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I don’t care one lump of Sugar for my poetry

Lord Byron






Imagine yourself at the dentist. You are reclined in the patient chair, your mouth is open wide, your eyes are tearing from the glare of the bright light overhead. You are surrounded by trays laden with ominous tools, a horrible drilling noise; the dental nurse presses a suction device against the delicate membrane beneath your tongue while the dentist navigates around your gums. The taste and texture of their clinical gloves make you retch, but there is no saliva to swallow and you are not sure what is going on or when it will finally end. You squeeze your eyes shut, you open them again, but there is nothing to focus on except the noise, and the suction and the drill, and then an icy pain shooting through your nerves straight into your brain. It is like a lightning bolt, but also not. It is powdery and stale. It vaguely tastes of blood. That particular jolt – that is what the word ‘Negro’ feels like in my mouth.

In contemporary British English, ‘Negro’ is too often treated as an archaic term rather than the slur that it is. There is a ‘common sense’ notion that it was normal ‘at the time’ – though what exact time is rarely specified. That is not true. The word has always carried derogatory, dehumanizing and contemptuous associations. While it derives from the Latin word for ‘black’, niger, in the ancient world this term was not the primary means of identifying people of African descent, who were known by geographical appellations such as ‘Africanus’, ‘Aethiops’ or ‘Maurus’ – which became ‘African’, ‘Ethiop’ and ‘Moor’ in Medieval and Early Modern English (‘Aethiopia’ is a classical name for Africa south of the Sahara, while ‘Maurus’ refers to the people of Mauretania in the north of the continent). The word ‘Negro’ entered the English language via the Spanish and Portuguese – the pioneers in developing the slave economies of the so-called New World. In the fifteenth century, as the transatlantic slave trade got underway, ‘Negro’ began to gradually supplant other terms for Africans. Even as the word became more widely used, it always retained a close conceptual association with enslavement.

By the eighteenth century, additional terms had emerged to name people of African descent in the specific context of plantation slavery. British colonial authorities obsessed over the disproportion between white minority and Black majority populations in the West Indies, and regularly produced demographic statistics. These data often distinguished between three categories of Afro-descendant people: Negroes, Free Blacks and People of Colour.

The epithet ‘of colour’ implied a person with mixed heritage who had lighter skin, but this was above all a cultural category: People of Colour were free, assimilated into Western culture and often had some disposable income or property that could even include the ‘ownership’ of enslaved persons. In most cases, their privilege came down to being acknowledged by their white parent, almost invariably the father, who would not only safeguard their freedom but also facilitate access to educational and vocational opportunities and, potentially, let them inherit assets on his death. There was therefore a clear link between social status and what we today term ‘proximity to whiteness’.

The demographic category of Free Blacks may have carried an association of darker skin tones, but the main determinant seems to have been a conceptual ‘distance from whiteness’ – that is, ‘Free Black’ was used of a person of African descent who was less culturally assimilated into white society compared to a Person of Colour. This category included people who had gained their freedom through means that were deemed legal or illegal by the society of the time, such as self-purchase, manumission or escape. Free Blacks were placed lower down the racial and cultural hierarchy than People of Colour.

The word ‘Negro’ was likewise more of a cultural category than a biological one. It was used of enslaved persons regardless of their heritage: the difference between a Negro and a Person of Colour was less about parentage (both may have had an African mother and a European father, for instance) and more about their status as free or unfree. This reflects the fact that the term entered the English language in association with the transatlantic slave trade. It was shunned by the first generation of Black writers publishing in English. Ignatius Sancho – who was born on a slave ship during an Atlantic crossing but would in the course of his life become a published composer of classical music, a famous letter writer, a merchant owning a shop in central London, and one of the first Black persons known to have voted in a British election – once described himself as ‘one of those people whom the vulgar and illiberal call “Negurs.”’1 The circuitous wording indicates the distance between his own self-perception and the racial biases of the ‘vulgar and illiberal’ people who used the word about him.

In his published works, Sancho identifies himself as ‘an African’. The same is true of other eighteenth-century Black writers, such as Olaudah Equiano in his abolitionist memoir The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African (1789) and Ottobah Cugoano, who presents himself as ‘A Native of Africa’ on the title page of his Thoughts and Sentiments on the Evil and Wicked Traffic of the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species (1787). White abolitionists were also sensible of the disdain that the word is imbued with. John Newton in his Thoughts upon the African Slave Trade (1788), for example, speaks of ‘the Blacks, or, as they are more contemptuously styled, the Negroe Slaves’.2 His phrasing highlights the contrast between the two ways of denoting a person of African descent: whereas the former is relatively neutral, the latter is pegged to the status of being a ‘slave’, with all the dehumanizing derision that term implies.

In the United States, the word morphed into ‘nigger’, and subsequently entered British usage as an Americanism. It is telling that the earliest mention in the Oxford English Dictionary is a 1775 ballad depicting soldiers who fought in the American Revolution. As late as 1818, the travel writer H. B. Fearon felt obliged to gloss the word for his British readers. In a passage of his Sketches of America (1818), Fearon observes that American ‘social converse’ was centred on the ‘never-ending subjects’ of religious sermons and ‘the bad conduct and inferior nature of niggars (negroes)’.3 The word’s spread in British English throughout the nineteenth century was fuelled by racist satire and pro-slavery propaganda.

I regret that it was not possible to write this book without reproducing the word ‘Negro’ and its cognates. We cannot use such words without reactivating the racist violence harboured within them, so my first instinct was to redact them in a way that challenges and de-normalizes their occurrence in contemporary English. One unintended side effect of making old, out-of-copyright books available via sites like Google Books and archive.org is that the internet is flooded with outdated racist terminology and ideas, contributing to the perception that these terms were ‘normal at the time’, when in fact the historical publications in which they appear were often ideological attempts to defend the system of plantation slavery funded by the people who benefitted from it. You can often tell a writer’s stance on the ‘Slavery Question’ simply from the terminology that they use, the most infamous example being Thomas Carlyle’s 1849 pro-slavery tract Occasional Discourse on the Negro Question. After the racist ideology he espoused met with a backlash, Carlyle doubled down and republished the text with the even more provocative title Occasional Discourse on the Nigger Question (1853), the shift of terms in the title clearly signalling his political allegiances.

In the course of writing this book, I have come to understand that no matter how painful these words are, we need to face them. Even though I still flinch when I see them in print, flinch when I hear them spoken, flinch when I have to pronounce them myself, I have no real choice but to reproduce them as they were originally written. That is the only way of showing how pervasive anti-Black bias was in the culture of the Romantic period. After several years of teaching these materials, I have developed the habit of replacing those words with the word ‘Black’ when I read a quotation out loud in the classroom. The words remain visible on the page, but I do not need to take them in my mouth, draw my breath to project them into the room. I would therefore invite you to voice those words as ‘Black’ in your own reading. They are unsightly scars on our language. I hope that they will make you stumble and retch.




Sankofa

Eight years pass before I return to Edinburgh. I come because of Laetitia Call, the daughter of Edward John Trelawny, an adventurer with literary pretensions who befriended Lord Byron and Percy Bysshe Shelley in January 1822. The two poets were at the heart of a free-spirited community of artists and intellectuals living in Italy, a country that Shelley experienced as the ‘Paradise of exiles – the retreat of Pariahs’.1 By July of that year, however, Shelley was dead, drowned in a boat whose construction Trelawny had overseen. In fact, Trelawny was one of the last people to see him alive, waving as the boat disappeared over the horizon, carrying Shelley, his friend Edward Williams and the sailing boy Charles Vivian.

Possibly driven by a prick of conscience, Trelawny made himself instrumental in searching for the lost boat, locating the three bodies where they had been washed up on shore, arranging for their cremation and the subsequent burial of Shelley’s ashes at the Protestant Cemetery in Rome. ‘But the friend to whom we are eternally indebted is Trelawny’, Mary Shelley wrote in a letter describing the aftermath of her husband’s death; ‘he has gone through by himself all the annoyances of dancing attendance on consuls & governors for permissions to fulfil the last duties to those gone, & attending the ceremony himself, all the disagreeable part & all the fatigue fell on him’.2 In addition to securing the spot next to Shelley’s grave for his own future resting place, Trelawny was rewarded with the lasting gratitude of the two widows.

Mary and Jane. Close friends. The two families had been sharing a small house, Casa Magni, right on the edge of the sea, near the town of Lerici in the Gulf of Spezia. The deaths of Shelley and Williams tore their lives apart. Jane returned to London, whereas Mary stayed on in Italy for another year, during which time she decided to prepare an edition of her late husband’s work. As she sat down to her task, she faced several notebooks and piles of loose leaves that contained a near-illegible chaos: drafts of poems, translations, essays, and working notes for various abandoned projects. Mary Shelley’s editorial policy was ‘actuated by the fear lest any monument of his genius should escape’ her, and she methodically worked through Shelley’s literary remains to salvage every scrap and fragment of poetry that she could find.3

The result was Posthumous Poems of Percy Bysshe Shelley (1824), a collection that, more than anything Shelley had published in his lifetime, served to secure his place in the canon of British Romanticism. However, despite Mary Shelley’s best efforts at being comprehensive, there is a curious omission. Posthumous Poems does not include a series of poems that Shelley wrote in the spring of 1822, and which are now considered to be some of the finest lyrics in the English language. They are collectively known as the ‘Jane poems’, named after their recipient Jane Williams. Shelley took great pains with the poems he wrote for Jane – many of them survive in pretty presentation copies that he transcribed for her in his neatest handwriting. He must have purposefully destroyed all the drafts because, unusually, very few survive among his papers. This was probably to ensure that Mary would not accidentally come across them.

The first poem in the series is called ‘The serpent is shut out from Paradise’. Shelley wrapped it in a blank sheet (envelopes were not yet in use at that time), together with a cover note addressed to Edward Williams: ‘If any of the stanza’s should please you, you may read them to Jane, but to no one else’.4 The poem is written in a melancholy key: Shelley opens by likening himself to the biblical serpent who has been shut out from Paradise and must now roam the world alone. ‘I too, must seldom seek again / Near happy friends a mitigated pain.’5 As the poem unfolds, the poet reveals his bitter disappointment at his lack of success – ‘Indifference, which once hurt me, is now grown / Itself indifferent’ – as well as his marital troubles.6 Most readers agree that the poem’s fourth stanza is addressed to his wife:


When I return to my cold home, you ask

Why I am not as I have lately been?

You spoil me for the task

Of acting a forced part in life’s dull scene,

Of wearing on my brow the idle mask

Of author, great or mean,

In the world’s carnival. I sought

Peace thus, and but in you I found it not. 7



The Shelleys’ disconsolate cohabitation is contrasted with the happiness of the Williams household, as Shelley closes with the confession that ‘These verses were too sad / To send to you, but that I know, / Happy yourself you feel another’s woe’.8

Some believe that Shelley hid this poem from Mary because he wanted to spare her the knowledge of his dejection; others argue that she was just as cold and judgemental as the poem suggests. What is less ambiguous, however, is that Shelley really fancied Jane Williams. A few months later, he composed ‘The Magnetic Lady to her Patient’, in which a woman named Jane practises animal magnetism (that is, hypnosis) on the poet. He enclosed the poem in a sheet of paper on which he wrote: ‘To Jane. Not to be opened unless you are alone, or with Williams.’9 The instruction is repeated at the top of the leaf containing the poem: ‘For Jane & Williams alone to see.’ Another poem, simply entitled ‘To Jane’, carries the rider that ‘I sate down to write some words for an ariette … I commit them to your secrecy & your mercy’.10 Since the two families shared a house, it seems clear that the person necessitating all this secrecy was his own wife. The fact that Mary did not include these poems in Posthumous Poems suggests that she was not aware of their existence at the time. Jane might not have had the heart to share them with the recently made widow, though there are also indications that, in the aftermath of the shipwreck that killed their husbands, Jane was spreading rumours that Shelley had tired of Mary and was about to divorce her when he died. Mary only found out about this five years later, in the summer of 1827, and the emotional upset is well documented in her letters and journals, though the exact reasons are not. ‘Not for worlds would I attempt to transfer the deathly blackness of my meditations to these pages’, Mary wrote in her journal; ‘let no trace remain – save the deep – bleeding, hidden wound of my lost heart’.11

The Shelley marriage makes for good gossip, and it is hard to avoid judging the people involved for their mistakes and blind spots, but on a professional level, as a literary critic, my focus is on the poetry rather than the drama. I am interested in how the Jane poems balance exquisite craftsmanship with emotional complexity. Take the stanza that I just quoted from ‘The serpent is shut out from Paradise’. Even as Shelley appears to speak of alienation from his wife, his syntax subtly undercuts his complaint about her coldness; the statement ‘I sought peace thus, and but in you I found it not’ can be read as saying that the poet had not found peace with Mary, or that the poet found peace nowhere but – except – with her. The poem holds two opposite meanings not because Shelley is confused about grammar, but because emotional truths often are self-contradictory. On another level, not as a serious critic but as a starstruck fan girl, I am thrilled by having access to the poet’s secrets; not just the knowledge of his infatuation with Jane, but the very slips of paper on which he wrote his furtive notes to her. It is dizzying to think that the little scraps that Shelley himself was at pains to hide from the person who knew him best have survived for two centuries – and that I can now go to an archive and pick them up in my hands.

The survival and transmission of literary relics such as Shelley’s stash of secret love poems to Jane illustrates how Romanticism has become part of Britain’s national heritage. Shelley and Williams drowned together in July 1822; Jane must have taken these manuscripts with her when she returned to London later that year. She eventually showed the poems to Shelley’s cousin Thomas Medwin, who published them in 1832, a decade after Shelley’s death. At some later point, Trelawny got his hands on the manuscripts, and when he died in 1881, he bequeathed them to his daughter Laetitia. In the six decades between the deaths of Shelley and Trelawny, Romantic ideas about creative genius had coupled with Victorian sentimentality to generate a mania for collecting autographs and original manuscripts. Items that had initially been preserved for personal reasons by close friends and relatives became relics infused with an almost supernatural trace of the poet’s presence. Even a casually scrawled note was treated as a treasure. Academic institutions were keen to join the fray and enrich their collections with original manuscripts. Against this backdrop, Laetitia Call (née Trelawny) decided to donate the Jane poems in her possession to libraries across the United Kingdom – one each to Aberdeen, Cambridge, Edinburgh, Eton, Glasgow, Manchester and Oxford.

Because of that eccentric decision, I am now embarking on a tour of Britain to see each and every one of these manuscripts. I do not go for the sake of reading the Jane poems – I can find them in any good edition of Shelley’s poetry (and countless bad editions online); my task is to analyse the paper that they are written on. Since paper was made by hand, each batch is unique. By conducting a detailed examination of its characteristics – primarily hard facts such as size, watermarks and what kind of mesh was used in the production process, but also more ineffable features such as shade, thickness and how it holds ink – it is possible to identify leaves belonging to the same batch. The next step is to identify when a particular batch of paper was in use, which then enables a qualified estimate as to when the poems written on that paper were composed. ‘The serpent is shut out from Paradise’ occupies a single sheet, so thin it is almost translucent. Williams noted in his journal that Shelley presented him with the poem on 26 January 1822, which means that this paper was in use in the first months of that year.12 Now I want to figure out whether the same paper was used for any other writing, which we could therefore date to that period. This is why I return to Edinburgh.

As I exit the train station onto Waverley Bridge, I find myself at the airport bus stop where I alighted when I first arrived to study English Literature at the University of Edinburgh: eighteen years of age, with my life in an overweight piece of luggage. It feels as if I am stepping into a memory – the sense of wonder at the city’s beauty. It is still early on a bright December day. The rays of the sun, newly risen, stretch themselves lazily through the light mist that curls around the Old Town. As I head towards the university library, I am startled by the familiarity of everything around me. Eight years since last walking this route, yet every stone is at once seen and remembered. Maybe just that little bit smaller, in the way that places from our youth always appear shrunken to our adult gaze. I did not think so at the time, but I was little more than a child when I arrived. Head full of dreams, fancying myself a bit of a poet. Because it was above all poetry that had brought me to Edinburgh.

In one of our first lectures, we were told that the word ‘poetry’ is derived from the Greek verb poeien, ‘to make’, a conception that can still be heard in the Scottish word for poet, makar. For many centuries, poetic creation was a skill in word-making. This changed during the decades before and after 1800, when the movement now known as Romanticism came to prominence. Romantic thinkers, writers and artists transformed our understanding of creativity from being a question of craftsmanship to one of genius: the poet – the genius par excellence – expresses his inner soul through his words, and his inner soul is the mirror of the human soul at large. Caspar David Friedrich’s painting Wanderer above the Sea of Fog (1818) is one of the most famous representations of Romantic man: it depicts a solitary figure facing a sublime landscape of rocks shrouded in fog stretching out into the distance, a not-so-subtle symbol of the unbounded regions of the human mind. ‘Freedom’, ‘liberty’, ‘autonomy’ are the period’s favourite words; the genius actively seeks out his limits only to surpass them. ‘I always go on until I am stopped,’ was supposedly Shelley’s mantra, ‘and I never am stopped.’13

Friedrich’s Romantic landscape looks a lot like Scotland, and the lure of the Highlands contributed to my decision to study there even though I had never set foot in the country before accepting my place at the university. A photograph taken at the Scott Monument in the centre of the city during my first visit well captures my poetic pretensions. I am gazing out into the distance, very profound and earnest, surrounded by drizzle and misty vistas. Today, I find my juvenile posturing amusing, but it also illustrates how Romantic ideals have been diffused in our culture: I was impersonating Friedrich’s Wanderer even before I could distinguish between romantic – as in red roses, sweet perfume, heart-shaped chocolates – and Romanticism as an epoch in literary history.

I remain fascinated by the period because it is at once so distant and so near. Daily life at the turn of the nineteenth century confirms the adage that the past is a foreign country: the population of London reached a million inhabitants without any proper sewers; homes were heated by coal and lit by candlelight; electricity was believed to be a divine spark or a vital fluid; writing was done by hand with a goose-feather quill; most travel was conducted by horse carriage or sailing ship; medical science was more likely to kill you than cure you. The steam-engine train was on the cusp of being invented – though people would seriously argue that travelling at a speed of twenty miles per hour risked rupturing your inner organs.

Yet even as the technology might seem primitive and backwards, the Romantic period also gave rise to ideals that still infuse our worldview today: equality, human rights, freedom of speech, democratic governance – and, of course, a global order in which the West sought to colonize and dominate the rest. In the process, millions of people were displaced around the globe: some crossed the Atlantic in search of a better life, while others were kidnapped and forced to work the plantations of the New World. Yet others were shipped as prisoners to Australia or forcefully ‘repatriated’ to Africa. Indigenous populations in Asia and the Americas had their homelands destroyed by the pressure of European imperial expansion. All these migrations contributed to the racial stratifications of present-day societies.

The Romantic era was also a period of unprecedented environmental destruction: diverse habitats were replaced by monoculture plantations or polluting industries, many of which depended on the ruthless extraction of natural resources. These developments prompted a new appreciation of nature, especially ‘national’ landscapes like the Lake District in England or the Scottish Highlands. Women began to take a more active part in public and intellectual life. The campaign to abolish the slave trade that got underway in the late 1780s was the first political movement with substantial mass mobilization by women – who, as homemakers, could take a leading role in sugar boycotts designed to undermine the financial basis of plantation slavery. The modern university was founded, based on an ideal of empirical research that displaced the trivium of grammar, logic and rhetoric that had dominated academic inquiry since the Middle Ages. Growing literacy rates and technological advances in printing accelerated the dissemination of ideas in writing, while wealthy patrons of the arts were supplanted by a marketplace where authors and artists had to compete for popularity. Criticism emerged as its own distinct activity to tutor and guide the public taste. As a result, I am often surprised by how many issues that seem very contemporary to us – the promises and pitfalls of technological progress, anxieties about mass culture, the rights and wrongs of eating animals – were already hotly debated topics two hundred years ago.

One such topic, controversial at the time and still so today, concerns the widespread use of enslaved labour. While the transatlantic slave economy was fundamental to the establishment of British colonies in North America and the Caribbean, slavery was never actually made legal within England itself. In part, this is related to a very strong association between England and freedom in the national psyche – the notion of ‘freeborn Englishmen’ still influences political debate today. During the era of chattel slavery, this association manifested itself in the widespread belief that any enslaved person stepping onto English soil and breathing in the English air would automatically become free (curiously, a parallel idea existed in France about the emancipatory qualities of the French soil and atmosphere). Of course, for enslaved persons who found themselves in Britain it was rarely this simple in practice; most of them had to actively take their freedom by escaping their enslavers. Their attempts at self-liberation are chronicled in newspaper advertisements – so-called runaway slave adverts – that promised a reward to anyone who captured and returned an escapee.14 These adverts were published in newspapers all across the country: whatever the legal status of enslaved persons, their purported ‘masters’ clearly felt that they could publicize their slave ownership with impunity.

The descriptions provided by runaway slave adverts had to be detailed enough for a stranger to be able to identify the escaped person. They therefore offer us a rare glimpse of what Black people in Britain looked and sounded like. Take the example of a young Igbo man who escaped from the Reverend Thomas Clarkson, rector in the village of Heysham in Lancashire (unrelated to Thomas Clarkson, the famous abolitionist). While the youth’s name is not recorded, we know from the adverts that Clarkson published that he was ‘of the Ebo Country, slender made, about 5 feet 3 inches high, with beautiful features for a black, his age 16 years, his left knee bending inwards, which makes him halt, a small lump on his forehead, with his country marks on his temples; had on, when eloped, a blue jacket, a gray cloth waistcoat, and leather breeches; he speaks broad Lancashire dialect’.15 It was his dialect that betrayed him when the young man was discovered months later in London. He must have made his way to the capital so as to blend into the city’s Black population, yet his manner of speech made him conspicuous to a slave catcher lured by Clarkson’s promise of a generous reward.

The ‘country marks’ on the young man’s temples would have been traditional Igbo scarifications, which suggests that he was born in Africa, but that is not true of all the people described in these adverts. The biggest surprise for me was to see that many of them featured persons of South Asian and Indigenous American heritage. Although slavery was not legal, any racially othered person could be de facto treated as property by the white people who had brought them to Britain. How to tell these histories has become subject to controversy in recent years, as ‘anti-woke’ culture warriors reject anything that they perceive as a challenge to Britain’s greatness. In a related vein, the question of decolonizing the curriculum has become a bone of contention not only among university students and staff, but also among those who would never dream of doing a degree in English Literature. This is because the question is not really about academic reading lists as much as it is about our shared cultural heritage, and therefore how we understand the nation that we live in today. In fact, the notion that literature – the stories we tell and the language in which we tell them – is an important building block in what constitutes a nation is itself a very Romantic one. In earlier centuries, a state was a territory ruled by a certain sovereign; with Romanticism, the nation began to be understood as a territory inhabited by a people with a shared culture, history, literature and language, as well as an inborn right to have a say in how they are governed. The concept of national culture is another example of a Romantic-era idea that has become so widely disseminated that we now take it for granted.

These ideals of nationhood were developed in tandem with European imperial expansion. It is no coincidence that philosophers and statesmen were preoccupied with questions of individual and collective self-determination at a time when their countrymen were actively attempting to establish and consolidate colonies in other parts of the world. So it happened that Indigenous populations were excluded from the ‘universal’ human rights that Europeans asserted for themselves. And even as the conception of nationhood was reserved for European states, the possession of overseas colonies became a prerequisite for any self-respecting nation state: to truly be a European power, you needed to have colonies outside of Europe. This was the only way of keeping up with the demand for resources and labour that expanding economies required, not to mention the pride gained from ruling over an ‘inferior’ population while at the same time having a convenient location to offload people who were no longer desired at home. Colonial domination is woven into the very texture of our ideas about national identity, culture and belonging – and it has also shaped literary production, since literature helped Britons imagine themselves part of an international superpower. ‘Rule, Britannia, rule the waves; / Britons never will be slaves’ as one of the eighteenth century’s best-known lyrics has it.16 Decolonizing the curriculum is therefore not about replacing white authors with darker-skinned authors on reading lists; rather, it entails investigating the extent to which our literary culture has been shaped by the imperial, colonial and racist worldview that underpinned political developments during several centuries of European colonialism and empire-building.

This worldview also informed concepts that we consider to be beyond politics, for instance the notion of scientific method. The development of many modern sciences depended on the ability of European explorers to travel the globe in search of specimens – travels that often came off the back of colonial trade links or outright military conquest. Most European scientific explorers drew on indigenous information about plant and animal life, medicine, geology, geography and navigation, while taking full credit for their ‘original’ discoveries and proclaiming the supremacy of European thought over other knowledge systems. In this way, the European intellectual tradition became the measure of all knowledge, while other ways of knowing became downgraded as less valid, objective or true. Meanwhile, the humanities were used as evidence of European cultural superiority, and a faux-altruistic wish to ‘civilize the natives’ became a fig leaf to cover up the real drivers of colonization. Such material and intellectual legacies mean that understanding the Romantic period is a way of better understanding the world we live in today.

This is, however, not how Romanticism is often taught in schools and at university. For several generations of English Literature students, British Romanticism has been represented by the work of five poets. First William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, who launched a revolution in poetry by rejecting the ornate diction and artificial imagery that had been fashionable in eighteenth-century verse. Instead they took inspiration from folk culture and everyday language – they wrote songs, ballads and supernatural tales alongside philosophical explorations of the human condition. After them, the torch was taken up by the second generation of Romantics, Lord Byron, Percy Bysshe Shelley and John Keats, who continued the pursuit for new ways of blending the ordinary and the sublime as they sought to transform life into poetry. Notably, all three went south, never to return: Keats died in Rome in 1821, Shelley drowned in the Gulf of Spezia in 1822, and Byron died in Missolonghi, Greece, where he had gone to join the Greek War of Independence, in 1824. Even though Wordsworth and Coleridge, as well as Mary Shelley, lived on into increasingly conservative middle age, Byron’s death has come to represent the demise of British Romanticism. It marked the end of an era.

This book starts with the archives of the major Romantics. Five dead white men – and Mary Shelley, a token woman among them. Archives contain objects that someone has at some point considered to be important and therefore worthy of the effort and resources required to catalogue, conserve and store. The more canonical a writer is, the more of their personal effects are likely to have been preserved. The Romantics are as canonical as it gets, which is why so much of their stuff still survives – ranging from the simple materials that made writing possible (sheets of paper, notebooks, letters) to more personal items that give a stronger sense of their presence in the world: everyday objects such as a teacup, a glove, a mirror, alongside more unusual things, such as a carnival mask, or a baby rattle made of coral and gold. I want to tell you the story of my encounters with these objects.

When you listen to or read a text, the author’s words enter your brain. This meeting of minds is miraculous to me: I can imagine characters and plots that someone dreamt up hundreds of years ago. I can follow their train of thought, sense its rhythmic flow in my own pulse. When I see it on the page, I look at the very same arrangement of words that the author as well as generations of readers before me have already seen, and something comparable must be happening with our synapses as our brains process this information. Reading is therefore both an intellectual and a sensory encounter between words and thoughts, eyes and texts, hands and paper. Touching an object makes this magic more palpable. Although intellectually I know that inanimate matter does not preserve a person’s touch, and that the objects we find in museums have passed through many hands since their original owner last held them, emotionally I cannot help but be awed by the thought that I am holding an object once held by one of the great Romantics.

Yet, even as I do so, I often feel like a dark interloper. A Caliban in the house of Ariel. There is a racial aspect to this sense of exclusion, related to how this epoch has been written into history. As the furore over Black actors in the Regency drama Bridgerton demonstrates, in our popular imagination, everyone in early nineteenth-century Britain was exclusively white (the Regency lasted from 1811 to 1820, a time when Wordsworth and Coleridge were well established among the leading poets of their day, and Byron, the Shelleys and Keats were rising to fame). People who find nothing strange in the presence of foreign luxuries – tea, coffee, porcelain, silk, peacock-feather hairdos – in genteel costume dramas rankle at the notion that a dark-skinned person may have found their way into that same setting. But in fact people from all parts of the world travelled to Europe, whether of their own volition or compelled by those who sought to control them. In addition to those who came in person, it was the forced labour of millions of Black and brown people across the globe that paid for many of the luxuries we enjoy seeing in period dramas. It is these overlooked aspects that I want to bring into view from my perspective as a Black woman in the archives of the Romantics.

Archives are not neutral containers, and some of the meanings they carry were never explicitly written down. Shelley’s infidelity, for instance, is hinted at by the existence of the Jane poems among his printed works, but it is also materially embodied in their dispersal across six archives in different parts of the United Kingdom. This is because the cause of this dispersal can be traced back to his hiding the poems from his wife, which is how they got separated from the rest of his literary remains. But if archives sometimes betray personal secrets, they also have the potential to reveal uncomfortable truths about the culture that created them.

Romanticism coincided with the culmination of the transatlantic slave trade and its abolition. This book considers the imprint that this historical context has left on Romantic literature. My aim is to further our understanding of how intricately racial capitalism was woven into the fabric of British culture in the decades when the Romantics composed their greatest works. With so much wealth being created through slavery, slaveholders were everyday figures in elite circles like the ones in which the Romantics moved. Take Coleridge and Wordsworth, for example. Their friendship led to the publication of Lyrical Ballads (1798), a co-authored collection of poems that is widely regarded as the launchpad of British Romanticism. It is no exaggeration to say that their meeting changed the course of literary history. It took place in the house of John Pretor Pinney, a sumptuous mansion on Great George Street in Bristol – now the Georgian House Museum – that was built with the proceeds from a sugar plantation on the Caribbean island of Nevis. In addition to paying for Pinney’s privileged lifestyle, the stolen labour of the people working on his plantation contributed to the financial support that the Pinneys offered to Wordsworth at this early stage of the poet’s career.

Even beyond the wealthy elite, the expanding empire provided ambitious young men with opportunities of advancement. In this respect, we may think of Robert Burns, who before he became the national bard of Scotland was a poor tenant farmer in Ayrshire. He published his first collection, Poems, Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect (1786), to raise funds for his journey to Jamaica, where he intended to seek employment as ‘a poor Negro-driver’ on a slave plantation. ‘So soon as I was master of nine guineas,’ he later wrote of his first earnings from the Poems, ‘I bespoke a passage in the very first ship that was to sail’ for the West Indies.17 The collection’s immediate success impelled him to pursue literary fame in Edinburgh instead.

It is important to recover the material links between Romantic poets and slave-made profits, but the effects of chattel slavery went far beyond money. Enslavement was justified with reference to the racial characteristics of Africans, and so the institutionalization of chattel slavery generated a cluster of ideas about race whose ramifications spread far outside the original plantation context to influence all areas of British culture. Claudia Rankine and Beth Loffreda use the term ‘racial imaginary’ to describe how writers are affected by living in a structurally racist society.18 My aim in this book is to trace the racial imaginary of Romanticism – not only how Romantic writers directly or indirectly benefitted from the profits of enslavement but, more importantly, how the existence of racial slavery infested their creative imaginations. I am interested in the Black figures represented in their works but also in their glorification of whiteness, since white supremacy is the obverse to anti-Black racism.

Before I actively began researching the intersections between British Romanticism and the transatlantic slave economy, I had a vague notion that the Romantics would never have set eyes on a Black person in their entire lives. This dovetails with the misconception that there were no Black people in Britain before Windrush – an idea that has been amply disproven by historians like Peter Fryer, Gretchen Gerzina, David Olusoga and Olivette Otele, among others. Exploring Black presence in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Britain also reveals how differently racial identity was understood at the time. Today, the term Black is used expansively to encompass anyone with African heritage, and in most contexts a Black person can also be called a Person of Colour. In the Romantic period, by contrast, there was a clear distinction between Blacks and People of Colour, who were what we today call ‘mixed race’.

Engaging with this history made me confront my own sense of identity as a Black woman with dual heritage, and the sense of kinship I feel with Black people in the Romantic era. At that time, many biracial women scorned their African ancestry and tried to leverage their proximity to whiteness to benefit from the racial hierarchies of a slave society. It is uncomfortable to acknowledge that, had I been born then, I might well have become the willing concubine of a white slaveholder or plantation manager, eager to get a share of his filthy wealth.

My relationship to this history is further complicated because my ancestors never passed through that door of no return.19 My mother is Belarusian; my father is Ugandan; I myself grew up in Sweden. Even though much of my teens was spent under the influence of Black culture from across the Atlantic – at first hip-hop and R’n’B, and later reggae and jazz – deep down inside I always had a nagging feeling that I was appropriating a tradition that was not quite mine. Nonetheless, I was adamant about leaving Sweden as soon as I possibly could. One important reason why I chose Edinburgh – Romantic vistas aside – is because I thought that moving to a country like Britain (or the United States or Canada, which I also considered) would make it easier for me to blend in and find a cultural context. Ironically, what I discovered is how Swedish I actually am, but also that there are many ways of being Black.

Paul Gilroy has popularized the term ‘Black Atlantic’ to describe the African diaspora in the Americas, Britain and the Caribbean.20 For me, it is a useful concept to explain how I can feel such a strong affinity with transatlantic Black culture despite not having a family connection to the region: the concept of the Black Atlantic cuts across national borders to show the commonalities of Black experience in different locations around the world. It is these commonalities that give rise to a sense of kinship among people in the wider African diaspora, regardless of where we are from. This is why I have come to see Blackness as a heritage that is rooted not in biology or nativist exclusivity but in survival through solidarity.

Keats wished for his tombstone to bear the inscription ‘Here lies One Whose Name was writ in Water’. ‘Writ in water’ is also an apt phrase for the names of those Africans who were drawn into the murderous maul of the transatlantic trade in enslaved persons. When the Tobago-born Canadian poet and lawyer M. NourbeSe Philip decided to research a group of Africans who were trafficked on a slave ship called the Zong, she was shocked by what she discovered. In 1781, the Zong had sailed from the island of São Tomé off the coast of Gabon under the command of Luke Collingwood. He miscalculated the route and got lost at sea, so that a crossing that should have taken six to nine weeks stretched out over four months. With water supplies running low and having already lost at least 100 captives through thirst and illness, Collingwood decided to throw a further 150 people overboard so as to claim insurance for ‘lost cargo’, believing that he would not be able to claim insurance for anyone who died of ‘natural causes’ such as thirst, illness or starvation.

On returning to his home port of Liverpool, Collingwood found that the insurers refused to pay up, not because of the wanton massacre of 150 people but because they did not deem themselves liable to compensate for ‘cargo’ that had been destroyed on purpose. The mercantile calculation is brutal enough, but this is not what shocked Philip most. In a journal she kept about her work on the Zong case, she writes about her desire to know the names of the Africans who had been murdered. Eventually, she got hold of ‘a sales book kept by one Thomas Case, an agent in Jamaica who did business with the owners of the Zong’.21 Like many such ledgers, it carefully lists the names of traders and planters; the enslaved, by contrast, are only described as ‘negroe man’ or ‘negroe woman’. To save time, Case often just wrote the descriptor at the top of a column, and then filled the rest of the column with the word ‘ditto’.

In the ledger that Philip looked at, there was only one term used to provide individuating information about the captives – ‘meagre’. As Philip writes: ‘There are many “meagre” girls, no “meagre” boys. This description leaves me shaken – I want to weep. I leave the photocopied sheet of the ledger sitting on my old typewriter for days. I cannot approach the work for several days.’22 It is painful to do research in the archives of chattel slavery. The sheer inhumanity with which Africans were treated violates our moral sense. And this is a violation that happens again and again, every time one faces an archive where, instead of the characteristics that secure our identity (name, place of birth, religious affiliation or languages spoken), human beings are reduced to row upon row of numbers and ‘dittos’.23 Such dehumanization was essential to complete the transformation of person into property. ‘Their financial value’, Philip adds, ‘was recorded and preserved for insurance purposes, each being valued at 30 pounds sterling.’24

Once they arrived in the Americas, enslaved persons would be inventoried alongside cattle and material goods under the new names they had been given by their ‘owners’ – names that were not only more convenient for English tongues to pronounce but also intended to eradicate all memory of that person’s African heritage, an attempt to ensure psychic as well as physical dominance. The first Black woman to publish poetry in English was named Phillis Wheatley. She had been brought to Boston from West Africa aged eight or nine. Although the Wheatley family who purchased the young (and meagre?) girl were ‘humane’ and fostered her literary talents, it is also the case that they named her after Phillis, the slave ship on which she had been trafficked.

Phillis Wheatley was an exception. Most Africans in the British Empire had no opportunities to write and publish their work, and if there is a written record of their existence, it takes the form of a spreadsheet entry or a runaway slave advert. But the absence of African perspectives in the archive does not mean that Africans and their descendants left no trace on British culture. A few years ago, the National Trust published a report showing that a third of the properties in their care have direct links to slavery and colonial exploitation. ‘This conclusion is perhaps not that surprising,’ the authors of the report note, ‘as the practice of enslaving African people was a fundamental part of the British economy in the late seventeenth, eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Large numbers of landowners and members of the wealthy middle classes invested in commerce that was linked directly to the slave trade, including sugar production in the Caribbean, and many people with surplus funds had investments in merchant companies involved in the slave trade, such as the South Sea Company and the Royal African Company.’25 These numbers indicate the very substantial contribution that enslaved Black labour has made to the growth of Britain’s material wealth.

Nonetheless, like many other Black people in Britain, I have often been made to feel that I have no relation to the beautiful objects found in museums and art galleries. Art and philosophy are European inventions, whereas I belong in Africa, a continent without culture, art, music, history or philosophy – only bananas, monkeys and barbarism. One way of refuting this ignorant view is by pointing to the richness of Africa’s cultural heritage, but doing so implicitly accepts European taste as the arbiter of what constitutes culture. Instead, I want to question the tendency to separate Black Atlantic history from British history, which severs the links between the brutal realities of slavery and colonialism (which is Black history) and everyday life in Britain (now preserved ‘for the nation’ in museums, archives and galleries). This separation perpetuates the historical injustice, as the descendants of those enslaved workers whose suffering paid for stately homes, landscaped gardens, jewellery, luxurious fabrics, artworks, curiosities, collectibles and exotic delicacies are robbed of a claim to what is, in effect, the fruits of the labour stolen from their ancestors. This is why it is so crucial to recover those links. To remind ourselves that British culture as we know it today would not exist without slavery and colonialism. From afternoon tea to clothing and furniture, social aspirations are embodied in consumerist goods – sugar, tea, coffee, cotton, tobacco, indigo and mahogany – that were extracted from overseas colonies at a brutal human and environmental cost.

Although it is discomforting to contemplate the extent to which Britain’s wealth is dependent on Black suffering, turning a blind eye to this history distorts the continuities between historical and contemporary forms of racialized violence and exclusion. The persistence of the racist doctrines that were invented to justify the enslavement of Africans is no different from how other Romantic ideas are diffused in our present-day culture, from the celebration of liberty and human rights to notions of creative genius. That being said, our conscious representation of Romanticism is very selective. Any description of the movement will mention its fixation with liberty, but few accounts linger on what the Romantic poets had to say about real existing slavery. The abolition debates that got started with the foundation of the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade in 1787 dominated the political landscape of Coleridge and Wordsworth’s radical youth. As the two poets grew older and became more conservative, both expressed deeply disturbing opinions about Black people and slavery. Much as I was appalled by discovering their views, I was even more dismayed by the absence of any critical discussion of their statements, even though they had been in print and easily accessible for decades. It seems that most literary historians have decided to politely look away, in a conspiracy of silence.

Compared to Coleridge and Wordsworth, the second-generation Romantics (the Shelleys, Keats and Byron) had little to say directly on the subject. Coming of age after the abolition of the slave trade in 1807, they may well have felt that slavery was a political issue of the past (despite their personal acquaintance with enslavers). By the time the political campaign for abolishing slavery itself got underway in the mid-1820s, the three poets were already dead, while Mary Shelley had begun a retreat from the radical politics and scandals of her youth towards becoming a model of Victorian respectability. However, this evident disinterest in the Slavery Question does not shield the second-generation Romantics from the white supremacist ideology generated by chattel slavery. If anything, it allows us to see how racial prejudice is lodged in the era’s poetic unconscious, as even works that are not ‘about’ slavery show an imprint of anti-Black bias.

My vague notion of there being no Black people in the lives of the Romantics is shattered on the day that I return to Edinburgh. After visiting the manuscript with ‘The serpent is shut out from Paradise’ at Edinburgh University Library, I go over to the National Library of Scotland (NLS), which houses the John Murray Archive. The first John Murray set up shop as a publisher and bookseller in 1768, and since then generations of his descendants have published some of Britain’s best-known authors, including Lord Byron, Jane Austen, Charles Darwin, James Hogg and Sir Walter Scott. For most of its history, the business was based in London’s Albemarle Street, which also housed the company archive; in 2006 the company was bought by the international publishing house Hachette while the archive found a new home at the NLS in honour of Murray’s Scottish roots.

I have come to the NLS to consult a number of letters written by Byron, Shelley and Trelawny during their Italian exile. Here, too, my aim is to study the paper itself rather than the writing on it – I am particularly curious to see whether Byron and Shelley, who met daily during the Pisan winter of 1821–22, also shared their stock of paper. As I enter the library, I am once more struck with memories. The NLS is, in fact, the place where I was first initiated into the mysteries of archival research; this was during a final-year module on Early Modern Scottish women’s writing taught by Professor Suzanne Trill. Back then, the manuscript reading room was quite small, clad with wooden panels, and crammed with index card cabinets giving off a slightly sour smell. A large part of the module was devoted to mastering the paper card index, which was no less difficult to decipher than the seventeenth-century handwriting we were learning to read. Now the NLS has a new manuscript reading room, located at the top of the stately building. Coming out of the elevator, I turn and am faced with a view of Arthur’s Seat winking at me across the roofs. It is breathtaking.

At the time of my visit, the John Murray Archive is still in the process of being transformed from company to research archive: the individual items are being catalogued and the manuscripts arranged into modern fascicules. A fascicule looks like a notebook and contains blank leaves of acid-free paper. A manuscript leaf is pasted onto its pages in such a way that both sides can be accessed. This is done for preservation and safety reasons: it is easier to pilfer or displace a loose leaf than one attached to a larger book. It also makes the whole business of consulting manuscripts a bit more formal and professional – one loses some of the intimacy of going through someone’s papers when they are presented in this way. Less prying intruder, more disinterested researcher.

I have ordered the manuscripts in advance, so the materials are already waiting for me when I arrive. Handing my library card to the invigilator, I receive an archival box and make my way to a table facing the window – I want to be closer to the skies outside. As I open the box, however, I forget all about them. Rather than a fascicule, I am faced with a pile of loose leaves. A folder’s worth of letters and notes by various people in the Byron circle. It is the first time I encounter Romantic-era manuscripts in this state – in the flesh, as it were, the way they have lain in the John Murray premises on Albemarle Street for some two hundred years. Many of them still carry the wax seals, slightly sticky and surprisingly heavy.

Among these leaves, I find love notes in Italian. An exchange of letters between Byron and his mistress Teresa Guiccioli, whom he met in Venice in spring 1819. ‘I have fallen in love with a Romagnuola Countess from Ravenna – who is nineteen years old & has a Count of fifty’, Byron wrote flippantly to his university friend John Cam Hobhouse, yet this grew into a stormy love affair that lasted almost five years.26 When Teresa and her old husband, Conte Alessandro Guiccioli, returned to Ravenna, Byron followed and settled on the ground floor of their mansion as Teresa’s cavaliere servente – in effect, her official lover. This arrangement was common in Italian aristocratic households at the time, and the old count may well have felt pleased that his wife had attracted such an illustrious lover. The blossoming romance was nourished by a clandestine exchange of letters. ‘By the aid of a Priest – a Chambermaid – a young Negro-boy and a female friend – we are enabled to carry on our unlawful loves as far as they can well go’, Byron reported in June 1819, clearly enjoying a cast of accomplices that would not be amiss in a romantic comedy.27

Byron’s affair with Teresa is well studied, and I have come across that letter many times before, but its full significance does not dawn on me until I pick up one of the Italian love notes. Torn off from a larger sheet, the paper folds into a little square that the young Black boy could have discreetly slipped into his pocket as he set off to deliver the secret missive. Turning over the note, I imagine that I am also touching a trace, however faint, of his little hands. But what kind of touch can a two-hundred-year-old piece of paper convey? And would there even be any touch to speak of, if Byron had not mentioned the boy in another letter? Certainly, this note would never have been preserved were it not for its association with the poet. Then I am momentarily annoyed that the note has been preserved, but not the boy’s name. Would it have been that difficult for Byron to just mention it while writing about the boy? Or did he not even bother to learn the boy’s name, merely seeing the child as an exotic appendage in a grand palazzo? The questions lead me nowhere, so I decide to shut them out. At least the note has been preserved and, with it, the faintest trace of the little boy who once carried it.

Sankofa is a Twi word that can be translated as ‘go back and get it’, an invitation to return for that which has been forgotten, an acknowledgement that we need to learn from the past as we go forward into the future. The concept of Sankofa has travelled with the diaspora, and is sometimes evoked by the descendants of people displaced by the transatlantic trade in enslaved persons when they wish to recall their origins. It also helps me make sense of my work in the archive. Looking at records of chattel slavery and related racist vitriol is overwhelming; a day at the library can leave me in despair, wondering why I choose to do this to myself. I could study anything – images of ponds in Wordsworth’s late poetry, Shelley’s vegetable diet, Keats’s hot flushes, or I could leave Romanticism altogether and become a scholar of Black feminist speculative fiction that imagines a liberated future – but instead I am reading some long-dead racist’s theories about African women having sex with baboons.

Then I think of Sankofa. There is something I need to go back and get out of this archive – or rather, someone. I persisted with the dead racists in an attempt to gather the traces of Black people, real and imagined, who inadvertently survive in their writings. I set out to retrieve their stories as an act of historical recovery, though more often than not they have become the guardian spirits who rescue me. I would not have been able to finish this book without their guidance, or the guidance of so many fantastic Black writers since. Toni Morrison once described writing as ‘an advanced and slow form of reading. If you find a book you really want to read but it hasn’t been written yet, then you must write it.’28 This is the book that I wish I could have read as a young Black woman arriving in Edinburgh with my head full of misty ideas about Romanticism.




Coleridge’s Signature

The writing is hasty and sloppy, the pages stiff with age, threatening to crack as you turn them. The entire surface is pockmarked with blobs and spills – at times the blobs are so thick that the mildly acidic ink has eaten through the stiffened paper, leaving holes lined with dark brown little burns. Page after page filled with names: Harvey, Hibgame, Bluentope, Brooke, Castley, Otter, Altamond, Salusthurent, Castley (again). This ledger contains the borrowings from the library at Jesus College in the University of Cambridge in the last decade of the eighteenth century. I am on the lookout for one particular name: Samuel Taylor Coleridge.

For a few months in 1793, the future poet, then an impecunious student, presided over this ledger in his role as college library clerk. Today, the ledger is still located in the same building, surrounded by the same books that carry the same shelf marks as they did when he worked here two hundred years ago, except that the library is no longer bustling with students. It is all quiet and freezing on the January morning that I visit. Aside from the Assistant Keeper of the Old Library, who is huddled in her office with a heater, I am alone. I can almost see my breath in the air as I browse the old shelves that have most likely been in place since Coleridge was responsible for keeping them in order. The job in the library was a perfect fit: Coleridge loved reading. ‘I am, & ever have been, a great reader – & have read almost every thing’, he wrote to his friend and mentor John Thelwall a few years later, describing himself as a ‘library-cormorant’ who is ‘deep in all out of the way books’.1 This love of reading had taken root at a very early age, and became a defining feature of his identity.

Coleridge was born in the idyllic country town of Ottery St Mary in Devon.2 His father, John Coleridge – the local vicar as well as headmaster of the King’s Grammar School – was already fifty-three years old when his youngest son was born, while his mother, Ann, was forty-five. ‘I was,’ Coleridge would later recall, ‘the last child, the youngest child of ten by the same mother, that is to say, John, William (who died in infancy), James, William, Edward, George, Luke, Ann, Francis, and myself, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, beneficially abridged Esteese (εστηση), i.e. S. T. C.’3 Coleridge relished the fact that, when read out loud, his initials – S. T. C. – sounded like the Greek word εστησε (estese), which can be translated as ‘focus’, and he often refers to himself in the third person as ‘Esteese’ in private letters and journals. To me, this peculiar habit seems to indicate a person who spent more time among words and letters on a page than among living people (it takes one to know one).

In one of his earliest childhood recollections, Coleridge speaks of being ‘huffed away’ by his older brother Francis and the other boys out at play, instead taking ‘refuge at my mother’s side, on my little stool, to read my little book, and to listen to the talk of my elders’.4 While there might be an element of self-dramatization in this memory – noted down towards the end of his life – I am nonetheless charmed by the image of little Coleridge sitting on his little stool with his little book, because I myself was just such a child, who by the age of ten had read through all the books in the children’s section of the library in the small town where I grew up. Like him, I much preferred sitting in a corner of the kitchen and listening to the talk of my mother and her friends than playing with the noisy kids outside. And I, too, have a peculiar set of associations with my name and my initials – M. A. N. – which I consider to be a most auspicious badge for a woman to carry in a misogynist world.

The idyll at Ottery St Mary was torn apart when ‘little Sam’, as he was known in the family, was not quite nine years old and his father suddenly died. Her husband’s death left Ann Coleridge without an income and without anywhere to live – the family home in the vicarage would now need to be vacated for the new vicar. At least all the elder siblings had by that point been launched in their careers, but little Sam would have to be sent to a boarding school. With some help from her connections, Ann Coleridge was able to secure a place for her youngest at Christ’s Hospital in London, a charitable school set up for the sons of needy clergy. Coleridge arrived there, a few weeks shy of his tenth birthday, at the start of Michaelmas term in 1782.

The young pupils of Christ’s Hospital were known as ‘blue coat boys’ on account of their blue uniforms, which made them instantly recognizable as they roamed the streets of London. Yet despite the thrills of the capital and the new friends he made at school, Coleridge felt lonely and isolated. While most of his schoolmates had relations in London whom they could visit on leave days, Coleridge, whose family remained in faraway Devon, was left to his own devices. Once more, his imagination became his refuge. Perceiving a ‘measureless difference’ between himself and the other blue coat boys, Coleridge filled this expanse with what he would later describe as a ‘wide, wild, wilderness of useless, unarranged book-knowledge and book-thoughts’.5

An anecdote from this period testifies to his submersion in the world of books. One day, Coleridge was walking down the Strand, a busy street in central London, playing out the classical myth of Hero and Leander in his mind. Hero was a beautiful priestess who lived in Sestos, on one side of the Hellespont. Her lover Leander lived in Abydos, on the opposite side. Every night Leander would swim across to visit his beloved – and so Coleridge swam down the Strand, thrusting forth his hands with powerful strokes to propel himself through the waves of people swelling around him. Suddenly his hand hit against the pocket of a passer-by. The man immediately swung round and seized hold of the modern-day Leander and accused him of being a thief. This must have been terrifying for a lonely child, but Coleridge explained what he was up to so well that, by the end of their encounter, the man had gifted him a subscription to the circulating library in King Street, Cheapside.6

Late eighteenth-century circulating libraries were the precursors of today’s public libraries, except that they were for-profit businesses. Readers had to pay an annual fee for membership, which gave them the right to take out one or two books, often for a period of only a few days. This was a great way to keep up with the latest publications – or indeed read through the classics – for those who could not afford to buy books of their own. For Coleridge, it was a life-changing delight. As he would later recall:


I read through the catalogue, folios and all, whether I understood them, or did not understand them, running all risks in skulking out to get the two volumes which I was entitled to have daily. Conceive what I must have been at fourteen; I was in a continual low fever. My whole being was, with eyes closed to every object of present sense, to crumple myself up in a sunny corner, and read, read, read; fancy myself on Robinson Crusoe’s island, finding a mountain of plumb-cake, and eating a room for myself, and then eating it into the shapes of tables and chairs – hunger and fancy!7



Despite the hours he spent reading and dreaming of plum cake, Coleridge excelled academically at Christ’s Hospital. The school was rigidly hierarchical (or meritocratic, if you wish). It was divided into five departments: grammar, mathematics and navigation, writing, reading, and drawing. How long you stayed at school depended on your talents. The writing school taught boys to write in a legible English round hand and the basics of accounting, which prepared the least promising boys to take up a commercial apprenticeship at the age of fourteen or fifteen. Smarter boys went through the mathematical and drawing school, which gave them skills in navigation, thereby preparing them to join Britain’s imperial project. Its graduates would typically enter service in the Royal Navy or the East India Company at the age of sixteen. The cleverest boys would stay on for the grammar school, which focused on Greek and Latin. The grammar school pupils were known as Deputy Grecians. Among them, the very best three or four would be selected and graced with the title of Grecian. They were distinguished by special uniforms (still blue, but of a nicer material) and other perks. Most importantly, they were personally tutored by the headmaster, Mr James Bowyer
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