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For I, O, and O




Forget heroin. Just try giving up irony, the deep-down need to mean two things at once, to be in two places at once, not to be there for the catastrophe of a fixed meaning.



—Edward St Aubyn




Preface

This book is about a poet who disappeared: about a woman who pursued her career in a blaze of publicity while leading a secret life that eventually destroyed her, and who left a such a legacy of lies and evasion that her true story can only now be told.

Letitia Elizabeth Landon, who published under her initials, L.E.L., was fêted as the female Byron during the 1820s. But after she was found dead in 1838, in West Africa of all places and in suspicious circumstances, the early Victorian publishing industry closed ranks to erase what they had come to see as her shameful history. Her literary reputation declined. She was left on the margins, surrounded by an aura of mystery and occlusion, her work routinely misunderstood.

Over the past couple of decades, she has finally begun to attract more interest. Her work has begun to appear in anthologies of nineteenth-century verse and to be analysed in scholarly articles. She has even begun to feature in a minor way on many university English literature syllabuses. At the same time, biographical researchers outside the mainstream academy have been collecting increasing documentation. Yet these disparate and uncoordinated efforts have still left a haunting vacuum where ‘Letitia Landon’ ought to be.

The process of uncovering her has proved both troublesome and troubling. Unlike some ‘marginal’ figures, she was so famous in her lifetime that she is surrounded by a vast wealth of material, including numerous memoirs published by her contemporaries in the aftermath of her death. Such seemingly trustworthy sources, however, frequently turn out to be a tissue of equivocation, half-truths and downright deceit. Even her own letters can on occasion be shown to tell lies. Often the only way to establish the forensic facts of her life is by recourse to public documents, such as censuses, parish records and wills, though those, too, sometimes contain demonstrable falsehoods.

Most challenging is the problem of interpreting her literary voice, whose unnerving qualities were, as this book will show, the direct result of the fact that it was impossible for her to speak openly. Obsessively circling around her absent ‘I’, her poetry gives away both more and less than it promises. To those who met her in the flesh she was a shape-shifter, who ‘did in truth resemble the disputed colour of the chameleon,1 changing its hues with the changeful lights around’. Critics lent her others’ names as if she had no identity of her own: she was the new Corinne or the English improvisatrice, the ‘female Byron’,2 or the ‘Sappho of a polished age’.3 Even her friends did not know whether to refer to her as Miss Landon or by her nom de plume L.E.L., using both interchangeably.

What to call ‘Landon, or L.E.L.—whate’er thy name’,4 as one contemporary satirist put it, remains a problem. In this book, I have tried to use ‘L.E.L.’ when referring to her works and ‘Letitia’ when telling the story of her life. If I do not always stick to that rule, it is because she made the boundary between her different selves so tantalizingly ambiguous.




Prologue

Between eight and nine o’clock on the morning of Monday, October 15, 1838, the body of a thirty-six-year-old Englishwoman, wearing a lightweight dressing gown, was found on the floor of a room in Cape Coast Castle, West Africa. She was the new wife of the British governor, George Maclean, and had arrived there from England only eight weeks previously.

Cape Coast Castle was the largest trading fort on the western coast of Africa: a stark white complex bristling with cannon, perched on the edge of the Atlantic Ocean in what is now Ghana. During the eighteenth century, it had been the ‘grand emporium’ of the British slave trade. Countless captives had been held in its underground dungeons before being shipped to the Americas, while slave dealers did business in its precincts. Following the Abolition Act of 1807, the castle had remained under British command, its dungeons repurposed for housing local ‘prisoners’.

A soldier in a sentry box stood at the entrance to the governor’s quarters, which were decorated in the European style: prints on the walls, a shining mahogany dining table, impressive table silver. The room in which the body was found, painted a deep blue, featured a toilet table and the deceased’s own portable desk, one of those small wooden boxes, typical of the period, that opened to form a sloping writing surface.

Deaths from disease among Europeans in what was then known as the ‘white man’s grave’ were not uncommon. Indeed, the fatality rate was so great that the local Methodist missionary was having difficulty recruiting volunteers. But this death was different. In the woman’s hand was a small empty bottle. Her eyes were open and abnormally dilated.

The last person to see the governor’s wife alive was her maid, Emily Bailey, who had travelled out with her from England. She later testified that she had found Mrs Maclean ‘well’1 when she went in to see her earlier that morning. On her return half an hour later, however, Emily Bailey had had difficulty opening the door. It had been blocked by her mistress’s body.

Soon after Mrs Bailey raised the alarm, the castle surgeon arrived. He attempted to revive the patient, but in vain. Garbled news soon spread to the nearby hills. Brodie Cruickshank, a young Scottish merchants’ agent, arrived at the fort within the hour, mistakenly supposing that it was the governor himself who had perished. In his memoir Eighteen Years on the Gold Coast of Africa, he later recalled his shock on entering the room where Mrs Maclean’s body had been laid out on a bed. He had dined with the Macleans only the evening before, when she had appeared to be in ‘perfect health’. The governor himself was in the room. He had slid down into a chair and was silently staring into space, his face ‘crushed’.2

Later that very day, an inquest was held at the castle, the jury hastily convened from among the local merchant community. No autopsy was performed, but the empty bottle was produced in evidence and its label carefully transcribed: ‘Acid Hydrocianicum Delatum, Pharm. Lond. 1836, Medium Dose Five Minims, being about one-third the strength of that in former use, prepared by Scheele’s proof.’ The deceased was said to have been in the habit of using the contents, prussic acid in everyday parlance, for medicinal reasons, and to have taken too much by mistake. A verdict of accidental death was recorded.

After the inquest, the corpse was hastily interred under the parade ground. During the burial, a tropical shower burst from the sky in such torrents that a tarpaulin had to be erected over the gravediggers. By the time the final paving stone was replaced it had grown dark. The workmen finished the job by torchlight.3

West Africa was so remote from England that it was not until the morning of January 1, 1839, that a discreet death notice appeared in The Times:


At Cape Coast Castle,4 Africa, on Monday, the 15th of October last, suddenly, Mrs. L.E. Maclean, wife of George Maclean Esq., Governor of Cape Coast Castle.



But after the evening Courier revealed the woman’s maiden name later that day, the story became headline news. She was one of the most famous writers in England: Letitia Elizabeth Landon, better known by her initials, ‘L.E.L.’



CHAPTER 1

The Tangled Web

Although she remains little heard of today outside specialist circles, L.E.L. was a ‘legendary figure’1 in her own time. According to a critic writing in 1841, her name was ‘so identified with the literature of the day,2 that not to know anything of it is scarcely possible’. Elizabeth Barrett (who later added Browning to her name following her marriage) believed her unrivalled among women poets for her ‘raw bare powers’.3 In America, Edgar Allan Poe thought her ‘genius’ so self-evident that it was ‘almost unnecessary to speak’4 of it. In Europe, she was admired by Goethe’s family,5 Heinrich Heine,6 and the influential Parisian Revue des deux mondes.7 Closer to home, her poetry was devoured by the young Brontës in provincial Yorkshire.

L.E.L. was, however, the voice of a lost literary generation. Her career, which spanned the 1820s and 1830s, coincided exactly with the ‘strange pause’,8 as the historian G. M. Young called it, between the Romantics and the Victorians. Modern scholars are still unsure exactly what happened during this troublesome transition phase between the deaths of Keats, Shelley, and Byron and the rise of Dickens. Referred to as ‘an embarrassment to the historian of English literature’9 and an ‘indeterminate borderland’,10 it resists periodization, and has never been dignified with a name. However, it should probably be called the ‘post-Byronic’ era, since the fallout from Byron’s celebrity cult had such a profound impact on the writing of the day. Following his death in 1824, every hack wanted his—or her—own cult of personality. Yet the labile, often ironized voices writers created in response remain hard to interpret, their tone difficult for the modern reader to pin down. None is harder to read than that of the inscrutable L.E.L.

No one knew who she was when she first began to publish under her mysterious initials in the early 1820s. But in 1824 she emerged in public as the star author of a new best seller, The Improvisatrice. A skilful improviser of her own image, she soon became a celebrity, her portrait exhibited at the Royal Academy, her presence a fixture on the London social scene.

If she was the female Byron, ‘female’ was the operative word. She was the ‘poetess’ par excellence in a period in which, unusually in literary history, women dominated the genre. The eighteenth-century cult of sensibility, regarded by some modern cultural historians as the fons et origo of English Romanticism, had already produced some notable female poets, including Charlotte Smith and Mary Robinson, Letitia Landon’s literary foremothers. Following the untimely deaths of Keats, Shelley and Byron, the ‘poetess’ became culturally supreme. Not just in England, but in France, Germany, Russia and America, a new generation of women Romantics staked their careers on the supposition that their gender made them more sensitive and intuitive than men, and thus more poetical.

All the poetesses made capital out of the emotions, but Landon’s work struck its own peculiar chord. Her main English rival, Felicia Hemans, focused on the ‘domestic affections’ and the moral value of altruism and empathy. But Letitia Landon’s favourite topic was thwarted romantic love. ‘I have sung passionate songs of beating hearts,’11 she wrote, summing up her feminine sensibility in the slogan ‘the fallen leaf,12 the faded flower, the broken heart, and the early grave’. In the view of Germaine Greer, writing in 1995, ‘No female poet before L.E.L. had ever written of women’s passion as she did.13 It was not like the love plaints of men, but the fierce, impotent, inward-turning tumult of a woman’s heart, the agony of a creature unable to speak or act, forced to wreak her vengeance on herself.’ The passion in the work was always unrequited, always doomed, and invariably expressed in the first person. Whether the ‘I’ of the poetry reflected Letitia Landon’s own true feelings remains to this day the ultimate crux of her legacy.

Later nineteenth-century women poets, such as Emily Dickinson, Emily Brontë and Christina Rossetti, dressed like nuns and shunned society. But L.E.L. danced until the early hours and favoured risqué décolletages in pink satin, scarlet cashmere or black velvet. Contemporaries were startled by the contrast between the emotional extremism of her poetry and her society persona as a sardonic, glittering wit, a Dorothy Parker avant la lettre.

Behind the scenes she was an indefatigable worker, preternaturally productive in her bid to fill the public’s emotional void with her literary lamentations. Her oeuvre is so vast that it is yet to be fully catalogued. By the time she died at thirty-six, she had published six stand-alone poetry collections, three novels and a book of short stories, plus at least ten further poetry collections in the then fashionable format of the ‘annual’. That, however, made up only a portion of an output that also included reams of occasional verses, prose fictions and critical writings, plus an unknown number of unsigned reviews. A tragedy and a further novel were published posthumously.

No writer of Letitia Landon’s generation achieved wider currency in terms of sheer word count or name recognition. Given her lifetime fame, her subsequent disappearance from standard literary histories, even if only as a name, remains a conundrum. But that is not the only puzzle surrounding her. From the moment her death was announced in early 1839, it was clouded by an aura of mystery and mistrust, which grew and mutated as the story spread.

Some early reports erroneously stated that she had died in Africa of a tropical disease, including the story that appeared on the front page of the Brontës’ local paper, the Leeds Mercury, on January 5, 1839, under the capitalized banner ‘DEATH OF LEL’. However, the provincial press was slow off the mark. News of the prussic acid bottle was already in circulation, thanks in the first instance to Cape Coast’s resident minister, the Reverend Thomas Freeman, who had sent an on-the-spot account to the Methodist paper The Watchman. It was only because Freeman feared that news of yet another European casualty would put off potential missionaries that he wanted it on record that Letitia Landon’s death was ‘not occasioned by any sickness peculiar to this climate (her general health having been very good from the day she landed until yesterday morning,14 when she was found dead in her room, lying close to the door, having in her hand a bottle which had contained prussic acid, a portion of which she had taken, … the remainder being spilt on the floor).’ In that parenthesis, the minister caused a sensation.

The verdict of accidental death failed to convince. On January 10, The Times put into print the obvious inference that had been doing the rounds for the best part of a week: that the ‘poor lady’15 must have been so ‘very wretched’ that she had ‘destroyed herself’. However, Letitia Landon’s friends disagreed. They could, they said, find nothing in her cheerful and healthful letters home to indicate that she had been suicidal. Her correspondence from Africa showed her praising the delicious pineapples and making plans for future publications. The letter found on her writing desk on the very morning she died was upbeat in tone. ‘I must say,16 in itself, the place is infinitely superior to all I ever dreamed of,’ she told her correspondent, Marie Fagan. ‘The castle is a fine building—the rooms excellent. I do not suffer from heat; insects there are few, or none; and I am in excellent health.’

Suspicions yet darker than suicide were already taking shape. As early as January 3, the Morning Post first floated the possibility that L.E.L. might have been murdered.17 Distrust was further aroused when her London doctor went into print to question how she could have had access to so dangerous a substance as prussic acid: there had been none in the travelling medical chest he had supplied. The hurried inquest and absence of an autopsy further aroused suspicion. Some surmised that Mrs Maclean had in fact been killed by some unnamed indigenous poison, in whose mysteries the natives were said to be adept.

Declaring it to be the duty of the press to penetrate into the ‘remotest and darkest nooks of colonial dependency’,18 the Weekly True Sun alleged that there was indeed a person at Cape Coast ‘towards whom suspicion might naturally point’: an African woman. It revealed ‘that according to the rude, unchristian, and of course, not legal, customs of the country, the Governor of Cape Coast Castle had a half-caste domestic partner who shared his battlemented state’. While he was away in England, ‘wooing and winning the English poetess’, this shadowy woman had allegedly ‘remained, unaware of his proceedings, in the Castle, awaiting his return’. In her veins ran the ‘hot blood of Africa’.

Fuelled by the doctor’s assertion that Landon had no prussic acid in her possession, rumours were soon rife that Maclean’s jealous African consort had done away with her English rival. Cape Coast Castle took on gothic dimensions in the popular imagination. It was, according to the Mirror of Literature on January 26, a ‘strange and dismal place’,19 a ‘dreary abode’, a ‘fatal spot’.

‘All manner of outrageous reports were circulated and eagerly believed,’20 recalled Brodie Cruickshank. ‘It was … told, from mouth to mouth, that there was a dark secluded portion of the castle, to which Mrs Maclean was never admitted; and the imagination was allowed to people this abode with shapes of infamy.’ The purported scenario prefigured that of Jane Eyre (1847), with its madwoman in the attic, the Creole Bertha Mason, another hot-blooded first wife from the tropics.



[image: image]
‘Cape Coast Castle—that dreary abode, the strange and dismal place of sojourn, and the fatal spot wherein that gifted being, “L.E.L.,” closed her valuable life’: The Mirror of Literature reports on Letitia Landon’s death in January 1839.

Some asked whether Governor Maclean himself had connived with his African consort to do away with his new bride. Such were the suspicions of the dead woman’s own brother, the Reverend Whittington Landon, who wrote privately to the Colonial Office demanding a murder inquiry. It was never pursued. The reason given by officials in a tardy response was that the relevant documents had been lost.21

On February 4, from his home in Chelsea, not far from where Letitia Landon had lived before her marriage, Thomas Carlyle passed on the latest gossip to his brother in Scotland:


What newspapers do you see?22 Great talk has been here in certain circles about the death of L.E.L. by Prussic acid. It is generally suspected there was some foul play in it and not a mere mistake. At any rate, the poor creature is now heavy and asleep for ever[.] Her Pictures in the Printshops nor no gabble of tongues will now touch her any more.



His combined image of word-of-mouth whisperings and mass-produced prints perfectly summed up the texture of Letitia Landon’s fame. Few poets have ever commented so acutely on their own dissemination. ‘I lived / Only in others’ breath,’23 wrote L.E.L. in the voice of one of her many fictional alter egos.

In the anarchic print culture of the 1820s and 1830s, information and misinformation mixed and separated as promiscuously as on the web today. Even before her death, rumour had replicated around L.E.L. like a virus. Before she married George Maclean, she had spent most of her career living in a rented room above a girls’ school. But the respectability of her spinster lodgings had not prevented her romantic poetry from provoking a welter of salacious speculation about her private life. Aspersions were cast on her virtue, and several men were named as her supposed lovers.

Writing about passion in a female voice was a risky business for any nineteenth-century woman, as Charlotte Brontë later discovered when she published Jane Eyre and was suspected by the London literati of being the mistress of Thackeray, whom she had never met. In her late poem ‘Gossipping’ [sic], L.E.L. hit back at the rumourmongers:


These are the spiders of society;24

They weave their petty webs of lies and sneers,
And lie themselves in ambush for the spoil.



Her death gave the spiders something new to spin. As far away as India, tongues were gabbling. On June 15, 1839, more than five months after the story broke, Emily Eden, sister of the governor-general, wrote home from Simla, demanding an update. ‘We have been a long time without letters,25 and nobody knows when we shall have any again,’ she complained. ‘There are several stories left hanging on something which ought to have been cleared up a long time ago, and never will be now—poor L.E.L.’s death! We have heard twice from you since the first account, and it never appeared whether Maclean was a “brute of a husband” or she, poor thing! very easily excited … we never could find the end of that story.’ But the end of the story was a long way off.

Meanwhile, an official biography was commissioned from a journalist, Samuel Laman Blanchard, who had known Letitia Landon since the mid-1820s and was also a friend of the up-and-coming Charles Dickens. His aim, he said, was to ‘elucidat[e] all that was mysterious in her fate’.26 When his Life and Literary Remains of L.E.L. was published in 1841, anyone looking for lurid sensation would have been disappointed, however. He dismissed the rumours about her love life as mere malicious gossip, and put her death down to prosaic natural causes, tentatively diagnosing a bursting ear abscess.

Some readers professed themselves satisfied. ‘After fully examining the evidence relating to this tragedy,27 the author arrives at the conclusion that her death was natural and instigated neither by her own sorrows nor by the jealousy of others,’ wrote Edgar Allan Poe in Graham’s Magazine. However, few in London were so convinced. ‘There is a mystery somewhere.28 Indeed, everywhere over the book we are perplexed in the extreme,’ complained Elizabeth Barrett. Not only the story of Letitia Landon’s death, but that of her life, seemed only half-told.

Soon afterward, L.E.L. suffered a second death: that of her reputation. In 1858, the printing plates for her one-time best seller,29 The Improvisatrice, were melted down. By the end of the nineteenth century her poems had ceased to appear even in anthologies. Yet she continued to lead a half-life on the sidelines of literary history as an unsolved case.

‘Do you know the story of L.E.L.?—the poetess who committed suicide,30 as some say; but others feel sure was murdered?’ wrote Virginia Woolf to Lytton Strachey in September 1927, keen to tell him that she had just commissioned a book on the subject for the Hogarth Press from their mutual friend Doris Enfield. When it came out in 1928, Enfield’s L.E.L.: A Mystery of the Thirties, did little to rehabilitate its subject’s literary reputation. Looking down on Letitia Landon with Bloomsbury hauteur, Enfield saw her as a ‘sexually ignorant’31 fantasist who had unwittingly opened herself up to lubricious gossip by publishing her naïve romantic effusions, and had gone on to commit suicide after marrying because the reality of sex failed to live up to her flowery imaginings.

Yet Enfield left so many ends untied that the case remained open. In the 1940s, one critic picked up on contemporary reports that Letitia Landon had suffered from unexplained blackouts,32 and concluded that she had died of epilepsy, not prussic acid. More recently, the heart condition Stokes-Adams syndrome has been proposed as the cause of the mysterious fainting fits and also of her death.33

In the light of the contradictory and inconclusive evidence, it is hardly surprising that the current edition of the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography concludes, openendedly, that Letitia Landon’s death is unlikely ever to be satisfactorily explained. However, a more recently discovered aspect of her personal history—too new and untried to have made it into the latest DNB article of 2004—has the potential to illuminate the enigma of her life, her work and her death.

It first emerged on the fringes as long ago as 2000, when a man named Michael Gorman, of Antipodean heritage but then living in Japan, came forward claiming to be a direct descendant of Letitia Landon. On the face of it, that seemed unlikely. Her union with George Maclean had produced no children; she had died only four months after their wedding. The then critical consensus was that she had been a ‘virgin’34 until her marriage: a woman who ‘knew only that she had never yielded to another’s passion’ when she composed her poetry with its ‘painfully vivid narcissistic fantasies’.35 Letitia Landon’s contemporary memoirists, including her biographer Blanchard, had all united in asserting that ‘slander more utterly groundless never was propagated’.36 Feminist critics of the 1990s as a result dismissed the gossip about her love life as a clear example of patriarchal prejudice: the smearing of a woman simply because she had dared to step outside her proper sphere by publishing at all.

However, Gorman’s claim was confirmed after he was put in touch,37 via the internet, with an American researcher, Cynthia Lawford, who managed to find the baptismal records for two of the children, Ella and Laura; their brother Fred was not christened. Since then, a wealth of family correspondence has emerged confirming the three children’s existence.38

Lawford had hit on the first significant clue to unlocking what had been referred to as the so-called mystery of L.E.L. since at least the 1850s. But it left many questions unanswered, and its wider cultural and historical ramifications were not fully recognized. With its scene ranging from the publishing offices and salons of literary London to the murky world of corrupt business in West Africa, Letitia Landon’s true story turns out to offer unique access into the ‘strange pause’ between the age of Byron and that of the Brontës, an era dominated by unregulated capitalism, rapid media expansion and commercial celebrity culture. Without L.E.L., we cannot fully map the contours of nineteenth-century literature. She is the missing link, one of those ‘morbid symptoms’39 that, according to Antonio Gramsci, appear in moments of historical transition.




Chapter 2

The Three Magical Letters

Letitia Landon’s story ends with the brute fact of a body against a door, but it does not begin with her physical birth. This is the biography not just of a woman but of an imaginary persona, an image, a poetic brand. It first came into being in late 1821, when fugitive poems signed with the enigmatic initials ‘L.E.L.’ began appearing in a magazine called the Literary Gazette.

A decade later, the novelist and future politician Edward Bulwerfn1—who had by then become a friend of the real-life Letitia Landon—recalled the excitement generated by the mystery poet among his fellow undergraduates at Cambridge:


We were young and at college …1 and there was always in the reading room of the Union a rush every Saturday afternoon for the Literary Gazette; and an impatient anxiety to hasten at once to that corner of the sheet which contained the three magical letters ‘L.E.L.’ All of us praised the verse, and all of us guessed at the author.



The fact that the students only had to wait until ‘Saturday’ for the next poem was in itself a novelty. In a world of quarterlies, the Gazette was cutting edge: the first cultural periodical to come out weekly, speeding up the traditional publishing cycle. From the start, L.E.L.’s persona was bound up with the means of its dissemination; the medium and the message were inextricably entwined.

Readers clutched at clues as to L.E.L.’s identity as, week by week, more poems appeared. Internal evidence suggested that she was young and female. The initials even sounded like the echo of a girl’s name. Glimmerings of an absent woman’s form shimmered through the disembodied page.

Three months on, the editor of the Gazette printed a tribute poem from an admirer, ‘To L.E.L., on his or her Poetic Sketches in the Literary Gazette.’ The author, Bernard Barton, was happy to sign his work, but declared himself content for L.E.L.’s identity, and even gender, to remain veiled:


I know not who, or what thou art; Nor do I seek to know thee,

While thou, performing thus thy part, Such banquets canst bestow me.



Then be, as long as thou shalt list, My viewless, nameless Melodist.



However, the editor added a footnote that confirmed what many readers already hoped and suspected: that L.E.L. was ‘a lady yet in her teens’.2 Interest surged in the Cambridge Union. As Bulwer recalled, ‘We soon learned it was a female and our admiration was doubled,3 and our conjectures tripled.’

The fact that she was ‘a female’ cannot alone explain the excitement. Readers of 1822 were used to women poets. Spearheading the older generation was the dramatist Joanna Baillie, widely regarded as a modern Shakespeare. More recently, Felicia Hemans had made her name with Poems of the Domestic Affections, and with The Sceptic, which made the case for religious faith, attacking Byron’s moral character en route.

However, L.E.L.’s poetry had such a ‘stamp of originality’4 that ‘it was impossible to trace in the character of her imagination and the peculiarities of her style, any resemblance to those qualities which had gained distinction for other gifted women,’ according to her 1841 biographer Laman Blanchard. He neglected to explain exactly what made her work so different.

L.E.L.’s appeal to young male readers of 1822 would be inexplicable were one only to read her posthumous critics, who generally dismissed her as a saccharine lady sentimentalist. ‘In all the work of L.E.L. there is no observation,5 no insight, no power of analysis; to the end her phantasies remain those of a schoolgirl,’ wrote Doris Enfield witheringly in 1928. During the twentieth century, L.E.L. was relegated to a feminine backwater as a minor poetess who wrote bland verses about flowers and birds. She was certainly never mentioned in the company of red-blooded male Romantics such as Keats, Shelley and Byron. However, when she first began to publish in the early 1820s, contemporaries saw her as following directly in their footsteps. Rebel Shelley had fallen like a comet. Would L.E.L., one critic asked, be the ‘moon of our darkness’6 in his wake?

L.E.L.’s twentieth-century critics were hampered by the fact that her early, most daring work was published in the ephemeral format of a magazine column and thus escaped their notice. In fact, her first fans regarded her as edgy, dangerous, and (if it is not anachronistic to use such a term) cool. Yet even from the start her rebel allure was not to be found on the surface. Her poetry worked via buried allusions, half-quotations and hinted insinuations. It took its meaning, sometimes ironically, from the contemporary web in which it was enmeshed, and from the implicit connections that her audience was silently invited to make.

Later critics looked for eternal verities in L.E.L.’s poetry. Finding it wanting, they dismissed it as superficial and naïve. The real Letitia Landon had no faith in eternal verities. Knowingly mired in her own moment, she was less a winsome sentimentalist than a proto-postmodern. As one of her most perceptive contemporary critics put it, her true subject was not romance but ‘all is vanity’:7 what happens in a world emptied of intrinsic value.

Absence was the heart of L.E.L.’s aesthetic. It is no coincidence that two of her favourite formats were the ‘song’ without music and the ‘poetical illustration’ of a painting that her readers could not see. L.E.L. made meaning radically unstable. Epistemologically she was a sceptic, who believed that ‘no one sees things exactly as they are,8 but as varied and modified by their own method of viewing’. She vested her identity in the eye of the beholder, and yet constructed herself as a moving target. She was indeed moonlike, always waxing and waning.

Words were mere counters in her sophisticated linguistic game. ‘All things are symbols,’9 she later wrote, questioning the existence of any accessible reality behind the web of language. The postmodern concept of intertextuality could have been invented for her. Her flowers and birds were never just flowers and birds. They always gestured towards something else.

In the early 1820s, that something else usually meant the unmentionable topics of sex and suicide. Letitia Landon’s self-invention as L.E.L. can only be understood in its historical micro-context. The persona she created in 1821 was a product of the culture wars that were gripping the reading nation that year, as what we now call Romanticism came under increasing attack from the moral majority.

The first two decades of the nineteenth century—the lead-up to L.E.L.’s creation—had seen poetry enjoying a cultural capital not dissimilar to that of pop music in the 1960s. Dubbed ‘metromania’10 by Blackwood’s Magazine, the craze for metrical composition was seen at every level of creative endeavour, from advertisements for the face cream Gowland’s Lotion (‘Eruptive humours fly before its power, / Pimples and freckles die within the hour’) to the abstruse abstractions of Shelley.11 As L.E.L., Letitia Landon would combine the wily marketing tactics of the former with the wayward genius of the latter.

The poetry boom achieved its first spike in 1810, when Walter Scott’s verse romance, The Lady of the Lake, sold twenty-five thousand copies in the first eight months. Two years later, it reached new heights when Byron burst onto the scene with the first instalment of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage. It sold out in three days and went through five editions in 1812 alone. The success of Scott and Byron was rooted in their manipulation of new poetic methods,12 which engaged the emotional complicity of their audience, techniques L.E.L. would expand and refine.

By flooding the text with floating emotions and nonspecific subjectivity, Scott invited readers to project their own feelings onto his poetry, and to come away believing that he understood their own inner lives better than they did themselves. Byron took the method further by relocating the centre of interest in the poet himself, inventing a brooding hero who was generally supposed to be a self-portrait. Readers were no longer simply projecting their own emotional experiences onto the work. Each imagined that he—or more often she, as is attested by the many fan letters he received from women—could alone understand Byron.13 His work hinted darkly at nameless crimes that made the public imagination run riot.

As Byromania burgeoned, his private life became the stuff of theatre, with high society agog at his tempestuous amour with Lady Caroline Lamb, and then fascinated when he married the puritanical Annabella Milbanke. Such gossip fuelled the commercial poetry boom. In 1816, Byron’s Irish friend Thomas Moore secured an exorbitant £3,000 for his orientalist fantasia Lalla Rookh. But that year, Byron’s celebrity turned to notoriety when he split from his recently married wife and fled to the Continent, amid rumours he had committed incest with his half sister. In the wake of the scandal, a rift opened up between the mainstream and the counterculture.

Byron cemented his new outsider status by throwing in his lot with Percy Bysshe Shelley, then a little-known figure on the fringes. A champion of free love, atheism and revolution, the upper-class renegade Shelley had succeeded in shocking even the anarchist philosopher William Godwin,14 godfather of the 1790s radical movement. Having cultivated his support, not least by offering the cash-strapped guru helpful loans, Shelley horrified him by eloping with his fifteen-year-old daughter, Mary. Not to be outdone, Mary’s stepsister Claire inveigled herself into Byron’s bed.

Together, the rebel cohort sought a ‘paradise of exiles’,15 as Shelley called it, first in Switzerland, and then in Italy. Abroad, at bay, and out to shock, Byron grew ever more provocative with his sexual and political satire Don Juan, which was published in instalments. Its political liberalism and sexual libertarianism generated outrage back in England. Hostility increased towards ‘the Godwinian colony,16 that play “the Bacchanal beside the Tuscan sea”’.

Anxiety that permissiveness would undermine the nation’s stability had been brewing for a long time. In the wake of the French Revolution of 1789, many believed that unless the lid was kept on human passions, violence and anarchy would result. In 1802, the Society for the Suppression of Vice was set up in England to police public morals. Even Shakespeare came to seem in need of expurgation. Bowdler obliged in 1807.

British victory over the French at Waterloo was followed by an economic crisis that only intensified fears of insurrection at home. In the Peterloo Massacre of August 1819, the army was ordered to attack a crowd of democracy demonstrators. The climate of political repression was matched by increasing sexual squeamishness. By October 1819, even the exiled Byron was feeling constrained. ‘I had such projects for the Don—but the Cant is so much stronger than Cunt—now a days,—that the benefit of experience in a man who had well weighed the worth of both monosyllables—must be lost to despairing posterity,’17 he complained.

‘Cant’, a term much bandied about during the 1820s, is a key concept for understanding Letitia Landon. It is etymologically derived from the Latin cantare, to sing, and one theory of its ancient origins points to lackadaisical monks going through the motions, chanting Latin services without understanding or caring what the words meant. In the nineteenth century it was usually used pejoratively to signify hypocrisy or affected moralism covering unpalatable truths. Yet ‘cant’ also had the sense, as in ‘thieves’ cant’, of an underground jargon designed to exclude outsiders. The ‘songs’ L.E.L. sang—she rarely used the word ‘poem’—played on the idea of secret messages that only the initiate could understand.

The six months leading up to L.E.L.’s first appearance in the Literary Gazette saw Byron and Shelley under increasing attack. In March 1821, the poet laureate Robert Southey, once a youthful revolutionary but now a conservative, struck out at their ‘lascivious’ works. He saw them as elevating a libertine lifestyle into a philosophy that struck at the heart of civil society and its building block, the family. In his view, they were ‘men of diseased hearts and depraved imaginations,18 who, forming a system of opinions to suit their own unhappy course of conduct, have rebelled against the holiest ordinances of human society, and … labour to make others as miserable as themselves by infecting them with a moral virus that eats into the soul!’ He called them ‘the Satanic school’.

Southey intended the label as a throwaway insult. But it was adopted by youthful rebels as a badge of pride. ‘Satanic mania’19 raged among ‘young gentlemen without neckcloths’, who swaggered around ‘playing the Corsair and boasting that they were villains’, their open-necked shirts a tribal statement of rebellion. It was among them that L.E.L. found her first fans.

The moral panic intensified in May 1821, with the appearance of a pirated edition of Shelley’s poem Queen Mab, a mystical paean to free love, which eventually led to the imprisonment of its publisher after a successful prosecution by the Society for the Suppression of Vice. Then, in July, Shelley struck back with Adonais, an elegy for the ‘Cockney’ poet Keats, who had died in February in Rome. Shelley accused the conservative press of having hounded Keats to death by mocking his sensual, pagan, antiestablishment poetry as vulgar and uneducated.


[image: image]
Percy Bysshe Shelley, painted by Amelia Curran in 1819. The open-necked shirt was a symbol of youthful rebellion.

Editorially, the Literary Gazette paid lip service to the values of the Society for the Suppression of Vice. Its review of Queen Mab, published in May 1821, expressed ‘sorrow, indignation and loathing’20 at the ‘abominable and infamous contagion’ being spread by Shelley, in whom ‘one of the darkest of fiends’ had ‘clothed himself in a human body’. Shelley was, the paper could reveal, a ‘debaucher’ who had thrust ‘an unfortunate wife and mother into ruin, prostitution, guilt and suicide’. This was one of the first references in print to Shelley’s first wife, Harriet, whom he had left for Mary Godwin, and who had indeed gone on to drown herself in 1816.

It was only as a warning, thundered the Gazette, that it felt duty-bound to ‘lay before our readers the examples of his poetry’.21 Such a preamble allowed the editor to quote large chunks from the offending text in a lead review spread over eleven columns—thus giving readers the forbidden content they craved.

[image: image]
The front page of the Literary Gazette looked like this. On May 19, 1821, shown here, the lead review lambasted Shelley’s free love manifesto Queen Mab on moral grounds, but provided extensive quotations from the forbidden text. ‘We have doubted whether we ought to notice this book at all; and if our silence could have prevented its being disseminated, no allusion to it should ever have stained the Literary Gazette,’ announced the editor hypocritically.

The Gazette’s review of Adonais, published on December 8, continued in the same vein, although the lower-middle-class Keats was treated more patronizingly than the upper-class rebel Shelley. Keats was dismissed as a ‘foolish young man’22 who had written some indecent verses in the hope of making some cash, and had caught cold and died because he refused to wear that ‘anti-poetical … encumbrance’, a neckcloth.

Some readers probably took the Gazette’s editorial cant at face value. But after L.E.L. began to appear in the autumn of 1821, others could see that its new poetess was furtively spreading the virus. In a discreet homage to Shelley’s lament, and to Keats himself, she offered a ‘Requiem’ to an unnamed, outcast poet, whose ‘daystar was even in dawning o’ercast’.23 On January 19, 1822, she again lamented the loss of her Keatsian ‘bright star’,24 quoting from his now famous sonnet. A week later, she continued the theme with a threnody for an unnamed poet driven to death by the ‘cold mockery’ of critics. It was written in a style so unmistakably Keatsian that aficionados could not have failed to recognize it as such:

[image: image]
John Keats on his deathbed, 1821, drawn in Rome by his friend Joseph Severn. L.E.L.’s poetry column surreptitiously channelled Keats’s influence, while the Gazette’s editorials outwardly mocked him as a ‘foolish young man’.


Sweet Poesy!25

How witching is thy power upon the heart;
Enchantment that doth bind our senses up
In one unutterable influence.



By admitting that her own ‘influences’ could not outwardly be ‘uttered’, L.E.L.—whose initials had their own echo of ‘hell’—was slyly positioning herself as the first female poet of the Satanic school.

L.E.L. could mimic Keats’s style, but she was, to use his phrase, a ‘cameleon [sic] poet’26 whose ‘poetical Character’ had ‘no character’ and ‘no self’ and was ‘every thing and nothing’. Her voice changed with the wind like an Aeolian lyre, Shelley’s image for the poet. Her first Gazette contribution to hint that she was young and female was a series of ‘Six Songs’27 that offered such a baffling range of subject positions that readers were left in a state of heightened uncertainty.

The opening lyric was written in the Byronic style. In it, the speaker altruistically offered to share life’s burdens with her beloved, but the final lines were suspiciously open-ended:


I shall not shrink,28 or fear to share
The darkest fate if it be thine!



It was up to the reader to decide which sins L.E.L. was prepared to commit for love. Anything from adultery to a suicide pact was possible.

A further lyric was a love spell purportedly written in the voice of a simple young girl innocently yearning for a romantic relationship, her supposed sexual purity symbolized by a wreath of white roses:


Oh! come to my slumber29

Sweet dreams of my love,

I have hung the charm’d wreath
My soft pillow above.



The roses are linked

In a chain pure and white;
And the rose-leaves are wet With the dew drops of night.



Readers of Keats would, however, have recognized in the verses an allusion to his unabashedly sensual ‘The Eve of St Agnes’, which was regarded as ‘unfit for ladies,’30 since the heroine’s dreams become a reality when a flesh-and-blood lover enters her room and brings her to orgasm in her sleep.

L.E.L.’s next poem was provocatively titled ‘Truth’, as if inviting readers to search out its true meaning. It spoke a language of flowers and birds that only the wilfully blind could have failed to spot as sexual metaphors. L.E.L. imagined spending the night on a ‘leafy couch’ in an island paradise with a lover while the ‘bulbul’31 sang their serenade.

The pastoralerotic style was borrowed from the Italianate ‘Della Cruscan’ school of English poetry. Fingered by Blackwood’s Magazine in 1821 as the common ancestor of Keats, Shelley and Byron, it had initially flourished in the 1790s in the hands of the scandalous actress/courtesan turned poet Mary Robinson, among others. Thomas Moore’s early Della Cruscan collection, The Poetical Works of the Late Thomas Little Esq., was considered so obscene by Coleridge that, he exclaimed, ‘my heart sickens,32 at the very thought of seeing such books in the hands of a child of mine.’

Blackwood’s called the original Della Cruscans merely ‘foolish and profligate’,33 but claimed, in a frenzy of manufactured outrage, that the new generation was offering ‘fiend like insult to feeling moral ties and Christian principle’ and courting ‘reprobate popularity by raising the banner to all the vicious of the community’. L.E.L.’s Della Cruscan detour ended on a note of jeering bathos which suggested that she was already sexually jaded:


I thought thus of the flowers, the moon34
The faery isle for you and me;

And then I thought how very soon
How very tired we would be.



Her last ‘Song’ in the series was a jangling joke about marrying for money:


He must be rich whom I could love,35
His fortune clear must be,
Whether in land or in the funds,
’Tis all the same to me.



It could have been taken as safe comedy in the Jane Austen mould, a dig at husband-hunting girls. But with its near-blasphemous title, ‘Matrimonial Creed’, it was also a Shelleyan attack on the institution of marriage as legal prostitution.

Traditionally, L.E.L. has been ranked with Felicia Hemans as a sentimental proponent of emotional sincerity as a conventional moral force. However, her twisted early lyrics have much more in common with those written by her great German contemporary Heinrich Heine at the same date, described by a recent critic as a ‘combination of willed naïveté,36 extravagant sentiment, and jeering irony’ that ‘suggest a persona in which the self has thinned out to a kind of linguistic diagram, a raggle-taggle bunch of clichés strung together by a self-consciousness that can neither accept nor exclude them.’

Heine, whom Letitia Landon later met in Paris, created his famously equivocal voice in response to the post-Napoleonic repression of the Metternich regime. He used poetic ambivalence, and the overt topic of romantic love, to register covert political resistance. The idea of the radical libertine, a commonplace of the eighteenth century, went underground after the end of the Napoleonic Wars. All over Europe, the 1820s and 1830s saw the avantgarde retreat from public life. Artists relocated their disappointed revolutionary instincts in the world of the private, rebel emotions, from Stendhal’s cold, clinical analysis of love’s psycho-pathology in De l’amour, to the virulent bittersweet of Schubert’s Winterreise, to the ironies of Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin.

L.E.L. shared her male contemporaries’ refusenik embrace of the discourse of romantic love. But because of her gender, she was placed in a much more complex and compromised situation. The slipperiness of her poetic identity, in terms of style, voice and viewpoint, reflected an fundamental reality: that as a woman, her subjectivity and autonomy were under constant threat.

Although the British poetic counterculture was politically liberal, Byron and Shelley had cordoned off poetry as a male-only genre. The women they attracted were undoubtedly sexually daring. But if they published, they did so in the lesser medium of prose, as in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) and Caroline Lamb’s kiss-and-tell attack on her former lover Byron, Glenarvon (1816). The Satanic poetess was a contradiction in terms.

L.E.L. attempted to square the circle by giving a voice—or indeed voices—to the Satanic muse. She soon buried the sardonic abrasions of ‘Six Songs’ and shifted grammatically from the first to the third person. Next up was a series of narrative ‘poetic sketches’, which showcased, but did not embody, a lineup of tragic, lovelorn heroines drowning in an operatic welter of conspicuously ‘feminine’ emotion: a ‘Maniac’ gurning like some-latter day Ophelia for her lost Keatsian ‘bright star’; a Byronic corsair’s discarded mistress, whose shade haunts a sexually symbolic cavern; a jilted princess who dons male attire to stalk her fickle lover, as Lady Caroline Lamb had done in real life after Byron forsook her.

L.E.L.’s heroines did not all ‘die virgins’,37 as was assumed in the 1990s. They were in fact typically portrayed bemoaning their ‘sweet ruin’38 at the hands of some Satanic seducer, like the ‘woman wailing for her demon lover’ in Coleridge’s ‘Kubla Khan’. If Byron was commonly dubbed a fallen angel, L.E.L. embraced the proverbial figure of the ‘fallen woman’ as his doppelgänger and covert competitor.

In doing so, she identified herself with a specifically female tradition: that of the legendary Greek poetess Sappho, who was literally a fallen woman, as she was said to have thrown herself to her death from a cliff into the sea as a result of her unhappy love affair with the ferryman Phaon. (Although now associated with lesbian love, Sappho was then primarily regarded as an emblem of heterosexual passion.)

The scandalous actress Mary Robinson, who had died in 1800, had been called the ‘English Sappho’ after publishing her sonnet sequence Sappho and Phaon in 1796. L.E.L. was clearly suing for the title herself. But rather than focusing on Sappho’s private love agonies, as would have been the convention, she portrayed the Greek poetess performing before a massed crowd in a stadium:


She leant upon her harp,39 and thousands looked
On her in love and wonder—thousands knelt
And worshipp’d in her presence—burning tears,
And words that died in utterance, and a pause

Of breathless agitated eagerness,

First gave the full heart’s homage: then came forth
A shout that rose to heaven, and the hills.



This unusual gesture was a subliminal invitation to readers to project the magic of fame onto the unseen L.E.L. herself. The syntactical ambiguity as to whose tears, whose shout we are witnessing—Sappho’s or the crowd’s—exposes her perception of literary identity not as a fixed entity but as a co-creation between the poet’s imagination and the reader’s fantasy.

L.E.L. often borrowed gothic motifs. In one grisly yet perfectly symmetrical lyric, slimy earthworms slither among discoloured bones. But her true debt to gothic was the way in which she transposed its techniques of reader manipulation to the new phenomenon of the weekly poetry column. Long before Dickens discovered the formula for serial fiction, she worked out how to keep her readers reading: by keeping them in a heightened state of permanent arousal like the ‘bold lover’ on Keats’s Grecian urn, who can ‘never, never … kiss,’ though ‘winning near the goal’.40 The desire to penetrate her subtexts became a metaphor for sex itself.

The ultimate question that reverberated around the Cambridge Union was more salacious than Bulwer let on in retrospect: Was the real woman behind the veil a virgin, or was she a devotee of Shelley’s fatal free love cult? The issue became a topic of euphemistic dispute in the columns of the Gazette itself. The anonymous ‘A.H.R.’ asserted that she must be writing from sexual experience: ‘Truly it has been thine to feel love’s power on thee.’41 But another contributor, ‘W.L.R.,’ was convinced that she was still pure and unsullied: ‘Long may the sorrows of thy song / Be in thy guileless heart unknown.’42

Those who chose to read L.E.L. as an innocent sentimentalist included Bernard Barton, whose tribute poem prompted the editor to reveal to readers that she was a lady yet in her teens in 1822. In real life, Barton was a ‘sober Quaker’43 who worked in a provincial bank. In a previous Gazette contribution he had championed Felicia Hemans for her Christian spirituality, attacking the male Satanics for failing to support ‘religion’s cause’.44 However, even Barton admitted that he was turning a blind eye on purpose: ‘nor do I wish to know thee.’

Some readers no doubt genuinely believed that the lady yet in her teens was employing erotic literary conventions without understanding their import. The Edinburgh Review had, after all, decried Thomas Moore’s Della Cruscan poetry as more dangerous than downright old-fashioned ‘obscenity’,45 because it did not ‘excite the suspicion of the modest,’ and therefore failed ‘to become the object of precaution to those who watch over the morals of the young and inexperienced’. After her death, Letitia Landon’s memoirist Emma Roberts claimed, in a roundabout, delicate fashion, that the young poetess had been blind to the sexual implications of her own verse:


[T]he wonderful precocity of her intellect rendered it scarcely possible for those readers,46 beyond the then narrow circle of her acquaintance, to imagine that her poems were the production of a girl who had not yet left off her pinafores, and whose only notion of a lover was embodied in a knight wearing the brightest armour and the whitest of plumes.



However, the poetry L.E.L. published in the early 1820s reveals how knowingly she teased her audience. She presented a split perspective on her imagined self:


There were two Portraits:47 one was of a Girl

Just blushing into woman; it was not

A face of perfect beauty, but it had

A most bewildering smile,—there was a glance

Of such arch playfulness and innocence.



The face in the second picture is ‘wasted’. The girl has been ‘wrecked by love’s treachery’. Her ‘young flower’ has been ‘crushed’. It was up to the reader to decide which image best suited the nameless melodist.

L.E.L.’s perspective segued between external and internal, but she was always most tantalizing when writing in the first person. Nearly forty of the poems she published in the Gazette begin with the word ‘I’. She experimented with a new form, the dramatic monologue,48 usually assumed to have been developed later in the nineteenth century by Tennyson and Browning. With all narrative context removed, all that was left was a voice.

One was a study in erotic abjection that invited readers to eavesdrop on the inner turmoil of a nameless young woman in the grip of uncontrollable emotions: the ‘throbs’ of desire like some disease, the obsessive overinterpretation of the love object’s ‘looks and words’, the endless feverish ‘circling’ of her thoughts. A variation on Faust’s Gretchen, the speaker was a girl on a self-appointed trajectory towards seduction and a suicide’s ‘unhallow’d grave’.

‘[C]oncealment preys on me,’ she confesses. Yet the poem, contrariwise, bares all, forcing the reader into a voyeuristic position. Full of repetitions and panting parentheses, the nearly sixty lines of blank verse flow so unstoppably that they are barely verse at all:


I must turn from this idol:49 I am kneeling

With vows and homage only made for heaven;

I must turn from this idol. I have been

Like to a child who plays with poisoned arrows,

And then is wounded by them. I have yielded,
Foolishly, fondly yielded, to the love

Which is a curse and sickness to me now.

I am as one who sleeps beneath the power

Of some wild dream; hopes, fears, and burning throbs
Of strange delight, dizzy anxieties,

And looks and words dwelt upon overmuch,

Fill up my feverish circle of existence.



‘I would bring order to my troubled thoughts; / Like autumn leaves scattered by driving gales, / They wander round,’ says the voice. But the very point of the poem is its studied portrayal of uncontrol. Whoever wrote it had as elastic a facility with blank verse as the great Regency actor John Kemble, who was famous for being able to converse in iambic pentameters as naturally as in ordinary speech.

L.E.L.’s best poems, however, were her achingly plangent first-person love lyrics. They invited readers to suppose that the author was genuinely experiencing her own tragic romance, in real time: that she had given her heart—and by implication her virtue—to some mystery man, who failed to return her feelings. A title such as ‘Extracts from my pocket book’50 suggested true-life, diaristic confession. Her pellucid love plaints were mini-masterpieces of distilled emotional pain. But, like horoscopes, they were open-ended enough to be applied to the private romantic travails of any reader. Her ‘I’ was elastic, an empty space to be filled.

The following example, plucked at random, was published in the Gazette on May 31, 1823:


Farewell, farewell! Then both are free,—51
At least we both renounce our chain;
And love’s most precious boon will be
Never to feel the like again.



There is no gift beneath the sky,

No fairy charm, no siren lure,
Would tempt me yet again to try
What love once taught me to endure.



Its burning hopes, its icy fears,
Its heartlessness, its sick despair;
The mingled pains of many years
Crowd into its one hour of care!



I blame you not,—you could not tell
That love to such a heart as mine

Was life or death, was heaven or hell;
How could you judge my heart by thine.



Each pulse throbs to recall again
What once it was my lot to feel;
I have flung off my weary chain,
The scar it left I may not heal.



Anyone who had ever experienced romantic disappointment could identify with the sentiments, while those who knew Byron’s work were also invited to congratulate themselves on identifying an allusion to his lyric ‘The chain I gave’52 from The Corsair. L.E.L., though, took the metaphor of love as a chain binding two people to a much more visceral level than he had: her chain had chafed in such a way as to create a bodily wound.

The plain monosyllables of the final line—‘The scar it left I may not heal’—belied their seething suggestiveness, created with extraordinary economy of means. The scar would have been read by salacious contemporaries as a metaphor for loss of virginity, but that’s only the start of the semantic slippage. She could have written, more straightforwardly, ‘the scar it left may never heal,’ but L.E.L. chooses a first-person pronoun and the transitive form of the verb ‘to heal’, making the ‘may not’ seem less a conditional than a prohibition. As a result, she subliminally conjures up the idea that the speaker is unable to stop herself from picking at her ‘scar’. Compulsive self-harm shades into compulsive masturbation as she throbs to re-create, solo, what she once experienced with her lover.

Masochistic pain and narcissistic self-destruction were central to L.E.L.’s poetic self-image. She had long been as ‘half in love with easeful Death’53 as Keats in his ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ of 1819. After Shelley drowned himself and his companions in 1822 off the coast of Italy, after recklessly refusing to trim the sails of his yacht in the face of a coming storm, Romanticism as we now call it was increasingly defined as a death cult.

By May 1823, L.E.L.’s wreath, which had hung so pure and white over the maiden’s bed in her ‘Song’ of 1821, had become her funeral wreath, and at the same time her poet’s laurel crown, a composite leitmotif fusing sex, fame and death:


Twine not those red roses for me,—54
Darker and sadder my wreath must be …
The blighted leaf and the cankered stem
Are what should form my diadem.



She greeted the new year, 1824, in suicidal tones, as if aching to join Keats and Shelley: ‘A deep, a lone, a silent grave / Is all I ask,55 dark Year, of thee.’

Yet far from planning her own death, the real Letitia Landon was aiming for greater literary success. So far, she had managed to establish herself as a minor cult figure via her Gazette column. But in the summer of 1824, at the age of nearly twenty-two, she burst onto the wider scene with her best-selling book The Improvisatrice. Following its publication, she revealed herself in society for the first time. Few concluded from the title the extent to which she was improvising her own identity.

Literary London queued up for a sighting of the new girl genius, including many who had never followed her column. Curious callers started arriving at her home in Sloane Street, where she was living with her grandmother. She was said to be an orphan.

The callers were bemused by what they found. There was seemingly nothing in common between the love plaints of ‘L.E.L.’ and the ‘restless little girl, in a pink gingham frock’56 who met their eyes. When the novelist Anna Maria Hall turned up, she was astonished to find her ‘frolicking from subject to subject with the playfulness of a spoiled child’. The tragic poetess


had been making a cap for her grandmother, and would insist on the old lady’s putting it on, that I might see ‘how pretty it was’. To this, ‘grandmamma’ (Mrs Bishop) objected. She ‘couldn’t’, and she ‘wouldn’t’ try it on; how could Laetitia be so silly? And then the author … put the great be-flowered, be-ribboned thing on her own dainty little head with a grave look … and folding her pretty little hands over her pink frock made … a curtsey, skipping backwards into the bedroom.



Another visitor, Rosina Wheeler, who also called at 131 Sloane Street ‘in hot haste’, some time later, recalled finding the infant phenomenon somewhat more provocatively attired:


I was surprised, and somewhat scandalised,57 when I first saw her; for though only 2 p.m., she had her neck and arms bare, a very short, but elaborately flounced white dress, and a flower in her hair.



Two sorts of females wore short, ankle-revealing skirts: schoolgirls and courtesans. Letitia Landon was as ambiguous in her person as in her poetry.

These two vignettes were written long after the event and were coloured by the writers’ subsequent relations with Letitia Landon. While Anna Maria remained protective, Rosina turned against her. A comparatively confused on-the-spot testimony, written on August 24, 1824, is perhaps more instructive. It comes from a letter written by Mary Howitt, a young married Quakeress who later made her name as a children’s author.

Mrs Howitt had not yet seen L.E.L. for herself. But she was so fascinated by the gossip she had heard that she could not resist passing it on. The new young poetess baffled and mesmerized onlookers as her fame spread like wildfire through the literary community. According to Mrs Howitt, Letitia Landon had caused a stir at a recent party that she had attended with her patron, William Jerdan, the editor of the Literary Gazette:


She is, I understand, rather short,58 but interesting-looking, a most thoughtless girl in company, doing strangely extravagant things; for instance making a wreath of flowers, then rushing with it into a grave and numerous party, and placing it on her patron’s head…. However, she is but a girl of twenty, a genius, and she must be excused.



L.E.L.’s dumb show with the wreath was in reality more calculated than ‘thoughtless’. At one level, it was a coded expression of her allegiance to the forbidden poetic counterculture: Keats and Leigh Hunt had similarly crowned one another with wreaths in 1817, as recorded in Keats’s poems ‘On Receiving a Laurel Crown from Leigh Hunt’ and ‘To the Ladies Who Saw Me Crown’d’.59 More daringly, it was also a public offer of sexual availability from the young poetess to her patron, William Jerdan, the editor of the Gazette, who was a married man twenty years her senior. Anyone conversant with her use of the floral wreath as a literary symbol could have known that.

Mary Howitt chose not to read the signs. She assumed that the infant phenomenon was the editor’s ward. In fact the ‘restless little girl’ had been sleeping with him for some time. The previous year, she had given birth to his baby. She would go on to have two more children by him during the course of their long liaison.




Chapter 3

Keeping Up Appearances

Letitia Landon’s affair with her Svengali is the key to understanding her life. The equivocal way in which she played on her backstage sexual ‘secret’ is also the key to understanding much of her poetry. Yet these crucial aspects of her career were so successfully buried after her death that posterity was left in the dark, unable to make sense of the clues she left.

By the time she died, the Regency culture of what was called demi-connaissance, or half-knowledge, through which high society tacitly condoned illicit sexual relationships, had hardened into the full-blown denial of Victorian bourgeois hypocrisy. Her contemporary memoirists did all they could to draw a veil over her shameful history.

Even her early life, before she became L.E.L., was sanitized in retrospect. As with almost every aspect of her existence, her childhood and family background can be reconstructed only by patchworking a range of sources. Her memoirists cannot be relied on straightforwardly, although they often let slip comments that only make sense in the light of recent revelations about her suppressed sexual history. Public records, bald and unemotive as they are, are telling. Widening the net to include contemporary commentary, not directly referencing Letitia Landon but tangentially connected to her or those who knew her, builds the jigsaw puzzle further.

In his 1841 Life and Literary Remains of L.E.L., Laman Blanchard traced Letitia’s family back four generations, and drew on her brother’s vivid memories to create a heartwarming picture of
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Letitia’s childhood school at 22 Hans Place, located only a few doors down from her family’s home at number 25. As an adult she returned to Hans Place to live in an attic room above the school.
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Brompton Villa was ‘most delightfully situated,’ according to a contemporary estate agent. William Jerdan’s cottage backed onto the garden and he used to ogle the teenage Letitia from his window when she went out to exercise.
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"’ REVIEW OF NEW BOOKS.

Queen Mab. By Percy Bysshe Shelley.
Lbndon, 1821. 8vo. pp. 182.
The mixture of sorrow, indignation, and
, with which this volume hes over-
whelmed us, will, we fear, deprive us of the
rwgr of expressing our sentiments upon it,
the manuer hest suited to the subject itself,
and'to the effect which we wish our criticism
havg Gpon society. Our desire is to do
justice # the writer’s genius, and wpon bis
jples ; not to deny his powers, while we
their perversion; and above all, when
we lay before our readers the examples of
m; to wamn them against the abomi-
i mous eo‘ang-hm with w'hich in

i

ﬂh 1he 8| en“
We have doubted wheh_e[;lveougl\c t0 no-
tice this book at ;:ldifmn-ﬁlg,ncemnld

have’ prevented ity being disseminated, no
allision o it should ever have stainad thd
Literary ‘Gazette.. But the acdivity of the
‘of the press, is too great to per-
*. and on weighing every con-
to our piinds, we have
conclusion to lay, as far-as we
» the Dane and antidote before the
has long been in Timiged
lation, *as & duodecima ; and
or three eantos; under the title
n of thé World, were reprinted
# poem called Alastor ;-as was

FEe Lt Rt
fia . the
ingred en;on. arc npw for the first
m‘“ ave, ik iy e
; like of evil beings in
Maclipth,

encness,
ve of Shelley’s genius, and
it is douhtless of a high order 3 but when we
look:as tlie s to which it is directed,
tc the infernal character of all
;oursouls revolt with tenfold horror
it exhibits, and we feel as if
the t of the fiends had been
with a human body, to epable him
“his ‘eamity against the human
a8 if the supernatural atrocity of

his_haté were oply heightened by his power
to.do .- 8o’ strongly bas this impres-
upon our minds, that we abso-

£ a friend who had seén this indi-
vidual, $0-describe him to us—as if a cloven
foot, or-bom, ov flames from the mouth,
smarked the external appearance
& Book of so blasphemons &
Datore, -,h‘\ave n:‘ ddm“u: d:e protection of

it

é

of so bitter an enemy to mankind. We were
alinost disappointed to learn that the author
was only a tall, boyish lookiug wan, with
eyes of nncarthly brightness, and a counte-
nance of the wildest cast: that he strode
about with a hurricd and impatient gait, and
that a perturbed spirit seemed to preside
over all his- movements. It is not then in
his outward sewblance but in his inner man,
that the explicit demon is seen; and itisa
frightful supposition, that his own life may
have been a fearful commentary upon his prin-
ciples +—principles, which in the balance of
law and justice, baptily |Itfprivcd him of the
superintendance of his infants, while they
plunged an unfortunate wife and mother
into ruin, prostitation, guilt, and suicide.
Such, alas! are the inevitable consequences
of tho fatal precepts enforced in this publica-
tion, which spares not one grace, one good,
one ornament, nor onc bl , that can
ameliorate our lot on carth ; which wages ex-
terminating wer againstall that can refine, de-
light or improve human kind; which ridicules
etery thing that can contribute to our hap-
incss here, and baldly trics to crush every
.ngge that coald peint to our bappiness here-
T,
As we shall, however, have to say some-
thing of these 'matters in detail, we shall
now turn to the review of Queen Mab.
The rythm is of that sart which Mr. Sen-
they employed so forcibly in his Thalatm, and
other poems ; and itis no mean praise to
observe, that in his use of it, Mr. Shelléy is
not inferior to his distinguished predecessor.
The first Canto opens with great beauty, in
the same way as Thalaba.
How wondetful is Death,
Death and his brother Slegp !
One, palc as yonder waning moon
‘With lips of lurid blue ;
The other, rosy as the morn
When throned on ocean's wave
it blushes o'er the world :
Yet both so passing wonderful !
Hath then the dglloomy Power
Whose reign is in the tainted sepulchres
Seized on her sinless soul ?
Must then that peerless form
‘Which love and gdmiration cannot, view
Without a beating heart, those azure veins
+ We are aware, that ordinary ériticistn has
little or nothing to do with the personal conduct
of authors; but when the most horrible doetrines
are promulgated with appalling fotce, it js the
duty of every man to expose, in every way, the
inatj to which they irresisti rive
their _odious professors. ‘¢ declare against
receiving our social jmpulses from a de-
stroycr of every sucial virtue ; our moral creed,
from an i wretch ; or our religion,

t
lod.:tymy the morul fecling of every
the aathor has pot, we

. In the prescnt instance
;we imagine, been consulted.

from an atheist,who denied God, and reviled the
purest institntes of uman philosophy and divine
ordination, did such a demon exist.

‘Which steal like streams along a field of suow,
That lovely outline, which is fair
As breathing marble, perish ?
Must putrefaction's breath
Leave nothing of this heavenly sight
But loathsomeness and ruin ?
Spare nothing but a gloomy theme,
On which the lightest heart might moralize 7
Or ix it only a sweet slumbor
Stealing o'er sensation,
Which the breath of roscate morning
Chaseth into darkness ?
Will Ianthe wake again,
And give that faithful bosom joy
W hose slecpless spirit waits to catch
Light, life, and rapture from her smile #
Her dewy cyes arc closed,
And on their lids, whose texturc fine
Scarce hides the dark blue orbs bencath;
The baby Sleep is pillowed :  ~
Her golden tresses shade
The bosom's stainless pride,
Curling like tendrils of the parasite
Around a marble column.
Hark ! whence that rushing sound ?
*Tis like the wondrons strain
That round a lonely rnin swells,
Which, wandeting on the cchoing shore,

‘The cathusiant licars at e

*Tis softer than the west wi gl
“Tis wilder than the unmensured notes
Of that strange lyre whose strings
‘Thegenit of the breezes sweep ©
. Those llaes of ruinbow light
Are fike the moon-be.ims chen they Gl
rough some cathedralwindow, but the teints
Are such as inay ot find
Comparisod oo earth: .
Beliold the chariot of the Fairy Qucen
Celestial coursers paw the unyielding ai
Their filmy pcanons at her word they furl,
And stop obedient to the reins of light :
"These the Queen of Spells drew in,
She spread a charm around the spot,
Aund leanin cful from the ethereal car,
Long did she gaze, and silently,
pon the slumbering maid.
Oh! not the visioned poet in his dreams,
When silvery clouds tloat through the wildered

brain,
‘When every sigh, of lovely, wild, and grand;

Astonishes, cnrapturcs, elevates,

‘When fancy, at a glance; combines
The wondrous and the tiful,—

So bright, so fair, so wild a shape
Hath ever yet beleld,

As that which reined the coursers of the air;

And poured the magic of her gazc
Upon the maiden’s sleép.

The broad and ycllow moon
Shone dimly through her foria —

That form of faultless symmetry ;

The pearly and pellucid car
Moved not the moonlight’s linc :
“Twas not an earthly pageant:

Those who bad looked npon the sight;
Passing all human glory,

Saw not the yellow moon,
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THE CASTLE IN WHICH ¢« L E. L” DIED.

Tae above engraving is a correct rep

tion of Cape Coast Castle—the dreary abode,
the strange and dismal place of sojourn, and
the fatal spot wherein that gifted being,
“ L.E.L,” so melancholy closed her valua-
ble life. As we feel assured every memento
of that unfortunate lady possesses much in-
terest, a fac-simile- of her autograph is also
subjoined.

A short time previous to her death, “L.LEL>
wrote her friends a description of her new
abode ; making, poor lady! the best of her
gloomy habitation : she says, “ the castle is
a building surrounded on three sides by the

sea. I like the perpetual dash on the rocks
— one wave comes up after another, and is
for ever dashed in pieces, like human hopes,
that only swell to be disappointed. We ad-
vance—up springs the shining froth of love
or hope; ‘a moment white, and gone for
ever.” The land-view, with its cocoa and palm-
trees, is very striking—it is like the scene in
the Arabian Nights. The native huts 1 first
took for ricks of hay, but those of the better
sort are pretty white houses, with green blinds.
The Euglish gentlemen resident heve have
very large houses, quite mansions, with gal-
leries running round. Generally speaking,
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AMISS LANDON’S RESIDENCE AT HANS PLACE.
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MISS LANDON’S RESIDENCE AT OLD BROMPTON,
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