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For Joe


‘common stock in trouble as well as joy’








You will see Hunt – one of those happy souls


Who are the salt of the earth, and without whom


This world would smell like what it is – a tomb;


Who is, what others seem; his room no doubt


Is still adorned with many a cast from Shout,


With graceful flowers tastefully placed about;


And coronals of bay from ribbons hung,


And brighter wreaths in neat disorder flung;


The gifts of the most learned among some dozens


Of female friends, sisters-in-law, and cousins.


And there is he with his eternal puns,


Which beat the dullest brain for smiles, like duns


Thundering for money at a poet’s door;


Alas! it is no use to say, ‘I’m poor!’


Or oft in graver mood, when he will look


Things wiser than were ever read in book,


Except in Shakespeare’s wisest tenderness. –








Shelley, ‘Letter to Maria Gisborne’, 1 July 1820
Posthumous Poems, 1824


I now know that Keats was a boring, conceited, self-pitying, self-indulgent silly little fool … as well as an incompetent, uninteresting, affected, non-visualising, Royal-Academy-picture salacious, mouthing poet. He’s still better than Shelley, though. Shelley didn’t have Keats’s excuse of not knowing any better. Leigh Hunt was a better man and poet than either.


Kingsley Amis, letter to Philip Larkin, 4 August 1950
The Letters of Kingsley Amis, 2002




PROLOGUE


When Leigh Hunt died in the summer of 1859, even his local paper in west London expressed surprise that he had still been alive. Since the height of his fame forty years earlier, as a second-generation Romantic poet on a par with Keats and Shelley, and a political journalist jailed for his beliefs, the world had moved far on. Though respected in the Victorian era as an elder statesman of English letters, Hunt had long since lost his public.


In the first few years of the twenty-first century, as this book has been gestating, there have been signs of a revival of interest in Hunt unprecedented since his lifetime, perhaps even since his eventful youth. The publication in 2003 of a posthumous Festschrift, with the professed goal of restoring Hunt to his ‘rightful prominence’, proved but the prelude to a six-volume reissue of his Selected Writings, weighing in at 2784 pages and a purchase price of £495, which aspired to present Hunt as ‘unmistakably, one of the leading writers of his age’.


Towards the end of 2003 this moved the London Review of Books to note the ‘growing awareness of the significant contribution [Hunt] made to poetry and belles-lettres’ amid ‘a belated realization that … he was one of the most important radical journalists of the early nineteenth century’. Reviewing the same volumes in March 2004, the Times Literary Supplement finally acknowledged that Hunt ‘embodied the spirit of his age as emphatically as any of his contemporaries’, declaring him fit ‘to stand alongside Hazlitt and Lamb’ as ‘a shrewder, more eloquent and more conscientiously consistent advocate for social and aesthetic reform than critics have previously appreciated’.


This was surely the most generous remark made about Hunt in the century-plus history of the TLS. During the twentieth century interest in Hunt all but evaporated; his name was kept fitfully alive only by a handful of disparate, often rather unlikely admirers, as if he were the obscure guru of some long-defunct cult. In her diary for 13 August 1921, Virginia Woolf hailed Hunt as ‘our spiritual grandfather, a free man … a light man, I daresay, but civilized … These free, vigorous spirits advance the world.’ Appearing on BBC Radio’s Desert Island Discs in April 1975, the then Poet Laureate John Betjeman, asked which poets had most influenced him as a young man, replied: ‘William Blake first. Nursery rhymes, then William Blake, then Keats, Leigh Hunt, and most of all Tennyson.’


Beyond these unlikely bedfellows – Woolf, Betjeman and Kingsley Amis (as biliously quoted on p. viii of this book) – posterity has been less kind to Hunt than his contemporaries, Romantic or Victorian. Immortalised in verse tributes by Keats and Shelley, admired (until they fell out) by Byron, praised by fellow writers from Hazlitt and Lamb, Carlyle and Macaulay to Elizabeth Barrett, Charlotte Brontë and Elizabeth Gaskell, Tennyson, Browning and Thackeray, even his eventual nemesis Dickens, Hunt proceeded to disappear almost without trace, except as a malign influence on Keats in the steady stream of studies of the prematurely deceased poet whose name so swiftly came to overshadow that of his mentor, champion and friend. The same was true of Hunt’s closest friend, Shelley, even more so of Byron, and to some extent of Hazlitt, Lamb, Carlyle and others. Only as a walk-on cameo player in the biographies of others did Hunt live on, usually in disparaging terms, always as a lesser man.


Few have summed up the Hunt dilemma better than one of the first editors of a collection of his essays, Arthur Symons, thirty years after Hunt’s death: ‘The position of Leigh Hunt in our literature might easily be exaggerated, and still more easily underestimated.’ By way of explanation, the editors of the recent Selected Writings point out that assessments of Hunt’s position in English literature have been frustrated by the absence of ‘anything resembling’ a collected edition of his work. Definitive editions of De Quincey, Lamb and Hazlitt all appeared around the turn of the twentieth century, yet Smith and Elder’s seven-volume set of Hunt’s later work, published in the 1870s, remained unmatched until Pickering and Chatto’s six-volume selection at the beginning of the twenty-first.


Even that exemplary edition, beyond the financial reach of all but libraries, does not entirely satisfy the complaint of Sir Edmund Gosse in 1923 that Hunt remained ‘alone among the leading writers of his age’ in that ‘no definitive or even collected edition of his works has been forthcoming’. It would also have pleased the Victorian critic George Saintsbury, without fully answering his protest at the lack of a ‘complete and uniform issue, the want of which … is never quite made up by a scratch company of volumes of all dates, sizes and prints’. Now even that ‘scratch company’ has long since been dispersed.


If the renewed interest at the start of the present century does prove to herald a renaissance in Leigh Hunt studies, it is woefully overdue. Since his death Hunt has had but few significant champions, primarily the First World War poet Edmund Blunden, whose critical study of 1930 was the only book in English before this one that could lay claim to being a full-length biography. During his long academic exile in Hong Kong, Blunden also enjoyed rare (and unlikely) access to a complete set of Hunt’s journal The Examiner, which resulted in his Leigh Hunt’s ‘Examiner’ Examined (1928); a fellow ‘Bluecoat’, or alumnus of Christ’s Hospital, Blunden also paid surrogate homage to Hunt (as well as Coleridge and Lamb) in coediting a history of their alma mater, The Christ’s Hospital Book (1953).


Sixty years after Hunt’s death, Blunden rightly observed that ‘a careful life of Leigh Hunt should have been written many years ago, when some who had known him were still alive, and when the documents were still mainly assembled’. Soon after Hunt’s death, his son Thornton edited a new edition of his Autobiography, as well as his Collected Poems and a two-volume edition of his Correspondence. Otherwise the first attempt at a Life, by the poet Cosmo Monkhouse in 1893, represented little advance on Hunt’s own rambling, self-indulgent, largely recycled autobiography (1850, revised 1860, republished in a single volume edited by the historian J.E. Morpurgo, then director-general of Britain’s National Book League, in 1949; ten years later Stephen F. Fogle edited a slim but invaluable volume of the work’s ‘earliest sketches’ for the University of Florida). In 1928 the American scholar George Stout published his Harvard doctoral thesis under the title Studies Towards a Biography of Leigh Hunt; and the British critic Reginald Brimley Johnson essayed a brief life in his 1896 appraisal of Hunt’s writings – emulated the best part of a century later, in 1977, by James R. Thompson of the University of Michigan in Twayne’s English Authors series. But it took a Frenchman, Louis Landré, to offer the most complete survey of Hunt’s life and work yet attempted, when he converted his own doctoral thesis into the exhaustive two-volume, nine-hundred-page Leigh Hunt: Contribution à l’histoire du Romantisme anglais (1936), the first volume a tour d’horizon of Hunt’s life and significance, the second a critical analysis of his writings – neither of which has ever been republished or translated into English.


Landré received invaluable assistance from the American collector Luther R. Brewer, whose My Leigh Hunt Library: The First Editions (1932) and The Holograph Letters (1938) spell out the Hunt letters in his unique collection, now in the library of the University of Iowa. The somewhat obsessive Brewer also used to publish each year a Christmas volume for his friends, usually concerning some arcane aspect of Huntiana, which also unveiled useful if random material. In the mid-twentieth century the American husband-and-wife team of Lawrence and Carolyn Houtchens edited ground-breaking anthologies of Hunt’s political and occasional essays and dramatic criticism, while Theodore Fenner of the University of Michigan performed the same service for his musings on opera. Some of Hunt’s reviews and contemporary reviews of his own work were also collected in Donald H. Reiman’s nine-volume anthology The Romantics Reviewed: Contemporary Reviews of British Romantic Writers (1972).


As an essayist, Hunt was well served in anthologies edited by, among others, Arthur Symons (1888 and 1903), Brimley Johnson (1891) and J.B. Priestley (1925); Johnson also edited a collection of his prefaces (1927). Thereafter Hunt’s many millions of words were allowed to drift out of print until Manchester’s Carcanet Press published a slim selection of his writings in 1990, edited with a brief introduction by the former head of English at Christ’s Hospital, David Jesson Dibley.


American academics and their university presses have sporadically come up with handy labours of love, such as a 1973 facsimile reprint of Alexander Mitchell’s 1931 bibliography, which is supplemented by further bibliographies edited by David Bonnell Green and Edwin Graves Wilson (Nebraska, 1964), Robert A. Hartley (Nebraska, 1978) and Timothy J. Lulofs and Hans Ostrom (Boston, 1985). But a 1970 reprint of Alexander Ireland’s 1868 anthology of the writings of Hazlitt and Hunt was otherwise all that remained of him before Oxford published token samples in Michael O’Neill’s Literature of the Romantic Period: A Bibliographical Guide and Duncan Wu’s Romanticism: An Anthology (second edition), both in 1998. Facsimile editions of Leigh Hunt’s London Journal and the Companion were published by AMS of New York in 1967 and 1976 respectively, and a fifteen-volume facsimile of the Examiner under his editorship (1808–22) by Pickering & Chatto of London in 1999.


Other recent, if shorter volumes have included Ann Blainey’s Immortal Boy (1985) and Molly Tatchell’s Leigh Hunt and his Family in Hammersmith (1969), the latter published by the Hammersmith Local History Group. The American academic David Cheney has long been at work on a complete edition of Hunt’s correspondence; in the meantime, Eleanor M. Gates of Falls River, Connecticut, edited and published a meticulous if necessarily selective Life in Letters (1999), followed by a survey of Hunt’s correspondence with Hazlitt (2000).


A slim volume of Huntiana edited by Robert A. McCown emerged from a symposium held on 13 April 1984, to celebrate the bicentenary of Hunt’s birth, at the University of Iowa – now, thanks to the Brewer Collection, the incongruous world headquarters of Leigh Hunt studies. The other US-based treasure trove of Hunt documents is the Carl H. Pforzheimer Collection, housed in the New York Public Library since the Shelley connoisseur’s death in 1957. Over thirty-five years this has now produced for Harvard University Press ten volumes of the monumental series Shelley and his Circle, the first four edited by Kenneth Neill Cameron, subsequent volumes by Donald H. Reiman and Doucet Devin Fischer. Volumes 9 and 10, which reach the end of 1820, appeared in the autumn of 2002. Their work continues.


Otherwise the twentieth century’s disregard of Hunt continued through the New Historicists’ domination of Romantic studies in the 1980s. But signs of a revival began during the Keats bicentenary of 1995, when Hunt figured prominently in several anthologies and critical works. The trend began with Rodney Stenning Edgecombe’s Leigh Hunt and the Poetry of Fancy (1994) and continued with Jeffrey Cox’s Poetry and Politics in the Cockney School (1998), Richard Cronin’s The Politics of Romantic Poetry (2000) and Ayumi Mizukoshi’s Keats, Hunt and the Aesthetics of Pleasure (2001). But perhaps the most striking, if least academic and certainly least expected tribute to Hunt’s dogged staying power came in the fifth year of the new millennium:






And all the scene, in short – sky, earth and sea,


Breathes like a bright-eyed face, that laughs out openly.








In 2004, one hundred and forty-five years after Hunt’s death, this typically wide-eyed couplet was enjoying pride of place atop countless packets of Whole Earth organic cornflakes (‘Nothing Artificial – Gluten Free’), available at most self-respecting supermarkets. How it got there is anyone’s guess; either breakfast-cereal marketing is the highest an Eng. Lit. graduate can aspire to these days; or some bright advertising spark had been browsing through the third (1992) edition of the Oxford Dictionary of Quotations, where these undistinguished lines from the first Canto of Hunt’s early poem The Story of Rimini appear as one of seventeen entries – an improvement, at least, on the mere seven he was granted in the second edition (1953), even if they had disappeared again by the fifth (1999).


What has Hunt’s florid alexandrine to do with cornflakes, organic or otherwise? Let that pass. In its forlorn way this could be considered Leigh Hunt’s finest literary hour; at last this long-suffering scribbler was reaching a far wider audience than he ever managed in his long lifetime – or indeed in the century and a half since his death, during which his name has sunk out of sight, crowded out by those of his more lasting contemporaries, from Keats, Shelley and Byron, Hazlitt and Lamb, to Carlyle and Thackeray, Tennyson and Dickens. The only pity is that he wasn’t still around to pick up some much-needed royalties.


The present book could not have been written without the privilege of a Fellowship at the Dorothy and Lewis B. Cullman Center for Scholars and Writers at the New York Public Library in its inaugural year, 1999–2000, which enabled the author to mine the treasures of the above-mentioned Pforzheimer Collection and other departments of that great institution. He offers heartfelt thanks to the Center’s founder, Dorothy Cullman, for adding the words ‘and Writers’ to its otherwise academic remit, without which he would never have gained admission; to the New York Public Library’s president, Paul LeClerc, for his genial interest; to the Center’s founder-director, Professor Peter Gay, for his unstinting advice, encouragement and friendship; to Pamela Leo, its assistant director, for her cheerful support; and, for one of the most enjoyable and productive years of my life, my fellow-Fellows Paul Berman, Sven Beckert, D. Graham Burnett, Kathleen Neale Cleaver, Pamela Clemit, Andrew Delbanco, Gregory Dreicer, Christian Fleck, Ada Louise Huxtable, Marion Kaplan, Allen Kurzweil, Howard Markel, Francine Prose and Harvey Sachs.


Also at the New York Public Library I must acknowledge the expertise and generosity of Stephen Wagner, curator of the Pforzheimer Collection, assisted by Laura O’Keefe, and their colleagues Doucet Devin Fischer, current co-editor of Shelley and His Circle, Daniel Dibbem and Elizabeth Denlinger; Virginia Bartow, curator of the NYPL’s Rare Books department; Rodney Philips, then curator of the Berg Collection; Stewart Bodner of the Journals and Periodicals Collection; and Anne Skillion, editor of the house magazine, Biblion.


For further encouragement, friendship and hospitality during what turned out to be three years in New York, I also thank Tina Brown, Richard Cohen, Sharon and Denis Dalton, Sir Harold Evans, Everett Fahy, Sarah Giles, the late Walter Goodman, David Hershey, Christopher Hitchens, Nicholas von Hoffman, Susan Kamil, Stryker McGuire, David Plante, Peter Pringle, Eleanor Randolph, Kathy Robbins, Charles Simmons and friends, John Stravinsky and friends, Ed Vulliamy, Gully Wells, Catherine Williams and Maury Yeston.


Among Hunt scholars who have encouraged and advised me, I am especially grateful to Michael Eberle-Sinatra (formerly Michael Laplace-Sinatra) of the University of Montréal, and Robert Morrison of Queen’s University, Kingston, Ontario, co-editors of the six-volume Selected Writings, both of whom were kind enough to read the book in manuscript and make many helpful suggestions. The same is true of my friend Charles Mahoney of the University of Connecticut, editor of Volume Four of the Selected Writings, and Professor John Barnard, formerly of Leeds University, a Keatsian kind enough to read the relevant chapters. For genial interest and support I am also grateful to David H.


Stam, director (now retired) of the Syracuse University Libraries, formerly Andrew W. Mellon Director of the Research Libraries, New York Public Libraries; Duncan Wu of St Catherine’s College, Oxford, formerly of Glasgow University; and Dr Robert Woof, director of the Wordsworth Trust and resident curator of Dove Cottage, the Wordsworth home and museum in Grasmere.


The staff of the London Library were at least as helpful to me as they appear to have been to Hunt in the 1840s and beyond (see Chapter 12, pp. 289-90). He might have mourned the passing of the British Museum’s reading room, but would have loved the sleek efficiency of the new British Library, whose staff were unfailingly obliging. I am grateful to James Powell of Pickering & Chatto for help in obtaining sets of the fifteen-volume reprint of the Examiner and six-volume Selected Writings which have recently given such a boost to Hunt studies. I have also received invaluable sustenance and support, through good times and bad, from several other writers and/or academics who also happen to be friends: Al Alvarez, Melvyn Bragg, Logan Browning, Marjorie Chadwick, John Hollander, John Jones, Sir Frank Kermode and John David Morley.


My late brother-in-law George Baty Blake generously gave me his first edition of the two-volume US edition of Hunt’s Men, Women and Books; my friend Christian Digby-Firth undertook research from his and Hunt’s alma mater, Christ’s Hospital, to Hampstead’s misnamed Vale of Health, and miraculously came up with that packet of organic cornflakes; Leigh Hunt’s closest living descendant and dedicated ‘keeper of the flame’, Richard Russell CVO, former headmaster of St George’s School, Windsor, offered hospitality, gifts of books and – an especial thrill – the inscription on the silver goblet presented to Hunt by the people of Plymouth in 1822 (p. 155), of which he is now custodian. He also compiled the family tree on p. 367.


My professional creditors are headed by my literary agent Gill Coleridge and her colleague Lucy Luck, and Time Warner’s UK Publisher Ursula Mackenzie, with whose editorial skills I was reunited when she inherited a work originally commissioned by my friend Alan Samson, now Publisher of Weidenfeld & Nicolson. At Time Warner Books (UK) I am also very grateful to my desk editor, Stephen Guise; copy editor Richard Dawes; publicity director Rosalie Macfarlane and her colleague Tamsin Barrack; picture researcher Linda Silverman; and indexer Catherine Hookman. At Time Warner (US): my editor Asya Muchnick and publisher Michael Pietsch. All of the above were remarkably patient, beyond the call of duty, when my work ran into a prolonged if unexpected and unavoidable delay. Once I resumed my task, back home across the Atlantic, I was uniquely sustained by the interest and support of Jane Wellesley.


Even more than his elder and younger brothers, Sam and Ben, my son Joe Holden shared my mood swings throughout these five years, both in New York and London. Joe has richly deserved his dedication – even if neither this book nor its subject is or was as generous as he would see fit towards his literary hero, George Gordon, Lord Byron.


New York–London, 1999–2004.
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‘Fit for nothing but an author’


1784–1802


Leigh Hunt’s grave in Kensal Green Cemetery, north-west London, is not easy to find. Though clearly marked on a helpful map for visitors – fork left past his friend Thackeray, straight on past Brunel, sharp right towards Trollope – monument number 13650 defies location as stubbornly as its coordinates, square 121, row 3.


The problem, for the visitor who knows the least about his quarry, is that Joseph Durham’s distinctive bust of the ‘immortal boy’ would seem likely to stand out from a distance amid the otherwise featureless ranks of Victorian worthies and eccentrics peopling the now desolate deathscape that calls itself ‘London’s foremost necropolis’. Only after a despairing struggle through the winter mud, aghast at the cemetery’s air of abandon, does the persistent pilgrim finally stumble upon Hunt’s celebrated epitaph for Abou Ben Adhem – ‘Write me as one that loves his fellow-men’ – and thus upon the melancholy truth. Durham’s handsome bust of Hunt, which took ten years to finance by public subscription after his death in 1859, has long since been lost to twentieth-century vandals.


It seems an aptly forlorn postscript to a long literary life in which so little went right, so much wrong, and such feverish energy was expended with such mixed results. There is now no surviving memorial to Hunt in the London he loved and so lavishly chronicled. Few, if any, of his more than eighty published works remain in print. He was poet, critic, editor, essayist, novelist and playwright, the mentor and friend of Keats and Shelley, colleague and sparring partner of Byron and Hazlitt, intimate of Lamb and Carlyle, Browning and Dickens. Alongside Wordsworth, who largely eschewed literary London, Hunt’s was the longest nineteenth-century literary life, with the widest circle of acquaintance and as large a claim as any to the shaping of literary opinion.


The Victorian critic George Saintsbury granted Hunt ‘almost the first place in a history of prosody’; a century later, in 1990, he was still regarded as having ‘no rival in the history of English criticism’ in Professor Ian Jack’s Oxford survey of English Literature 1815–1832. Later writers have commended Hunt’s gifts and his influence as an all-round man of letters, as friend and mentor to three remarkable generations of writers. Yet it was in none of these many roles, but in a court of law – as a journalist, a passionate advocate of radical reform – that James Henry Leigh Hunt first made his name.


On 10 December 1812, at the Court of the King’s Bench, Westminster, a hand-picked jury of twelve loyal monarchists and true took ten minutes to agree that twenty-eight-year-old Leigh Hunt was guilty of what the supposedly impartial Lord Chief Justice called a ‘foul, atrocious and malignant’ libel against the Prince of Wales, also Prince Regent during the descent into madness of his father, King George III. For his outrage at the Prince’s betrayal of the cause of Catholic emancipation in Ireland, Hunt was fined the huge sum of £500, required to come up with a further £500 as surety of his ‘good behaviour’ and jailed for two years.


Neither his health nor his finances would ever entirely recover. But this was the moment that made the name of a literary man, never primarily a political animal, who would outlive all his Romantic contemporaries to become an elder statesman of Victorian letters.


Hunt was born in the year Samuel Johnson died, and died in the year A.E. Housman, Conan Doyle and Jerome K. Jerome were born. The seventy-five years of his life uniquely span two distinct if interlinked eras of English life and literature, as the Romantic revolution was absorbed into the Victorian sensibility. On Wordsworth’s death in 1850, the poet laureateship could have been Hunt’s rather than Tennyson’s, forty years after he had been the first to publish Keats and Shelley, had it not been for his youthful assault on royalty. Thirty-five years after his imprisonment, when his reputation stood high enough for Lord John Russell’s government to award Hunt a state pension ‘in consideration of his distinguished literary talents’, the Prime Minister wrote personally ‘to add that the severe treatment you formerly received, in times of unjust persecution of liberal writers, enhances the satisfaction with which I make this announcement’.


Hunt would live long enough for Dickens, born in the year of that libel trial, to look back on his imprisonment as ‘a national disgrace’. At the time Keats wrote a sonnet protesting at the incarceration of Hunt – ‘wrong’d Libertas’ – ‘for showing truth to flatter’d state’. And a high-spirited Lord Byron dashed off a verse invitation to his fellow poet Thomas Moore to join him in visiting Hunt in jail:






Tomorrow, be with me, as soon as you can, sir,


All ready and dress’d for proceeding to sponge on


(According to compact) the wit in the dungeon …








Leigh Hunt’s earliest memory was of a jail cell. ‘The first room I have any recollection of is a prison,’ he wrote late in life, no doubt intending a sly reference to that later imprisonment for his political beliefs which would serve as a lasting badge of honour. But this cell of his childhood memory was in a proto-Dickensian debtor’s jail, where the large Hunt brood was confined because of the inability of its ageing paterfamilias, Isaac, to make ends meet. Like father, like son: the struggle to fend off debt would also be the undercurrent of Leigh Hunt’s long and productive life – costing a gifted, industrious and virtuous, albeit eccentric and flawed man a higher place in literary history.


Hunt was always something of an alien presence in respectable English society, impervious to its rigid codes of conduct, not least because he was the child of American parents. His father was the son of another Isaac, rector of what was then the parish church of St Michael’s (and is now the cathedral) in Bridgetown, Barbados. By Hunt’s own account he was descended on his father’s side from Tory cavaliers who ‘fled to the West Indies from the ascendancy of Cromwell’, and on his mother’s from ‘a curious mixture of Quakers and soldiers’ up to and including Irish kings (via the O’Briens or Bryans).


All his life Hunt, whose white skin was described by contemporaries as of unusually dark hue, laid exotic claim to a dash of ‘creole’ blood, hinting at miscegenation in his family’s West Indian past. One friend would speak of his ‘black eyes, and his mouth, which was expressive, but protruding: as is sometimes seen in half-caste Americans’, another of his ‘brisk and animated countenance, receiving its expression chiefly from dark and brilliant eyes, but supplying unequivocal evidence of that mixed blood which he derived from parent stock’; a third, alluding to his ‘flow of animal spirits’, observed that Hunt had ‘tropical blood in his veins’.


On his Caribbean genes, in his brothers as well as himself, Hunt did not hesitate to blame ‘a certain aversion from business’. As for his father, ‘his West Indian temperament spoiled all’. Eschewing the family’s ecclesiastical tradition, Isaac Hunt determined upon the law, persuading his indulgent parents to pay his way through college in Philadelphia and New York. He took his BA at the College of Philadelphia (now the University of Pennsylvania) in 1763 and his MA in 1771, moving on to another MA at King’s College, New York (now Columbia University). A ‘spoilt’ son, according to his own, ‘with plenty of money to spoil him more’, the student Isaac became ‘the scape-grace who smuggled in the wine, and bore the brunt of the tutors’.


On leaving Philadelphia, Isaac gave the farewell address at his graduation ceremony – during which, according to family lore, two young women present fell in love with him. Though much the same age, they were the daughter and sister of a wealthy local merchant named Stephen Shewell; either would have been quite a catch for the son of a colonial vicar. It was the daughter, Mary, whom the handsome, well-mannered Isaac chose to woo, reading her the classics of English poetry in his finely modulated voice – which seems also to have won over her mother, who persuaded her husband to abandon his plans for Mary to wed a wealthy neighbour’s son. Instead she married Isaac Hunt in 1767, still ‘against her father’s pleasure’.


In the description of their grandson, Thornton Hunt, Isaac was ‘a man rather under than above the middle stature, fair in complexion, smoothly handsome, so engaging in address as to be readily and undeservedly suspected of insincerity’, while Mary was ‘a tall, slender woman, with Quaker breeding, a dark thoughtful complexion, a heart tender beyond the wont of the world, and a conscience tenderer still’.


Tom Paine and Benjamin Franklin, whose offer of guitar lessons Mary shyly declined, were among visitors who gave some indication of the politics of the Shewell household. Come the revolution, by some accounts, the patriarch deemed it prudent to conceal the royalist sympathies he privately harboured; yet his son-in-law was openly and outspokenly of that persuasion – an active orator and pamphleteer, the future author of (among other such titles) The Rights of Englishmen: An Antidote to the Poison now Vending by the Transatlantic Republican, Thomas Paine (1791). Although mismatched from the start, in all but their capacity for mutual devotion through good times and bad, the Hunts had six children in eight years, four of whom survived infancy.


Then, in 1775, came the crisis which altered all their lives and, to some not inconsiderable extent, the course of nineteenth-century English literature. Renowned in those revolutionary days for his loyalty to the crown, in the detested shape of George III, Isaac Hunt was a sufficiently prominent dissident for a mob to descend on his house and drag him out, to be paraded in disgrace through the streets before being tarred and feathered. ‘Conceive’, as their (yet to be born) son shuddered fifty years later, ‘the anxiety of his wife!’


But Isaac enjoyed a series of lucky escapes, the first due to a friendly officer who managed to overturn the barrel of tar standing ready to deprive Leigh Hunt’s future father of any more children. Imprisoned overnight, he then managed to bribe a guard to help him escape. Finally, as doubly good fortune would have it, a merchant ship belonging to his father-in-law, Stephen Shewell, was departing that very night for his homeland, the West Indies. Isaac scrambled aboard to flee a certain death for his loyalist sympathies; after a brief, restorative sojourn with his family in Barbados, he finally took ship for England to begin a new life.


It was many months before his wife was able to catch up with him, all four sons in tow. The last time Mary Hunt had seen her husband, he was ‘a lawyer and a partisan, going out to meet an irritated populace’; on her arrival in England, she beheld him ‘in a pulpit, a clergyman, preaching tranquillity’. How deftly their youngest son would capture, seventy-five years later, the dramatic change in the Hunt family’s fortunes; unable to continue as a lawyer, which might have seen his family prosper as it had in America, Isaac had eschewed the advice of some actors that he consider a career on the stage and opted instead for a theatrical career in the church. Ordained by the Bishop of London, he swiftly developed a reputation as an inspirationally fiery preacher, to the point where he was rebuked by his bishop for giving too many charity sermons – considered, because of the extensive advertising involved, ostentatious to a point unbecoming his cloth.


But Isaac was essentially miscast as a clergyman; his faith was speculative and his way of life too convivial. Fond of claret and conversation, he stinted himself in neither, to the point of falling out of favour with the church authorities, if not his congregations. Carriages crowded the doors of the churches where he preached, and one ardent female fan even left him a handy legacy of £500. But Isaac, in his son’s estimation, was by nature ‘a true exotic’ who ‘should have been kept at home in Barbados’, where ‘he might have preached, and quoted Horace, and drunk his claret, and no harm done’. His career as a Universalist cleric in respectable London society was too cavalier to thrive for long.


Isaac’s sermons, delivered from the pulpit of Bentinck Chapel in Lisson Green, Paddington, were elegant but empty, suggesting that most of their appeal lay in the panache with which they were delivered. Their appearance in print was vanity publishing, at his own expense, and thus that of his parish landlord, who soon despaired of his rent and evicted the maverick vicar. The four boys were farmed out to schools or friends, while their parents gratefully accepted the hospitality of the American painter Benjamin West, who had married Mary Shewell’s aunt – that other young woman who had so admired Isaac’s farewell address at Philadelphia.


Born in Pennsylvania, West had prospered since arriving in England from Italy in 1763; a protégé of Joshua Reynolds, he enjoyed the admiration and patronage of the King, with whom he formed a friendship unshaken even by his patriotic sympathy for the colonists during the American revolution. As George III’s illness saw him withdraw from the public stage, after West had succeeded Reynolds as president of the Royal Academy, West’s fortunes would falter; but that still lay some years ahead as this modest, good-hearted man took it upon himself to look out for his less fortunate relatives, offering them shelter in his comfortable home in Newman Street.


It was not too long before the Hunts, with West’s assistance, found another home of their own in the rural village of Hampstead, four miles to the north-west of London, where Isaac enjoyed one more stroke of luck before finally landing his family in that debtor’s jail. As a regular preacher in nearby Southgate, he won the admiration of the local squire, the Duke of Chandos – ‘the grandson of Pope’s and Swift’s Duke of Chandos’, as literary Leigh would proudly recall – who offered him the post of tutor to his son, James Henry Leigh. So it was while installed on the Duke’s estate in a house named Eagle Hall that Isaac and Mary found she had conceived their seventh child. When a son was born on 19 October 1784, they paid Isaac’s employer the gracious, if self-interested compliment of seeking his permission, which he was pleased to grant, to name the boy after his father’s pupil: James Henry Leigh Hunt.


With yet another mouth to feed, the indigent preacher clung to two last hopes of advancement. A tutorship in a noble household could often prove a stepping stone to a bishopric; and his patron, the Duke, was a state officer (Master of the Horse) and a favourite of the King. So, too, was his kinsman West, who also petitioned the monarch on Isaac’s behalf. But Isaac’s outspokenness, not least against the recent conduct of His Majesty’s government, proved his undoing. Even the King could not sway the bishops. All that could be secured on Isaac’s behalf was a pension of a meagre £100 a year for his services to the loyalist cause. Had he stayed in America, he reflected, he would have been worth seven or eight times as much, while still pursuing a prosperous career in the law; as it was, this seemed poor reward for sacrificing that life (in, moreover, a ‘cheaper’ country) for his royalist beliefs – and not enough, as it proved, to keep him out of jail. ‘My poor father!’ sighed Leigh. ‘He grew deeply acquainted with prisons.’


His mother, meanwhile, had not recovered (and never would) from the trauma of seeing her husband dragged out of their home, apparently to a grisly death, by that mob in Philadelphia. Her aversion to violence of any kind was so acute that she would avoid the park when walking her children, for fear of encountering a platoon of soldiers. She even went through great agonies when her youngest son played with a toy drum and sword; looking back, the elderly Hunt still seems surprised she permitted him to have such toys. ‘Why? Because, if the sad necessity were to come, it would be her son’s duty to war against war itself – to fight against those who oppressed the anti-fighters.’ The seeds of his crusading, pacifist spirit were sown early.


A sickly, stuttering child, who had inherited from his mother a tendency to jaundice, and seemed to work his way through every childhood ailment known to medical science, the young Hunt meanwhile derived from his father a remarkable capacity to remain cheerful in adversity, showing the world a bright, optimistic face amid the direst of difficulties. Cruelly teased by his ‘unimaginative’ brothers, he inherited his mother’s ‘anxious, speculative’ temperament. ‘As I do not remember to have ever seen my mother smile, except in sorrowful tenderness,’ he wrote late in life, ‘so my father’s shouts of laughter are now ringing in my ears.’ This and their shared love of literature seem to have been the saving of his parents’ marriage. Isaac’s acutely long-suffering wife could apparently endure constant sickness, his frequent and sudden arrest for debt (‘frightful knocks at the door’) and all manner of domestic calamity for the sound of that well-modulated voice calmly reading to her each evening.


Although ‘socially’ inclined, according to Thornton Hunt, Leigh’s father read ‘eloquently and critically’, his mother ‘earnestly, piously, and charitably’. In their youngest son, soon joined by a baby sister, Mary, this rare parental panacea appears to have bred, from a very early age, an intense, almost animal affection for books and their contents. At the age of six the wordsmith-in-the-making was precocious enough to write to his aunt Lydia in Philadelphia: ‘It is with pleasure I inform you that I have recovered my health, and can devote myself to my studies which consist at present in learning the Latin Nomenclature of which I can perfectly repeat 2,063 words. Writing also fills up some of my time. Books of amusement I read at my leisure …’


In later life this lover of words would suggest it was no coincidence that his father’s name, Isaac, derived from the Hebrew for ‘mirth’ and his mother’s, Mary, from that for ‘melancholy’. The combination of the two would colour more than merely his early years. If, at his impressionable age, the youngest Hunt boy sensed in literature some sort of refuge from harsh reality, the same does not seem to have been true of his elder brothers, one of whom went to sea (a ‘great blow’ to his mother), the others being articled or apprenticed to a lawyer, an engraver and a printer respectively. Amid all his own vicissitudes, Isaac Hunt went to some lengths to see all his sons set up in promising careers. His own fortunes would eventually improve considerably, thanks to a legacy from a West Indian aunt, before his death in 1809 at the age of fifty-seven.


In 1791 all Isaac could do for his youngest son was throw himself on the mercy of the governors of a school with a nobly charitable tradition, Christ’s Hospital, pleading a wife and five children, and ‘humbly beseech your Worships, in your usual Pity and Charity to distressed Men, poor Widows and Fatherless Children, to grant the Admission of his said Child into Christ’s-Hospital, named James Henry Leigh Hunt, of the Age of Seven Years & upwards, there to be Educated and brought up among other poor Children’.


Beyond the humiliation of producing evidence of his ‘honest origins’ and current poverty, Hunt’s father was also obliged to consign his son’s fate ‘to the Disposal of the Governors of the said Hospital, to bind him an Apprentice to such Trade or Calling, whether for Land or Sea Employments, as they shall judge the said Child most fit and proper for’ – by the age of fifteen at the latest.


Isaac’s application proved successful. All that remained was to fulfil the school’s requirement that his son be baptised – a surprising omission for an ordained minister, perhaps occasioned by his regular incarcerations – before, on 23 November 1791, handing over seven-year-old Leigh to be clad in the school’s ‘Bluecoat’ uniform and removed from his parents’ care to join six hundred other boys in a monastic cloister then in Newgate Street, in the shadow of St Paul’s Cathedral. (Not until the early twentieth century was the school transplanted to its current site near Horsham, West Sussex.)


Founded by Edward VI in 1553, with the object of ‘reducing the vagabondage and destitution which disgraced London in the sixteenth century’, Christ’s Hospital had swiftly grown into a high-class breeding ground for the professions, the Church and the services. Thanks to its charitable charter, it was unlike most English public schools in drawing pupils from all social classes, rarely from the nobility. A touching symbol of the school’s comparative classlessness proved one of Hunt’s lasting memories: ‘In my time there were two boys, one of whom went up into the drawing-room to his father, the master of the house; and the other down into the kitchen to his father, the coachman.’ Early products of Christ’s Hospital had included two very different contemporaries of Shakespeare, the poet-playwright George Peele and the Catholic martyr Edmund Campion. As Hunt arrived 250 years later, recently departed alumni included such writers as George Dyer, Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Charles Lamb – the first to become a casual acquaintance, the second a distant hero, the third a lifelong friend.


A timid boy cursed with a nervous stammer, bred with his father’s sense of duty to others but his mother’s horror of violence of any kind, the young Hunt was required to make some fundamental psychological adjustments to survive the school’s rigid disciplinary regime. Even the unwonted sight of boys fighting at first frightened him as ‘something devilish’; to the end of his life he could recall the name of one of the first boys he saw condemned to corporal punishment, the very thought of which reduced him to tears. Even at so tender an age, however, Hunt carried in him considerable moral courage combined with a strong sense of right and wrong. He developed a reputation for standing up to bullies, whatever the consequences; and he endured daily beatings on the hand with a knotted handkerchief rather than agree to become an older boy’s ‘fag’ (or lackey performing menial chores). The combination of his parents and his schooling was teaching him ‘the power of making sacrifices for the sake of a principle’.


In later years, however speciously, Hunt would blame his ineptitude with figures – and thus with money – on the decision of the elders of Christ’s Hospital to consign him to its Grammar rather than its Mathematics School. In truth, it was the making of him. The young Hunt didn’t much care for Homer, Demosthenes and Cicero, but close study of Greek and Latin would bequeath him that natural ability to shape stylish English sentences which is the good fortune of all writers bred on the classics. This he soon began to practise in exercises such as essays on ‘Ambition’ or ‘The Love of Money’ or the making of précis of articles in the Spectator. Already he was teased by school-fellows as ‘a fool for refining’ – which his son Thornton later defined as ‘a hairsplitting anxiety to be precise’, which remained a ‘leading foible’ throughout his life.


Like all such schools, Christ’s Hospital had its share of distinctive staff who would leave a lifelong impression on their pupils. In Hunt’s day there was William Wales, the mathematics master, every schoolboy’s hero because he had sailed round the world with Captain Cook. There was Matthias Hathaway, the Steward, whom the boys called ‘the Yeoman’ in well-educated reference to Shakespeare’s father-in-law. In the lower school he enjoyed the kindly but lax supervision of the Reverend Matthew Field, a good-natured but ineffective man who ‘carried his cane like a lily’ and daydreamed almost as much as his pupils.


On graduating to the Upper School, however, Hunt could apparently do nothing to please its formidable senior master, the Reverend James Boyer, generally accounted an inspirational teacher, but a stern disciplinarian who took an instant dislike to this nervous, sickly, dark-skinned waif with a hint about him of the rebellious colonies of his parentage. Boyer had a habit of pinching his pupils under the chin, and on the earlobes, until they bled. On one occasion, infuriated by Hunt’s stammering (which of course made it all the worse), he knocked out one of the boy’s teeth with a well-aimed volume of Homer.


But it was not for that reason that Hunt regarded Homer ‘with horror’. Resisting whatever he was force-fed, like so many schoolboys with a true, innate feel for literature, he revelled in those English writers absent from the school syllabus, notably Spenser, Collins and Gray. In retrospect it may have been a blessing that he was so at odds with his teacher. Coleridge spoke of the ‘inestimable advantage’ of having been taught literature by Boyer, ‘a very sensible, though at the same time a very severe master’. But Coleridge had been one of the favoured whose essays were occasionally chosen – four times, in his case – for inclusion in the sacred ‘Book’, or Liber Aureus, in which pupils were invited to enter an essay or poem which had especially pleased Boyer. Even Lamb, who left Christ’s Hospital early, made it once into The Book.


But the record shows no entry by Leigh Hunt in Boyer’s ‘Book’; his essays were more often scrumpled up before the class and thrown to his fellow pupils, as to dogs, with a ‘Here, children, there is something to amuse you.’ Refugee-like, Hunt felt driven to seek his literary pleasures elsewhere, beyond the school bounds – at the circulating library in Leadenhall Street, for instance, or among the bookshops of Paternoster Row, where he ‘doted on’ the sixpenny editions of the English poets and became a ‘glutton of novels’. Confined to the school infirmary after scalding his legs in a schoolboy prank, Hunt devoured Samuel Butler’s Hudibras ‘at one desperate plunge’.


In the infirmary, where he developed a schoolboy crush on his nurse’s daughter, Hunt formed two lifelong habits: flirting and playing the invalid. More importantly, the combination of schoolboy bullying and magisterial tyranny bred a deep-seated resentment of injustice which would lead him to take bold, independent stands throughout his long life. ‘Hunt’s opposition to this system of “wanton school tyranny”’, as the scholar Nicholas Roe observes of his objections to fagging, ‘caught the revolutionary spirit of the 1790s, and marked the beginning of his career as an enemy to oppression.’ With the consequences of the French Revolution swirling on the school’s very doorstep, in the rush of radical pamphlets crowding the stalls of the booksellers in St Paul’s Churchyard, Hunt himself was already aware that he ‘unquestionably felt inclined to be an innovator; to redress wrongs; and to reconcile discords …’


More than most such schools, nonetheless, Christ’s Hospital is recalled with rose-tinted affection by those alumni eminent enough to publish accounts of their early days. Hunt’s own memories of the place (and its ‘sacred cloister’d walks / That saw my early days pass quiet on’) are no exception, not least because his formative years there seem to have nurtured the gift for friendship which would become as much a mainstay as a hallmark of his long life. By surrounding himself with a coterie of like-minded people, he derived the strength to take his own independent stands, the ability to separate ‘my own sense of personal antagonism’ from ‘something at stake which, by concerning others, gave me a sense of support, and so pieced out my want with their abundance’.


Lasting friends from Christ’s Hospital included the Le Grice brothers, Charles and Samuel, the elder of whom was described by Lamb as ‘full of puns and jokes, very genial’, the younger by Hunt as ‘the maddest of all the great boys in my time: clever, full of address, and not hampered by modesty’. There was John Rogers Pitman, who would become an admired preacher and learned author; such writers-in-the-making as Barron Field and Thomas Mitchell, translator of Aristophanes and influential critic for the Quarterly Review; and Thomas Barnes, all-round athlete and scholar whose wit, courage and intellect would see him become one of the legendary editors of The Times. Barnes and Hunt liked to escape the school to go bathing and boating on the Thames. A typical vignette of their literary childhoods is Hunt’s delighted memory of their learning Italian together, with anyone within earshot surely thinking them ‘mad’ as they ‘went shouting the beginning of Metastasio’s Ode to Venus, as loud as we could bawl, over the Hornsey fields’.


Christ’s Hospital, as Hunt himself later noted, ‘sent out more living writers, in its proportion, than any other school’. The teenage Hunt was soon remarkably well-read for his age. His enthusiasms already ranged eclectically, if far and wide, from Chaucer to the Arabian Nights, though his future hero Milton as yet remained more of a duty than a pleasure. For a great essayist in the making, his heart does not at this stage seem to have been in the writing of prose, or even the dread Boyer might have encouraged the boy, as he did with volumes of Pope and Johnson when Hunt showed more of a penchant for verse. The first poem he wrote consisted of lines in honour of the Duke of York’s apparent ‘victory’ at Dunkirk (which, to his ‘great mortification’, turned out to be a defeat).


As he immersed himself in poetry, Hunt did not distinguish himself at Christ’s Hospital. His shade would be as astonished as Boyer’s to know that a royal visit in October 2003 saw Queen Elizabeth II look on as the school’s president, the Duke of Gloucester, formally opened a newly refurbished boarding house called Leigh Hunt. By the time he left in 1799, at the age of fifteen, this ‘Bluecoat Boy’ had made it to the rank of ‘first Deputy Grecian’ but not, to his dismay, to the rarefied heights of ‘Grecian’ – those senior boys selected to go on to university. He had, however, accumulated enough polished poems to earn a much more unusual, if premature, distinction.


*   *   *


‘In affectionate recollections of the place where he was bred up, in hearty recognitions of old schoolfellows met with again after a lapse of years, or in foreign countries, the Christ’s Hospital boy yields to none,’ wrote Charles Lamb. ‘I might almost say, he goes beyond other boys.’


So it was with Leigh Hunt. For all his mixed feelings about his schooldays, later converted into undiluted gratitude for the excellent literary grounding he received, fifteen-year-old Hunt felt somewhat lost on leaving Christ’s Hospital in November 1799. ‘For some time after I left school,’ he recalled, ‘I did nothing but visit my schoolfellows, haunt the bookstalls, and write verses.’ Many was the day he spent at the British Museum, being fed fowl and literature by the librarian Thomas Maurice, an old Bluecoat poet who had been a protégé of Dr Johnson. But most afternoons Hunt would end up hanging around the school gates, waiting to spend a few hours in the company of friends still there, missing ‘the regularity and restriction’ of the daily schedule to the point where he even felt ‘the pressure of my hat, like a headache’.


‘At the age of fifteen,’ according to his son Thornton, ‘he threw off his blue coat, a tall stripling, with West Indian blood, a Quaker conscience, and a fancy excited rather than disciplined by his scholastic studies.’ By the end of his ‘long semi-monastic confinement’ at Christ’s Hospital, the young Hunt took much more after his mother than his father. Where Isaac was ‘in most things utterly unlike his son’, Mary’s ‘thoughtful’ and ‘tender’ nature ‘contributed more than the father to mould the habits and feelings of the son. School and books did the rest.’


‘A man is but his parents … drawn out,’ mused Hunt towards the end of his life. But the young Leigh was ‘little of a Hunt’, according to Thornton, save in his ‘gaiety’ and avowed love of ‘the pleasurable’. His ‘natural energy, which showed itself in a robust frame, a powerful voice, a great capacity for endurance, and a strong will, seems to have been inherited from Stephen Shewell, the stern, headstrong and implacable … His mother transmitted her own material tendency to an over-conscientious, reflective, hesitating temperament, which drew back from any action not manifestly and imperatively dictated by duty. The son showed all these contradictory traits even in his aspect and bearing.’


Young Leigh was tall, all but six feet, with his height concentrated in his trunk rather than his legs; throughout his life, until stooped by old age, he was typically described as ‘remarkably straight and upright in his carriage, with a short, firm step, and a cheerful, almost dashing approach – smiling, breathing, and making his voice heard in little inarticulate ejaculations.’ He had straight black hair, parted in the centre, with black eyebrows beneath a ‘singularly upright, flat, white forehead’. His brown eyes ‘beamed … dark, brilliant, reflecting, gay and kind, with a certain look of observant humour’, his mouth ‘large and hard in the flesh’ with a long upper lip, his chin ‘retreating and gentle like a woman’s’, his sloping shoulders ‘not very wide’, his chest of ‘ample’ proportions … of a compass not every pair of arms could span’. In short, the young Hunt looked like ‘a man cut out for action – a soldier’; but he ‘shrank from physical contest, telling you that his sight was short, and that he was “timid”’.


With the family fortunes as parlous as ever, Isaac was impatient for his youngest son to find work. Insisting that he was ‘fit for nothing but an author’, Leigh proved his point by winning a literary competition in a magazine called the Monthly Preceptor, to which he had submitted a translation of Horace (beating into third place another young aspirant named Thomas De Quincey). So Hunt’s proud father decided to show off his son’s precocious talents to the world by publishing them as a not-so-slim volume, under the title of Juvenilia, financed by subscription.


‘I was as proud, perhaps, of the book at the time as I am ashamed of it now,’ Hunt would say in later years, declaring his teenage self’s outpourings ‘a heap of imitations, all but absolutely worthless’. At the time it earned the young poetaster premature plaudits which showed no signs, as yet, of proving a mixed blessing.


His father’s industry played as big a role as his connections in securing a remarkable list of names on both sides of the Atlantic willing to subsidise the promising but immature, derivative verse of sixteen-year-old Leigh Hunt. The roll-call of names thanked in the book’s list of subscribers included an impressive array of aristocrats, churchmen (including the Archbishop of Canterbury), statesmen (including Henry Addington, George Canning, Charles James Fox and William Wilberforce) and lawyers – among them Lord Ellenborough, the future Lord Chief Justice who would a dozen years later preside over the boy poet’s libel trial, and Sir Simon le Blanc, who would pronounce the resulting jail sentence. A long list of artists, including Royal Academicians from Fuseli to Stubbs, were corralled by the ever-helpful Benjamin West, while Isaac himself rounded up an equally eminent array of religious and medical men. Literary subscribers were led by the Poet Laureate, H.J. Pye, the playwright Richard Brinsley Sheridan and the radical reformer John Horne Tooke. The names of several good-hearted Christ’s Hospital masters were on the list, but not that of the Reverend James Boyer. One other notable subscriber was a kindly doctor named Batty, who gave the young poet a lock of Milton’s hair, launching a collection which would become a lifelong obsession for Hunt, eventually covering the history of English literature from Milton, Swift and Johnson to the Romantic poets and beyond, not to mention Napoleon, George Washington and Lucrezia Borgia.


Dedicated to his noble namesake, the Hon. James Henry Leigh, on 17 May 1800, Leigh Hunt’s Juvenilia; or, A Collection of Poems Written between the ages of Twelve and Sixteen by J.H.L. Hunt, Late of the Grammar School of Christ’s Hospital proved successful (or voguish) enough to enjoy three more editions over as many years. By the fourth edition, of 1804, the list of subscribers included none other than Lord Nelson. But it is scant surprise that none of these adolescent effusions survived into the poet’s later collections.


Even the adolescent Hunt felt obliged to warn the reader ‘how much superior some of the following poems are to the others … written at a very early age’. The opening ode on Macbeth (‘or The Ill Effects of Ambition’) is declared, as if by way of apology for its orotund emptiness, to have been written at the age of twelve. Even so, it shows a remarkably precocious technique, as do the marginally more mature teenager’s fluent if florid pastiches of Spenser and Pope, Dryden and Gay, Thomson and Johnson, even Akenside and Ossian; but the guiding spirit of the collection is the recently deceased William Collins, then as fashionable as now he is neglected. The young Hunt’s eye for the visual arts is already evident in a Collins-esque ode, ‘The Progress of Painting’, acknowledging a touching debt to his kindly uncle West (‘Britain’s fav’rite’) for introducing him to the delights of ‘expressive Raphael … strict Correggio … Titian’s glowing hand … Fus’li’s gigantic fancy’.


All too typical was the clear echo of Coleridge’s recently published ‘Frost at Midnight’:






Reared


In the great city, pent ’mid cloisters dim


And saw nought lovely but the sky and stars.








in the young Hunt’s ‘Remembered Friendship’:






before the gentle sweets


Of sleep had clos’d our eyes, how oft we lay


Admiring thro’ the casement open’d wide


The spangled glories of the sky …








It says something for the paucity of the literary moment that the Monthly Mirror avowed that Hunt’s Juvenilia contained ‘proofs of poetic genius, and literary ability, which reflect great credit on the youthful author, and will justify the most sanguine expectations of his future reputation’. Singled out for attention as ‘a specimen of the abilities of the juvenile bard’ was his pedestrian ‘Ode to Genius’. The child prodigy sent the editors a fulsome letter of thanks for ‘your flattering critique on my juvenile trifles’, enclosing further poems for potential publication. ‘Song in Imitation of the Scotch manner’ duly appeared in the Mirror of July 1801, and ‘The Petition’ in May 1802.


Suddenly young Hunt was the talk of the town, a ‘young Roscius’ lionised at literary salons and soirées. He had his portrait done by fashionable artists of the day, who captured the shy vulnerability in what was still the face of a child, for all its deep brow, resolute mouth, piercing brown eyes and newly grown beard. Proudly his father paraded him around town as ‘the example of the young gentleman and the astonishment of the ladies’.


But Hunt’s Juvenilia was to prove a deceptively false dawn, as Coleridge was one of the first to sense. ‘Thank Heaven,’ remarked Hunt’s fellow Bluecoat, ‘I was flogged rather than flattered! Thank Heaven, it was not the age nor the fashion of getting up prodigies! At twelve or fourteen I should have made as pretty a juvenile prodigy as was ever emasculated and ruined by fond and idle wonderment.’


How right he was. For the next four years Hunt would do little but write more derivative, unoriginal verse, still proclaiming to his family that he was ‘fit for nothing but an author’. As his older self perceived, this early success had given him a false sense that he had ‘attained an end, instead of not having reached even a commencement’.
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‘Needled & threaded out of my heart’


1802–9


On 8 March 1802, not for the first time, seventeen-year-old Leigh Hunt wrote an ornate letter to the editor of the Poetical Register, enclosing for his consideration some poems in the manner of Pindar. ‘You will perceive, Sir, that I have sent you Ode, Epistle, Epitaph, Epigram, sentimental Song, Sonnet and Translation; to make this heterogeneous collection more complete, I would add a Pindaric, and an Anacreontic Song …’


The success of Juvenilia had added an unfortunately smug note to the young poet’s voice. ‘Believe me, Sir, it is not vanity which influences this second offer; but “si me tuis vatibus inseres,” I think my Muse will not be a little proud of, Sir, your humble servant, J.H. Hunt.’


Three years earlier, while her son was still at Christ’s Hospital, Mary Hunt had written to her father in Philadelphia that ‘My boy Leigh is a steady, sensible, good boy.’ Enclosing some of his poetic ‘exercises’ for his grandfather’s perusal, she went on: ‘They are serious and uncommon for his years. He is not yet fifteen.’ Even now that his youngest grandson was a published poet, however, the stolid Stephen Shewell remained unimpressed by his literary success. If young Leigh would come to America, wrote his grandfather, he would ‘make a man of him’. The proud young poet declined, boldly replying that ‘Men grow in England as well as America’ – an embryonic version of his later view that ‘Americans are Englishmen with the poetry and romance taken out of them’.


The teenage Hunt’s most striking characteristic, beyond literary precocity and a tendency to melancholy, was a restless, nervous energy which seemed to erupt spasmodically after long, sedentary sessions spent reading, reading, reading. Visiting his schoolfriend Papendieck in Oxford, Hunt was so absorbed in a novel that he almost drowned when their boat overturned; with another friend, John Robertson, he walked from Margate to Brighton, covering 112 miles in four days while ‘chattering, laughing and eating prodigious breakfasts’. At ‘squalid & clogged up’ Sandwich, Hunt ‘wondered how the Romans could come there for oysters’.


Large meals seem to have been the highlights of the excursion. If the travellers reached dinner-time without seeing an inn, they would boldly knock on the doors of farmhouses, and were always made welcome. At one such improvised meal they were waited on at table by the farmer’s ‘very pretty’ daughter, moving a delighted Hunt to reflect that this was not the English fashion. ‘No, God forbid,’ he imagines some ‘crabbed or debauched’ reader of his reminiscences protesting. ‘God forbid that it should be. My dear Sir, we will not trust you, depend on it: when we come to be farmers & have daughters.’ Such readers were ‘very unlike’ those Hunt hoped to have.


But they may well have been right not to trust him with their daughters. Already, by his own account, Hunt had fallen in love several times, most recently with a ‘hoyden’ with ‘laughing eyes’ named Harriet, the daughter of an east London tradesman, who would nonchalantly leave the couple alone in his back parlour. While her suitor ‘hung upon her face like a goddess’s’, Harriet would extol the ‘delicacy’ of his hands and the ‘cunning’ of his eyes before plunging her hair in a tub of water and shaking it in his face ‘like a mop’. Hunt could ‘make her cheeks glow’ with his words, but the affair did not last; he was later saddened to hear that she married unhappily and died young. ‘Poor soul!’ he wrote fifty years later. ‘I find it difficult, after all, to associate the idea of trouble with her velvet cheeks, & pretty little confident head & the name of Harriet is still the name with me for a careless beauty & a romp …’


Before that there had been the sister of a schoolfriend, his ‘fair’ cousin Fanny, and an ‘enchanting’ girl named Almeria. ‘His severest trial,’ wrote his son Thornton, ‘arose from the vanities, rather than the vices to which such a youth would be exposed’; mercifully, in Thornton’s view, the young Hunt was ‘shielded from the worst seductions than can beset a youth’. And it was now, while still in his mid-teens, that he met the woman with whom he would share the many vicissitudes of his life.


It was through his friend Robertson that Hunt was first introduced, early in 1801, into the household in Little Titchfield Street, Marylebone, of the Kent family: Anne, a widowed dressmaker who had once been a milliner at court, and her three children, Mary Anne, Elizabeth and Thomas. Although barely eleven, the precocious Elizabeth Kent had admired some articles by Hunt in the Monthly Preceptor; when Robertson said he knew the author and offered to bring him calling, the bookish Elizabeth could not contain her excitement. Normally Hunt did not trust his friend’s taste in the opposite sex – Robertson had a tendency to ‘gift’ any woman he chose with ‘gratuitous perfections’ – but on this occasion he permitted himself to be taken along. He was not to regret it.


Anne Kent’s late husband had been a Brighton draper, a man of ‘fast’ ways (in Hunt’s words) with ‘more taste for pleasure than business’; after his premature death his widow had proved herself ‘a woman of clear management and unflinching will’ while resuming work as a seamstress to provide for her children. From seeing them so often in his mother’s hands, Hunt had acquired what he called a ‘reverence’ for needles and threads, while agreeing with an early feminist (writing in the London Magazine) that sewing was ‘little else but a waste of time & an excuse for not cultivating the mind’. Nonetheless, he now found himself ‘needled & threaded out of my heart’ by one of the Kent daughters, who would sew from morning till night, ‘till she sometimes fainted on her chair’.


But it was not, surprisingly, the aspirant writer Elizabeth (or ‘Bessy’) whose admiration had brought Hunt calling in the first place – and which would never dim over the ensuing six decades. It was her fourteen-year-old sister Mary Anne (or Marian), whose dark hair and eyes and full figure combined with the ‘filial excess of her industry, & the evident peril into which her health was brought by it’, with whom the industrious, unhealthy, sixteen-year-old Hunt found himself smitten.


Marian Kent was ‘not pretty, at least in the face’; she was ‘something better’, namely ‘piquant and genial’. Her figure was ‘allowed to be beautiful, being no less delicate in the waist than plump where it ought to be’, with shoulders ‘fit for one of Titian’s portraits’, and ‘an ankle which bore it all, like roses on the stalk.’ In short, she was ‘a little brunette; not so little either, as to be too short for her sex; nor half so much so, as her slipper pretended’. Her nature, as Ann Blainey has observed, was a striking contrast to Hunt’s: self-confident, pert, unanxious, even careless, and given to frequent tantrums. ‘To someone shy and vulnerable, these qualities no doubt seemed attractive and comforting. She prattled on unselfconsciously and he was required to make little effort to get to know her. She for her part was undoubtedly flattered and pleased to have attracted so important a suitor; possibly even more so if she realized her sister, Bessy, also coveted him. Having little reserve, Marian showed her pleasure in his attentions, and Hunt was both reassured and enchanted.’


Hunt became a regular visitor to the Kent household, wooing Marian with an ardour that earned a reprimand from his friend Barron Field, who took him to task for being too physically demonstrative. ‘He undertook to rate me in a very singular way,’ Hunt told her. ‘Upon my putting my arm now and then round your waist and taking your hand: he said that these kind of things were never done in company at all genteel and were a great mark of vulgarity.’ An irritated Hunt chose to ignore Field’s protests.


When he fell ill at the Kent house one day, Marian’s mother put him to bed and summoned a doctor, who diagnosed a painful skin disorder called St Anthony’s fire. To his mother’s distress, and his father’s (financial) relief, Hunt chose to stay beneath the Kent roof for what turned out to be ten weeks of recovery and convalescence. So tender were Marian’s ministrations that it was worth being ill. Once fully recovered, he could not bring himself to leave. Gratefully he accepted her mother’s offer of two rooms in the house, and stayed on as a paying lodger.


It seemed like divine providence when, in December 1802, Marian’s mother married a prosperous, well-connected bookseller of Hunt’s acquaintance, Rowland Hunter of St Paul’s Churchyard. Hunt seized the opportunity to become a fixture in the expanded, now comfortably-off Marylebone household. He may no longer have been a lodger, but he remained a regular visitor, with Sunday lunch at the Hunter household the still centre of his turning world. Hunt would sit in silence holding his beloved’s hand, in such peaceful contentment that ‘the crackling of the fire was audible’; or he would read to her from his favourite books, stroking her hair with one hand while turning the pages with the other. ‘I have made love’, he recalled impishly, ‘over the gravest pages.’


Hunt’s ‘warm West Indian blood’ was up; sexual longings seethe through his daily letters to Marian, still only fifteen to his eighteen, and not yet able to reply in kind. Nor was she as regular in her replies, or as artful, as he would have wished. Hunt loved Marian desperately – the very ‘idea’ of her ‘soothes my slumbers at night and wakes with me in the morning’ – but he began to fret about her feelings for him. Through the mists of his infatuation, moreover, he realised with a start that she was barely literate. If she was to be his wife, he had one very specific role-model in mind: his beloved mother, an intelligent, cultured and very capable woman. ‘The wish to excel in the eyes of those we love is the first step towards excellence … True regard may be defined to be a desire to make its object happy and to be rewarded by that object’s good opinion,’ he wrote firmly to Marian. Then he set about educating her, with a directness which evidently dismayed the poor teenager.


From the start there was in his letters a threatening note which did not bode well for the relationship: ‘Beware, my dearest, dearest Marian, how you slide into that negligent state of affection, which thinks it has nothing more to do to preserve the love of another than to profess every now and then an unaltering affection, without taking care to alter what might be altered …’ He expected her to share with him everything she did, even her innermost thoughts: ‘Everything that concerns you.’ While writing his own letters in an uncharacteristically copperplate hand, to set her the example to which he expected her to rise, he also demanded prompt responses. ‘Do me the favour,’ he wrote peremptorily, ‘of sitting down to your pen and ink immediately you receive this epistle, and writing me a letter somewhat longer than your last.’ He also set out to improve her spelling, and despaired when her letters were marred by ink blots. If Marian truly loved him, she would have to rise to the standards he expected of a potential wife, signalled for the moment by the promptness and care with which she answered his letters. She would have to rise, whether he himself realised it or not, to the exemplary standards set by his mother.


In the spring of 1803, for all this awkward start, Hunt won Marian’s and her mother’s permission to be regarded as her future husband; although she was still only fifteen, and he eighteen, they became engaged. ‘Remember me in your prayers to that God who has made our hearts for each other,’ he wrote to her from Oxford on 22 April. The letter reflects what Marian was up against. One minute her suitor is in sombre mood: ‘I feel a sort of – not melancholy – but stillness and seriousness, a kind of gravity which I cannot account for and by no means wish to repress: a divine calmness of spirit, which must be nearer to the pure raptures of heaven than any enjoyment of which mortals are possessed.’ The next he is playful: ‘I peremptorily and absolutely forbid you to eat more than ten walnuts in one day; and if I find, when I return, that this my injunction has been neglected, take care of the look I shall give you: you see, I can threaten, after all …’


Most of the time he is simply devoted – but demanding: ‘For the love of all the feelings of the soul, write to me immediately on the receipt of this letter.’ Another letter from the same period apologises for the ‘coarseness’ of the paper on which it is written; yet another, confessing his love for ‘a little black-eyed girl of fifteen, whom nobody knows, with my whole heart and soul’, explains: ‘You see lovers can no more help being poets, than poets can help being lovers.’


But there is a less lyrical recurring theme: ‘I am always so delighted when I see a married couple, who are known to be fond of each other in private, behave with a polite attention to each other in public; and for the same cause, it always gives me a grateful sensation when I receive a letter from you carefully and neatly written.’ Only Hunt’s half of the correspondence survives; but it is clear from his continuing complaints that Marian was struggling to keep up with his demands of her. One letter of August 1803 makes a melodramatic meal of the fact that she briefly kept him waiting when he called at Little Titchfield Street to say goodbye as she left for a week in Brighton with her mother. Evidently he had made his feelings plain (although ‘one who, when he utters an unkind word to you, is putting a thousand daggers to his own breast’); he rehearses the entire incident with some feeling (‘you might have come down before a quarter to nine, considering I was not to see you for a week’), then collapses with remorse: ‘However, you are a dear affectionate girl … God bless you and yours: Heaven knows that every blessing it bestows on you is a tenfold blessing on your H.’


Marian’s Henry (as she called him) was clearly becoming a bit of a trial. Within six months, by late 1803, she broke off their engagement. In the words of their son Thornton, after both were dead, ‘The lover [Hunt] could not be content unless he urged the young lady to cultivate her faculties somewhat in his own conscientious and scholastic spirit … and on her side, although her affections were manifestly pledged, the young lady could not conceal a disposition to keep a reserve of independence, and to resent dictations which tended to put a bent upon her own personal feelings and turns of thought.’


The couple remained estranged for several months, through Christmas 1803 and beyond. In a long letter begging Marian’s forgiveness, written late at night on 10 February 1804, Hunt goes down on his literary knees. Was this to be the last time he addressed her? Without her, his heart was like a desert without water. ‘Dearest girl, refuse not what I ask: I would entreat you for the sake of our former love, had I not so miserably forfeited it … Dispel this cloud that hangs over me, and take once more to your bosom your again dear Henry, now no longer fretful and melancholy, but prepared to be happy himself and to do everything he can to make you happy too …’ In a covering letter to her mother, meanwhile, Hunt calmly intimated that, if Marian proved obdurate, he would transfer his affections to her younger daughter, Bessy.


But forgive him Marian evidently did, for within two weeks he is again billing and cooing in high literary style, as if his life depended on it – which it may well have done. Hunt’s health had collapsed under the strain of their separation; he had come close to some sort of breakdown. All too soon, with Marian’s love restored to him, he was back in overly self-confident mode, making those ‘dictations’ she so clearly resented. It was to be some years yet before he could be sure of her heart.


From Marian’s point of view, Hunt was not exactly a catch. He may have been tall, handsome, literary and ardent, but he was also broke. It was in that same covering letter to her mother, written in February 1804, that he confessed: ‘I am afraid it is all over with our paper: one of the proprietors has withdrawn his assistance at the very moment when everything was ripe for publication. This was highly inconsiderate, and very much chagrins my brother John …’ That very morning, he cannot resist adding, a footman had arrived from Buckingham House ‘to desire the Editor to send the paper to Her Majesty’.


John Hunt had long nourished the ambition to progress from printer to publisher. Raised in a household of vigorous political views, the son of a pamphleteer father and an equally outspoken mother, he was a forthright moralist himself, eager to join in the revival of radical journalism inspired by the success of William Cobbett’s Political Register. Undaunted by this first failure, John took little more than another year to realise his plans for an eight-page weekly paper called the News, launched in May 1805 and comprised of political, financial and international coverage as well as pages devoted to the arts and literature. His first recruit was his brother Leigh, to whom he gave the job of drama critic.


‘How hard it goes with one who would like to have been known as a poet,’ Hunt once confessed, ‘to concede that he has more of a hand for prose.’ The precocious poet had already made a start as a prose writer with a series of essays published in the Traveller, inspired by the elegant musings he had enjoyed in the lively pages of the Connoisseur. Like his early poetry, Hunt’s prose at this stage was largely derivative; but he now began to develop his own voice, and to lay the foundations of a career that would establish him as one of the finest essayists in the language.


As yet, on these nursery slopes of his literary career, his pay was five or six copies of the newspaper – more, he said, than he had hoped for, but scarcely enough to offer any sort of future to a potential bride. There was an urgent need to earn a living of some sort. Already his father had been hard at work, at first apprenticing him in the same legal practice as his brother Stephen. But Leigh had not lasted long in ‘that gloomiest of all “darkness palpable,” a lawyer’s office.’ Then, in 1805, as John sought backing for The News, Hunt senior’s connections brought a positive reply from a recent Prime Minister, no less, in Henry Addington. A job for young Leigh could be found as a lowly clerk in the War Office.


His only qualification for any such role, as Napoleon declared himself Emperor and threatened ‘to come among us’, was a brief spell as a volunteer in the St James regiment, based at Burlington House, Piccadilly. Hunt himself did not share the view that an invasion was at all likely – ‘very strange it was to think that some fine morning I might actually find myself face to face with a parcel of Frenchmen in Kent or Sussex, instead of playing soldiers in Piccadilly’ – but he braved his mother’s fear of all things military by signing on for training which largely amounted to marching from Piccadilly via Acton to Ealing, and back again. The only action he saw became an anecdote of which he was almost too fond, when the regiment’s self-important new colonel made a grand equestrian entrance into the courtyard of Burlington House, where his troops were drawn up to offer their formal greeting – only to suffer the indignity of being pitched over his horse’s head on to the parade ground at their feet.


It was through the unlikely route of the army that Hunt first got involved in the theatre. Stage-struck since his brother Stephen had taken him to a comic opera called Egyptian Festival in 1800, he now made several actor friends among his fellow volunteers, one of whom introduced him to the celebrated Irish tenor Michael Kelly, who had known Mozart and twenty years before sung in the first performance of his The Marriage of Figaro in Vienna. Now reduced to running a music shop in Pall Mall, Kelly clearly took to the young poet, offering to see if he could find a management willing to stage a farce he had dashed off. The project came to nothing, but gave Hunt the notion of writing about, rather than for, the theatre.


Hunt’s military career did not last long. Nor, as it turned out, would his desk job at the War Office. But it was paid work for a prematurely published poet at last being forced by his family to realise that he had to earn his own keep. Brother John was willing to house him, as well as to employ him; so the next few years of his pursuit of Marian were spent reluctantly clerking at the War Office by day and writing drama reviews by night. As ill-cast and ineffective as Hunt was in the one role, so he excelled at the other. He did not much enjoy it; the more he attended the theatre with notebook in hand, the more he longed for the days of ‘unembarrassed delight’ when playgoing was less a duty than a pleasure, when he went ‘only to laugh or be moved’. But it brought out the best in him, steeled by John’s fierce spirit of independence.


As theatre critic for the News, Hunt pioneered the art of objective, disinterested theatre criticism as we now (for the most part) know it. Before this independent-minded young upstart arrived on the scene via his brother’s paper, theatrical reviewing amounted to little more than advertising – ‘as short and favourable a paragraph on the new piece as could be’ – in exchange for free tickets, from writers who thrilled to the company of the actors they chronicled and were only too pleased to accept their hospitality. ‘Puffing and plenty of tickets were the system of the day,’ as Hunt put it. ‘It was an interchange of amenities over the dinner table; a flattery of power on the one side, and puns on the other; and what the public took for criticism on a play was a draft on the box-office, or reminiscences of last Thursday’s salmon and lobster sauce.’


Hunt would ‘as lief have taken poison’ as accepted a free ticket. Getting to know the actors he wrote about, let alone dining or becoming friends with them, was to him ‘a vice not to be thought of’. The first decade of the nineteenth century may not have been one of the richest periods of British playwriting; its star practitioners were Andrew Cherry, Thomas Dibdin and Frederick Reynolds, all of whom the brash twenty-year-old critic attacked for their ‘miserable productions’. But the London stage boasted its familiar quota of bravura performers, led by John Philip Kemble, whose affected pronunciation, or ‘vicious oetheopy’, Hunt delighted in satirising. While he hailed Kemble’s noble Roman profile and allowed that he excelled in soliloquies and ‘stage artifice’ generally, especially when conveying ‘the more majestic passions’, a simple interjection like ‘Oh!’ could become ‘an eternal groan … as if he were determined to shew that his misery had not affected his lungs’. Instead of ‘To err is human’, Kemble would say, ‘To air is human.’ In Kemble’s mouth, ‘earth’ became ‘airth’, aches ‘aitches’, beard ‘bird’, ‘fair’ ‘fay-er-r-r’, ‘sovereign’ ‘suvran’, ‘virtue’ ‘varchue’; and he was liable to ‘bring off such a line as “Ojus, insijus, hijus, and perfijus”’. Kemble was eventually moved to dismiss his nemesis as ‘that damned boy’.


Hunt’s dramatic notices may have been overwritten, full of his still youthful literary pretension, but at least they were – for the first time in theatrical history – honest, impartial reviews of the performers and productions, offering the reading public an entertaining consumer guide to the constantly changing crop of theatrical offerings. ‘Nothing seemed to escape his eye or ear,’ write the editors of a latter-day collection of Hunt’s theatrical criticism. ‘The faulty articulations of a rising young actress, the fitness of her movements and gestures to her part, an actor’s artificiality and bombast, an author’s wordy, stagnant dullness – all are accurately noted and sharply held up for attention.’ To another scholar of the period, moreover, Hunt’s reviews of the London stage – of which he would eventually write more than six hundred – ‘opened the way for theatrical criticism by Coleridge, Hazlitt and Lamb’.


There was many a complaint to the News, much to brother John’s delight, from performers and stage managers alike. Hunt’s ‘castigations’, according to Thornton, ‘made actors wince and playwrights launch prologues at him’. His outspokenly independent approach to his work soon saw him hailed by the writers James and Horace Smith as ‘the Jove of the modern critical Olympus, Lord Mayor of the theatric sky’. His praise became rare enough to be especially prized; Mrs Charles Mathews felt moved to note that an appreciative review of her husband’s Sir Fretful Plagiary came from ‘the greatest dramatic critic of that day, Mr Leigh Hunt, whose judgement was universally sought and received as infallible by all actors and lovers of the drama’.


By the end of 1807 John Hunt saw fit to capitalise on his brother’s growing renown by publishing a collection of his reviews from the News in book form, under the title Critical Essays on the Performers of the London Theatres, including General Observations on the Practice and Genius of the Stage. Leigh repaid the compliment by dedicating the volume to his brother. If Leigh had cause to be grateful to John, John had an equal debt to acknowledge to Leigh, whose pugnacious work had become the mainstay of the News’s rising circulation. As always, the measure of this was the volume of readers’ letters, both excited and outraged, which Leigh Hunt’s unprecedented approach to theatre criticism provoked.


In an appendix entitled ‘Rules for the Theatrical Critic of a Newspaper’, the cocky young critic underlined his rewriting of the theatrical rules with some none too gentle mockery of his rivals, in the shape of a glossary explaining the truth of some terms in common usage:






A crowded house – a theatre on the night of a performance when all the back seats and upper boxes are empty.


An amusing author – an author whose very seriousness makes us laugh in spite of himself.


A successful author – an author who has been damned only four times out of five.


A good author – the general term for an author who gives good dinners.


A respectable actor – an insipid actor; one who in general is neither hissed nor applauded.


A fine actor – one who makes a great noise; a tatter-demalion of passions; a clap-trapper; one intended by nature for a town-crier.


A good actor – the general term for an actor who gives good dinners.


A charming play – a play full of dancing, music and scenery; a play in which the less the author has to do, the better.


Great applause – applause mixed with hisses of the gallery and pit.


Unbounded and universal applause – applause mixed with the hisses of the pit only.








So well did the News prosper that John soon launched a companion publication, a Whig-supported evening paper called the Statesman, also using his brother’s drama criticism as one of its major selling points. In 1806–7 he persuaded Leigh to edit, and their artist brother Robert to illustrate, a five-volume anthology of eighteenth-century stories entitled Classic Tales, Serious and Lively. Drawing on the work of such writers as Henry Brooke and Henry Mackenzie, as well as his beloved Voltaire and Samuel Johnson’s Rasselas (which ‘for a model of grave and majestic language will claim perhaps the first place in English composition’), the collection is notable for Hunt’s essay on Goldsmith, whose Enquiry into the State of Polite Learning in 1759 he adapted to his own age.


The young Hunt’s confident judgements already show the sharp critical eye and ornate language which would come to characterise his mature work. But it is interesting to note at this early stage that he hails Cowper and Southey as the outstanding poets of the moment, with proto-feminist nods to other contemporaries such as the sonneteer Charlotte Smith and the tragedian Joanna Baillie, without even mentioning the work of Blake or Lamb, Moore or Crabbe, Landor or Godwin, let alone Wordsworth or Coleridge, whose Lyrical Ballads had been in print almost ten years.


If, like so much of Hunt’s work, the marginal musings in Classic Tales show signs of haste, cobbled together by day as he dashed off theatre reviews by night, it may be because he was still engulfed in his long, turbulent courtship of Marian Kent. Throughout 1805, moreover, there was no time for poetry, with little for more than occasional prose, as Hunt’s pursuit of his personal muse was dogged by the painful knowledge that his mother was dying.


Stricken with rheumatism and liver failure, Mary Hunt had taken to gazing at the sunset and beyond, to the Heaven in which she devoutly believed, and a serene vision of her family reunited there in death. For all his oft-stated devotion to her, the hard-working Leigh was the least diligent of visitors during this painful period. As Ann Blainey, chief psychologist of the Hunt family, has put it, ‘Sweet-natured, homely Robert visited her constantly; indolent, generous Stephen less often; busy, dutiful John when he could; and Leigh much less often than he ought.’ These last, confessional words were his own. ‘I was as giddy as I was young,’ he recalled by way of excuse – inadequate excuse for a man sentimental enough to write more than twenty years later: ‘My mother … I can never write those words without emotion.’


After her death in November 1805, at the age of fifty-three, Mary Hunt’s grave in Hampstead churchyard became a place of regular pilgrimage for a son who, preoccupied as he was by his work and his courting, perhaps lacked the courage to pay regular visits to the deathbed of the woman he idolised (and idealised). Only recently freed from her dominant influence, finally beginning to carve out his own distinctive niche in the world, Hunt may have feared a relapse into the dependence on his mother of which he speaks throughout his work.


If ‘any circumstance of my life could give me cause for boasting,’ he wrote towards its end, ‘it would be of having such a mother.’ Her last two letters to him, written with ‘failing eyes, a trembling hand, and an aching heart’, he kept lovingly beside him all his days. ‘Knowing what she was … I now feel her memory as a serene and inspiring influence, that comes over my social moments only to temper cheerfulness, and over my reflecting ones to animate me in the love of truth.’


Such tranquil remembrances were as yet years off. At the time, early in 1806, Hunt finally suffered the breakdown which seemed to have been waiting some time to happen. In retrospect he did not associate it with the recent loss of his mother, or his continuing vicissitudes with Marian, but blamed it on ‘living too well’ and obstinately refusing to consult a doctor, for fear of what he might discover.


The first symptoms were palpitations of the heart, which he dealt with by riding at speed on horseback. ‘The more I rode, and (I used to think) the harder I rode, the less the palpitation became.’ As long as these and other symptoms persisted – nausea, giddiness, blurred vision – he slept sitting up, for fear of dying if he lay down. He also tried a vegetarian diet, which made him so weak and faint that he could not walk down a street without clinging to the railings. It was all, he later decided, quite avoidable.


Throughout his life, which would see him succumb to at least three prolonged such attacks, Hunt’s dogged determination to overcome them without professional help or the support of friends caused him untold and wholly unnecessary suffering. Instead of taking medical advice, which would have remedied his condition in months rather than years, he tried to think his way out of it, plaguing himself with mental exertions ‘which are the pastimes of better states of health, and the pursuits of philosophers’.


Hunt always considered his nervous attacks the result of poor physical health, rather than the other way around. So he countered them with a variety of eccentric physical regimes which no doubt made them worse. After the failure of the vegetarian diet, he tried a milk-only regime, which ‘did nothing but jaundice my complexion’. Then he tried ‘a modicum of meat, one glass of wine, no milk except in tea, and no vegetables at all’. Though this produced a marked physical improvement, it did nothing to calm his mental distress. He would try freezing-cold baths in winter, scorching-hot ones in summer, and seem surprised that they did little for his mental stability.


His friends could see that he was unwell, but he prided himself in keeping the true depths of his despair to himself. Seeking his solace in work, he kept up a feverish regime of reading, reviewing and essay writing, taking out his woes on those closest to him – notably, after his mother’s death, the long-suffering Marian. ‘There is nothing which my mother has left behind her,’ he told his betrothed, ‘to which you are not the proper heiress in the truest sense of the word.’ His depression, anxiety, insecurity and lack of confidence again soured to irritability in his letters to her. ‘Now cannot you sit down on Sunday, my sweet girl,’ he wrote to her in February 1806, ‘and write me a fair, even-minded honest hand, unvexed with desperate blots and skulking interlineations?’


Hunt was writing from Lincolnshire, where he had been sent to recuperate as the guest of John Robertson’s artist brother Charles. His letters to Marian reflect his violent mood swings, from more irritable complaints about the inadequacy of her replies to manic elation about the blissful prospect of their future together. ‘I am naturally a man of violent passions,’ he declares, ‘but your affection has taught me to subdue them.’


At moments like this he encloses long verse epistles declaring his undying love. If only she could have replied in kind; that is clearly what he would have wished, a wife-to-be of some artistic accomplishments, as he encourages her to enclose drawings with her own letters, even dreams of her sketching roses for him. But all such lyrical moments are inevitably undone by more harsh words about her failure to reply in the same style he lavished on her. ‘As you have done so much for me in correcting the errors of my head, you will not feel very unpleasant when I venture to correct the errors of your hand …’


Hunt was, of course, deluding himself. Having nearly lost Marian once, he was in truth terrified that she might desert him again; this was the subtext of all his cajoling, complaining, criticising. But if Hunt wanted to bind Marian to him with hoops of steel, he was going about it entirely the wrong way. The vicissitudes of his own life he took out on her, growing especially tetchy during another supposedly recuperative trip out of London – to the home in Barnes of his schoolfriend Papendieck, whose parents were courtiers, ‘completely German in their habits’, with an unquestioning reverence for royalty. Their independent-minded young house guest was dismayed that this indiscriminate respect for rank seemed to have infected their son. Hunt could not contain his scorn, which swiftly curtailed the visit. But it was Marian who took the brunt of his irritability, to the point where her own health began to falter.


In March 1807 her mother dispatched Marian to her uncle’s seaside home in Brighton, where she lingered for most of the year. By July, Hunt was feeling neglected. Suspecting his beloved’s motives in staying away from him so long, he took his own summer break in Margate, whence a patronising note in one letter earned an angry response. ‘Your last letter is so good that I expect the next one to be without any wrong spelling, and interlineations, and deficiencies of words,’ he wrote on 21 July, only to be fulminating six days later:






I requested, with a manner that shewed my confidence in your love, that you would write me a careful letter, and you know that all I wanted, or all that I expected from you, was carefulness, a talent which everybody may attain who wishes. Yet you send me, still send me, a hasty, careless letter, in which you have not even attended to the little but earnest request I made respecting scratching out. You talk of having a few minutes only, before the post sets out. Is this because the post surprises you by being uncommonly early, or because you delay your letter till the last moment? I answer your letters almost the instant I receive them …


On Tuesday I wrote [you] a long, an affectionate letter; on Sunday I receive a very short, a very careless, and therefore, it pains me to say, a most unaffectionate one.


Oh Marian, I did not think you would suffer yourself, at such a moment, to be led into this afflicting indolence, into this neglect of my highest wishes in the most easy matters. Is it to punish me for my own former neglect? Alas, or rather God be thanked, you have not the misfortune to weigh you down that I had. But you know what I lost by want of exertion, you know what I have since gained by exertion: – we all lose & gain by the same means.


I have no heart to write any more …








Rather than visit Marian in Brighton, Hunt meant to taunt her by going to Margate with his War Office boss, a man named Stuart, and his unmarried sister, evidently an attractive and accomplished woman whose praises he sang with obvious, none too subtle intent. ‘You need not be jealous of Miss S.,’ he reassures Marian with clearly mixed motives, ‘or of any other girl upon earth, while you try to improve yourself …’


At the same time his letters to Marian’s mother and her husband sent out contrasting, carefree signals. That same month the pleasures of a bath are compared in a letter to the Hunters with the sensuous delights of ‘those luxurious fellows, the Turks: the bath wanted nothing but three or four sofas with silken-skinned damsels, drinking coffee on their elbow or tying up their long tresses with taper fingers; that is, you know, for the effect – the mere effect – not that I mean &c. &c.’.


This pattern continued another year or more, through trips by each outside London for their health, as Hunt succumbed to bilious attacks, giddiness, palpitations and headaches, while Marian endured all sorts of nervous upsets, from backache to depression. For a while in mid-1808 there was a rare oasis of calm as he praised her attempts to learn sculpture while regaling her with his adventures on a journalistic assignment to Nottingham. By that summer, however, the unusually hot weather was taking its toll on them both. As Marian’s mother packed her off hither and thither for the benefit of her health, Hunt began to suspect a plot to part them – perhaps with reason, for Mrs Hunter was all too aware of the demands he was making of her daughter, as well as the unconventional religious views with which he was bombarding her. The lyrical love letters of the previous summer turned sour again until the approach of his twenty-fourth birthday, in the autumn of 1808, when he wrote to Marian: ‘I hope to God I shall never see another birthday without you, without my wife. Everything I do, and almost everything of which I think, looks towards that time.’
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