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Introduction


FRANCES WILSON



It was not a book to begin with. Thomas De Quincey was a journalist in the age of literary roughhouse, and Confessions of an English Opium-Eater: Being an Extract from the Life of a Scholar started out, in September 1821, as an anonymous twenty-page article buried deep in the middle of the London Magazine. Which means that the first people to read the author’s account of running away from Manchester Grammar School in order to wander around Wales and London came upon it by chance. The Confessions proved so popular that the London Magazine published a second instalment the following month, and this time it was the lead article. Here De Quincey described how, during a rainy Sunday afternoon on Oxford Street in 1804, he discovered the pleasures of opium: ‘happiness might now be bought for a penny, and carried in the waistcoat pocket.’ By 1813 he knew the pains of addiction, and to ask whether he had taken opium on a particular day was, De Quincey said, like asking if his lungs had performed respiration. He ended this second instalment by promising a third, which never materialized: opium-eaters, as De Quincey’s editors quickly discovered, are great procrastinators. Addicts are also habitual liars, and De Quincey – who took opium from the age of nineteen to his death at seventy-four – informed his readers that he was now nearly freed from the drug, having ‘untwisted, almost to its final links, the accursed chain which fettered me’.


‘Everyone who noticed the magazine at all,’ the London’s editor proudly reported, ‘is interested in the fate of the Opium-Eater.’ Who, his readers wondered, could this Opium-Eater be? Thomas Griffiths Wainewright, the artist and poisoner, unmasked himself as the author, while Edgar Allan Poe, De Quincey’s greatest American admirer, said the Confessions were the work of Juniper, his pet baboon. ‘The Opium-Eater’, as De Quincey now signed himself, was in fact a debt-ridden, drug-addled and near-destitute thirty-six-year-old father of three who had devoted his life to following – quite literally – in the footsteps of William Wordsworth. A scholar of Greek and a critic of genius, De Quincey also knew how to write for the common reader, who found in his Confessions a blend of misery memoir, recovery memoir, psychogeography and pharmo-picaresque romance, genres we are familiar with today precisely because De Quincey invented them. In addition they encountered a deep-rooted Romantic sensibility of the type that was in vogue at the time: self-exploration was the current charging the literature of the first half of the nineteenth century and De Quincey’s subject was his own consciousness. ‘Egotism’, wrote one of his reviewers, ‘is the spirit of the age and the object of every author is to describe his own thoughts, his own feelings, his own passions.’ De Quincey added to this a description of the architecture of his own dreams.


One effect of opium is the boundless expansion of space and time and De Quincey’s Confessions captured this sensation with cinematic precision. While he slept, ‘a theatre seemed suddenly opened and lighted up’ in his brain, ‘which presented nightly spectacles of more than earthly splendour’. The walls expanded, the floors dissolved, the room ‘swelled, and was amplified to an extent of unutterable infinity’ and he seemed ‘to descend, not metaphorically, but literally to descend, into chasms and sunless abysses, depths below depths’. Time too unfurled itself; he seemed sometimes ‘to have lived for seventy or a hundred years in one night; nay, sometimes had feelings representative of a millennium passed’. De Quincey gave us, as Jorge Luis Borges said, ‘the best dreams in literature’.


He also gave us one of literature’s best titles, and in order to introduce his swollen masterpiece we might start here. What did De Quincey have to confess? What sort of creature ‘eats’ opium? Why does it matter that he is English? And what did confessions, opium-eating and Englishness mean to De Quincey’s nineteenth-century readership?


While a memoir is a reflection on memory, a confession is an admission of guilt. In De Quincey’s version of confession, he reflects on the amount of guilt he feels: ‘Guilt’, he stresses at the start, ‘I do not acknowledge.’ What he confesses instead is that opium is not the cause of his sorrows but the ‘hero’ of the tale – that he took the drug as a portal to pleasure rather than an antidote to pain.


Every literary confessor owes a debt to St Augustine, whose own Confessions (in AD 400) constitute the Western world’s first autobiography, but De Quincey’s confessional drive also has its roots in Wordsworth. De Quincey, who was Wordsworth’s first fan and lived in the poet’s former cottage in Grasmere, had been granted the rare privilege of reading his autobiographical epic, The Prelude, in manuscript form. What Wordsworth achieved in poetry, De Quincey set out to achieve in prose: Wordsworth’s Lake District became De Quincey’s London; Wordsworth found the sublime in nature, De Quincey’s sublime came from opium. Wordsworth is quoted throughout the Confessions, but De Quincey’s references to his mentor are equally buried inside the text: while Wordsworth described The Prelude as a poem about ‘the growth of a poet’s mind’, the subject of the Confessions was the growth, under opium, of De Quincey’s mind. At 4 foot 11 inches tall, De Quincey was obsessed with growth and believed that the best writing ‘grows a truth before your eyes’. The Prelude, accordingly, grew before De Quincey’s eyes. A two-part version was written in 1798–1799; it was expanded to thirteen books in 1805, and published posthumously as fourteen books in 1850. Wordsworth reworked the poem over forty years, and De Quincey did much the same with his Confessions. The initial two articles in the London Magazine became the two-part prelude to his own longer work. Confessions of an English Opium-Eater was published in book-form in 1822, but De Quincey continued to revise the narrative throughout his life, adding increasingly eccentric extensions to the basic structure until it grew by two thirds of its original size. The final version of Confessions of an English Opium-Eater was published in 1856, thirty-four years after the first edition.


While Wordsworth said of The Prelude that it was ‘a thing unprecedented in literary history, that a man should talk so much about himself’, De Quincey declared in the original preface for his Confessions that there were ‘no precedents that I am aware of’ for the type of ‘impassioned prose’ he was here employing. Knowing that it was Wordsworth’s intention for The Prelude to appear posthumously, De Quincey admits that he ‘hesitated’ about ‘allowing’ his own autobiography to ‘come before the public eye, until after my death (when, for many reasons, the whole will be published)’. Following Wordsworth, the adult De Quincey describes the child as father to the man and reflects on the development of his sensibility through a series of formative experiences. Wordsworth’s dream of ‘an Arabian waste’ in Book V of The Prelude is reworked in De Quincey’s opium dreams with their ‘silvery expanses of water’; Wordsworth’s childhood roaming the ‘solitary hills’ becomes De Quincey’s lonely days on Oxford Street; the enigmatic figure in Wordsworth’s first ‘spot of time’, ‘who bore a pitcher on her head/And seemed with difficult steps to force her way/Against the blowing wind’, becomes Ann, the mysterious young prostitute who saves De Quincey’s life and then evaporates into the city.


The Confessions documents De Quincey’s transformation from an upwardly mobile middle-class schoolboy to a downwardly spiralling social pariah of the sort celebrated by Wordsworth and Coleridge in Lyrical Ballads. And his narrative terminates at the point, in his mid-twenties, where he befriends Wordsworth, thus moving from a Romantic outsider to a Romantic groupie. So while De Quincey’s Confessions are overtly about the influence of opium, they are covertly about the influence of Wordsworth.


His title is misleading in other ways too: De Quincey, like Coleridge, was a laudanum-drinker rather than an opium-eater. Crude opium, the juice of the poppy’s seed heads, forms a sticky brown cake which can be chewed, smoked or injected, but a tincture dissolved in alcohol produces laudanum, a bitter-tasting liquid that can be drunk from a decanter. The effects of laudanum, De Quincey noted, were the opposite of drunkenness: while wine ignited a fast-burning fire, laudanum created a steady gem-like glow. Wine disordered the faculties that laudanum sedated. The only scene in the Confessions in which opium is actually eaten is the one in which the white-turbaned Malay turns up out of nowhere at De Quincey’s Lakeland cottage. Assuming that ‘as an Orientalist’ his visitor would be familiar with the drug, De Quincey presented him with a ‘piece of opium’ which the man ‘bolted’ in one mouthful: ‘The quantity was enough to kill three dragoons and their horses; and I felt some alarm for the poor creature; but what could be done?’ This was the type of ‘creature’ who eats opium as opposed to drinking laudanum.


But why should De Quincey ‘confess’ at all to taking a drug that was generally available over the counter, and found in most household cupboards? The curative effects of opium were no more mysterious to De Quincey’s nineteenth-century readers than the curative effects of aspirin are to us today. Everyone who had ever taken opium to sedate a sore tooth knew first-hand the highs and lows that he was describing. In order to grasp the rich irony of De Quincey’s Confessions we must understand, as the cultural historian Mike Jay puts it, that his genius lay less in ‘breaking a taboo’ than in ‘deliberately creating one by recasting a familiar practice as transgressive and culturally threatening’. So while in our own age of recreational drug-use we see De Quincey as the precursor to William Burroughs and Aldous Huxley, his initial audience would have enjoyed the exaggerated romance of his discovery of happiness, the chutzpah involved in his posing as the only floating Londoner, and his comically soaring prose: ‘eloquent opium! that with thy potent rhetoric stealest away the purposes of wrath; [and] to the guilty man, for one night gives back the hopes of his youth, and hands washed pure from blood.’


Meanwhile, as a result of De Quincey’s eulogy, those few who remained unaware of the drug’s impact on dreams now gave it a try. Robert Southey had his first taste of opium ‘for the sake of experiencing the sensation which had made De Quincey a slave to it’, and Branwell Brontë – who became an addict – did the same. ‘Many persons,’ wrote the author of Advice to Opium-Eaters, ‘greatly injured themselves by taking Opium experimentally, which trial they had been enticed to make by the fascinating description of the exquisite pleasure attendant on the taking of that drug, given in a recent publication on the subject.’ De Quincey, however, scoffed at the suggestion that he was the nation’s drug-pusher: ‘Teach opium-eating!’ he exclaimed. ‘Did I teach wine-drinking? Did I reveal the mystery of sleeping? Did I inaugurate the infirmity of laughter?’


Turning the nation’s habit into a unique condition was a complicated ruse, but nothing De Quincey wrote was ever straightforward. His mischief worked in curious ways and playfulness, venom, ambition, revenge and profound self-perception were built into every brick of his Confessions.


While De Quincey never physically left the British Isles, he travelled widely in his sleep. He regularly found himself in China, a place in which he thought he might ‘go mad’, and the ‘forests of Asia’, where he ‘fled from the wrath of Brama’. By day he talked with Wordsworth and read his vast collection of books, but by night Vishnu ‘hated’ him and Seeva ‘laid wait’ for him; he was buried ‘for a thousand years, in stone coffins, with mummies and sphynxes, in narrow chambers at the heart of eternal pyramids’. In scenes of ‘unimaginable horror’ De Quincey found himself ‘stared at, hooted at, grinned at, chattered at, by monkeys, by parroquets, by cockatoos’; he was ‘kissed, with cancerous kisses, by crocodiles; and laid, confounded with all unutterable slimy things, amongst reeds and Nilotic mud’.


It was because he associated opium with the terrors of the Orient that De Quincey stressed that he was an ‘English’ opium-eater, and nowhere does the contrast between solid Englishness and nefarious otherness become more apparent than his comparison between the Malay who apparently visited his cottage and the servant girl (later to be De Quincey’s wife) who opened to door to him:




A more striking picture there could not be imagined, than the beautiful English face of the girl, and its exquisite fairness, together with her erect and independent attitude, contrasted with the sallow and bilious skin of the Malay, enamelled or veneered with mahogany, by marine air, his small, fierce, restless eyes, thin lips, slavish gestures and adorations.





So a more literal title to his story might have been ‘Wordsworthian Reflections on the Misspent Youth of a Xenophobic and Unrepentant Laudanum-Drinker’, but that doesn’t have the same appeal. As a journalist, De Quincey knew how to write a good headline.
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TO THE READER


I here present you, courteous reader, with the record of a remarkable period in my life: according to my application of it, I trust that it will prove, not merely an interesting record, but, in a considerable degree, useful and instructive. In that hope it is that I have drawn it up: and that must be my apology for breaking through that delicate and honourable reserve, which, for the most part, restrains us from the public exposure of our own errors and infirmities. Nothing, indeed, is more revolting to English feelings, than the spectacle of a human being obtruding on our notice his moral ulcers or scars, and tearing away that ‘decent drapery,’ which time, or indulgence to human frailty, may have drawn over them: accordingly, the greater part of our confessions (that is, spontaneous and extra-judicial confessions) proceed from demireps, adventurers, or swindlers: and for any such acts of gratuitous self-humiliation from those who can be supposed in sympathy with the decent and self-respecting part of society, we must look to French literature, or to that part of the German which is tainted with the spurious and defective sensibility of the French. All this I feel so forcibly, and so nervously am I alive to reproach of this tendency, that I have for many months hesitated about the propriety of allowing this, or any part of my narrative, to come before the public eye, until after my death (when, for many reasons, the whole will be published): and it is not without an anxious review of the reasons, for and against this step, that I have, at last, concluded on taking it.


Guilt and misery shrink, by a natural instinct, from public notice: they court privacy and solitude: and, even in their choice of a grave, will sometimes sequester themselves from the general population of the churchyard, as if declining to claim fellowship with the great family of man, and wishing (in the affecting language of Mr Wordsworth)




‘—Humbly to express


A penitential loneliness.’





It is well, upon the whole, and for the interest of us all, that it should be so: nor would I willingly, in my own person, manifest a disregard of such salutary feelings; nor in act or word do anything to weaken them, but on the one hand, as my self-accusation does not amount to a confession of guilt, so, on the other, it is possible that, if it did, the benefit resulting to others, from the record of an experience purchased at so heavy a price, might compensate, by a vast overbalance, for any violence done to the feelings I have noticed, and justify a breach of the general rule. Infirmity and misery do not, of necessity, imply guilt. They approach, or recede from, the shades of that dark alliance, in proportion to the probable motives and prospects of the offender, and the palliations, known or secret, of the offence: in proportion as the temptations to it were potent from the first, and the resistance to it, in act or in effort, was earnest to the last. For my own part, without breach of truth or modesty, I may affirm, that my life has been, on the whole, the life of a philosopher: from my birth I was made an intellectual creature: and intellectual in the highest sense my pursuits and pleasures have been, even from my school-boy days. If opium-eating be a sensual pleasure, and if I am bound to confess that I have indulged in it to an excess not yet recorded* of any other man, it is no less true, that I have struggled against this fascinating enthralment with a religious zeal, and have, at length, accomplished what I never yet heard attributed to any other man – have untwisted, almost to its final links, the accursed chain which fettered me. Such a self-conquest may reasonably be set off in counterbalance to any kind or degree of self-indulgence. Not to insist that, in my case, the self-conquest was unquestionable, the self-indulgence open to doubts of casuistry, according as that name shall be extended to acts aiming at the bare relief of pain, or shall be restricted to such as aim at the excitement of positive pleasure.


Guilt, therefore, I do not acknowledge; and, if I did, it is possible that I might still resolve on the present act of confession, in consideration of the service which I may thereby render to the whole class of opium-eaters. But who are they? Reader, I am sorry to say, a very numerous class indeed. Of this I became convinced some years ago, by computing, at that time, the number of those in one small class of English society (the class of men distinguished for talents, or of eminent station), who were known to me, directly or indirectly, as opium-eaters; such for instance as the eloquent and benevolent —, the late dean of —; Lord —; Mr —, the philosopher; a late under-secretary of state (who described to me the sensation which first drove him to the use of opium, in the very same words as the dean of —, viz., ‘that he felt as though rats were gnawing and abrading the coats of his stomach’); Mr —; and many others hardly less known, whom it would be tedious to mention. Now, if one class, comparatively so limited, could furnish so many scores of cases (and that within the knowledge of one single inquirer), it was a natural inference, that the entire population of England would furnish a proportionable number. The soundness of this inference, however, I doubted, until some facts became known to me, which satisfied me that it was not incorrect. I will mention two: 1. Three respectable London druggists, in widely-remote quarters of London, from whom I happened lately to be purchasing small quantities of opium, assured me that the number of amateur opium-eaters (as I may term them) was, at this time, immense; and that the difficulty of distinguishing these persons, to whom habit had rendered opium necessary, from such as were purchasing it with a view to suicide, occasioned them daily trouble and disputes. This evidence respected London only. But, 2. (which will possibly surprise the reader more) some years ago, on passing through Manchester, I was informed by several cotton-manufacturers, that their work-people were rapidly getting into the practice of opium-eating; so much so, that on a Saturday afternoon the counters of the druggists were strewed with pills of one, two, or three grains, in preparation for the known demand of the evening. The immediate occasion of this practice was the lowness of wages, which at that time would not allow them to indulge in ale or spirits: and, wages rising, it may be thought that this practice would cease: but as I do not readily believe that any man, having once tasted the divine luxuries of opium, will afterwards descend to the gross and mortal enjoyments of alcohol, I take it for granted,




‘That those eat now, who never ate before;


And those who always ate, now eat the more.’





Indeed the fascinating powers of opium are admitted, even by medical writers, who are its greatest enemies: thus, for instance, Awsiter, apothecary to Greenwich Hospital, in his ‘Essay on the Effects of Opium’ (published in the year 1763, when attempting to explain, why Mead had not been sufficiently explicit on the properties, counter-agents, etc., of this drug, expresses himself in the following mysterious terms (φωναντα συνετοισι): ‘Perhaps he thought the subject of too delicate a nature to be made common; and as many people might then indiscriminately use it, it would take from that necessary fear and caution, which should prevent their experiencing the extensive power of this drug: for there are many properties in it, if universally known, that would habituate the use, and make it more in request with us than the Turks themselves: the result of which knowledge,’ he adds, ‘must prove a general misfortune.’ In the necessity of this conclusion I do not concur: but upon that point I shall have occasion to speak at the close of my confessions, where I shall present the reader with the moral of my narrative.
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