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    Balancing tenderness with clear-eyed scrutiny, Anne Gilchrist’s Mary Lamb traces the lifelong negotiation between literary brilliance and the heavy claims of illness, duty, and reputation, revealing how a woman’s creative force persisted within, and sometimes against, the pressures of her time, the expectations of family and society, and the persistent question of what kind of life counts as a literary life at all.

This work is a biographical study rather than a novel, situating Mary Lamb within the world of late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century London and the broader culture of Romantic-era letters. Written by the nineteenth-century English essayist and critic Anne Gilchrist, the portrait belongs to a late-Victorian tradition of life-writing that seeks moral as well as historical understanding. Without sacrificing accuracy to sentiment, Gilchrist uses the biographical mode to present Mary Lamb as both participant in, and observer of, a vibrant literary milieu, while acknowledging the constraints and contingencies that shaped a woman’s authorship in that period.

Readers encounter a reflective, humane voice that favors measured interpretation over melodrama. The narrative’s pace is unhurried, attentive to texture: everyday routines, friendships, and the subtle interplay between work and care. Gilchrist’s prose is lucid and decorous, marked by a Victorian commitment to decorum that nonetheless allows warmth and intimacy. The mood is contemplative rather than sensational, and the arc is that of character and conscience, not event-driven plot. The experience is less a sequence of revelations than a steady accumulation of insight into a life lived at once privately and in the orbit of public letters.

A central strand is Mary Lamb’s collaboration with her brother, Charles Lamb, a partnership that produced enduring works and placed her squarely, though often quietly, within the literary conversation of her day. Gilchrist emphasizes how co-authorship and domesticity intersect, showing the household as both a workshop and a refuge. The book attends to the craft of adaptation and the ethics of shared credit, illuminating how Mary’s intelligence and stylistic control shaped work for readers of varied ages. In tracing this creative exchange, the portrait foregrounds women’s authorship as active, exacting, and historically consequential.

Equally important is Gilchrist’s sensitive handling of mental distress and its aftermath, explored in relation to medical understandings, legal frameworks, and social attitudes of the period. Rather than pathologizing or romanticizing, the narrative sets Mary’s vulnerability alongside her resilience, making room for complexity. Duty, dependence, and mutual care become recurring motifs, reframing illness not as a single defining fact but as one thread in a densely woven life. Gilchrist’s approach encourages readers to consider how moral judgment, compassion, and context interact when forming an estimate of character and achievement.

For contemporary readers, the book resonates on several fronts: it invites reflection on the visibility of women’s labor in cultural production, the ethics of caregiving, and the narratives we construct around mental health. It demonstrates how literary history can be revised by attending to collaboration and to lives lived at the edges of fame. It also models a biographical method that resists sensational detail in favor of sustained attention to motive, circumstance, and voice. In this way, the portrait speaks to ongoing debates about authorship, equity, and the dignity of work that may never carry a single signature.

To read Mary Lamb as framed by Anne Gilchrist is to enter a quiet but insistent argument about how we remember a life: not as a dossier of incidents, but as a fabric of thought, feeling, and work. The book offers a steady moral imagination and an historically grounded lens, allowing readers to encounter a figure often overshadowed and to recognize her independent stature. Without presuming to resolve every ambiguity, Gilchrist’s study gives us the conditions to judge more fairly and to admire more fully, making this portrait both a humane biography and a vital act of literary recovery.
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    Anne Gilchrist’s Mary Lamb presents a compact literary biography of the writer best known as Charles Lamb’s sister and collaborator. Opening with the family’s modest London circumstances, Gilchrist situates Mary within the late eighteenth-century milieu that shaped both siblings’ sensibilities. She introduces the Lamb household’s precarious balance of illness, work, and mutual dependence, noting the limited opportunities available to a woman of Mary’s station yet emphasizing her early intellectual curiosity. The biography’s initial chapters establish the domestic context, Charles’s clerical work, their parents’ declining health, and the siblings’ shared reading habits, preparing the ground for the personal and literary developments that define Mary’s life and reputation.

Gilchrist traces Mary’s early responsibilities as a daughter and seamstress, sketching a portrait of a quick, disciplined mind hemmed in by household duties. She records the influence of London’s bustling streets and the Lambs’ circle of acquaintances, where talk, books, and theatre fed the siblings’ tastes. Without speculation, Gilchrist outlines the pressures accumulating on the family: financial constraints, their mother’s infirmity, and the father’s failing faculties. The narrative underscores Mary’s role as caretaker, her practical competence, and her affinity with Charles, whose literary ambitions grew alongside a sense of duty. These sections frame Mary as an active, thoughtful presence before later public recognition.

A central turning point is Mary Lamb’s mental breakdown in 1796, culminating in the death of her mother. Gilchrist recounts the incident with restraint, relying on contemporary accounts and legal records that recognized Mary’s insanity. She details Charles’s immediate assumption of responsibility, the formal guardianship arrangements, and the practical measures adopted for Mary’s safety and care. The biography emphasizes the aftermath: periods of institutionalization, vigilant routines, and Mary’s enduring remorse. Rather than dwelling on sensation, Gilchrist uses this event to explain the structure of the Lambs’ subsequent life together, establishing a pattern of vigilance, compassion, and orderly habit that underpinned their household and work.

After the crisis, Gilchrist describes the siblings’ concerted effort to rebuild daily life through steady work and controlled sociability. She presents the genesis of their joint literary enterprise, most notably Tales from Shakespeare, designed to render the plays accessible to young readers. Gilchrist identifies Mary’s significant share in the project and clarifies the division of tasks while emphasizing the coherence of their style. Publication details and reception are sketched concisely, foregrounding the book’s practical success and its role in stabilizing finances. This portion highlights how disciplined literary labor, enacted within carefully managed routines, created an avenue for Mary’s voice to be widely heard.

The biography proceeds to Mary’s further writing, including Mrs. Leicester’s School and Poetry for Children, situating these works within evolving market demands for juvenile literature. Gilchrist explains their collaborative methods, editorial constraints, and the economic realities of payment by the sheet. She notes Mary’s skill in domestic management and needlework, which complemented periods of composition, creating a rhythm of household and literary tasks. The account remains factual, indicating how health shaped productivity, with quiet intervals yielding completed manuscripts. By enumerating titles, dates, and publishers where possible, Gilchrist builds a record of sustained authorship, placing Mary’s output alongside Charles’s essays without diminishing either contribution.

Gilchrist then turns to the Lambs’ friendships and sociable evenings, offering brief portraits of visitors such as Coleridge, Wordsworth, and Hazlitt. She shows Mary as an attentive conversationalist whose tact and judgment sustained the household’s hospitable atmosphere. Anecdotes from contemporaries illustrate the tone of these gatherings: informal, literary, and inclusive. Travel sketches and short excursions appear as interludes that aided Mary’s health, while correspondence documents her alert, practical mind. The narrative positions sociability as both companionship and discipline, a setting where Mary’s steadiness and humor supported Charles and reassured friends, reinforcing the book’s portrayal of a partnership sustained by shared intellect and routine.

Recurrent illness, its premonitory signs, and the arrangements for care form a recurring pattern in Gilchrist’s account. She describes temporary removals to asylums, the established signals by which Mary indicated a relapse, and the legal framework that enabled Charles to act swiftly. Moves to quieter suburbs and experiments in rural living appear as pragmatic responses. Gilchrist conveys the steadiness of the siblings’ mutual commitment during these cycles, noting how household structure, reading, and measured work reduced risks. The emphasis remains on management and continuity rather than calamity, documenting how foresight and community support allowed Mary to resume ordinary life and writing after intervals of enforced rest.

The later chapters cover retirement, changes of residence, and the loss of friends, culminating in Charles’s death and Mary’s long survival under careful supervision. Gilchrist summarizes the continued involvement of acquaintances who ensured comfort, companionship, and the preservation of routine. She outlines Mary’s diminishing powers in old age and the consistent gentleness observed by visitors. The narrative concludes with Mary’s death and burial near her brother, closing the life story with a brief review of the works they produced and the household they sustained. The tone remains measured and documentary, drawing together the chronology of events and the durable patterns established earlier.

In closing assessment, Gilchrist frames Mary Lamb’s life as a record of literary achievement maintained amid chronic illness and familial duty. She underscores Mary’s authorship in Tales from Shakespeare and other works, arguing for her independent value alongside the partnership with Charles. Relying on letters, memoirs, and legal documents, Gilchrist extracts a consistent portrait: practical, humane, self-possessed in intervals of health, and central to a notable literary circle. The book’s overall message is restorative rather than revisionist, securing Mary’s place in Romantic-era letters through documented contribution and steadfast character, while preserving the biographical sequence that connects domestic ordeal to enduring cultural work.
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    Anne Gilchrist’s Mary Lamb is set chiefly in late Georgian and early Victorian London, tracing a life that unfolded between 1764 and 1847. The geography of Mary Lamb’s experience encompasses the Inner Temple’s Crown Office Row, where the Lamb family lived under the patronage of the bencher Samuel Salt; the City’s commercial heart around Leadenhall Street; and later suburban retreats at Enfield and Edmonton in Middlesex. The period is marked by rapid urban growth and the pressures of the Industrial Revolution, war with Revolutionary and Napoleonic France (1793–1815), and the consolidation of Britain’s imperial economy. Gilchrist situates Lamb’s domestic trials within these metropolitan and national transformations.

The death of Samuel Salt in 1792 precipitated economic instability for the Lamb household, ending years of security tied to his Inner Temple patronage. London then entered the mid-1790s dearth: poor harvests in 1794–1795 drove grain prices up; bread riots occurred in multiple counties; and the Speenhamland system (Berkshire, 1795) supplemented low wages with parish allowances. Mary, already a primary caregiver for an ailing mother and brother, also contributed by needlework, a precarious female occupation. Gilchrist links these material pressures—loss of patronage, rising prices, and overcrowded urban lodgings—to the mounting strain that preceded the catastrophic events of 1796 in the Lamb family.

On 22 September 1796 Mary Lamb, during an acute episode of mental illness, fatally stabbed her mother. A coroner’s jury returned a verdict of lunacy, and Mary was confined to a private madhouse before being released into the care of her brother Charles, subject to future supervision during relapses. The legal-medical framework included the Madhouse Act of 1774 regulating private asylums and, later, the Criminal Lunatics Act of 1800, which formalized detention of offenders deemed insane. In 1796 the York Retreat opened under William Tuke, pioneering humane “moral treatment.” Gilchrist reads Mary’s case against these shifting standards, showing family guardianship as an alternative to carceral confinement.

Charles Lamb’s employment at the East India Company (Leadenhall Street) from 1792 to 1825 anchored the siblings’ survival within Britain’s imperial bureaucracy. The Company’s fortunes rose and shifted with wartime logistics (1793–1815), while Parliament’s Charter Act (1813) ended its trade monopoly with India, and the 1833 Act later abolished its commercial functions. Clerical salaries and pensions—Charles retired in 1825—structured the Lamb household economy, enabling periods of convalescence for Mary. Gilchrist uses domestic accounts, addresses, and dates of removals to show how global commerce, metropolitan office work, and overseas revenues indirectly sustained a fragile private life devoted to care, recovery, and modest literary labor.

Educational reform and children’s publishing formed a vital backdrop to Mary Lamb’s constructive work after 1796. William Godwin’s M. J. Godwin & Co., the Juvenile Library at 41 Skinner Street (founded 1805), issued Tales from Shakespeare (1807), to which Mary contributed the prose retellings of the comedies, and Mrs. Leicester’s School (1809). The late eighteenth century’s Sunday-school movement (begun by Robert Raikes in 1780) and expanding elementary literacy created eager markets for such books. Gilchrist connects these institutional developments to Mary’s practical authorship, arguing that the new ethos of accessible education allowed a woman managing recurring illness to participate meaningfully in a national pedagogical project.

The French Revolution (1789) and Britain’s reaction shaped the political climate surrounding the Lambs. War with France began in 1793; the British state suspended habeas corpus (1794) and passed the Treasonable Practices and Seditious Meetings Acts (1795) amid fears of radical agitation, after the 1794 treason trials of Thomas Hardy and others. In London, discussion circles around reformist thinkers—William Godwin’s Political Justice (1793) prominent among them—intersected with the Lambs’ acquaintances, including Samuel Taylor Coleridge and, later, William Hazlitt. Gilchrist shows how Mary’s and Charles’s careful moderation, financial caution, and private sociability were strategies for stability within a surveilled, anxious metropolis.

Reforms in the care of the mentally ill altered the landscape through which Mary Lamb lived. The County Asylums Act (1808) permitted public asylums; the Madhouses Act (1828) tightened licensing and inspection; and the Lunacy and County Asylums Acts (1845) created the Commissioners in Lunacy and made county provision obligatory. The humane example of the York Retreat (opened 1796) influenced practice nationally. Mary experienced periodic relapses, sometimes requiring short institutional stays, but primarily lived under Charles’s guardianship until his death in 1834, and then with friends and carers until 1847. Gilchrist treats these statutes and institutions as decisive contexts for understanding Mary’s dignified, semi-independent life.

Gilchrist’s biography operates as a critique of the era’s social and legal structures by detailing how a talented, dutiful woman’s fate was constrained by gendered labor, precarious patronage, and the punitive edges of poor relief and lunacy law. The narrative exposes the invisibility of caregiving, the limited economic avenues for unmarried women, and the moral scrutiny attached to madness. By situating Mary’s authorship within children’s educational reform and her survival within imperial office economies, the book questions class-bound security and the uneven reach of humane policy. It thereby indicts a culture that relied on private sacrifice to remedy systemic neglect of illness, dependence, and poverty.
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I am indebted to Mrs. Henry Watson, a granddaughter of Mr. Gillman, for one or two interesting reminiscences, and for a hitherto unpublished "notelet" by Lamb (p. 248), together with an omitted paragraph from a published letter (p. 84), which confirms what other letters also show,—that the temporary estrangement between Lamb and Coleridge was mainly due to the influence of the morbid condition of mind of their common friend, Charles Lloyd.

My thanks are also due to Mr. Potts for some bibliographic details respecting the various editions of the Tales from Shakespeare.

Reprinted here, for the first time, is a little essay on Needle-work (regarded from an industrial, not an "art" point of view), by Mary Lamb (p. 186), unearthed from an obscure and long-deceased periodical—The British Lady's Magazine—for which I have to thank Mr. Edward Solly, F.R.S.

The reader will find, also, the only letter that has been preserved from Coleridge to Lamb, who destroyed all the rest in a moment of depression (pp. 24-6). This letter is given, without exact date or name of the person to whom it was addressed, in Gillman's unfinished Life of Coleridge, as having been written "to a friend in great anguish of mind on the sudden death of his mother," and has, I believe, never before been identified. But the internal evidence that it was to Lamb is decisive.

In taking Mary as the central figure in the following narrative, woven mainly from her own and her brother's letters and writings, it is to that least explored time, from 1796 to 1815—before they had made the acquaintance of Judge Talfourd, Proctor, Patmore, De Quincey, and other friends, who have left written memorials of them—that we are brought nearest; the period, that is, of Charles' youth and early manhood. For Mary was the elder by ten years; and there is but little to tell of the last twenty of her eighty-three years of life, when the burthen of age was added to that of her sad malady.

The burial-register of St. Andrew's, Holborn, in which church-yard Lamb's father, mother and aunt Hetty were buried, shows that the father survived his wife's tragic death nearly three years instead of only a few months as Talfourd, and others following him, have supposed. It is  a date of some interest because not till then did brother and sister begin together their life of "double singleness" and entire mutual devotion[1q]. Also, in sifting the letters for facts and dates, I find that Lamb lived in Chapel Street, Pentonville not, as Talfourd and Proctor thought, a few months, but three years, removing thither almost immediately after the mother's death. It is a trifle, yet not without interest to the lovers of Lamb, for these were the years in which he met in his daily walks, and loved but never accosted, the beautiful Quakeress "Hester," whose memory is enshrined in the poem beginning "When Maidens such as Hester die."

Anne Gilchrist.

Keats Corner, Hampstead.
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Parentage and Childhood.



1764-1775.—Æt. 1-10.

The story of Mary Lamb's life is mainly the story of a brother and sister's love; of how it sustained them under the shock of a terrible calamity and made beautiful and even happy a life which must else have sunk into desolation and despair.

It is a record, too, of many friendships. Round the biographer of Mary as of Charles, the blended stream of whose lives cannot be divided into two distinct currents, there gathers a throng of faces—radiant immortal faces some, many homely every-day faces, a few almost grotesque—whom he can no more shut out of his pages, if he would give a faithful picture of life and character, than Charles or Mary could have shut their humanity-loving hearts or hospitable doors against them. First comes Coleridge, earliest and best beloved friend of all, to whom Mary was "a most dear heart's sister"; Wordsworth and his sister Dorothy; Southey; Hazlitt who, quarrel with whom he might,  could not effectually quarrel with the Lambs; his wife, also, without whom Mary would have been a comparatively silent figure to us, a presence rather than a voice. But all kinds were welcome so there were but character; the more variety the better. "I am made up of queer points[2q]," wrote Lamb, "and I want so many answering needles." And of both brother and sister it may be said that their likes wore as well as most people's loves.

Mary Anne Lamb was born in Crown Office Row, Inner Temple[1], on the 3rd of December 1764—year of Hogarth's death. She was the third, as Charles was the youngest, of seven children all of whom died in infancy save these two and an elder brother John, her senior by two years. One little sister Elizabeth, who came when Mary was four years old, lived long enough to imprint an image on the child's memory which, helped by a few relics, remained for life. "The little cap with white satin ribbon grown yellow with long keeping and a lock of light hair," wrote Mary when she was near sixty, "always brought her pretty fair face to my view so that to this day I seem to have a perfect recollection of her features."

The family of the Lambs came originally from Stamford in Lincolnshire, as Charles himself once told a correspondent. Nothing else is known of Mary's ancestry; nor yet even the birth-place or earliest circumstances of John Lamb the father. If, however, we may accept on Mr. Cowden Clarke's authority, corroborated by internal evidence, the little storyof Susan Yates, contributed by Charles to Mrs. Leicester's School, as embodying some of his father's earliest recollections, he was born of parents "in no very affluent circumstances" in a lonely part of the Fen country, seven miles from  the nearest church an occasional visit to which, "just to see how goodness thrived," was a feat to be remembered, such bad and dangerous walking was it in the fens in those days, "a mile as good as four." What is quite certain is that while John Lamb was still a child his family removed to Lincoln, with means so straitened that he was sent to service in London. Whether his father were dead or, sadder still, in a lunatic asylum—since we are told with emphasis that the hereditary seeds of madness in the Lamb family came from the father's side—it is beyond doubt that misfortune of some kind must have been the cause of the child's being sent thus prematurely to earn his bread in service. His subsequently becoming a barrister's clerk seems to indicate that his early nurture and education had been of a gentler kind than this rough thrusting out into the world of a mere child would otherwise imply: in confirmation of which it is to be noted that afterwards, in the dark crisis of family misfortune, an "old gentlewoman of fortune" appears on the scene as a relative.

In spite of early struggles John Lamb grew up


A merry cheerful man. A merrier man,

A man more apt to frame matter for mirth,

Mad jokes and antics for a Christmas-eve,

Making life social and the laggard time

To move on nimbly, never yet did cheer

The little circle of domestic friends.



Inflexibly honest and upright too, with a dash of chivalry in his nature; who is not familiar with his portrait as "Lovel" in The Benchers of the Inner Temple? Elizabeth his wife, a native of Ware, whose maiden name was Field, was many years younger than himself. She was a handsome, dignified-looking woman; like her husband fond of  pleasure; a good and affectionate mother, also, in the main, yet lacking insight into the characters of her children—into Mary's at any rate, towards whom she never manifested that maternal tenderness which makes the heart wise whatever the head may be. Mary, a shy, sensitive, nervous, affectionate child, who early showed signs of a liability to brain disorder, above all things needed tender and judicious care. "Her mother loved her," wrote Charles in after years, "as she loved us all, with a mother's love; but in opinion, in feeling and sentiment and disposition bore so distant a resemblance to her daughter that she never understood her right—never could believe how much she loved her—but met her caresses, her protestations of filial affection too frequently with coldness and repulse. Still she was a good mother. God forbid I should think of her but most respectfully, most affectionately. Yet she would always love my brother above Mary, who was not worthy of one-tenth of that affection which Mary had a right to claim."

John, the eldest, a handsome, lively, active boy, was just what his good looks and his being the favourite were likely to make of a not very happily endowed nature. "Dear little selfish craving John" he was in childhood, and dear big selfish John he remained in manhood; treated with tender indulgence by his brother and sister who cheerfully exonerated him from taking up any share of the burthen of sorrow and privation which became the portion of his family by the time he was grown up and prosperously afloat.

A maiden aunt, a worthy but uncanny old soul whose odd silent ways and odder witch-like mutterings and mumblings coupled with a wild look in  her eyes as she peered out from under her spectacles, made her an object of dread rather than love to Mary as afterwards to Charles in whom she garnered up her heart, completed the family group but did not add to its harmony for she and her sister-in-law ill agreed. They were in "their different ways," wrote Mary, looking back on childhood from middle-life, "the best creatures in the world; but they set out wrong at first. They made each other miserable for full twenty years of their lives. My mother was a perfect gentlewoman; my aunty as unlike a gentlewoman as you can possibly imagine a good old woman to be; so that my dear mother (who, though you do not know it, is always in my poor head and heart), used to distress and weary her with incessant and unceasing attention and politeness to gain her affection. The old woman could not return this in kind and did not know what to make of it—thought it all deceit, and used to hate my mother with a bitter hatred; which, of course, was soon returned with interest. A little frankness and looking into each other's characters at first would have spared all this, and they would have lived as they died, fond of each other for the last ten years of their lives. When we grew up and harmonised them a little, they sincerely loved each other."

In these early days Mary's was a comfortable though a very modest home; a place of "snug fire-sides, the low-built roof, parlours ten feet by ten, frugal boards, and all the homeliness of home"; a wholesome soil to be planted in which permitted no helplessness in the practical details of domestic life; above poverty in the actual though not in the conventional sense of the word. Such book-learning as fell to her lot was obtained at a day-school in Fetter Lane, Holborn,  where, notwithstanding the inscription over the door, "Mr. William Bird, Teacher of Mathematics and Languages," reading in the mother-tongue, writing and "ciphering" were all that was learned. The school-room looked into a dingy, discoloured garden, in the passage leading from Fetter Lane into Bartlett's Buildings; and there boys were taught in the morning and their sisters in the afternoon by "a gentle usher" named Starkey, whose subsequent misfortunes have rescued him and Mary's school-days from oblivion. For, having in his old age drifted into an almshouse at Newcastle, the tale of his wanderings and his woes found its way into print and finally into Hone's Every Day Book, where, meeting the eyes of Charles and Mary Lamb, it awakened in both old memories which took shape in the sketch called Captain Starkey.

"Poor Starkey, when young, had that peculiar stamp of old-fashionedness in his face which makes it impossible for a beholder to predict any particular age in the object. You can scarce make a guess between seventeen and seven-and-thirty. This antique caste always seems to promise ill-luck and penury. Yet it seems he was not always the abject thing he came to. My sister, who well remembers him, can hardly forgive Mr. Thomas Ranson for making an etching so unlike her idea of him when he was at Mr. Bird's school. Old age and poverty, a life-long poverty she thinks, could at no time have effaced the marks of native gentility which were once so visible in a face otherwise strikingly ugly, thin, and careworn. From her recollections of him, she thinks that he would have wanted bread before he would have begged or borrowed a halfpenny. 'If any of the girls,' she says, 'who were my school-fellows should be  reading through their aged spectacles tidings from the dead of their youthful friend Starkey, they will feel a pang as I do at having teased his gentle spirit.'

"They were big girls, it seems, too old to attend his instructions with the silence necessary; and, however old age and a long state of beggary seems to have reduced his writing faculties to a state of imbecility, in those days his language occasionally rose to the bold and figurative, for, when he was in despair to stop their chattering, his ordinary phrase was, 'Ladies, if you will not hold your peace, not all the powers in heaven can make you.' Once he was missing for a day or two; he had run away. A little, old, unhappy-looking man brought him back—it was his father, and he did no business in the school that day but sat moping in a corner with his hands before his face; the girls, his tormentors, in pity for his case, for the rest of the day forbore to annoy him.

"'I had been there but a few months,' adds she, 'when Starkey, who was the chief instructor of us girls, communicated to us a profound secret, that the tragedy of Cato was shortly to be acted by the elder boys, and that we were to be invited to the representation.' That Starkey lent a helping hand in fashioning the actors she remembers; and, but for his unfortunate person, he might have had some distinguished part in the scene to enact. As it was he had the arduous task of prompter assigned to him and his feeble voice was heard clear and distinct repeating the text during the whole performance. She describes her recollection of the caste of characters even now with a relish:—Martia, by the handsome Edgar Hickman, who afterwards went to Africa, and of whom she never afterwards heard tidings; Lucia, by  Master Walker, whose sister was her particular friend; Cato, by John Hunter, a masterly declaimer but a plain boy, and shorter by a head than his two sons in the scene, &c. In conclusion, Starkey appears to have been one of those mild spirits which, not originally deficient in understanding, are crushed by penury into dejection and feebleness. He might have proved a useful adjunct, if not an ornament to society, if fortune had taken him into a very little fostering; but wanting that he became a captain—a by-word—and lived and died a broken bulrush."

But the chief and best part of Mary's education was due to the fact that her father's employer, Mr. Salt, had a good library "into which she was tumbled early" and suffered to "browse there without much selection or prohibition." A little selection, however, would have made the pasturage all the wholesomer to a child of Mary's sensitive brooding nature; for the witch-stories and cruel tales of the sufferings of the martyrs on which she pored all alone, as her brother did after her, wrought upon her tender brain and lent their baleful aid to nourish those seeds of madness which she inherited; as may be inferred from a subsequent adventure.

When tripping to and from school or playing in the Temple Gardens Mary must sometimes, though we have no record of the fact, have set eyes on Oliver Goldsmith: for the first ten years of her life were the last of his; spent, though with frequent sojourns elsewhere, in the Temple. And in the Temple churchyard he was buried, just ten months before the birth of Charles.

The London born and bred child had occasional tastes of joyous, healthful life in the country, for her mother had hospitable relatives  in her native county, pleasant Hertfordshire. Specially was there a great-aunt married to a substantial yeoman named Gladman living at Mackery End within a gentle walk of Wheathampstead, the visits to whom remained in Mary's memory as the most delightful recollections of her childhood. In after life she embodied them, mingling fiction with fact, in a story called Louisa Manners or the Farm House where she tells in sweet and child-like words of the ecstasy of a little four-year-old girl on finding herself for the first time in the midst of fields quite full of bright shining yellow flowers with sheep and young lambs feeding; of the inexhaustible interest of the farm-yard, the thresher in the barn with his terrifying flail and black beard, the collecting of eggs and searching for scarce violets ("if we could find eggs and violets too, what happy children we were"); of the hay-making and the sheep-shearing, the great wood fires and the farm-house suppers.

This will recall to the reader Elia's Mackery End; how, forty years afterwards, brother and sister revisited the old farm-house one day in the midst of June and how Bridget (so he always called Mary in print) "remembered her old acquaintance again; some altered features, of course, a little grudged at. At first, indeed, she was ready to disbelieve for joy; but the scene soon re-confirmed itself in her affections, and she traversed every out-post of the old mansion, to the wood-house, the orchard, the place where the pigeon-house had stood (house and birds were alike flown), with a breathless impatience of recognition which was more pardonable perhaps than decorous at the age of fifty odd. But Bridget in some things is behind her years."

"… The only thing left was to get into the house, and that was a difficulty which to me singly would have been insurmountable, for I am terribly shy in making myself known to strangers and out-of-date kinsfolk. Love, stronger than scruple, winged my cousin in without me; but she soon returned with a creature that might have sat to a sculptor for the image of Welcome…. To have seen Bridget and her,—it was like the meeting of the two scriptural cousins! There was a grace and dignity, an amplitude of form and stature answering to her mind in this farmer's wife, which would have shined in a palace…."

To return to the days of childhood, Mary also paid visits to her maternal grandmother Field, housekeeper to the Plumers at their stately but forsaken mansion of Blakesware; but here the pleasure was mingled with a kind of weird solemnity. Mary has left on record her experiences in a tale which forms a sort of pendant to Blakesmoor in H——shire by Elia. Her story is called Margaret Green, the Young Mahometan, also from Mrs. Leicester's School and, apart from a slight framework of invention ("Mrs. Beresford," her grandmother, being represented as the owner instead of housekeeper of the mansion), is minutely autobiographical. "Every morning when she (Mrs. Beresford) saw me she used to nod her head very kindly and say 'How do you do, little Margaret?' But I do not recollect that she ever spoke to me during the remainder of the day, except indeed after I had read the psalms and the chapters which was my daily task; then she used constantly to observe that I improved in my reading and frequently added, 'I never heard a child read so distinctly.' When my daily portion of reading was over I had a taste of needle-work, which  generally lasted half an hour. I was not allowed to pass more time in reading or work, because my eyes were very weak, for which reason I was always set to read in the large-print family Bible. I was very fond of reading, and when I could, unobserved, steal a few minutes as they were intent on their work, I used to delight to read in the historical part of the Bible; but this, because of my eyes, was a forbidden pleasure, and the Bible being never removed out of the room, it was only for a short time together that I dared softly to lift up the leaves and peep into it. As I was permitted to walk in the garden or wander about the house whenever I pleased, I used to leave the parlour for hours together, and make out my own solitary amusement as well as I could. My first visit was always to a very large hall, which, from being paved with marble, was called the Marble Hall. The heads of the twelve Cæsars were hung round the hall. Every day I mounted on the chairs to look at them and to read the inscriptions underneath, till I became perfectly familiar with their names and features. Hogarth's prints were below the Cæsars. I was very fond of looking at them and endeavouring to make out their meaning. An old broken battledore and some shuttle-cocks with most of the feathers missing were on a marble slab in one corner of the hall, which constantly reminded me that there had once been younger inhabitants here than the old lady and her grey-headed servants. In another corner stood a marble figure of a satyr; every day I laid my hand on his shoulder to feel how cold he was. This hall opened into a room full of family portraits. They were all in dresses of former times; some were old men and women, and some were children. I used to long to have a  fairy's power to call the children down from their frames to play with me. One little girl in particular, who hung by the side of the glass door which opened into the garden, I often invited to walk there with me; but she still kept her station, one arm round a little lamb's neck and in her hand a large bunch of roses. From this room I usually proceeded to the garden. When I was weary of the garden I wandered over the rest of the house. The best suite of rooms I never saw by any other light than what glimmered through the tops of the window-shutters, which, however, served to show the carved chimney-pieces and the curious old ornaments about the rooms; but the worked furniture and carpets of which I heard such constant praises I could have but an imperfect sight of, peeping under the covers which were kept over them by the dim light; for I constantly lifted up a corner of the envious cloth that hid these highly praised rareties from my view.

"The bedrooms were also regularly explored by me, as well to admire the antique furniture as for the sake of contemplating the tapestry hangings which were full of Bible history. The subject of the one which chiefly attracted my attention was Hagar and her son Ishmael. Every day I admired the beauty of the youth, and pitied the forlorn state of him and his mother in the wilderness. At the end of the gallery into which these tapestry rooms opened was one door which, having often in vain attempted to open, I concluded to be locked; and finding myself shut out, I was very desirous of seeing what it contained and, though still foiled in the attempt, I every day endeavoured to turn the lock, which, whether by constantly trying I loosened, being probably a very old one, or that the door was not  locked but fastened tight by time, I know not; to my great joy, as I was one day trying the lock as usual, it gave way, and I found myself in this so long desired room.

"It proved to be a very large library. This was indeed a precious discovery. I looked round on the books with the greatest delight: I thought I would read them every one. I now forsook all my favourite haunts and passed all my time here. I took down first one book, then another. If you never spent whole mornings alone in a large library, you cannot conceive the pleasure of taking down books in the constant hope of finding an entertaining book among them; yet, after many days, meeting with nothing but disappointment, it became less pleasant. All the books within my reach were folios of the gravest cast. I could understand very little that I read in them, and the old dark print and the length of the lines made my eyes ache.

"When I had almost resolved to give up the search as fruitless, I perceived a volume lying in an obscure corner of the room. I opened it; it was a charming print, the letters were almost as large as the type of the family Bible. In the first page I looked into I saw the name of my favourite Ishmael, whose face I knew so well from the tapestry, and whose history I had often read in the Bible. I sat myself down to read this book with the greatest eagerness. The title of it was Mahometanism Explained[3]…. A great many of the leaves were torn out, but enough remained to make me imagine that Ishmael was the true son of Abraham. I read here that the true descendants of Abraham were known by a light which streamed from the middle of their  foreheads. It said that Ishmael's father and mother first saw this light streaming from his forehead as he was lying asleep in the cradle. I was very sorry so many of the leaves were torn out, for it was as entertaining as a fairy tale. I used to read the history of Ishmael and then go and look at him in the tapestry, and then read his history again. When I had almost learned the history of Ishmael by heart, I read the rest of the book, and then I came to the history of Mahomet who was there said to be the last descendant of Abraham.

"If Ishmael had engaged so much of my thoughts, how much more so must Mahomet? His history was full of nothing but wonders from the beginning to the end. The book said that those who believed all the wonderful stories which were related of Mahomet were called Mahometans and True Believers; I concluded that I must be a Mahometan, for I believed every word I read.

"At length I met with something which I also believed, though I trembled as I read it. This was, that after we are dead we are to pass over a narrow bridge which crosses a bottomless gulf. The bridge was described to be no wider than a silken thread, and it is said that all who were not Mahometans would slip on one side of this bridge and drop into the tremendous gulf that had no bottom. I considered myself as a Mahometan, yet I was perfectly giddy whenever I thought of passing over this bridge. One day, seeing the old lady totter across the room, a sudden terror seized me for I thought how would she ever be able to get over the bridge? Then, too, it was that I first recollected that my mother would also be in imminent danger; for I imagined she had never heard the name of Mahomet, because I foolishly conjectured this  book had been locked up for ages in the library and was utterly unknown to the rest of the world.

"All my desire was now to tell them the discovery I had made; for, I thought, when they knew of the existence of Mahometanism Explained they would read it and become Mahometans to ensure themselves a safe passage over the silken bridge. But it wanted more courage than I possessed to break the matter to my intended converts; I must acknowledge that I had been reading without leave; and the habit of never speaking or being spoken to considerably increased the difficulty.

"My anxiety on this subject threw me into a fever. I was so ill that my mother thought it necessary to sleep in the same room with me. In the middle of the night I could not resist the strong desire I felt to tell her what preyed so much on my mind.

"I awoke her out of a sound sleep and begged she would be so kind as to be a Mahometan. She was very much alarmed, for she thought I was delirious, which I believe I was; for I tried to explain the reason of my request, but it was in such an incoherent manner that she could not at all comprehend what I was talking about. The next day a physician was sent for and he discovered, by several questions that he put to me, that I had read myself into a fever. He gave me medicines and ordered me to be kept very quiet and said he hoped in a few days I should be very well; but as it was a new case to him, he never having attended a little Mahometan before, if any lowness continued after he had removed the fever he would, with my mother's permission, take me home with him to study this extraordinary case at his leisure; and  added that he could then hold a consultation with his wife who was often very useful to him in prescribing remedies for the maladies of his younger patients."

In the sequel, this sensible and kindly doctor takes his little patient home, and restores her by giving her child-like wholesome pleasures and rational sympathy. I fear that this only shadowed forth the wise tenderness with which Mary Lamb would have treated such a child rather than what befell herself; and that with the cruelty of ignorance Mary's mother and grandmother suffered her young spirit to do battle still, in silence and inward solitariness, with the phantoms imagination conjured up in her too-sensitive brain. "Polly, what are those poor crazy, moythered brains of yours thinking always?" was worthy Mrs. Field's way of endeavouring to win the confidence of the thoughtful suffering child. The words in the story, "my mother almost wholly discontinued talking to me," "I scarcely ever heard a word addressed to me from morning to night" have a ring of truth, of bitter experience in them, which makes the heart ache. Yet it was no result of sullenness on either side, least of all did it breed any ill-feeling on Mary's. It was simple stupidity, lack of insight or sympathy in the elders; and on hers was repaid by the sweetest affection and, in after years, by a self-sacrificing devotion which, carried at
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