, prospectuses were stand-alone pamphlets intended for mass distribution, with print runs usually far exceeding the works they announced. Their essential purpose, as David Duff notes, was to ‘describe the proposed work, explain the reasons for publishing it, how it improved on the competition, and what the terms and conditions of sale were, including where the order could be placed, how much it would cost, when the book was expected to be published, and how it would be delivered to the purchaser’.11

As Blake’s drafts of the prospectus for his engraving of Chaucer’s Canterbury Pilgrims (1809–1810) suggests, Romantic-era prospectuses granted authors enormous latitude for self-reflexivity and generic excess. By and large, Blake’s initial drafts confine themselves to the material specifications of the work, its price and location, and the reasons for its publication. There are moments when his prose threatens to exceed its commercial objectives (as when he boasts of ‘the Great Strength of Colouring & depth of work peculiar to Mr B’s Prints’), but these instances hardly prepare a reader for the ensuing twenty-page artist’s statement which David Erdman has aptly categorized as a ‘public address’.12 Two features of this extraordinary text warrant mention here. First, Blake’s personal complaints of the ‘Calumny & Envy’ and the ‘Cunning & Ignorance’ that have plagued him are textually inextricable from his explanations of how the present work improves upon the competition (571, 573). Second, the more his inventory of private and professional abuses intrudes on the proper domain of the prospectus, the more Blake condemns ‘the fatal Slumber into which Booksellers & Trading Dealers have thrown’ the English public and the instruments of dissemination that have enabled them to do so. ‘Advertisements in Newspapers are no proof of Popular approbation. but often the contrary’, he asserts, ‘for Commerce Cannot endure Individual Merit its insatiable Maw must be fed … I hope this Print will redeem my Country from this Coxcomb situation’ (576, 573).

The era’s most systematic critic of commercial publishing, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, was also an extraordinarily prolific prospectus writer. Although better known for his diagnosis of the ‘pernicious’ effects of periodicals which ‘taught people rather to judge than to read’ by ‘encourag[ing] … a disposition to adopt the sentiments dictated under the word We’ instead of ‘form[ing] opinions of our own’, Coleridge was surprisingly adept at marrying the language of the marketplace with the language of ‘sane judgment’.13 In his 1817 ‘Prospectus’ for the Encyclopaedia Metropolitana, he promises subscribers ‘an orderly Digest of all the great points of human knowledge’ which, ‘notwithstanding its comparatively modest extent and price, must form the most perfect system of intellectual Instruction and Entertainment, that has been hitherto submitted to the Friends and Patrons of Art, Science, History, and general Literature in Great Britain’ (Coleridge, Shorter Works, i. 586). This ‘Prospectus’ also stands out for the dexterity with which it borrows the utilitarian calculus of majority benefit to highlight the Metropolitana’s structural superiority over its leading competitors. Due to defective principles of organization, both the veteran Encyclopaedia Britannica and the newcomer, Rees’s Cyclopaedia, are burdened with information that is either ‘uninteresting to the purchaser’ or ‘interesting … only to the smallest part of its purchasers’. By contrast, the Metropolitana will be schematically organized so that ‘the larger portion of each part will be of a nature interesting to every member of the purchaser’s family’ (i. 585–586). Nowhere was the Coleridgean imagination’s ‘esemplastic power’ of binding multiplicity into unity more efficiently realized (Coleridge, Biographia, i. 295, 303). By contrast with Wordsworth’s incommensurable modes of address and Blake’s generic excess, the elegance with which Coleridge elides the criteria of consumer capitalism with a critique of those criteria is striking. Synthesizing Wordsworth’s assessment of the ‘savage torpor’ (Wordsworth, Prose, i. 128) to which readers’ minds have been reduced with streamlined design principles, Coleridge assured subscribers that the Metropolitana’s appeal to ‘every member’ of the family would not be such as to encourage the morally and intellectually ‘dangerous habit of desultory and unconnected reading’ (Coleridge, Shorter Works, i. 586).

The condensed prospectus for the Metropolitana that appeared in the Biographia Literaria (1817) provides another index of Coleridge’s marketing savvy, namely his extensive use of cross-advertising and in-text product placement for his forthcoming works. As often as not, however, the works thus advertised failed to materialize, a tendency that gave rise to Coleridge’s reputation as what William Hazlitt called ‘the Prince of preparatory authors’ (Hazlitt, Works, vii. 115). The immediate context for this characterization was Hazlitt’s mock review of Coleridge’s Lay Sermons (1817), which had been publicized ‘in repeated newspaper advertisements’ despite the fact that ‘not a line … is written, or ever likely to be written’ (vii. 114). The concrete object of Hazlitt’s review was in fact Coleridge’s The Friend (1812), a compilation of essays that had originally appeared as a weekly periodical. ‘What is his Friend’, Hazlitt jeered, ‘but an enormous title-page; the longest and most tiresome prospectus that ever was written; an endless preface to an imaginary work; a table of contents that fills the whole volume’ (vii. 115). As Hazlitt’s comments imply, Coleridge’s tendency towards prolepsis was problematic, not only because it resulted in unfulfilled promises but because it inverted the generic hierarchy according to which a book’s paratexts were subordinate to the principal text. What is more, Hazlitt suggests, there was a direct connection between Coleridge’s habit of promoting nonexistent publications, his generic deviancy, and readers’ complaints about the ‘abstruseness and obscurity’ of his prose (Coleridge, Friend, ii. 150). ‘We see no sort of difference between his published and his unpublished compositions’, Hazlitt concluded. ‘It is just as impossible to get at the meaning of the one as the other … Let the experiment be tried, and if, on committing [a] manuscript to the press, the author is caught in the fact of a single intelligible passage, we will be answerable for Mr. Coleridge’s loss of character’ (Hazlitt, Works, vii. 114–115).

The most striking example of the generic transgression enabled by the prospectus is Wordsworth’s ‘Prospectus’ to The Recluse, the 107-line verse fragment he appended to his ‘Preface’ to The Excursion (1814). As Wordsworth explains, The Excursion is ‘only a Portion’ of a longer work still in preparation, the three-part poem, The Recluse, from which he has extracted ‘the conclusion of the first Book … as a kind of Prospectus of the design and scope of the whole Poem’.14 To a certain extent, Wordsworth’s substitution of poetry for prose can be understood as the manifestation of an argument he had made over a decade prior in the ‘Preface’ to Lyrical Ballads, namely that there is ‘no essential difference between the language of prose and metrical composition … the same human blood circulates through the veins of them both’ (Wordsworth, Prose, i. 134). As scholars such as Stuart Curran and David Duff have pointed out, such theories of generic fluidity abounded in the Romantic period. Literary experiments in generic combination were still more numerous, ranging from what Wordsworth called the ‘composite species’ of poems which combined didacticism, philosophical satire, and descriptive modes to John Thelwall’s ‘three-volume medley of verse and prose, oratory and anecdote, political satire and sentimental effusion’, The Peripatetic (1793), and what Hazlitt referred to as the ‘mixed mode’ of ‘lyrical dramas’ such as Percy Bysshe Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound (1820) and Hellas (1822).15 But neither a belief in the affinity between poetry and prose nor the proliferation of generically hybrid works during the Romantic era can fully justify Wordsworth’s assertion that an excerpt from a poem can discharge the functions of a prospectus. What quality of paper would The Recluse be printed on, for instance? How much would it cost? To whom should potential subscribers direct their inquiries? As Curran notes, ‘a mixed form does not abandon conventional expectations: on the contrary, the precision of generic signals is all the more imperative’ in cases where ‘a writer … is contracting with the reader for a new mode of apprehension’.16 In the case of The Recluse, the generic signals particular to the prospectus are almost entirely absent. As a result, Wordsworth’s ‘Prospectus’ does not so much mark the combination of advertising with poetry as the supersession of advertising by poetry.

The Death of the Author

The commercialization of the publishing industry called a range of formal adaptations into being, troubling the distinction between the language of the mind and the language of the market, blurring the boundaries between genres and sub-genres, and ultimately reconfiguring the semiotic perimeters of the literary work as such. In the process, the integrity of multiple parties was called into question, from publishers, editors, and reviewers, to the various incarnations of the ‘reading public’ whose opinions they claimed to represent. Nor were authors themselves exempt from insult and calumny. In performing their self-styled roles as ‘inquisitorial office’ and ‘literary police’, the Edinburgh and the Quarterly reviews specialized in ad hominem attacks on authors that freely conflated the merits of their writing with the defects of their private character.17 Public discourse, in Coleridge’s estimation, was defined by ‘literary and political Gossiping’ rather than genuine literary engagement and independent judgement. Consequently, the standard measure of a writer’s worth was no longer the work to which he signed his name but the frequency with which he figured as one of the ‘contemporary characters’ in the periodical press (Coleridge, Friend, ii. 138). Whereas writers ‘in Elder Time … were looked up to as intermediate beings between Angels & men’, Coleridge contended, the esteem in which they were held had plummeted in an inverse proportion to the rise of ‘public opinion’; after being demoted to the rank of ‘venerable teachers’, they were further reduced ‘to instructive friends’, and finally to their present ignominious status as public ‘culprits’.18

Most Romantic-era authors could (and often did) attest to the truth of Coleridge’s assertions. Nor could conciliatory dedications, earnest prefaces, or lists of illustrious subscribers avert the ‘personal malignity’ of critics and the ‘epidemic Distemper’ they had unleashed among the reading public (Coleridge, Friend, ii. 138). On the contrary, as Wordsworth learned early on, authors risked personal ridicule even when speaking in the voice of a fictional character. Robert Southey’s anonymous review of the 1798 Lyrical Ballads is a case in point. Although the ‘Advertisement’ to the first edition specifically indicated that ‘the poem of the Thorn … is not supposed to be spoken in the author’s own person’, Southey uncharitably admonished: ‘The author should have recollected that he who personates tiresome loquacity becomes tiresome himself’.19 In attempting to forestall further complaints of this nature, Wordsworth included a detailed note to ‘The Thorn’ in the 1800 edition, enlarging on the traits and habits of mind that distinguished the speaker from the author. Reprisal for this edifying addition, and for two decades of explanatory paratexts, came in the form of Lord Byron’s preface to the first two cantos of Don Juan (1819–1824). Blithely admitting that he does not have the volume on hand and cannot recall whether the offending document is a note or a preface, Byron proceeds to summarize its contents ‘as far [as] there is sense—of the note or preface to the aforesaid poem—as far as it is a poem’ (Byron, Poetical Works, v. 81). As Byron’s last qualification (‘as far as it is a poem’) implies, Wordsworth’s talents as a poet have been sacrificed to his overbearing penchant for editorializing and he is ultimately no different than the paid reviewer who, ‘disappointed in [his] nobler hopes’ is ‘reduced to prey upon such snatches of fame as his contributions to the Quarterly Review (and the consequent praise with which a powerful journal repays its assistants) can afford him’ (v. 85).

Unsurprisingly, ‘second-generation’ poets like Byron and Percy Bysshe Shelley took a very different approach to paratexts than their forebears had. In 1812, when Byron published the first two cantos of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, the work which would catapult him to celebrity status almost overnight, his mastery of prefatorial deflection was already so complete that he openly invited slander, knowing how to turn it to advantage. Byron’s gambit in the preface to Childe Harold is to superciliously insist that, despite some readers’ natural suspicions that he ‘intended some real personage’ in his portrait of Harold, his wayward protagonist is but a ‘child of imagination’ in no way meant to represent the author—although of course, Byron winks to his prurient reader, ‘there might be grounds for such a notion … in some very trivial particulars’ (ii. 4). Childe Harold sold extraordinarily well and quickly went into a second edition, at which point Byron thought fit to fan the flames of public intrigue by repeating the protestation that he was not the ‘unamiable’ Childe Harold who, ‘notwithstanding many hints to the contrary, I still maintain to be a fictitious personage’ (ii. 5). What is more, Byron virtuously adds, the critics were quite right to censure Harold’s exploits, though in the author’s own defence he must insist that the Childe’s ‘misdirected … soul’ was never ‘intended as an example, further than to show that early perversion of mind and morals leads to satiety of past pleasures and disappointment in new ones’ (ii. 6). No early nineteenth-century author better understood, or more fully embodied, the truth of Thomas Love Peacock’s dictum in ‘An Essay on Fashionable Literature’ (1818): ‘The legatur of corruption must be stamped upon a work before it can be admitted to fashionable circulation’ (Peacock, Works, viii. 273).

Unacknowledged Legislators

Revisiting his earlier narrative of the author’s fall from grace in the Biographia Literaria, Coleridge made one small but crucial emendation. The stages of descent from oracle to culprit remained the same, but the unjustly maligned party was no longer the writer but rather the book (Biographia, i. 57). Coleridge’s melodramatic vignette of innocent books forced to ‘hold up their hands at the bar of every self-elected … judge’ testifies to a mounting concern that the erosion of readers’ judgement and writers’ dignity amounted to a referendum on literature itself. Peacock’s satirical polemic ‘The Four Ages of Poetry’ (1820) offers a brutally stark articulation of the problem and an even more withering resolution. Borrowing Coleridge’s narrative of intellectual degeneration and refashioning it according to the stadial framework of Scottish Enlightenment history, Peacock surveys poetry’s decline from its ‘iron-age’ inception to the current ‘age of brass’. The story begins in the days before ‘the invention of written letters’, when ‘rude bards celebrate[d] in rough numbers the exploits of ruder chiefs … when every man is a warrior, and when the great practical maxim of every form of society [is] “to keep what we have and to catch what we can” ’ (Peacock, Works, viii. 5, 3). Assuming the premise that ‘the natural desire of every man [is] to engross to himself as much power and property as he can’, Peacock explains that poetry first comes into being because chiefs have the equally ‘natural desire of making known to as many people as possible the extent to which he has been a winner in th[e] universal game’ (viii. 4). He finds the necessary ‘organ to disseminate the fame of his achievements … in a bard, who is always ready to celebrate the strength of his arm’ provided he is ‘liberally and plentifully’ paid, fed, and ‘duly inspired’ beforehand by the strength of ‘his liquor’ (viii. 4). This is the birth of poetry: an historic conjunction of ungoverned appetite, pride, and greed.

Poetry enters its ‘golden age’ as fiefdoms expand into nations and empires, and bards are consequently endowed with greater scope and authority. After this point, it is not long before poetry ‘attain[s] its perfection’ and descends to its ‘silver age’ as the glorified servant of ‘civilized life’ (viii. 9–10). Poetry is rarely successful in the silver age, however, as its office ‘consists in recasting, and giving an exquisite polish to, the poetry of the age of gold’, and it quickly sinks into exhausted repetition (viii. 10). At this moment, poetry makes the critical ‘step towards its extinction’ (viii. 11). Unlike the violence, sensuality, and pomp of the iron and golden ages, ‘the associations of daily life in an advanced state of society are of very dry, methodical, unpoetical matters-of-fact’, and poetry must either die for lack of patronage or ‘strike into a new path’ (viii. 12). Fortunately, this ‘advanced state of society’ has produced a ‘multitude of listless idlers, yawning for amusement, and gaping for novelty’ (viii. 12). To save its life, poetry takes a daring ‘retrograde stride to the barbarisms and crude traditions of the age of iron, profess[ing] to return to nature and revive the age of gold’ (viii. 13). Poetry now enters its final stage, the ‘age of brass’, in which its noblest ambition is to serve as the ‘foremost among [the] purveyors’ of amusement to an overstimulated, undiscriminating multitude. Peacock closes the essay with an overview of his contemporaries—Wordsworth, Coleridge, Byron, Walter Scott, Southey, and Thomas Moore—and concludes that the last age of poetry is rapidly nearing its end as more ‘useful’ and ‘rational’ pursuits such as history, mathematics, moral philosophy, and political economy are advancing to usurp its place (viii. 13, 12, 21). The picture Peacock presents is certainly grim, but not because of the humiliating depths to which poetry must stoop in an age of mass readership and print oversaturation. The point of Peacock’s literary vivisection is that no halfway rational human being could have ever derived meaningful enjoyment from such relics of mental infancy. Indeed, we should congratulate ourselves on finally casting off this ‘frivolous’ bauble and directing our attention to the ‘solid and conducive studies’ which alone can promote ‘the great and permanent interests of human society’ (viii. 24, 23).

Shelley’s refutation of his friend Peacock’s satire, ‘A Defence of Poetry’ (written 1821), has long since taken its place alongside Wordsworth’s ‘Preface’ to Lyrical Ballads and Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria in the canon of high Romantic poetics. But Shelley’s stance in the ‘Defence’ is as far from Wordsworth and Coleridge as it is from Peacock. While Wordsworth and Coleridge extol the virtues of poetry and Peacock condemns its vanity, their arguments ultimately rest on the same criterion: whether or not poetry benefits the moral and civic interests of human society. Rejecting these terms of engagement, Shelley refuses to limit the consideration of poetry to its demonstrable effects on ‘the motives according to which the will of a social being is determined to action’ (Percy Shelley, Prose, 278). Because an accurate assessment of these effects would ultimately require ‘an enquiry into the principles of society itself’, Shelley pragmatically restricts his ‘view to the manner in which the imagination is expressed upon its forms’ (294). Disregarding questions of volition, motivation, and the public actions they determine, Shelley focuses exclusively on the mental faculties involved in the act of verbal expression.

The mental operations that produce metrical verse are identical, Shelley argues, with those that produce poetry ‘in the most universal sense of the word’, a category that extends equally to children’s games, ‘savage’ forms of song and dance, drama, legislation, philosophy, religion, history, and the fine arts (278, 277). All poets in this ‘universal sense’ derive intense pleasure from perceiving the underlying ‘order or rhythm’ that structures their impressions of internal and external phenomena (278). In response to this delight, they involuntarily adjust the ‘sounds and motions’ they produce in proportion to the sensations that elicited them with such precision that ‘every inflection of tone and every gesture … bear[s] exact relation to a corresponding antitype in the pleasurable impressions which awakened it’ (277). To be a poet, then, is to recognize and to make manifest ‘the before unapprehended’ relation that subsists ‘between existence and perception’ and ‘between perception and expression’ (278, 279). Poetry therefore has no use for ‘particular facts’, which only obscure and distort ‘that which should be beautiful’ (281); its sole function is to reveal a glimpse of the ‘indestructible order’ such observable details conceal (279).

These arguments alone would have been sufficient to contradict Peacock’s claim that poetry is born as a catalogue of exploits and possessions intended to increase a ruler’s fame and dies a pander to the ‘reading public’. Shelley goes further, though, and proceeds to undermine the logical assumptions that enable both sides of the debate about poetry’s moral effects. Although the ‘Defence’ mimics the chronology of Peacock’s essay, starting before the written word and ending in the present day, it self-consciously omits a connecting narrative of either progress or decline. Either narrative, Shelley contends, is no more than ‘a catalogue of detached facts which have no other bond of connection than time, place, circumstance, cause, and effect’ (281). Poetry, by contrast, ‘contains within itself the germ of a relation to whatever motives or actions have place in the possible varieties of human nature’ (281). By invalidating arguments based on the mere sequential conjunction of events, Shelley impugns the causal logic required to ‘estimate [poetry’s] effects upon society’ (281). How can one estimate cause and effect if ‘neither poets themselves nor their auditors are fully aware of the excellence of poetry’ because it acts in a manner ‘beyond and above consciousness’? (281). If auditors ‘are moved and softened, yet know not whence or why’ (282) and poets ‘express what they understand not … and feel not what they inspire’ (297), whose testimony can be counted as evidence in such an assessment? And if poetry is not ‘a power to be exerted according to the determination of the will’ but ‘arises from within’ while ‘the conscious portions of our natures are unprophetic either of its approach or its departure’, how can its consequences be ascribed to the poet? (294). If the ‘worship’ of ‘chivalry’ and ‘the dominion of love’ indirectly helped to dispel ‘the error which confounded diversity with [sexual] inequality’, must one credit the potentates of early modern Europe with this ‘victory over sensuality and force’? (289).

Arguments both for and against the morality of poetry rest, Shelley insists, on a fundamental ‘misconception of the manner in which poetry acts to produce the moral improvement of man’ (282). ‘The great secret of morals’, he explains, ‘is love, or a going out of our own nature’, and poetry acts to strengthen this capacity for ‘identification … with the beautiful which exists in thought, action, or person, not our own’ by lifting us out of the ‘little world of self’ (282, 289). Nor can poetry, even in its most ‘universe sense’, be confined to the voluntary productions of human effort (296). ‘The imagination’ can be expanded by beholding the ‘rhythm and order’ of unanticipated historical events which ‘are not the less poetry, quia carent vate sacro’20 but rather ‘episodes of that cyclic poem written by Time upon the memories of men’ (287). Put simply, the powers of human calculation are inadequate to predict how ‘series of actions of the external universe and of intelligent and ethical beings’ will ‘excite the sympathy of succeeding generations’ (527). It is therefore a gross mistake to measure poetry’s ‘utility’ according to its success in ‘banishing … the wants of our animal nature’ or ‘conciliating such a degree of mutual forbearance among men’ as is consistent with ‘personal advantage’ (291). Such measures of utility belong to the ‘mechanist’ and ‘political economist’ of the present day, whose speculations have exacerbated ‘the extremes of luxury and want’ to the point at which Britain ‘is driven between the Scylla and Charybdis of anarchy and despotism. Such are the effects which must ever flow from an unmitigated exercise of the calculating faculty’ (292). When ‘the poetry of life’ and ‘the generous impulse to act that which we imagine’ are smothered by ‘calculating processes’ that exploit both human and nonhuman resources, triumphant ‘man, having enslaved the elements, remains himself a slave’ (293).

Over the last century, Shelley’s ‘Defence’ has come to be recognized as the Romantic era’s most politically and theoretically radical statement of poetics. In hindsight, it is easy to see the line of influence connecting Shelley’s work with the Chartist movement and the passage of the first Reform Bill in England, the ideology critique of Karl Marx, and the avant-garde artists’ manifestos of the twentieth century. It is only when compared with early Romantic-era manifestos like the American Declaration of Independence or the French Rights of the Man and the Citizen that the significance of the ‘Defence’ as an anti-manifesto becomes clear. The truths Shelley espouses in the ‘Defence’ are not ‘self-evident’, and the fact that we are too blind to see them detracts nothing from their validity. These truths are not supported by ‘the will of the people’ or any other demographic index of collective volition, real or imagined. As Shelley writes, the conscious, rational human subject is neither the agent nor the measure of history: ‘a great statue or picture grows under the power of the artist as a child in the mother’s womb; and the very mind which directs the hands in formation is incapable of accounting to itself for the origin, the gradations, or the media of the process’ (294).

Shelley could not have imagined the movements that would draw inspiration from his defence of actions and positions that escaped recognition by the dominant metrics of political power. Nor could he have predicted the activists and thinkers his works would influence, many of whom played seminal roles in reshaping the social relations of the modern world, from Henry David Thoreau and Friedrich Engels to Mohandas Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr. By that same token, the editors of the Edinburgh and Quarterly reviews could not have foreseen that their strategy for delegitimizing writers by assigning them to sects, factions, schools, and cabals—from the Lake School to the ‘Cockney’ and ‘Satanic’ Schools—would create a canon of British literature that has endured long after their names have been forgotten. As Coleridge presciently observed in 1817: ‘To anonymous critics in reviews, magazines, and news-journals of various name and rank … I do seriously believe and profess, that I owe full two thirds of whatever reputation and publicity I happen to possess. For when the name of an individual has occurred so frequently, in so many works, for so great a length of time’, he explained, ‘the readers of these works … cannot but be familiar with the name, without distinctly remembering whether it was introduced for an eulogy or for censure’ (Biographia, i. 48–49).
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Chapter 53


Reviews



Jonathan Cutmore

‘According to the feeling of the world’, Thomas De Quincey wrote in 1827, ‘undoubtedly the name Review has the advantage in point of dignity’ over that of Magazine.1 The world of readers De Quincey had in mind made a large claim for the great quarterly Reviews, the Edinburgh (1802–1929), the Quarterly (1809–1967), and the Westminster (1824–1914): that their prestige, authority, and influence exceeded that of other forms of print media. Many readers of the period assumed that criticism in the Reviews affected literary careers and the sale of books and shaped public opinion on matters of national importance. That great numbers of readers were in awe of the Romantic Reviews describes but does not, however, explain the cultural and political weight estimable scholars such as Marilyn Butler have attributed to them.2 Sources of the Reviews’ high reputation can be expressed in several related propositions: that they were the primary representative in print of middle-class hegemonic ambition; that they owed their high status to the fusion in their pages of literature with politics; and that their political and cultural agency was in part animated by their readers. Testing the validity of these propositions requires a methodological turn to history.

The nature of the Romantic Review periodical can be plumbed by investigating contemporary historical context and the Review’s deep origins in the seventeenth century. It was in that century that what we now call the middle class3 commenced its strike for power, first by gaining control over news and the printing press. The timely acquisition of useful information, upon which political opinion and political action depend, essentially had been the preserve of monarchs and their ministers. The advent of serial newsletters early in the 1600s, controlled by trading houses and then by booksellers, initiated a shift in the formation of effective opinion from court to coffee-house. Concurrently, writers and the printed word, once the playthings of aristocratic patrons, began to fall under the control of capitalist enterprise. From pulpits, podiums, and in print literature, ‘middling’ class speakers and writers publicized levelling arguments: that the possession of knowledge could elevate one’s social status; that the social order should be based on vocations, not on ranks; that political legitimacy resided not in time, as pedigree, but in agency, as control of the means of production; that wealth should be defined not as ownership of property in land, but as ownership of liquid capital; and that power was not fixed and permanent in king and court, but portable and substitutive in people and Parliament.

In the eighteenth century, men and women of all classes gained increased access to print media, a culture of self-learning developed, and the number of readers increased in tandem with the growth of the printing industry. The political result of these social and commercial developments was the creation of a virtual ‘public sphere’, a site where private individuals engaged collectively in political, ideational, and, as the century progressed, oppositional discourse. In coffee-house conversations, in letters to newspaper editors, and in the ‘communications’ section of periodicals, elite members of the middle class contributed to the amorphous political pressure that we call ‘public opinion’.

The focus of this chapter, the book review journal, invented in its English version in 1749, was part of this great movement, but in the eighteenth century it played no outsized role in these developments. It was a literary handmaiden to efficiency-minded readers, giving them access to useful knowledge for a minimal investment in time and money. If the eighteenth-century Review’s contribution to middle-class political–cultural ambition was as literary torch bearer, then the early nineteenth-century Review carried the sun itself. The Romantic Review resembled its eighteenth-century antecedent only superficially. The elucidation of subjects, not the review of books, was the Romantic Review’s staple. In its pages, literature was fused with politics to give it the potential to shape public opinion. It was readers who, by appropriating the Review text for their own purposes, ‘actualized’ that potential.4

The burgeoning middle class campaigned to colonize cultural space when it was almost exclusively the province of court, aristocracy, and the higher gentry. The central components of that campaign are represented in early pamphlets by John Locke and by the Reverend Thomas Bray and in a prospectus published in a magazine in 1734. Taken together, these statements anticipate the essential nature of the Romantic Review, not by coincidence but because the Review carried into the nineteenth century Enlightenment ethical rationalism and secular materialism. In an Essay Towards Promoting all Necessary and Useful Knowledge (1697), Thomas Bray, DD (a notable founder of libraries in England and America) described the benefits of knowledge acquisition to the non-aristocrat vis-à-vis the pretensions and privileges of the overclass:


Knowledge is the fairest Ornament of the Soul of Man; and whosoever is Endow’d therewith, let it be of any kind, which is not mischievous, fails not of Esteem amongst all sorts of Persons. This is certain, that Knowledge does more distinguish the Possessors of it, than Titles, Riches, or great Places: For tho’ these Men may command the Cap and the Knee, and extort some outward kind of Reverence from Inferiors; yet the Man of Understanding is he, who is inwardly and truly respected, whilst the Gaudy, but Empty Beau, is no other than the Scorn and Derision of all who Converse with him.5



Bray’s statement pictures an aspirational middle class that envied and resented its social superiors. He explicitly associates the acquisition of ‘necessary and useful knowledge’ with the usurpation of aristocratic pretension and the elevation of individual respect and self-esteem. Bray’s Essay is a manifesto of middle-class ambition, to use knowledge as a lever, first to pry cultural, and then political power from the aristocracy.

In 1702, in recommending Some thoughts concerning Reading and Study for a Gentleman, the philosopher John Locke anticipated the Romantic Review’s audience and the Review’s utility, the benefits, that is, that readers believed they should gain from the ideal Review. ‘The improvement of the understanding’, Locke wrote,


is for two ends; first, for our own increase of knowledge; secondly, to enable us to deliver and make out that knowledge to others. The latter of these, if it be not the chief end of study in a gentleman; yet it is at least equal to the other, since the greatest part of his business and usefulness in the world is by the influence of what he says, or writes to others.



In Some thoughts, the object of Locke’s attention is ‘gentlemen’, elite members of the bourgeoisie that would later be the Reviews’ primary audience. The Romantic Review promised to benefit readers by supplying them with knowledge of practical use in the world of men (most readers of the Reviews were men; the Reviews existed essentially for the benefit of male readers).

Another publication, a 1734 prospectus for a serial book, printed in Cotes’s Weekly Journal, anticipated the social role the Review played in the nineteenth century, and it points to the symbiotic relationship in the Romantic Review of commerce and culture. ‘This Design’ (to lower the price and increase the availability of literature by issuing books in parts), the prospectus writer states,


has a natural Tendency to spread Politeness over the most vulgar and obscure parts of the Town and Country; and an illiterate Artificer or Peasant, of good natural Parts, may learn to be as much delighted with the Works of Shakespeare, Dryden, &c. as with dabbling in Politicks, perusing idle Tales and romantick Histories, or any other Diversions. Thus, by this Means, the Manners of Persons in low Life will be insensibly polished and improved, and an Air of Gentility and Complaisance render their Conversation with one another more agreeable than ever, and at the same time recommend them to the Notice and Esteem of their Superiors.6



Insulting one’s prospective customer, as this writer does, is not recommended as a marketing strategy. That aside, the prospectus well illustrates the role of self-interested capitalist adventurers in spreading useful knowledge. Printers and booksellers created and then expanded readerships by inventing ways to make books accessible and affordable to all classes of men and women. Commerce cooperated fully in the gentrification and, as such, in the social elevation of members of the underclass. Purchasing knowledge was an act of social advancement effected through consumption.

Aides to learning such as the book review came into being in the eighteenth century and persisted in the early nineteenth century because they benefited middle-class readers, writers, investors, industrialists, and tradesmen. As early as the 1720s, the publishing market was sufficiently advanced that advertising for booksellers, newly published books, and book auctions began to appear regularly in newspapers targeted at non-aristocratic readers. At about the same time, readers began to look to newspapers and journals for lists of new books and for guides to book buying and book reading. Very early in the eighteenth century, book reviews appeared occasionally in Scottish and English serial publications (the History of the Works of the Learned for instance). Those reviews supplied an abridgement of newly published books for the convenience of busy readers; they offered, however, little or no critical evaluation.

The first notable journal in which book reviews were a regular feature, Edward Cave’s Gentleman’s Magazine (1731–1922), modelled the encyclopedic content and timely publication that readers of the Romantic Review later found serviceable and attractive. In their eclecticism, Cave’s journal and the Romantic Review alike proved useful to readers as information, as entertainment, and as reference. Two aspects of the service they provided stand out for their appeal to readers: timeliness and affordability. The Gentleman’s blue covers advertised affordability and regularity by emulating the blue wrappers of the then-popular serial books (also called ‘numbered’ books), issued in parts, usually monthly, priced so that even lower-class readers could afford to buy them. As in the Gentleman’s, so in the Romantic Review, readers recognized and appreciated value and the efficient use of one’s limited resources. To obtain through books the amount and quality of information contained in a single issue of a Review would require, even for the wealthy reader, a prohibitive investment in time and money.

By the 1750s, book buying had become a large enough market to tempt major capitalist investment in paper manufacturing, in printing, and in the bookselling and book distribution trades. Proto-capitalist entrepreneurs transformed what had been a high-cultural aesthetic object, the book, into a widely available middle-class commodity. The number of new publications soared when changes in copyright law late in the eighteenth century helped loosen the publishing cabal’s control over the price and availability of books. In the newly opened market, book clubs and subscription libraries proliferated to serve readers with limited time and means. There was now a market for a literary aide for readers looking for guidance in the choice of books or as an affordable shortcut to knowledge.7 The Review answered those needs.

Commercial opportunism and middle-class frugality contributed to the creation of the book-Review periodical in England in 1749 as a sort of literary accessory. In that year, the first periodical wholly dedicated to book reviewing appeared, the London Monthly Review (1749–1845). With the Monthly, reviewing entered the mainstream of the publishing industry to become, within a few years, a central feature in the literary landscape. In his May 1749 ‘Advertisement’ announcing the Monthly, Ralph Griffiths stated that ‘the view and aim of the present undertaking’ was to ‘be serviceable to such as would choose to have some idea of a book before they lay out their money or time on it’. The Review journal, the ‘most time-oriented of print forms’,8 was indeed bound up with middle-class obsession with time and money. The Review’s format and bibliographical markers speak to that obsession. Bibliographically, the Romantic Review did not stray far from the Gentleman’s and the Monthly. Each had title and contents pages, articles identified by running title only, and, the most telling feature of all, indexes. Indexing signified a Review’s pretension to be more than ephemera. It advertised it as a permanent work with lasting benefits, to be bound in book form and consulted as a resource from time to time. The Review’s bibliographical markers also signified the reliability and regularity readers expected from their purchase: each issue is identified by number and month, by volume, and by year. Such bibliographical markers assured readers that their investment in a Review was both expedient and profitable.

At the mid-eighteenth century, the contribution of the Review to middle-class ambition was confined to the cultural realm; it played no obvious, certainly not a greatly significant, political role. The Monthly and its main rival, the Critical (1756–1817), focused almost exclusively on books in the ‘Arts and Sciences’. While those Reviews reflected their publishers’ political alignment (the Monthly was nonconformist proto-liberal, the Critical was conformist proto-conservative), unlike literary journals of the seventeenth century, the tone of their political content, though pointed, was not overly combative. In the eighteenth century, Reviews were targeted to individuals of all classes, unified by mutual interest in gaining and sharing knowledge and opinions about literature, society, and the world. The Reviews’ audiences did not yet consist of groups or factions competing for cultural and political space. That changed with the French Revolution.

To set the context of the sea-change that took place in the 1790s in the purpose and function of the Review journal, we need to trace the origins of middle-class political discourse to a period earlier in the eighteenth century. Beyond benefiting the individual in his or her private capacity, eighteenth-century knowledge culture prepared readers to participate in what Jürgen Habermas famously called ‘the liberal public sphere’. In Habermas’s influential formula, educated middle-class readers purportedly emerged from a cocoon of private reading, family nurturing, and personal acceptance of state authority to question the normativity and validity of received ideas and existing institutions. They became, in a word, the ‘opposition’.

In this new public sphere through which readers mentally perambulated, periodicals were, according to Habermas, the primary mode of inquiry and exchange of information between readers of all classes. The intimacy and class-levelling nature of coffee-house culture of the late seventeenth century is said to have carried over into the periodical culture of the eighteenth century. In that culture, a community of writers connected familiarly with a socially and educationally elite community of readers. Discourse in the eighteenth-century periodical is said to have been characterized by rational, disinterested discussion.

The intense political and religious differences of the seventeenth century, largely suppressed in the Enlightenment, broke out again in the shadow of the French Revolution, when ‘poets and novelists and critics [were hauled] out of the age of sensibility and propelled … into the furor of consciousness transformed, landscapes sublimed, travels versified, the historical novel launched’.9 The intellectual upheaval of the French Revolution fractured middle-class audiences into political camps. It changed the Review into a platform in which one class alone, the middle class, addressed itself. The ‘public sphere’ changed its character from collegial to combative, from individual participation in benign discussion to group manipulation of political content.

From 1793, fragmentation occurred in the Review market with the rise of a counter-revolutionary press. The conservative journals the British Critic (1793–1843) and the Anti-Jacobin Review (1798–1821) used religion and politics as differentiators, forcing a paradigm shift in the Review’s generic character and its public purpose. Post 1793 and throughout the Romantic period, the Review now functioned as a literary-political journal, representing the interests of one or another socio-political party. It became so because at that time of crisis the Review proved most effective in disseminating opinion to targeted bodies of influential readers. The British Critic and the Anti-Jacobin persisted into the nineteenth century, but they proved to be a minority taste.

In a year of relative political quiescence, 1802, during which the Treaty of Amiens between France and England was signed, a journal optimistically sympathetic to Napoleonic liberalism came into being, the Edinburgh Review. The Edinburgh immediately eclipsed all other Reviews. Scottish and English readers from across the political spectrum were intrigued by the Edinburgh’s selectivity in the books its editor chose to review. The public was united in its admiration of the Edinburgh reviewers’ ‘skilfulness [in] criticism, their reputation for extensive learning, the popularity of many subjects which they … selected for consideration, their fame for disinterested judgment, and [their] high character’.10 But shortly after the Review’s foundation, its broadly based support was squandered by the arrogance and egoism of the journal’s editor, Francis Jeffrey.

Readers were fascinated, but too many were appalled, by Jeffrey’s unsympathetic manner of reviewing poetry and the novel, ‘hard words and hanging’.11 Jeffrey’s puckish attitude towards religion as mystery and mysticism, and contributor William Drummond’s heterodox articles on religious subjects, alienated serious Christian readers. In 1807–1808, Jeffrey published transparently political articles that infuriated English loyalist and Scottish unionist readers. In several articles, the Edinburgh characterized the Spanish insurrection as a rebellion against aristocratic oppression, calling it ‘a warning to all oligarchies’.12 The literary magus Walter Scott, the statesman George Canning, and the London publisher John Murray responded to Jeffrey’s provocations by planning the conservative Quarterly Review.

The Edinburgh’s dismissive literary reviews, its religiously offensive articles, and its proto-republican advocacy were combustible fuel. Yet more immediately than these sources of discontent, it was positive sentiment and sincere belief that motivated the creation of the Quarterly in 1809. Its founders were convinced Christians and Erastian supporters of the established churches of Scotland and England. Its Scottish literary and political sponsors, Walter Scott, William Erskine, and Archibald Campbell-Colquhoun were Unionists. George Canning and George Ellis, its English political sponsors, and William Gifford, the Quarterly’s first editor, were liberal conservatives and English loyalists. All were British nationalists. Consequently, under Gifford’s editorial management (1809–1824), Nonconformist Dissent, Unitarianism, and biblical textual criticism were attacked; Scottish literature was celebrated; any hint of radicalism in a published work was identified and damned; and Continental books were reviewed, not for their interest or information, but as an occasion to trumpet the superiority of English arts, manufacturing, governance, and imperial power. The two major Reviews responded, each according to its Whig or Tory orthodoxies, to ‘topics of great national interest’,13 to Waterloo, Napoleon in exile, the so-called ‘internal state of the country’, emigration, America, the Waverley novels, world exploration, and much more.

In late 1817, William Blackwood founded the Reviews’ first serious rival, a monthly journal, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine (1817–1980). The staid and stately quarterlies contrasted with what David Stewart has called Blackwood’s: ‘riotous, silly, inventive, aggressive, politically reactionary, up to the minute on literary culture and delightfully inconsistent’.14 Arguably, Blackwood’s, indeed, eclipsed the great Reviews as ‘the most significant literary-political publication of its era’.15 New publishing technologies widely adopted in the 1820s and 1830s, particularly stereotype plates and the steam-driven printing press, brought down the price of production and led to a proliferation of additional magazines. In those decades, the London Magazine (1820–1829), the New Monthly Magazine and Literary Journal (1821–1840), the Athenaeum (1828–1921), Fraser’s Magazine for Town and Country (1830–1882), Bentley’s Miscellany (1837–1868), and many other magazines appeared that targeted audiences defined by class, sectarian association, age, gender, vocation, or region. Many of the new magazines were illustrated miscellanies that published original fiction and general-interest articles digested from specialized journals.16 In 1834, one of the Quarterly’s mainstays, John Wilson Croker, wondered if Murray’s journal could compete with magazines’ greater frequency of publication and significantly lower price. ‘[T]he smaller periodicals’, he wrote,


are so well done & give you a real review of the publications of the moment, our lumbering three decker, with its heavy broadside fired but once a quarter, fights to great disadvantage. I suppose three or at most four of the Athenaeums & Literary Gazettes have as much information as one Quarterly, they cost one or two Shillings & are supplied hot & hot—the Quarterly costs 6s & is in time as in topics liable to be served up rather cold.17



The success of the magazines marked the rise of a mass reading audience impatient with the lengthy, ponderous, stale-dated articles of the quarterlies. ‘The public is so fastidious & indeed so blasé’, Croker wrote, ‘that its appetite requires a great deal of piquant—mere solidity & information alone will not do—there must be something to awaken the fancy or to stir the passions.’18 In the 1830s, Murray seriously considered setting up a magazine and abandoning his flagship Review. The Quarterly’s third editor, John Gibson Lockhart, thought his journal could be saved by publishing more and shorter articles, articles on science, and others ‘of a more general character’, more literature, and less politics.19 He thought he should make the journal ‘a running panorama of English life & thought & manners’. He was describing a monthly magazine, not the Quarterly Review.

The upward progress of the magazine format in numbers and popularity was from the late 1820s the reverse of what was happening with the Romantic Review. Circulation numbers other than for the Quarterly are hard to come by, but we can fairly judge the commercial success of the Review periodical by looking at Murray’s journal. Murray printed 3,000 copies of the first issue of the Quarterly in March 1809. In 1818, the year in which the Quarterly reached its maximum circulation, he printed 13,000 copies of each quarterly number. Thereafter, the journal’s circulation declined: 12,250 for most quarterly numbers from 1821 through 1825; a low of 9,000 copies of the October 1832 number; levelling off at 9,250 per issue in the years 1833 through 1836. This pattern of rise and decline is best explained by the public perception of the quarterly Review’s role in the political life of the nation.

Unlike that of the eighteenth-century Review, the function of a Romantic Review was not the reviewing of books per se. Its content was the politically tinged topical essay. As the publisher of the Quarterly told his editor, it was ‘Subjects—not Books’ that were a Review’s staple.20 One of the key functions of the Romantic Review was to provide knowledge to middle-class readers, ‘to raise the intellect of the country, to increase the number of sound thinkers, and to spread over a wider surface the influence of a correct taste’.21 The Review achieved that function by focusing on literature, in its eighteenth-century sense. At the time of the Review’s English origination, ‘literature’ did not imply ‘superiority or lasting literary merit’: it meant ‘written works considered collectively’ (OED). Only late in the Romantic period did ‘literature’ begin to imply a favourable qualitative judgement. Thus, we find discussion in the Romantic Review, not of high literature alone, but of subjects from across the spectrum of human knowledge.

The dissemination of knowledge was a key function of the Review, for its own sake, and in continuation of its role in achieving the political–cultural ambitions of the middle class. Politics joined that function in the 1790s in the context of Continental upheaval, fear of invasion from abroad, and of lower-class rebellion at home. With the discursive landscape unsettled and the public sphere transformed, contending interests seized upon the political potential of the book Review journal. Politics and literature were now fused in the Review. How the Reviews worked as political instruments, however, has often been misstated. A Review did not endeavour to overcome the resistance of unsympathetic readers. It was not a Lyceum, a declamatory arena in which opposing rhetors attempted to persuade the unpersuaded. What the Review did do was inform sympathetic readers and call them to action. It was a colloquium in which writers endeavoured to inform, persuade, and motivate readers who identified with the Review’s aims and values. A Review influenced public opinion, but indirectly; it was rhetorical batman to men with political influence, supplying them with arguments, with information, and with proofs.

Peremptory in manner, the Review was, if anything, designed to circumvent debate (if debate took place it was in the mind of the individual reader or in table talk; the Reviews seldom named each other or answered each other point by point). The Review was a ‘pole-star … to the eyes of midnight mariners’,22 furnishing ideologically compatible readers with arguments in support of their opinions. Croker believed that a Review’s purpose was not to convert readers but to rally troops. When a Review’s conductors did attempt to convince readers, friendly or hostile, it was to acknowledge their journal’s authority as the leading print apologist for the socio-political party it represented.

Each Review was, first and foremost, the organ of a middle-class, socio-political coterie—liberal, conservative, or radical. Each Review represented a broad response—cautious, reticent, or audacious—to foundational social and political change. Middle-class writers at the liberal Edinburgh disseminated the tenets of political economy and the benefits of a broadened franchise, advocated centralization of state institutions and the professionalization of the administrative state, promoted cosmopolitanism, and recommended sympathetic and humane reforms in the application of coercive means of social control. In the Quarterly, conservative members of the middle class defended ‘things as they are’,23 participated in the suppression of the revolutionary impulses of the working class, opposed radical constitutional and parliamentary reform, promoted British unionism and British nationalism, and contested the civic value of education for the masses. In the 1820s and 1830s, in the radical Westminster Review, it was middle-class, cosmopolitan writers who sought to achieve through Utilitarian initiatives ‘the improvement of mankind’.24

The reputation of the Reviews as middle-class journals is well established in the scholarly literature, but its class lineaments have not been investigated in detail. We learn from such an investigation that conductors and writers of the three great Reviews were almost wholly undifferentiated in respect to social strata, education, residence, income, and occupation (see Table 53.1). The Reviews and their writers were of the middle class; the interests they represented were mostly middle-class interests. Based on a limited but representative sample of known writers and readers of the three great Reviews, over 90 per cent drew middle or upper middle-class incomes of £500 to £4,000 per annum. Fewer than 1 per cent were large landowners. Even at the radical Westminster, where one might expect a hint at least of working-class involvement, the primary occupations of its contributors were journalist, educator, lawyer, and politician. Many of the Westminster’s contributors resided in the same wealthy London districts that housed Quarterly and Edinburgh writers and subscribers, in Mayfair, Fitzrovia, Kensington, and Regent’s Park.

These data raise several questions. We have in this chapter equated the Reviews with middle-class aspirations and defined them as print instruments in a contest between classes. If, then, the Reviews’ principals and readers belonged to the same strata of society, if they were demographically uniform, why were the Reviews’ interests not identical, why were they contentious and not complementary? The answer defines the nature and function of the Review within the larger project of middle-class ambition. Each Review came into existence as the representative of a middle-class socio-political faction, each with its ideological disposition, and each targeted to a specific audience that identified its interests and values with those of the Review. The Reviews’ conductors were not ‘radically uncertain of their readers’;25 Review readers did not need to be prompted by Reviews to become ideologically aware.26

Readers were not deceived about the political purpose of a Review journal. So the Scottish religious poet James Montgomery stated in the Waterford Mail in 1831 that Reviews were ‘the most powerful political auxiliaries, or rather engines of the several parties, which, in such a state as ours, divide public opinion between them on questions of national interest’. A writer in 1832 in Bell’s New Weekly Messenger concurred. A Review’s contents, he wrote, ‘far from being indicative of the literary condition of the country, are, on the contrary, chiefly in illustration of some political ideas’. Almost without exception, the conductors of the Reviews agreed that political representation was the core purpose of a Review. At the time of the formation of the Quarterly, George Ellis told Walter Scott that because their rival, the Edinburgh, was a serious ‘political engine’, politics was ‘the chief ground upon which it must be opposed’.27



Table 53.1 Review contributors’ occupations, to 1838




	Edinburgh Review
from 1802
	%
	Quarterly Review
from 1809
	%
	Westminster Review
from 1824
	%





	Educator, scientist, scholar
	30
	Author, editor, journalist
	21
	Author, editor, journalist
	33



	Author, editor, journalist
	22
	Clergy
	15
	Educator, scientist, scholar
	20



	Statesman, politician, diplomat
	15
	Educator, scientist, scholar
	15
	Lawyer, jurist
	17



	Lawyer, jurist
	12
	Statesman, politician, diplomat
	11
	Statesman, politician, diplomat
	11



	Civil servant
	6
	Lawyer, jurist
	11
	Medical professional
	6



	Medical professional
	5
	Medical professional
	7
	None or unknown
	5



	Clergy
	4
	Civil Servant
	6
	Clergy
	4



	None or unknown
	5
	None or unknown
	7
	Civil servant
	3



	Bookseller
	1
	Broker, banker
	3
	Printer
	1



	 
	 
	Merchant
	3
	 
	 



	 
	 
	Soldier
	2
	 
	 







One might expect, then, a predominance of political matter in the Reviews. That this was not the case draws attention to the ways Review editors used subject selection and subject treatment, as the radical propagandist William Cobbett put it, to ‘insinuate their principles, softly and by slow degrees, into … [readers’] hearts and minds’.28 Numbers appear to reveal that politics was in fact de-emphasized in the Reviews. In each of the Edinburgh, the Quarterly, and the Westminster in the period 1824–1836, articles on literary subjects heavily outnumber articles on politics, by a ratio of three to one. Even more unbalanced is the ratio, five to one, between articles on miscellaneous subjects on the one hand and literary and political articles on the other. Table 53.2 and Table 53.3 indicate which subjects in each of the Reviews appeared most often.

Conductors of the early Westminster sought to combat the Edinburgh’s and the Quarterly’s political influence. There were, therefore, in the Utilitarian philosopher Jeremy Bentham’s journal several articles on periodicals and the press. Benthamites sought to effect change from within the nation’s established systems and institutions; the Westminster, consequently, published a comparatively large number of legal articles. Defence of orthodox Christianity and of the Established Church were chief among the Quarterly’s stated purposes; Gifford published more than twice as many articles on that topic than did Jeffrey at the Edinburgh. The Edinburgh’s emphasis on education and social welfare, revealed in the frequency of articles on those subjects, reflects its embrace of secular humanism, of the primacy of reason, and of the Enlightenment project (see Tables 53.2 and 53.3).



Table 53.2 Subject distribution 1809–1823




	 
	Edinburgh Review
	Quarterly Review





	 
	%
	%



	literature, arts, music, classics
	21
	27



	travel, exploration, geography
	13
	19



	foreign affairs, war, colonies
	12
	10



	science, mathematics, medicine
	11
	8



	history, antiquarianism
	9
	9



	politics, parliamentary reform
	8
	5



	health, welfare, education
	7
	2



	political economy, law
	6
	2



	finance, commerce, trade, taxation
	5
	5



	church and state, religion
	5
	11



	philosophy, logic
	2
	1



	periodicals, journalism
	1
	1







Appearances to the contrary, however, the numbers in these tables do not falsify the impression, widely held, that Reviews were ‘powerful political auxiliaries’. There was relatively little overt politics in the Reviews because, almost invariably, a single political article appeared in each issue. Regardless of its small footprint, the political article’s singularity and its fixed position at the end of each issue carried symbolic weight. A curious practice ensued: ‘The Edinburgh and Quarterly Reviews’, a contemporary wrote, ‘may be said in one respect to resemble the Hebrew—most persons read them backward; the most interesting articles being generally at the end, and so on till we arrive at the beginning’.29 Politics, in its broader sense as ‘acquisition or exercise of power, status, or authority’ (OED), was in a Review never confined to the overtly political article in any case: it was subsumed in articles on other subjects. Politics for example informed the Quarterly’s nationalistic laudation of British empiricism and its jingoistic damnation of Continental abstraction. The Edinburgh’s secular campaign against religious endowments was essentially political. And the Westminster’s liberal historiographical criticism of biblical inerrancy was a contribution to the journal’s anti-establishmentarian politics. The subterfuge, if subterfuge it was, was assisted by the Reviews’ convention of publishing articles unsigned.



Table 53.3 Subject distribution 1824–1835




	
	Edinburgh Review
	Quarterly Review
	Westminster Review





	 
	%
	%
	%



	literature, arts, music, classics
	18
	19
	21



	history, antiquarianism
	10
	13
	11



	travel, exploration, geography
	9
	14
	8



	foreign affairs, war, colonies
	11
	9
	9



	science, mathematics, medicine
	7
	10
	10



	health, welfare, education
	11
	7
	5



	finance, commerce, trade, taxation
	9
	7
	6



	political economy, law
	8
	4
	10



	politics, parliamentary reform
	7
	6
	8



	church and state, religion
	7
	9
	5



	periodicals, journalism
	1
	1
	5



	philosophy, logic
	2
	2
	2







Anonymity created mystery, mystery engendered curiosity, and curiosity the imagination by which readers attributed dignity and authority to a Review and to a Review’s writers that neither perhaps deserved. ‘It is impossible’, Gifford wrote, ‘that any known name could support the high character which our anonymous assistant sustains.’30 Publishing what was essentially an authorless text contributed to a journal’s ‘ “quasi-magical” ability to circumvent susceptible readers’ intellects and directly sway their views’.31 The imposition of a ‘house voice’ effected a ‘simulated consensus’.32 Editors created that house voice by assuring uniformity of tone and consistency of opinion across articles and between issues, by cutting and grafting, and by imposing the imperial ‘we’, a style that ‘overawes the solitary reader’.33 By distancing the text from a known author, anonymity and plural first-person address caused readers to regard a Review not as a bag of bricks and broken mortar but as a monolithic edifice, ‘powerful … intractably indivisible and uniform’ (OED). The Reviews’ impersonal, imperious, authoritative house voice stands in stark contrast to the house voice of magazines such as Blackwood’s. Though Blackwood’s employed the convention of anonymity, its primary contributors, Lockhart, William Maginn, James Hogg, John Wilson, and their coadjutors created a fictional literary society populated with invented personae—‘Mr. Odoherty’, the ‘Ettrick Shepherd’, ‘Christopher North’—through which they established a convivial relationship with their readers.34

Each monolithic Review used its authority to broadcast its party’s conception of the present state and future direction of the country in all the nation’s dimensions. Each Review promoted a model of the responsibilities, management, and powers of the state’s institutions (the chartered banks and trading houses, the navy and army, courts, universities, Established Church, civilian and diplomatic service, and Parliament), and also of the institutions of the mind, what Gifford called the nation’s ‘establishments’ (religion, the arts, literature, history, philosophy, mathematics, and empirical and abstract sciences). At the Edinburgh and the Westminster, where reason was sovereign, the monarchical establishment was considered to be without form and void, a metonymic cypher. Britain was one nation among nations. Its ‘establishments’ were its contribution to Western civilization. At the Quarterly, the heart was sovereign. Gifford and his nationalistic coadjutors spoke of the ‘old sentiment of love and veneration for the king’. Walter Scott stated that the Review was created for ‘those who love their country & [for] those whom we would wish to love it’.35 Britain’s establishments were the nation’s character. They were its uniqueness and its glory, to be contended for.

Such was the Romantic Review’s political–literary function in the intention of its founders, sponsors, publishers, editors, and contributors. Intention, however, does not control reception. There was a significant disconnect between what a Review delivered and what readers expected from the ideal Review. From the advent of the Review periodical, readers agreed that a Review article should ‘inform, convince, [and] amuse’. It should introduce ‘to the reader a clear, full, impartial, and satisfactory knowledge of the contents of [a] book’. Readers did not look forward to lengthy disquisitions; they wanted a ‘condensed summary of the information or views of the reviewer himself on the subject of the work’. To ‘maintain the respect of the public’, readers expected impartial critical judgement untainted by political or religious enthusiasm.36 That is not to say readers rejected ‘personality’ in a review. A reviewer should not be an egoist or enthusiast, but he need not be self-effacing.

Evaluation included aesthetics: a review should elevate public ‘taste’, it should judge a writer’s mastery of ‘talent, information, taste, and style’.37 Alien to our sensibilities, the moral quality of a work was not only admitted as a standard of judgement, it was promoted above all.38 Pointing to ‘the extraordinary growth of reading, and of literary habits among the people’, a writer in the Dublin Review in 1836, for example, expressed the wish that the periodical press would confine itself to the ‘advancement of social comfort, and the moral elevation of the race’.39 When in the Quarterly Croker evaluated Gothic literature by its moral effects, and Reginald Heber judged that bad people (Byron) cannot produce good books,40 we should be mindful that morality as a standard of judgement was normative in Romantic reviewing.

What readers of a Romantic Review claimed to want was what the eighteenth-century Review supplied: impartiality, brevity, and comprehensive coverage of literature. The early nineteenth-century Reviews instead pushed political agendas, privileged self-indulgent criticism over the interests and tastes of readers, provided unreliable or no guidance in the choice of books, and published interminable disquisitions. The Reviews’ readers sought a shortcut to knowledge and expected a boost in cultural confidence and self-esteem. They were given instead cultural condescension and personal preening. Readers’ ideal expectations went unanswered, but readers compensated for that failure by using the Reviews for their own ends. Some readers approached a Review analytically and disinterestedly, for information and for entertainment. Some readers filtered a Review’s contents through a caricature of the journal’s politics. Some readers identified their interests with a Review. Some purchased a copy of a Review as a material expression of social or political identity. Some readers totalized a Review as ‘symbol, emblem, or metonym, compact with political signification’.41 Others read it ritually, conservatives for example, as a gesture of loyalty to Church, Crown, and Constitution. With no concrete evidence that the Reviews’ high claims were true, readers projected upon them ‘the power to judge cultural and political meaning’.42 There were many readers who, counterintuitively, were in awe of a Review they irrationally despised, most famously the poet Percy Shelley who obsessed over the Quarterly, attributing to it demonic agency far beyond its demonstrable effects.43

An 1824 contributor to the Oriental Herald noted that the Reviews gained totalizing powers of interpretation not by intellectual and persuasive weight alone but because readers attributed that power to them. Though he was writing specifically about the Quarterly, the mechanism he observed applies to the Romantic Review generally:


[I]ts coming to be considered [by readers] … as the authorized organ of the government party, of course laid it open to accusations and imputations … [T]his circumstance created towards it much more respect and attention than hatred and suspicion; and it created both these classes of feelings in the same persons: for the more we hate and envy any person or thing, of the more importance it becomes in our thoughts. Accordingly, it became indispensable for every body to know what the Quarterly Review had to say on any particular subject—its enemies, that they might be able to gainsay and reply to it—and its admirers, that they might repeat and applaud. This again re-acted upon the Review itself, and, by increasing its sense of power, necessarily increased that power itself: for unquestionably the sense of power is, in some sort, no less the cause of power, than it is the evidence and the effect.44



What the Oriental Herald writer realized was that the Romantic Review was relevant and powerful because its readers willed that it be so.

The Romantic Review was a substantive, intellectually challenging response to what Dror Wahrman has called the ‘unprecedented qualitative leap in people’s awareness of the process of social change unravelling around them’.45 It was the print embodiment of transformative and conservationist reaction to that change. By the close of the Romantic period, magazines successfully competed with the great Reviews, in part because the coterie of late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century readers—serious, well read, independent of mind—was being replaced by a mass audience unwarrantedly certain in its opinions, shallow in its thinking, craving not enlightenment but entertainment. Though the Review journal remained viable, and though successful titles were added during the balance of the century, its authority and prestige were greatly diminished.

The Review lost political agency when, following the passage of parliamentary reform in 1832, the contest for hegemony shifted from sites of social and cultural power to political power and the public purse. In succeeding decades, the Review lost its literary-critical function to the university English department and to the newspaper book review. Its target audiences now were intellectual aspirants and aristocrats of the mind. At the point of its highest status and greatest effectiveness, when readers believed in the authority and influence of the Reviews, they were the primary embodiment in print of middle-class ambition, claiming as their province and responsibility the preservation or improvement of a whole society. By mid-century, the Review was on its way to becoming a boutique publication in which pietist sages cultivated the inner life, advocated art for its own sake, or fought, if they fought at all, to preserve an idealist view of literature as a civilizing influence.
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Chapter 54


Table Talk



Will Bowers

Thinking about Romantic literary criticism can feel like a self-defeating exercise. As introductory essays on the subject are keen to point out, no English writer from 1780 to 1850 was consciously part of a ‘Romantic’ school of literature or criticism.1 In addition, the ongoing expansion of writers and subjects considered to constitute Romanticism makes René Wellek’s single-volume progress around criticism of the Romantic Age from Britain, France, Germany, and Italy, look like the product of simpler times.2 More authors, themes, and objects are now ‘Romantic’ than they were in 1955, and the range of literary approaches on display in contemporary scholarship goes far beyond John Crowe Ransom’s influential suggestion that ‘the proper business of criticism’ lies in ‘the attempt to define and enjoy the aesthetic or characteristic values of literature’.3 Indeed, the capaciousness of Romanticism, and of responses to it, has led Seamus Perry to the sensible conclusion that: ‘if we are looking for a general consensus about the true aims and procedures of art, then I suppose that “Romantic Literary Criticism” doesn’t really exist’.4 Faced with this impasse, I think we need to enlarge our notion of what constitutes ‘literary criticism’. In this chapter I wish specifically to explore an uncertified, often ignored, and quintessentially Romantic form of criticism: books of table talk. These once popular volumes of anecdote and debate allow us to broaden our sense of what comprises literary-critical thought in the period—a broadening, paradoxically, which provides a better sense of Romanticism’s major critical preoccupations.

Reviews, prefaces, essays, monographs, letters, and lectures are the established forms for expressing critical opinion in the period, and each of them has inspired much secondary literature. Surveys of Romantic critical media usually end here, with what is written down or formally spoken, but in doing so they miss out on the most common means of opinion: casual talk. On walks, over dinner, at the pub, and in clubs and societies, conversation was (as it remains) the simplest way of discussing literature. Conversation bears a randomness, what Sir Philip Sidney calls the quality of ‘words as they chanceably fall from the mouth’; this sometimes results in candour, but there is also a related sense of talk as private.5 The differences between written and spoken discourse are alive today in ‘off the record’ briefings and the Chatham House Rule, and they are marked in literary history by a moment early in the Commedia when Dante converses with his classical forbears, ‘talking of things about which silence here / is just as seemly as our speech was there’.6 Any attempt to remember talk’s freer expressions is subject to the vagaries of memory and the anxiety of how to reproduce talk in print. The tension between this private realm of talk and the public realm of writing was keenly felt in the Romantic period. In the 1805 Prelude, William Wordsworth draws a distinction between the two when he confides in Samuel Taylor Coleridge about witnessing Robespierre’s Terror:


  long after the last beat

Of those atrocities (I speak bare truth,

As if to thee alone in private talk)

I scarcely had one night of quiet sleep.7


Wordsworth couches written testimony on the French Revolution, surely the most public event of the age, as if it were ‘private talk’. The enjambed opening makes clear that it is the sound of these horrors that haunts him, just as a few lines earlier he laments that ‘thinking minds [ … ] Forgot that such a sound was ever heard / As Liberty upon earth’.8 Talk and the language of talk help to get beyond the artificiality of writing: by describing his confession as if it were spoken Wordsworth hopes to offer a starker truth, just as John Keats asked his friend John Hamilton Reynolds to mark lines of Hyperion (1820) where he heard ‘the true voice of feeling’.9 But there is always something awkward in writing with the honesty of talk. Even in Thomas De Quincey’s Confessions of an English Opium-Eater (1821), written in a mode that invites frank expression, the author feels he has to justify his talkativeness:


You will think, perhaps, that I am too confidential and communicative of my own private history. It may be so. But my way of writing is rather to think aloud, and follow my own humours, than much to consider who is listening to me; and, if I stop to consider what is proper to be said to this or that person, I shall soon come to doubt whether any part at all is proper.10



Hazlitt claims that the Romantic period is ‘an age of talkers’, and, in response to all this talk, there were various attempts to capture conversation.11 Gregory Dart has recently argued that the critical talk around the dinner table of Mary and Charles Lamb rejuvenated Romanticism from 1808 to 1814, and finds evidence of these conversations in the diary of Henry Crabb Robinson and the marginalia of Coleridge.12 But it is often forgotten that there were also more direct attempts to record critical symposia. The years 1786 to 1856 constituted the great age of table talk books, volumes which engage with a number of issues that scholars have seen as central to Romantic literary criticism: nature and artifice, the relationship between authors’ lives and their work, and the private and public pressures of print culture. Dante and Wordsworth felt that talk between writers could offer a frankness lost when thought is turned directly into writing, and this feeling is shared by compliers of table talk, whose records of conversation are particularly focused on literary opinion. The popularity of Romantic table talk gave the Victorians their appetite for the talk of the dead, and led to the mythologizing of conversation that is sent up in Robert Browning’s ‘Memorabilia’ (1855):


Ah, did you once see Shelley plain,

 And did he stop and speak to you?

And did you speak to him again?

 How strange it seems, and new!13


While table talk is heavily quoted in studies of major authors, and gives us many of the age’s best-known quips, it has provoked little scholarly discussion. I will outline the form’s development, and show how contemporaries shared with Browning’s speaker a sense of the strangeness and novelty of hearing an author’s voice, before using specific examples to consider how these volumes structure and present criticism. The techniques of table talk also permeated other media and can provide fresh perspectives on better known works. I will conclude by putting these volumes back at the centre of Romantic literary criticism by using them to appreciate anew one of its greatest works: William Hazlitt’s ‘My First Acquaintance with Poets’ (1823).

There is a long history of conversation-as-criticism and Andrew Ford has argued that ‘The tradition of “table talk” is prominent in Western criticism, if less so in its histories’.14 The Socratic symposia are obvious examples of this prominence, while the pleasure of talk over food and the dangers of a loosened tongue are mentioned in Homer, when after dinner Telemachus tells Menelaus ‘wondrous is the pleasure I take in listening to your tales and your speech’, and when Odysseus begins a tale of Troy by blaming ‘be-fooling wine, which [ … ] sometimes brings forth a word better left unspoken’.15 This heritage is invoked by Henry Nelson Coleridge, editor of Specimens of the Table Talk of Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1835), who notes in his preface that ‘Mr. Coleridge’s affectionate disciples learned their lessons of philosophy and criticism from his own mouth. He was to them as an old master of the Academy or Lyceum’.16 The first English work to be called ‘table talk’ was The Table-Talk of John Selden (1689), edited by the parliamentarian’s amanuensis Richard Milward and published twenty-five years after Selden’s death. The topics discussed in the book are suggested by its subtitle, ‘Various Matters of Weight and high Consequence; Relating especially to Religion and State’, and these ‘Matters’ are relayed alphabetically in statements under curt headings such as ‘Conscience’, ‘Moral Honesty’, and ‘Synod Assembly’. Thankfully, Romantic literary table talk did not base itself on the Puritan plainness of Selden’s ‘Matters of Weight’; rather it grew out of a continental tradition of ’ana that Samuel Johnson defines as: ‘ANA. n. s. Books so called from the last syllables of their titles; as, Scaligerana, Thuaniana; they are loose thought, or casual hints, dropped by eminent men, and collected by their friends’.17 These European books of literary anecdotes were popular in eighteenth-century England and collecting them was a fashionable pursuit. One such collector was Hester Lynch Thrale, who changed from collector to compiler when she was given six quarto blank books with ‘Thraliana’ printed on the spine by her husband in 1776.18 She assiduously wrote into these books from 1776 to 1809, and they provide a repository for the talk of the Johnson circle and the Della Cruscan poets. From the private pages of the Thraliana Thrale culled the material for one of the first literary table talks: Anecdotes of the Late Samuel Johnson (1786). Thrale’s book might have been the first were it not for Dr Johnson’s Table Talk (1785) compiled by Stephen Jones, a volume which advertises itself as ‘in Alphabetical Order, after the Manner of Selden’s Table Talk’. But Thrale’s Anecdotes is not after the manner of Selden: her volume is a hotchpotch that maintains the loose and casual features of the ’ana. Along with Johnson’s remarks on literature ancient and modern, and his critical estimations of his own works, Thrale included more than a dozen poems by Johnson for which the Anecdotes is the sole published witness. Anecdotes privileges the best talk of a man of letters and tries to present it with some of the randomness of its original utterance. The volume was a success and went into four editions within a year, but in the preface Thrale is aware that her enterprise is a bold one:


To recollect, however, and to repeat the sayings of Dr. Johnson, is almost all that can be done by the writers of his life; as his life, at least since my acquaintance with him, consisted in little else than talking, when he was not absolutely employed in some serious piece of work; and whatever work he did, seemed so much below his powers of performance.19



Thrale’s relationship with another of the ‘writers of [Johnson’s] life’, James Boswell, was fraught, and in his Life of Johnson (1791), Boswell maligns Thrale’s character and the ‘extreme inaccuracies’ of her work.20 But it is the content and not the method of the Anecdotes that annoyed Boswell: as Donald Greene has argued, his Life is in many ways a ‘table talk’ on a more ambitious scale than Thrale’s ‘small volume’.21 The claim of Thrale, and later of Boswell, is for the biographical and critical purity of conversation: Johnson spent his life, and was at his best, talking. Something was always lost when his spoken criticism was translated into ‘serious’, for which read ‘written’, work.

One problem in claiming Anecdotes as the formative Romantic table talk is that the phrase itself appears nowhere in the book, and, to further complicate matters, a number of Romantic works call themselves table talk even though they are not recognizably part of the genre (good examples are Hazlitt’s essay collection Table-Talk (1821–1822) and the Morning Post’s gossip column ‘Table Talk’). The ambiguities over what constitutes table talk have led Stephanie Sandler to argue that ‘the differences among them are so great as to suggest that “table talk” might be an evocative and fashionable title rather than a genre’.22 On the contrary, I think what is usually meant by table talk is easily defined: a published collection of the conversation of a deceased person and his or her social circle, edited by an intimate of the person and circle. The genre also includes ‘Anecdotes’ volumes that fit with this definition, and some ‘Conversation’ volumes such as Thomas Medwin’s Journal of the Conversations of Lord Byron (1824). But Sandler is right to point out the great differences between table talks, especially in the ways that they are structured. Thrale is the complier we can best see at work: with the help of Katharine C. Balderston’s edition it is possible to trace her selection and alteration of conversation from the Thraliana into Anecdotes.23 Unlike the chronological entries in Thraliana, the published Anecdotes displays little awareness of time, and comments are threaded together by connective phrases such as ‘I one day mentioned’ (26), ‘I will relate one thing more that Dr. Johnson said’ (28), ‘One evening in the oratorio season’ (72), and ‘I well remember that at Brighthelmstone once’ (191). These seemingly casual phrases mask Thrale’s labour in making her ’ana fit for publication, which entails combining a number of distinct remarks on a subject in Thraliana into a larger expansive dissertation in the Anecdotes. Things can get mangled in this pulling of anecdotes from their context, a process by which remembered scenes are often turned and words twisted to show Johnson in the best light.24 For example, a memory recorded in Thraliana of Thrale arguing to a sceptical Johnson that Miguel de Cervantes’s Don Quixote (1605–1615) was to be praised as it was read by readers of all classes, is transformed into a long speech given by Johnson in Anecdotes, in which he praises the novel as ‘a sort of common property, an universal classic, equally tasted by the court and the cottage’ (281).25

The Recollections of the Table-Talk of Samuel Rogers (1856), edited by Rogers’s friend and literary historian, Alexander Dyce, follows Thrale’s method. The comments run on around a theme or person, before another begins with a line in the page, without a signposting date or a sense of overall order; material is arranged, but only, as Dyce admits, ‘as far as such miscellaneous matter would admit of arrangement’.26 The looseness is exacerbated by how much of the table talk in the volume is not actually that of Rogers. In more than seventy years in the literary beau monde Rogers had developed many friends in many literary circles, and by his death in 1855 he had become ‘a living witness to old-time ideas, almost a national institution’.27 Rogers’s sociability and his aptitude for bearing witness provide us with much of the literary criticism in his Recollections. A famous example is Rogers’s account of the meeting between Charles James Fox and Wordsworth, after the statesman was sent a copy of Lyrical Ballads by the poet. The only published record of this momentous meeting comes, in the discursive mode of Dyce, between an account of Fox’s thoughts on David Garrick and a discussion of Gilbert Burnet’s style: ‘I introduced Wordsworth to Fox, having taken him with me to a ball given by Mrs. Fox. “I am very glad to see you, Mr. Wordsworth, though I am not of your faction”, was all that Fox said to him,—meaning that he admired a school of poetry different from that to which Wordsworth belonged’ (88). The responsive reader may see a political and a poetical ‘meaning’ in Fox’s word ‘faction’, but by framing the comment with Roger’s ‘I’ and his definitive clarification of Fox’s ‘meaning’, Dyce manages to preserve the moment not as a record of Fox’s talk, but rather as Rogers’s recollection of and opinion on this talk. Unlike Dyce or Thrale, H. N. Coleridge employs a more regimented scheme for organizing talk. He dates each meeting with his uncle (and father-in-law) and begins with a summary of the major topics of that day. The range of conversation is clear from these examples:




May 12, 1830.

Shakespeare.—Milton.—Homer. [ii. 86]

September 19, 1830.

Democracy.—Idea of a State.—Church. [ii. 118]

August 6, 1832.

Scotch and English.—Criterion of Genius.—Dryden and Pope. [ii. 183]


The random nature of literary conversation is maintained, but even with this apparently organic approach the editor admits to some cutting: ‘the great point with me was to condense what I could remember on each particular topic into intelligible wholes with as little injury to the living manner and diction as was possible’ (Coleridge, Table Talk, ii. 13).

All editors of table talk make some attempt to curb the haphazardness of their material, but H. N. Coleridge’s method maintains the meandering quality of Coleridge’s conversation. On a practical level, to present Coleridge in any other manner would, as Carl Woodring notes, ‘cost us the sense of conversational flow from day to day’, but it would also deprive us of a talker who contemporaries remembered could cover ‘Nightingales, Poetry—on Poetical sensation—Metaphysics—Different genera and species of Dreams—Nightmare—a dream accompanied by a sense of touch—single and double touch—A dream related—First and second consciousness’ and much more, on a two-mile walk.28 In a conversation of 4 July 1833, Coleridge unwittingly justifies the method that his nephew would later use to organize the Specimens:


Dr. Johnson’s fame now rests principally upon Boswell. It is impossible not to be amused with such a book. But his bow-wow manner must have had a good deal to do with the effect produced;—for no one, I suppose, will set Johnson before Burke,—and Burke was a great and universal talker;—yet now we hear nothing of this except by some chance remarks in Boswell. The fact is, Burke, like all men of genius who love to talk at all, was very discursive and continuous; hence he is not reported; he seldom said the sharp short things that Johnson almost always did, which produce a more decided effect at the moment, and which are so much more easy to carry off. (ii. 242–243)



Boswell and Thrale choose to record pithy remarks and sharp anecdotes, in an attempt to capture the ‘bow-wow manner’ with which Johnson actually spoke. Coleridge’s admiration for Edmund Burke is implicitly a piece of self-admiration: as ‘a man of genius’ Coleridge too is ‘very discursive and continuous’, and with this comment he places his own style in opposition to Johnson’s, the great and most recorded talker of the preceding age. The best table talk provides, not just the literary opinions of an author, but also mimetically gives a sense of his or her voice. As the different choices of Thrale and Coleridge illustrate, the balance that editors must strike between a succession of great quotations and a truthful record of the discursive style of conversation depends somewhat on their subject. But the need for this balance is always there, and is an unacknowledged part of Romanticism’s central concern—played out in debates over poetic diction and innovations in the epistolary novel—with the naturalness of speech and the artificiality of writing. This tension is what makes table talk a radical form: by their various organizing principles, Dyce, Thrale, and H. N. Coleridge all challenge the organizing limits of literary criticism and the work of print. Gillian Russell and Clara Tuite have discussed the need to go beyond the established Romantic notion of the solitary genius, and to see sociability as ‘a kind of text in its own right, a form of cultural work [ … ] which was a fundamental part of the self-definition of Romantic writers and artists’.29 The formal disorganization of table talk, and the sense, often implied but sometimes stated, of the brilliant friendships and gatherings behind its conversations, may provide such a readable text of sociability. But the efforts of editors to maintain this sociability results in a miscellaneous quality that has long been the cause of critical neglect. In a 1786 letter Horace Walpole commented that Thrale’s Anecdotes was ‘too void of method even for such a farrago’, and those few critics who notice the genre today often question its status, as when Marshall Brown claims that ‘any period that counts a thousand pages of table talk masquerading as a biography [ … ] among its lasting monuments has talked too much around the main point’.30

A riposte to these long-standing objections is found in a short entry from Boswell’s journal: ‘I dined at Mr. Alexander Donaldson’s, where I found Mr. Murphy, Mr. Crosbie, and Mr. Porter, merchant at St. Petersburg, an acquaintance of mine. We were very hearty, but there was no conversation fit for bottling’.31 Some talk is ‘hearty’ and amuses only in the moment it is said, while the best material is worthy of ‘bottling’ and will like a fine wine get better with age. A more pompous expression of the same is offered when H. N. Coleridge describes his role: ‘this delicate enterprise of stamping [Coleridge’s] winged words with perpetuity’ (ii. 13). Both Boswell and Coleridge, in their talk of ‘bottling’ and ‘stamping’, are aware that the process of recording speech requires an alteration to the form and context of conversation. There are different approaches to organizing this process, but table talk books all share certain elements. They are to various degrees posthumous, ranging from the wait of just over a year between Coleridge’s death and the publication of Specimens to the seventy-six years between the death of Pope and the publication of Joseph Spence’s Observations, Anecdotes, and Characters (1820). The effect of this posthumous publication is a blending of literary periods at their margins, of seemingly belated Augustan literary criticism appearing in the Romantic age, and the revelations of many central figures of Romanticism intruding on the Victorians. Table talk volumes also share a sense of their own authenticity, a sense not unrelated to their dead subjects’ inability to contradict them. They are to some extent a biography of their subjects, symptomatic of the Romantic fascination with writers’ lives initiated by William Mason’s The Poems of Mr. Gray. To which are prefixed Memoirs of his Life (1775), but table talk attempts to better standard biography through greater, messier intimacy. While table talk boasts to readers of access to a private world, promising a glimpse of a subject’s private persona, it offers little reflection on whether it is appropriate to publish these remarks in the first place. The obvious worry for any reader of table talk volumes is one of truthfulness—‘Was that what was actually said?’—and they were often privately criticized and publicly challenged for being inaccurate (see Boswell on Thrale, or John Cam Hobhouse’s Exposure of the Mis-Statements contained in Captain Medwin’s pretended “Conversations of Lord Byron” (1824)). But future scholars may wish to consider whether the editors’ silence on the validity of making public candid thoughts raises in its absence questions about privacy, property, and voyeurism. A rare comment on these issues is provided by Lord Holland, who relates Walpole’s gripe about this means of production:


He felt, or pretended to feel, great disgust at the practice adopted by the bookmaking admirers of Johnson, who scrupled not to commit to print whatever they heard in private conversation. Hence he would suddenly purse up his mouth in a pointed but ludicrous manner whenever Boswell came into the room, and sit as mute as a fish till that angler for anecdote and repartee had left it.32



Walpole sees an abuse in turning private talk into print, and publicly, albeit silently, condemns the fickleness of such ‘admirers’. He also registers the problem of intellectual property in this ‘bookmaking’: by pursing his mouth to avoid Boswell’s hook, he denies others the right to profit from his brilliance.

Romantic table talk is predominantly literary and often critical: comments on other writers and their works, rather than family life or national politics, make up the bulk of these volumes. Like many modern critics of Romanticism, talk often revolves around two of the central poets in the tradition: Milton and Pope.33 H. N. Coleridge’s diligent recording method shows that Milton was frequently mentioned in conversation, and that Coleridge returned to and refined his earlier opinions on the poet.34 In May 1830, Coleridge argues that Shakespeare is ‘the Spinosistic deity—an omnipresent creativeness’, and makes a quick comparison to clarify his argument: ‘Shakespeare’s poetry is characterless; that is, it does not reflect the individual Shakespeare; but John Milton himself is in every line of the Paradise Lost’ (ii. 87). More than three years later, Coleridge returns to this brief mention of Milton:


In the Paradise Lost—indeed in every one of his poems—it is Milton himself whom you see; his Satan, his Adam, his Raphael, almost his Eve—are all John Milton; and it is a sense of this intense egotism that gives me the greatest pleasure in reading Milton’s works. The egotism of such a man is a revelation of spirit. (ii. 253)



Coleridge’s argument for the centrality of Milton’s personality to his poetry is part of the eighteenth-century development in reading Paradise Lost as a political, then biblical, and then personal epic, which has been discussed by M. H. Abrams and Marcus Walsh.35 An ungenerous reading of Coleridge’s second comment has the old poet repeating himself, but in fact Coleridge uses the desultory quality of talk to range between topics. The jump to expand upon a point made two hundred pages earlier, which would seem silly in formal prose, is entirely acceptable in table talk.36 Coleridge’s comments take part in one further Romantic conversation: as an intertext with Keats’s opposition between the ‘poetical Character’ and the ‘egotistical sublime’.37 Coleridge’s ‘characterless’ Shakespeare agrees with Keats’s description of the ‘poetical Character’ as something that ‘has as much delight in conceiving an Iago as an Imogen’, but while Keats makes Wordsworth the representative of the ‘egotistical sublime’, for Coleridge the ‘intense egotism’ is Milton’s. The intertextuality is a consequence of the Romantic urge to make the private public: talk and letters can only escape their own ephemerality by becoming printed text, and only then are they fully capable of functioning as literary criticism.

Coleridge’s pleasure in reading Paradise Lost is emblematic of Milton’s Romantic canonization, but Pope’s critical reception in the period was more fraught. James Chandler has called the Romantic dispute over Pope the ‘canonical canon controversy in English literary history’, and it is one that raged in prefaces to Lyrical Ballads (1800, 1802) and Hunt’s Story of Rimini (1816), and in arguments between William Lisle Bowles and Lord Byron.38 Dyce gives five pages to Rogers’s thoughts on Pope (a consequence, perhaps, of the notion that Rogers was a Romantic heir to Pope’s heroic couplets).39 The section begins with the tale of a friend meeting a boatman who claims to have known Pope, before another on the ‘obelisk erected by Pope to his mother’s memory’ (25) (evidence, if it were needed, that around the Romantic table the author was not dead). There is then an anecdote on Pope’s correspondence before Rogers moves to talk about poetry. Some of this is simply admiration—for a couplet in The Rape of the Lock (1717) and for four lines in an imitation of Horace—but there is also distinctive criticism of moments when the neatness that the Romantics associated with Pope slips. Rogers begins with ‘an impropriety which was forced upon the poet by the rhyme’, showing that the line ‘She waits, or to the scaffold or the cell’ should properly read ‘or to the cell or the scaffold’ (26) before giving two examples of Pope’s occasional habit of having ‘a beautiful line rhyming to a very indifferent one’, and criticizing his lack of pauses (27).40 The discussion ends with a more general remark: ‘People are now so fond of the obscure in poetry, that they can perceive no deep thinking in that darling man Pope, because he always expresses himself with such admirable clearness’ (28). Dyce’s ordering of Rogers’s conversation on Pope from anecdote to admiration to tight close reading, and finally to a conclusive statement, is artificial, and clearly influenced by the argumentative form of the essay and the lecture. But the elements of talk remain through the modulation of tone in nonchalant phrases like ‘that darling man Pope’ or in a little parenthesis ‘(verses which Lord Holland is so fond of hearing me repeat)’ (27). Dyce leavens Rogers’s opinions with the habits of talk while still allowing them to appear as proper criticism.

The spoken thoughts of one writer on another are a way that table talk articulates literary criticism, but too much of it can present a speaker seemingly casting opinions into the void. H. N. Coleridge noticed that his uncle’s structured soliloquies had this effect when he admits, ‘I never attempted to give dialogue—indeed, there was seldom much dialogue to give’ (ii. 13). But the earlier quoted encounter of Wordsworth with Fox at a ball is one example of the variety of voices that are integral to good table talk. The phrase ‘table talk’ is not just a convenient alliteration, and these moments remind us that their material was often garnered in social settings. A sense of the sociability that produces conversation is provided by brief mentions of the scene, such as Rogers’s claim that he and Byron are having an evening walk as they converse (236), or Thrale’s mention of Presto the dog ‘that lay under the table’ (63) while she speaks to Johnson. The presence of other speakers at the table allows table talk to stage literary debate. These debates are not in the adversarial manner of the periodical press, but follow more closely the ‘genial’ mode of Romantic practical criticism that Dart discussed in the context of the Lamb circle.41 Thrale remembers one such encounter with Johnson:


I forced him one day, in a similar humour, to prefer Young’s description of Night to the so much admired ones of Dryden and Shakespeare, as more forcible, and more general. Every reader is not either a lover or a tyrant, but every reader is interested when he hears that

Creation sleeps; ’tis as the general pulse

Of life stood still, and nature made a pause;

An awful pause—prophetic of its end.

‘This (said he) is true; but remember that taking the compositions of Young in general, they are but like bright stepping-stones over a miry road: Young froths, and foams, and bubbles sometimes very vigorously; but we must not compare the noise made by your tea-kettle here with the roaring of the ocean.’ (58–59)



Thrale’s case for the empathetic power of Edward Young’s Night-Thoughts (1742) is elegantly succinct, and the reader can judge its merits through a quotation neatly poised between the two parties in the debate. The content of Johnson’s opinion does not differ much from his claim in his essay on Young in The Lives of the Poets (1779–1781), when he describes Night-Thoughts as ‘a wilderness of thought, in which the fertility of fancy scatters flowers of every hue and of every odour’.42 But the power of talk makes his opinion more vital. After the quotation it is only Johnson’s voice we hear, and his fecund talk not only outstrips the measured judgement in The Lives but recruits the world around (à la ‘ “I refute it thus” ’) in the appeal to a whistling kettle.43 The genial to-and-fro of critical conversation can be augmented by the careful editor. With his uncle’s penchant for monologue, H. N. Coleridge is forced to introduce his voice in notes at the bottom of the page, which he uses to nuance, expand, and clarify Coleridge’s talk. In Rogers’s Recollections, in the section on Thomas Gray, Dyce manages to stage a more complicated conversation:


I once read Gray’s Ode to Adversity to Wordsworth; and at the line,

  ‘And leave us leisure to be good’,

Wordsworth exclaimed, ‘I am quite sure that is not original; Gray could not have hit upon it.’†

 [ … ]

 † The Rev. J. Mitford, in his ed. of Gray, cites ad 1.,

 ‘And know, I have not yet the leisure to be good.’

 Oldham, Ode, st. 5—Works, i. 85, ed. 1722. Ed. [37]


The same split of introduction, quotation, and critical challenge occurs here as in Thrale, but the cruciform and note introduce further speakers via paratext. Rogers’s correspondence shows that the discovery—that Wordsworth was right to suspect Gray’s line had other inspirations, namely John Oldham’s Satyr Against Virtue (1679)—was his own, and not a posthumous discovery by Dyce.44 Inspired by the rise of explanatory notes in scholarly editions, Dyce chooses not to provide the support that Rogers found for Wordsworth in the body of the text, but to bring in the voice of the editor and the earlier poet in a note. This editorial decision leaves the original conversation unharmed, but adds Oldham, Dyce, and Mitford to a discussion between talk-as-text and paratext. These polyvocal notes are another way in which the editor augments conversation to give it textual propriety, and with them they assert the seriousness of this new form.

At first, table talk may seem an oddity, but, although haphazard and miscellaneous, these books play host to many of the age’s finest critics. Table talk was a popular and influential form in the period, and we can productively look at major works of Romanticism with it in mind. In fiction, any reading of the debates over meals that are central to Thomas Love Peacock’s Nightmare Abbey (1818) and Crotchet Castle (1831)—what J. B. Priestley called his ‘Novels of Talk’—would do well to observe their obvious play on table talk volumes.45 We might also look again at Benjamin Robert Haydon’s record of ‘The Immortal Dinner’, the meeting of 28 December 1817 when he hosted Keats, Lamb, Wordsworth, and the unfortunate John Kingston. The comment of the civil servant Kingston that sent the literary party into hysterics—‘Pray, Sir, don’t you think Milton a very great genius?’—is made both funnier and more relatable when we realize that table talk books led him to think such questions produce erudite answers when poets are at the table.46 Even the literary periodicals, that are often thought of as presenting combative journalism, were not immune to the allure of talk. The immensely popular Noctes Ambrosianae, which ran in Blackwood’s from 1822–1835, written by John Wilson, James Hogg, John Gibson Lockhart, William Maginn, and others, broke with the review format to present fictionalized versions of the editors’ well-lubricated conversations at Edinburgh’s Ambrose’s Tavern.

Hazlitt’s long interactions with table talk provide the best case for reconsidering these books and their habits. Hazlitt flirted with the genre throughout his career: he published a volume of essays called Table-Talk, and was chided for his title by the Monthly Review (‘His essays are meditations, rhapsodies, harangues, any thing but chit-chat, any thing but “Table Talk” ’); and in 1830 he published his conversations with James Northcote only a year before the painter’s death.47 But there is a strong sense in Hazlitt’s writing of the danger of being only a talker. The 1825 essay on Coleridge opens with a salvo: ‘If Mr. Coleridge had not been the most impressive talker of his age, he would probably have been the finest writer; but he lays down his pen to make sure of an auditor, and mortgages the admiration of posterity for the stare of an idler’ (Hazlitt, Works, xi. 30). Talk is cheap, warns Hazlitt, and ephemeral when compared to the written word. And yet, Hazlitt’s attitude towards criticism as conversation is more complicated than this oft-quoted comment suggests. Hazlitt was known for his badinage, and Reynolds describes his company as ‘full of eloquence,—warm, lofty & communicative on every thing Imaginative & Intelligent [ … ] He is full of what Dr. Johnson terms “good talk” ’.48 Hazlitt, like Johnson, was not just a good talker but a great one, and his skill in conversation meant he could write with the gusto of oral delivery. As David Bromwich has argued, ‘the whole tenor of [Hazlitt’s] criticism, was at home in the meetinghouse as well as in the journals’.49

Hazlitt employs the techniques of table talk in ‘My First Acquaintance with Poets’ to overcome conversation’s problem with posterity, and to produce one of the most admired pieces of Romantic literary criticism. The essay is a miniature table talk, a recollection in 1823 of literary conversations Hazlitt shared with Coleridge and Wordsworth in 1798 and 1799. The beginning, middle, and end of the essay are preoccupied with recalling talk, and Hazlitt even includes little tics such as ‘(if I remember right)’ (xvii. 117), to establish the historicity of his testimony. We begin with Coleridge ‘talking at a great rate to his fellow-passengers’ (107) as he arrives at Shrewsbury; we then hear Coleridge’s sermon about which Hazlitt ‘could not have been more delighted if [he] had heard the music of the spheres’ (108), followed by a dinner in which the poet’s opinions on Mary Wollstonecraft, William Godwin, and Burke are quoted; the young Hazlitt then accompanies Coleridge half-way home, with time spent ‘In digressing, in dilating, in passing from subject to subject’ (113). There is a short break from talk—but even here Hazlitt admits ‘I had a sound in my ears, it was the voice of Fancy’ (115)—before he goes to stay with Coleridge, and meets Wordsworth, for more meals and more talk on Pope, James Thomson, and William Cowper. Hazlitt goes one better than the scene-setting of most table talk by detailing the content of meals, from ‘the leg of Welsh mutton and the turnips’ (111), to meeting Wordsworth while he made ‘havoc of the half of a Cheshire cheese’ (118), and finally to the ‘excellent rashers of fried bacon and eggs’ (120) and the ‘tea, toast, eggs, and honey’ (120) during the walking tour. Why tell us this? Hazlitt might include these details to show his powers of memory, or to wryly acknowledge that readers so interested in private talk may be nosy enough to care what they ate. But, if the form’s ambition is to allow readers into the domestic society of an author, whistling kettles and all, then the inclusion of food, which has been conversation’s catalyst since Homer, allows Hazlitt to further establish an atmosphere for private talk and critical candour. The focus on talk even extends to digressions: in the little anecdote on a later conversation with Wordsworth, or at the close, as Hazlitt pans out from the Lake Poets to a dinner at Godwin’s and a debate over ‘which was the best—Man as he was, or man as he is to be. “Give me”, says Lamb, “man as he is not to be” ’ (122). These sharp vignettes would fit neatly into the pages of Thrale or Dyce, while in their place among the many layers of conversation that make up ‘My First Acquaintance’ they present a literary culture obsessed with extempore literary debate.

Hazlitt does not just record these meals and the fascinating critical conversations at them. Talk is so totally the subject of ‘My First Acquaintance’ that its importance extends to an exploration of how a critic finds a voice. In a rare moment when no one is talking, Hazlitt admits that his heart, ‘shut up in the prison-house of this rude clay, has never found, nor will it ever find, a heart to speak to; but that my understanding also did not remain dumb and brutish, or at length found a language to express itself, I owe to Coleridge’ (107). ‘My First Acquaintance’ may be without some of the adoration of its subjects that we see in Boswell or Dyce, but Hazlitt’s temporal distance from his encounter allows for the usual biographical impulse of table talk to extend to autobiography. Hazlitt remains wary of the lure of conversation, describing Coleridge’s talk as ‘a Siren’s song’ (107) and associating his sermon with a spell of Comus, but he credits this first meeting with giving him ways to talk critically. The essay, as it ranges from bacon and eggs to philosophical materialism to blank verse, has the hotchpotch quality that is typical of the genre, but it is also, like all table talk, clear about the need to take talk seriously. Hazlitt understands the power that Coleridge’s talk had for him as a young man, and the greater power he can bestow on it by printing it some twenty-five years later. Scholars of literary criticism in this period might want to follow Hazlitt’s lead, and take table talk seriously as a form that hosts the critical debates that we now call Romantic.
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ELEMENTS OF RHETORIC. *

No art, cultivated by man, has suf-
fered more in the revolutions of taste
and opinion than the art of rhetoric.
There was a time when, by an undue
extension of this term, it designated
the whole cycle of accomplishments
which prepated a man for public af-
fairs. From that height it has de-
scended to a level with the arts of
alchemy and astrology, as holding out
promises which consist in 2 mixed de-

ree of impostures and of trifles. If
we look into the Krevailing theory of
rhetoric, undér which it meets with so
degrading an estimate, we shall find
that it fluctuates between two differ~
ent conceptions, according to one®of
which it is an art of estentatious orna«
sment, and according to the other an
art of sophistry. A man is held to
play the rhetorician, when he treats a
subject with more than usual gaiety
of ornament ; and perhaps we ma
add as an essential element in theidea,
with conscious ornament. Thisis one
view of rhetoric; and, under this,
what it accomplishes is not so much
to persuade as to delight ; not somuch
to win the assent, as to stimulate the
attention, and captivate the taste.
‘And even this purpose is attached to
something separable and accidental in
the manner.

But the other idea of rhetoric lays
its foundation in something essential
to the matter. This isthat rhetoric
of which Milton spoke, as able  to
dash maturest counsels, and to make
the worse appear the better reason.”
Now it is clear, that argument of some
quality or other must be taken as the
principle of this rhetoric 5 for_those
must be immature counsels indeed
that could be dashed by mere embel-
lishments of manner, or by artifices of
diction and arrangement.

Here then we have in popular use
two separate ideas of rhetoric, one of
which is occupied with the general
end of the fine arts ; that is to say,
intellectual pleasure. The other ap~
plies itself more specifically to a de-
finite purpose of utility. %

Such is the popular idea of rhetoric,

‘which wants both unity and precision.
If we seek these from the formal
teachers of rhetoric, our embarrass-
ment is not much relieved. All of
them agree that rhetoric may be de-
fined the art of persuasion. But if
we inquire what is persuasion, we
find them vague and indefinite, or
even eontradictory. 'To wave a thou-
sand of others, Dr Whately, in the
work before us, insists upon the con=
wviction of the understanding as ¢ an
essential part of persuasion 3 and, on
the other hand, the author of the
Philosophy of Rhetoric is equally sa<
tistied that there is no persuasion with=
out an appeal to the passions. Here
are two views. We, for our parts,
have a third, which excludes both:
where conviction begins, the field of
rhetoric ends—that is our opinion:
and, as to the passions, we contend
that they are not within the province
of rhetoric, but of eloquence.

In this view of rhetoric and its
functions we coincide with Aristotle ;
as indeed originally we took it up on
a suggestion derived from him. But
as all parties may possibly fancy a con=
firmation of their views in Aristotle,
we shall say a word or two in support
of our own interpretation of that au-
thor, which will surprise our Oxford
friends. Our explanation involves &
very remarkable detection, which will
tex’ many thousands of books with
error in a particular point supposed
to be as well established as the hills.
We question, indeed, whether a Con-
greve rocket, or a bomb, descending
upon the schools of Oxford, would
cause more consternation than the ex-
plosion of that novelty which we are
going to discharge.

Many years ago, when studying the
Aristotelian _rhetoric at Oxford, it
struck us that, by whatever name
Aristotle might describe the main pur~
pose of rhetoric, practically, at least,
in his own treatment of it, he threw
the whole stress upon finding such ar-
guments for any given thesis as, with-
out positively proving or disproving
it, gave it a colourable support. We

* Elements of Rhetoric. By Richard

Hall, and late Fellow of Oriel College, Oxford.

Whately, D.D. Principal of St Alban’s
Oxford, 1628,
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No art, cultivated by man, has suf-
fered more in the revolutions of taste
and opinion than the art of rhetoric.
There was a time when, by an undue
extension of this term, it designated
the whole cycle of accomplishments
which prepared a man for public af-
fairs. From that height it has de-
scended to a level with the arts of
alchemy and astrology, as holding out
promises which consist in a mixed de-
gree of impostures and of trifles. If
we look into the Krevailing theory of
rhetoric, undér which it meets with so
degrading an estimate, we shall find
that it fluctuates between two differ~
‘ent_conceptions, according to one®of
‘which it isan art of estentatious orna~
anent, and according to the other an
art of sophistry. A man is held to
play the rhetorician, when he treats a
subject with more than usual gaiety
of ornament ; and perhaps we may
add as an essential element in theidea,
with conscious ornament. This is one
view of rhetoric; and, under this,
what it accomplishes is not so much
to persuade as to delight ; not somuch
to win the assent, as to stimulate the
attention, and captivate the taste.
And even this purpose is attached to
something separable and accidental in
the manner.

But the other idea of rhetoric lays
its foundation in something essential
to the matter. This is that rhetoric
of which Milton spoke, as able “ to
dash maturest counsels, and to make
the worse appear the better reason.”
Now it is clear, that argument of some
quality or other must be taken as the
principle of this rhetoric ; for those
must be jmmature counsels indeed
that could be dashed by mere embel-
lishments of manner, or by artifices of
diction and arrangement.

Here then we have in popular use
two separate ideas of rhetoric, one of
which is occupied with the general
end of the fine arts ; that is to say,
intellectual pleasure. The other ap-
plies itself mor: spn;cxﬁcxlly to a de-
finite pur] of utility.

Sucll: ismepopnhr idea of rhetoric,

which wants both unity and precision.
If we seck these from the formal
teachers of rhetoric, our embarrass~
ment is not much relieved. All of
them agree that rhetoric may be de-
fined the art of persuasion. But if
we inquire what is persuasion, we
find them vague and indefinite, or
even eontradictory. 'T'o wavea thou~
sand of others, Dr Whately, in the
work before us, insists upon the con=
viction of the understanding as *“ an
essential part of persuasion 3 and, on
the other hand, the author of the
Philosophy of Rhetoric is cqually sa<
tisfied that there is no persuasion with+
out an appeal to the passions. Here
are two views. We, for our parts,
have a third, which excludes both:
where conviction begins, the field of
rhetoric ends—that is our opinion:
and, as to the passions, we contend
that they are not within the province
of rhetoric, but of eloguence.

In this view of rhetoric and its
functions we coincide with Aristotle ;
as indeed originally we took it up on
a suggestion derived from him. But
25 all parties may possibly fancy a con=
firmation of their views in Aristotle,
we shall say a word or two in support
of our own interpretation of that au-
thor, which will surprise our Oxford
friends. Our explanation involves &
very remarkable detection, which will
tax many thousands of books with
error in a particular point supposed
to be as well established as the hills.
We question, indeed, whether a Con=
greve tocket, or a bomb, descending
upon the schools of Oxford, would
cause more consternation than the ex«
plosion of that novelty which we are
going to discharge.

Many years ago, when studying the
Aristotelian rhetoric at Oxford, it
struck us that, by whatever name
Aristotle might describe the main pur-

ose of rhetoric, practically, at least,

“in his own treatment of it, he threw

the whole stress upon finding such ar-
gaments for any given thesis as, with-
out positively proving or disproving
it, gave it a colourable support. ' We

« Blements of Rhetoric. By Richard Whately, D.D. Principal of St Alban's
Hall, and late Fellow of Oriel College, Oxford. ~ Oxford, 1626,
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