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PREFACE

WILLIAM HAZLITT is without question one of the greatest writers of prose in the English language, and equally without question the greatest exponent of the ‘familiar essay’, an art form which, because of its special riches of content and style, has always been celebrated by connoisseurs of literature. At the same time he is arguably the best and most important critic of the Romantic period, making original contributions to appreciation and understanding of art, theatre, literature and philosophy. And as if that were not enough, he was also a hard-hitting political polemicist and journalist who, at the expense of his own chances for advancement in worldly terms, defended a radical stance that was not just unpopular but actively persecuted in his day.

If the label ‘Romantic’ has any value in describing the character of Hazlitt’s work, it is because he was an intensely personal writer, fully present in everything he wrote, taking responsibility for his opinions without appealing to the authority, or needing the protection, of any school or ideology. A good example is afforded by the new style of criticism he represented. Among his predecessors were critics who despised Shakespeare for failing to observe the theatrical ‘unities’ of time and place, as prescribed two thousand years before by Aristotle. Hazlitt was not interested in rules and formalities. He reacted to theatre – and to art, literature and ideas – as a man of deep feeling and independent mind, asking himself only whether he was being presented with truth, and in a manner that was well done of its kind. He demanded honesty, not a list of instructions, and he listened to his own responses, which were keen and searching, for the basis of all his judgements.

In this way he transmuted his life and thought into literature, leaving a body of work – twenty volumes’ worth, in the standard collected edition – which continues to delight and instruct everyone who enjoys fine writing and vigorous thought. Many of his essays are classics of the English tongue. He has never been without admirers, and his reputation, great and controversial in his own day, though somewhat occluded by Victorian delicacy because of the frankness of his confessional style, has never ceased to grow.1

Hazlitt has been well served by posterity in at least this crucial respect: he has had outstanding commentators, biographers and editors. I am especially indebted to the work of Herschel Baker, David Bromwich, P. P. Howe, Stanley Jones, John Kinnaird, Roy Park, Tom Paulin and Ralph Wardle, and to the recent editorial labours of Duncan Wu, whose nine-volume selected edition of Hazlitt is valuable for its emendations and supplementations to the standard Howe edition of Hazlitt’s Complete Works.2

It is likewise a pleasure to record more personal thanks – for discussion of Hazlitt, biography, his contemporaries, literature, life, philosophy, and much of more general relevance besides – to John Bayley, Carole Blake, William St Clair, Michael Foot, Katie Hickman, J. D. F. Jones, Jane O’Grady, Derek Parfitt, Miranda Seymour, Michael Symes, Susan Whitfield, Rebecca Wilson and Adam Zeman. Two of these add professional excellences to good friendship: Carole Blake, my redoubtable agent, and Rebecca Wilson, my editor at Weidenfeld & Nicolson. Michael Foot was always ready to help, and made a handsome gift to me of a tooled leather 1821 edition of Hazlitt’s Lectures on the Dramatic Literature of the Age of Elizabeth. Elizabeth Cotton, Tanya Slater, Sarah Swinfield and Emma Walters gave invaluable research assistance. I am grateful to Dr Michael Basinski and Dr Robert Bertholf of the Poetry and Rare Books Library at the State University of New York, Buffalo, for their help before and during the time I spent working on the Hazlitt archive there. I thank also Veronica Tonge, Curator of Fine and Applied Art at the Maidstone Museum and Art Gallery, and to her colleague for their kind help with the museum’s collection of Hazlitt family paintings. Dr David Smith of the library at St Anne’s College, Oxford, the staffs of the British Library, the London Library and the University of London Library at Senate House all have my gratitude too.

I dedicate this book to the memory of P. P. Howe, Hazlitt’s principal editor and biographer. On my frequent crossings of Bedford Square (where Hazlitt used to visit Basil Montagu at No. 25) in Bloomsbury, London, to the offices of Prospect magazine at No. 4, or to Birkbeck College in nearby Gower Street, I think of the description Frank Swinnerton gives, in his affectionate essay on Howe, of that unassuming literatus taking the same route before the First World War – traversing Bedford Square to the offices of J. M. Dent & Co., where Swinnerton and Howe’s elder brother worked; and later, after bitter war-time experiences in France, of his walks from the publishing house of Secker in John Street, where he was a partner, to the now sadly lost Bloomsbury Reading Room of the British Library. I did much of the early work for this book there too, harkening to the submarine echoes under Panizzi’s beautiful dome, conscious that Howe had sat his hours there likewise, labouring peacefully among the ghosts of the great, searching for the sources of Hazlitt’s many and frequent quotations. In the now standard manner, I use his edition of Hazlitt’s Complete Works here. Duncan Wu has shown that Howe was fallible, scarcely surprising given the labour involved in compiling a twenty-one volume edition of the work of a writer so various, widely read and allusive as Hazlitt; but what Wu shows is that the worst of Howe’s culpabilities was his over-reliance on the 1902–6 Complete Works edited by his predecessors, Waller and Glover, from whose text much of Howe’s edition is a reprint. Nevertheless, as Wu generously allows, the Howe edition is a monument in its own right; the general reliability of its text and the richness of its apparatus of notes – despite the errors identified by Wu – are an achievement.

I profited much from the resources provided by Howe, Wu, Jones and the others named. Wherever I went among original manuscripts or in pursuit of solutions to puzzles in Howe’s notes, I found myself well anticipated by Jones and Wu in particular; and when I wished to utilize the material available in Hazlitt’s contemporaries’ letters and diaries, I found that Jones and other biographers had done my homework for me. It was an enjoyment to follow the cleared path through the jungle of the past that Jones, especially, has made. If anyone wishes to know a matter of detail – as, say, when Hazlitt moved into such-and-such an address in London – he does well to rummage in rate-books and letters and the like; but he does even better to inspect Jones either in his biography or in the teeming pages of Notes and Queries. As this suggests, I have had the best helps a biographer could desire.

There was a quarrel between Sainte-Beuve and Proust over the question whether appreciation of literary works is deepened by a knowledge of their author’s lives. Sainte-Beuve said Yes, Proust an emphatic No on the grounds that an author’s work comes from a place too deep even for self-knowledge – from what Proust called ‘le moi profond’. Much might be said on either side of the question, but a short comment is that both are right, although in different ways. Whatever the critics say, readers know that some authors have to be placed in their historical and literary setting to be fully appreciated, while some works stand on their own without need of biographical props. In Hazlitt’s case the former applies. Encountering him in person, so far as biography permits, illuminates his work and enriches the experience of reading it, and thereby explains his achievement and his tragedy. His achievement owed itself to his intellectual gifts and outstanding talents, while his tragedy owed itself to his untutorable sensibility and the unkindness of his times. These aspects of his character, and the facts of history, between them forged a brilliant writer and an extraordinary man. The following pages tell his story.


INTRODUCTION

JOHN KEATS and his friend John Hamilton Reynolds were ardent admirers of Hazlitt. They attended his lectures, read aloud to each other from his essays, and formulated their theories of poetry in response to his views. Through their eyes Hazlitt appears at his best, because when he was with friends like them – ambitious young men of talent – he was relaxed and expansive, ready to talk endlessly about art and philosophy – not in monologue, as Coleridge did, but as a conversationalist in the same mould as his friend Charles Lamb.

In a letter of April 1817 Reynolds describes entertaining Hazlitt to dinner:



On Thursday last Hazlitt was with me at home, and remained with us till 3 o’clock in the morning! – full of eloquence, – warm, lofty, and communicative on everything imaginative and intelligent, – breathing out with us the peculiar and favourite beauties of our best bards, – passing from grand and commanding argument to the gaieties and graces of wit and humour, – and the elegant and higher beauties of Poetry. He is indeed great company, and leaves a weight on the mind, which ‘it can hardly bear’. He is full of what Dr Johnson terms ‘good talk’. His countenance also is extremely fine: – a sunken and melancholy face, – a forehead lined with thought and bearing a full and strange pulsation on exciting subjects, – an eye, dashed in its light with sorrow, but kindling and living at intellectual moments, – and a stream of coal-black hair dropping around all. Such a face, so silent and so sensitive, is indeed the banner of the mind. ‘It is a book, in which one may read strange things.’ He would have become the pencil of Titian, and have done justice to the soul-fed colours of that bold and matchless Italian. I fear you will be tired of this long personality, but I remember having read a few papers of his to you, and therefore imagine you are not wholly uninterested in him.1





Reynolds’s portrait has an air of hyperbole, but it exactly chimes with accounts given by others who enjoyed Hazlitt’s friendship. Brilliant, earnest, and always well-judging, he forgot his own existence and its torments when absorbed in discussion. On those occasions he revealed the pure disinterested genius his contemporaries valued in him.

A very different picture is given by Thomas De Quincey, never a friend to Hazlitt, and still less so after being detected in unacknowledged borrowings from Hazlitt’s writings (for which he was uncomfortably obliged to apologize). ‘His inveterate misanthropy was constitutional,’ De Quincey wrote. ‘Exasperated it certainly had been by accidents of life, by disappointments, by mortifications, by insults, and still more by having wilfully placed himself in collision from the first with all the interests that were in the sunshine of the world, and of all the persons that were then powerful in England … A friend of his it was – a friend wishing to love him, and admiring him almost to extravagance – who told me, in illustration of the dark sinister gloom which sate for ever upon his countenance and gestures, that involuntarily, when Hazlitt put his hand within his waistcoat (as a mere unconscious trick of habit), he himself felt a sudden recoil of fear, as from one who was searching for a hidden dagger.’2

These two portraits – drawn from a number of either kind – could scarcely be more at variance. They mark the contradictory views taken of Hazlitt in his own day and afterwards. For two generations following his death it was the latter depiction that prevailed. Some thought him the greatest thinker and critical writer of his age; others, even those who acknowledged his genius, saw him as a gloomy pessimistic Jacobin motivated by party spleen and personal antipathies. Leaving aside the melodramatic reference to a dagger, chosen to allegorize Hazlitt’s fearsome powers as a polemicist and debater in print, there is some truth in De Quincey’s picture, for Hazlitt was indeed at loggerheads with the vested interests of his time, he indeed never courted favour with those ‘in the sunshine of the world’ because he suspected that most of them had got there by dishonest or despicable means, and he indeed suffered much from disappointments in his personal life and insults in his public life. The disappointments and insults were connected, for this was an age of violent polemic and party strife, in which Hazlitt was the subject of constant attack by the Tory press, of a kind we could not now tolerate and therefore do not now see. He returned their attacks with interest, but his enemies made ammunition out of his private sufferings, thereby doubling them.

Understanding this shows how to reconcile the two foregoing portraits. The painter James Smetham, commenting on De Quincey’s pen-sketch, wrote: ‘It is said in books we have read since then, that Hazlitt was a gloomy and rather dangerous-looking man, who seemed as if he were feeling for a dagger. We won’t believe it. We will allow him to have been dark and solemn and quiet and Dantesque: but what was taken for sinister and malignant was only a knitting the sober brow of II Penseroso frowning away “the brood of folly without father bred”.’3 Most who knew Hazlitt knew that this was so. Coleridge said he could be ‘brow-hanging, shoe-contemplative, strange’, others that he was ‘lean, slouching, splenetic’; but Charles Lamb, Hazlitt’s life-long friend, wrote in defending him against an attack by Southey: ‘I should belie my own conscience, if I said less than that I think William Hazlitt to be, in his natural state, one of the wisest and finest spirits breathing. So far from being ashamed of that intimacy which was betwixt us, it is my boast that I was able for so many years to have preserved it entire; and I think I shall go to my grave without finding, or expecting to find, such another companion.’4

A man who could inspire such different responses, and who could think and write as Hazlitt did – ‘we think we are very fine fellows nowadays,’ Robert Louis Stevenson told his contemporaries, ‘but none of us can write like Hazlitt’ – deserves explanation. The explanation is his life, from which all that he felt and thought sprang, so to explain him is to tell his story.

According to Virginia Woolf, the aim of biography should be to connect hidden areas of its subject’s personality – what she called the ‘soul’ – with external forces of society and history. A mere list of someone’s doings would miss the point of our principal reason for reading biography, which is to gain insight into the motivations and meanings of a human life. In writing Hazlitt’s biography the task of connecting inner and outer in this way is made easy by the fact that he is a completely autobiographical author, utterly himself in his writings. With Hazlitt, inner and outer are one. He lived a confessional existence, transposing his experience into literature, writing with stark honesty. He is among the very few who lived and wrote without a mask. This is not to say that he wrote without artistry and even artifice, but his material was his own thought and feeling, his own dealings with life’s intractabilities, and he used that material unsparingly.

The autobiographical richness of Hazlitt’s writings might itself seem a problem. Autobiography tends to be apologia, a self-serving exercise at best creative with truth and at worst – and too often – evasive, distorting, or dishonest. But Hazlitt was not a self-server, and he was incapable of lying. He did not care to conceal what he thought or felt about matters that stirred him. When he desired privacy for himself or others, he remained silent. To the mortification of his friends it was a desire he rarely felt.

In one good sense, then, to meet Hazlitt almost in the flesh, one need only open his works and read. ‘Hazlitt was not one of those non-committal writers who shuffle off in a mist and die of their own insignificance,’ Virginia Woolf wrote. ‘His essays are emphatically himself … So thin is the veil of the essay as Hazlitt wore it, his very look comes before us.’

Because Hazlitt is so autobiographical an author, his work has, for all its diversity and range, an intensely personal character, as if it constitutes a single long anecdote about a man responding to his world – to art, literature and drama, to politics and ideas – with nerves naked to their pressure. Some of the usual resources of biographers are in Hazlitt’s case lacking: few letters to or from him survive, and he kept no diary. There are many contemporary records of him in the form of others’ diaries and letters, and also in the great quarrel of the press, which involved him as a principal combatant; but the fact that he was a controversial figure, defended and attacked with equal violence by his peers, obliges a biographer to treat contemporary claims about him with caution.

Hazlitt was born in 1778, just two years after the American declaration of independence, and died in 1830, lingering long enough in his last illness to hear with pleasure that the Bourbons had again been driven from Paris. His life therefore spans a vivid epoch. Its core event is the French Revolution, which was Hazlitt’s inspiration and guiding star. He witnessed the rise of Napoleon, whom he admired and whose biography he later wrote. He witnessed – literally so, reading the manuscript of the Lyrical Ballads before publication – the birth of a new world in poetry at the hands of Coleridge and Wordsworth, who were first his friends and later his enemies because they betrayed the cause of liberty – and in Coleridge’s case, in Hazlitt’s view, because he betrayed his talent too. He was an inspiration to Keats, whom he befriended. He influenced Stendhal long before the two of them met in person. Throughout his life Hazlitt opposed the repressive conservative politics of England, prompted by its fear of France’s revolutionary example into quashing the reform movement that had been growing during the eighteenth century, and which briefly seemed about to catch fire from the conflagration in Paris.

Hazlitt thought and wrote always as an independent. He was trebly an alien in his own land and time: because of his inexorable personality, because he was of Dissenting stock, and because he was a radical in politics. It gives one pause to reflect that he was a contemporary of Jane Austen, whose delicately nuanced social world, with its pointillistic gradations of snobbery and rank in country house and vicarage settings, seems a world away from the middle-class intellectual community of London to which Hazlitt belonged, where professional writers chose their allegiances for themselves. But both their worlds are real parts of the history of their time, and Hazlitt’s writings were read in both.

Mention of the ‘middle-class intellectual community of London’ reminds one that Hazlitt was, in fact, born into an aristocracy which, had the history of the late eighteenth century been different, even only a little different, might have inherited much of the world. It was not an aristocracy of title or land, but of intellect. In eighteenth-century England the best educated, most thoughtful and independent-minded people were to be found among the Dissenters, so called because they refused to subscribe to the Established church – the Church of England, headed by the currently reigning monarch – on the grounds that no secular authority is entitled to place itself higher than scripture, and that no test of faith and truth can be higher than an individual’s own conscience. Dissenters were therefore disqualified from full participation in public life and the privileges of citizenship. In particular, they were disbarred from standing for Parliament or attending either of the ancient universities. Their response was to campaign with intelligence and persuasiveness for reform, and to found their own academies. These academies were the cutting edge of education in their day; while the old universities dozed on their rich endowments, sated on College feasts and soaked in port, at best and at most requiring their junior members to read a few classical texts, the new independent academies of Warrington, Hoxton and elsewhere taught science and mathematics, history and geography, philosophy, political economy and modern languages. Hazlitt was in no way a religious man – as a precocious boy he was given to sententious pronouncements of a religiose and moral sort, but as soon as he began to think seriously he turned agnostic – but the fiercely autonomous and intellectually questioning Dissenter upbringing he received explains much about his independence of mind and adherence to principle, traits which he shared with his father and which, in the usual way of the world, did no good to either of them in the material respects of life.

Hazlitt’s father is a key figure in this regard. Square-jawed, square-shouldered, stubborn, uncompromising, sometimes unimaginative, but always kind, William Hazlitt senior was a paradigm – in the end, almost a caricature – of the Dissenting outlook. He was a fundamentalist, but a fundamentalist of reason, not of scripture or mysticism. He had the zeal and purity, the blindness and obtuseness of the typical fundamentalist, and the fact that the idols he worshipped were the Enlightenment values of rationality and autonomy did not save him from the marginalization that all fundamentalists ultimately suffer. After all, success even of the most ordinary kind in life requires compromises; like all true fundamentalists, William senior did not know the meaning of the word.

William senior’s Unitarianism was an adult choice, and a disappointment to his own parents. He belonged to a branch of the Hazlitts which figured among the English Protestant colonists who flooded into Ireland after the conquests of the seventeenth century. His father sent him at the age of nineteen to prepare for the Presbyterian ministry at Glasgow University, where he was taught by Adam Smith among others. While an undergraduate there he concluded that he was a Unitarian. Unitarians were so independent in thought – at least, in William senior’s day – that they scarcely agreed among themselves, and certainly did not accept dictation from one another on what to believe or say. Some Unitarians even rejected the label ‘Christian’ on the ground that Jesus, whom they regarded as a mere man, perhaps even a sinful and fallible one, is no more than a teacher and, at best, an exemplar. Scripture has to submit to reason and conscience, which form a higher tribunal. There is only one God; the term ‘Unitarian’ registers rejection of the Trinitarianism of orthodox forms of Christianity. There are, oddly, even atheist and agnostic sections of the Unitarian community.

Into this bulldog mould, fiercely rational, devoted to study, opposed to authority in any sphere but especially the religious, and apt to subject the most mundane matters to hard questioning, William Hazlitt senior fitted as if it had been tailored for him. The result was predictable: he lived thereafter a practically outcast life of penury and insignificance. But it might not have been so if the great reforming sweep of Dissent in the eighteenth century had been successful. If the Church of England had been disestablished, Parliament reformed, the universities opened to all, and religious and civil tests and disabilities abolished – if, in short, pigs had suddenly begun to fly – William senior might have found more appreciation of his virtues, at least in the form of a congregation both amenable to his stubbornly liberal views and rich enough to support him and his family in a decent manner of life. As it was, the French Revolution provoked strong political reaction in England, crushing hopes of reform. When the hopes revived decades later they were no longer of that ambitious, clear, hopeful vintage of the Age of Enlightenment; they had become the piecemeal and tip-toeing reform of compromise and pragmatism. Those who were leading lights in the Dissenting firmament, such as Richard Price and Joseph Priestley, suffered; much more so did their less celebrated colleagues like William senior.

As it happens, William senior’s career began rather well. After adopting Unitarianism he took temporary charge of a congregation in Wisbech, Norfolk, and there met a mild-mannered, elfinly beautiful girl, Grace Loftus, daughter of a flourishing ironmonger and friend of another local family destined for fame and notoriety, the Godwins. Grace and her siblings were habitues of the Godwin household. She used to push the juvenile William Godwin in a go-cart round his family’s garden, and the link thus established was inherited by her son the essayist, who maintained the acquaintance throughout his life, benefiting considerably from Godwin’s help and friendship.

After William senior and Grace Loftus married they had a pleasant spell tending a small Unitarian flock at Marshfield in Gloucestershire, and then moved to the thriving and handsome town of Maidstone, county capital of Kent, which boasted a large well-built Unitarian chapel at its centre, whose well-heeled congregation provided a house in the next street for the preacher to accommodate his growing family. Today a plaque on the chapel’s front commemorates William senior’s ministry there, not for its own sake but because Hazlitt the essayist was born there on 10 April 1778, giving Maidstone its chief claim to literary fame.

William senior had good neighbours in Kent; he enjoyed the friendship of men who were leading names in Dissent and eighteenth-century reform, such as Dr Andrew Kippis, the celebrated Dr Price, and the even more celebrated Dr Priestley. At the house of his friend and fellow-preacher Mr Viny of nearby Tenterden he made the acquaintance of Benjamin Franklin. Under the pen names ‘Rationahs’ and Thilalethes’ he contributed articles to Priestley’s Theological Repository, published two sermons on the subject of human authority in matters of faith (1774), and a book called An Essay on the Justice of God (1773).

These were promising beginnings among the Dissenting elite, and in other respects too (apart from suffering a common hazard of the time, the death of an infant son) the Hazlitts’ time in Maidstone was happy – until a combination of the American War of Independence and William senior’s dogged espousal of principle brought the idyll to an end.

After a decade of incompetent and increasingly provocative efforts by the British government to tax its American colonists, the latter had risen in rebellion in 1775. With much to occupy it at home and elsewhere in the world, the British government’s endeavours to quash the revolt were half-hearted and badly organized. Nearly thirty thousand German mercenaries were hired to fight the Crown’s war against its transatlantic subjects, whose skill and determination it badly underestimated. It was a civil war – apart from the mercenaries, a war of Briton against Briton – but the contempt of the home government so alienated the colonists that, through their experience of revolt, they forged a new and wholly independent identity.

Almost all liberal opinion at home in Britain was on the side of the colonists. William senior naturally supported them too. Some of the congregation sided with him, the rest did not. The dispute grew increasingly bitter as the years of war passed. Tensions eventually became such that one half of the congregation refused to attend chapel while the other half was present. By 1780 William senior’s position had become untenable. He had no choice but to resign his ministry and quit Maidstone.

It was an unlucky move, the first of many such. Malign stars now seemed to take charge of William senior’s affairs. He had to go where he could command a living, and the best he could find was in Ireland, at Bandon in County Cork. There was a camp for American prisoners-of-war at nearby Kinsale, and William senior befriended them, the more earnestly because of their ill-treatment by the soldiers of the 14th Dragoons who were guarding them. He visited the hapless Americans in prison, published letters in the local newspaper to protest at their treatment, and when three of them escaped he hid them from the authorities. His stance made him very unpopular with the troops’ ‘haughty officers’. He was barged into in the street, and threats were made. Undaunted, he wrote in complaint to the government in London, and through the medium of Dr Price had his representations heard at the highest level – by the Prime Minister himself, Lord Shelburne. An inquiry ensued; several officers were disciplined, and a new regiment was sent to Kinsale to relieve the 14th Dragoons of its duties.

This affair was the last straw for William senior. His championing of the American cause had cost him Maidstone and made him and his family wretched in Bandon. Perhaps, he thought, since his troubles stemmed from his friendship towards America, he would be welcomed there as a friend, and rewarded for his help by finding a home and opportunities among the erstwhile colonists. He resolved therefore – against the strenuous advice of his friends, including Dr Price – to emigrate to the New World with his family, and to embrace for his sake and theirs its promise of liberty and a fresh start.

But Dr Price and his other friends were right. William senior had three and a half thankless years of labour in America.* Despite Herculean efforts he could not find a satisfactory post, and was dismayed to discover that the puritanical Calvinists who dominated religious life in the new Republic were bitterly hostile to his brand of liberal Unitarianism. Defeated and dejected, and regretting the hardships to which he had fruitlessly subjected his family, he decided that he had no choice but to return to England. He sailed from Boston in November 1786, going alone so that he could find a job and a home for his wife and children to come back to. They followed him nine months later, reaching England in August 1787.


CHAPTER ONE

A Line of Blue Hills

1786–1791

HAZLITT WAS five years of age when he went to America, nine when he returned to England. The record gives hardly any glimpses of him in these years. Five decades later his sister Peggy wrote an account of the family’s American adventure, retrospectively filled with her own delight at the novelties of the New World. But although she did it for her nephew, Hazlitt’s son, as part of a memoir of his famous father, there are few references to Hazlitt until England is regained. She gives tantalising vignettes: the boy Hazlitt marching beside William senior up the road to a neighbouring village, wailing at the prospect of death by drowning off New York’s shore when their ship ran briefly aground there, disapproving of the birdless wastes of Cape Cod – and at the age of eight, not long before the return to England, beginning his study of Latin under his brother John’s tutorship. Peggy says that he was an especially charming little boy, a favourite with their Boston neighbour Captain Abiah Whitman with whom he spent hours tramping the woods or following the plough, and he was ‘doated upon’ (sic) by another neighbour, ‘old Mrs Derby’, who ‘would have indulged him in every whim.’

Hazlitt bursts into full notice in his own right at last in a letter written from Boston to his father on 12 November 1786, at just the time William senior was tossing in the Atlantic storms on his way back to England. ‘My dear papa,’ says the eight-year-old future essayist and polemicist, ‘I shall never forget that we came to america. If we had not come to america we should not have been away from one another, though now it cannot be helped. I think for my part that it would have been a great deal better if the white people had not found it out. Let the [others? natives?] have it to themselves, for it was made for them. I have got a little of my grammar; sometimes I get three pages and sometimes but one. I do not sifer any at all. Mamma Peggy and Jacky are all very well, and I am to. I still remain Your most affectionate son William Hazlitt.’1

The letter is entirely characteristic; it displays, even at this early juncture, traits distinctive of Hazlitt’s adult personality. It manifests a precocity of intellect, and a preternatural philosophical bent, which are almost comical in one so young. ‘For my part I think’ might have been emblazoned as his motto.

For Hazlitt the American years were chiefly an experience of separation and restlessness. His father was often away, and the family were in transit everywhere, waiting to see whether a permanent settlement offered. It was a diasporic life. Peggy loved it, and loved America, and was never fully reconciled to life back home in England, but Hazlitt never mentioned America thereafter, except to make one remark on a single vivid childhood memory of the place: the taste of barberries found under snow, and eaten in the crisp early winter air.

William senior had been staying with friends in London, the Lewises, since returning to England, but because Mrs Hazlitt needed country air and rest after her sea-crossing with the children, he rented a house near Walworth, then a pleasantly healthful village in the Surrey countryside. Mrs Hazlitt’s aged mother visited from Norfolk, not having expected to see her daughter or grandchildren again. To these latter she was a prodigy. Born at the beginning of Queen Anne’s reign, she remembered how, as a girl aged eleven, she and her family had rejoiced, in not very Christian fashion, when news of the Queen’s death reached their chapel on the first Sunday of August 1714; for Anne had been a vigorous persecutor of Dissent.

Reunited with his father, and home in England, Hazlitt’s responses awoke. He was especially struck by the Montpelier Tea Gardens at Walworth, and remembered them in highly lyrical vein in an essay written long afterwards: ‘the beds of larkspur with purple eyes; tall holy-oaks, red and yellow; the broad sun-flowers, caked in gold, with bees buzzing round them; wildernesses of pinks, and hot-glowing pionies; poppies run to seed; the sugared lily, and faint mignionette, all ranged in order, and as thick as they can grow; the box-tree borders; the gravel walks, the painted alcove, the confectionery, the clotted cream: – I think I see them now with sparkling looks; or have they vanished while I have been writing this description of them? No matter; they will return when I least think of them. All that I have observed since, of flowers and plants, and grass-plots, and of suburb delights, seems, to me, borrowed from “that first garden of my innocence” – to be slips and scions stolen from that bed of memory.’2

Whether or not Hazlitt knew it, the Montpelier Tea Gardens were the scene of an extraordinary event just a few years after his boyhood sojourn there, which in its curious way represents England at the eighteenth century’s end. In July 1796 a Montpelier Cricket Club was formed, and that month played its first game at the Gardens. A few weeks later it hosted a unique cricket match, in which, as with all games of cricket at that time, the stakes were very high, in this case 1000 guineas. The bet was laid by two unnamed ‘noble lords’, who each personally selected a team of players from among the pensioners of the Greenwich Hospital, where disabled war veterans were housed if they had no other means of support. One team consisted of eleven one-legged men, the other of eleven one-armed men. The first ball was bowled at ten in the morning, but at three in the afternoon ‘a riotous crowd broke in, demolished the gates and fences, and stopped the proceedings till six o’clock, when play was resumed.’ On the second day the teams were brought back to the Tea Gardens in three Greenwich stage-coaches, accompanied by flags and music. The match was played to the finish, and the one-legged men beat the one-armed men by 103 runs.3 Such was the England the Hazlitts had returned to; a world more accurately captured by a Rowlandson or Cruikshank caricature that an illustration to a Jane Austen novel – a sometimes bizarre world, of grotesque disparities between rich and poor, a world of disorder and repression, hypocritical conventionalities, corruption, and injustice. As Hazlitt grew up in it he increasingly felt alienated from its assumptions and values, an alienation which inspired some of his most brilliant political polemic.

The summer respite of 1787 brought pleasure to all the Hazlitt family. They moved back again into town, taking apartments in Percy Street off the Tottenham Court Road. This part of London was to have Hazlitt associations for many years, because John later took a studio round the corner in Rathbone Place, after living for a time in Long Acre, itself not far off in Covent Garden. Hazlitt was a frequent visitor at both places, and later, after completing his formal education, lodged with his brother in Rathbone Place. At the end of his life Hazlitt was resident in Frith Street in Soho, a mere hundred or so yards away.

Among the family’s enjoyments was a visit to a Panorama of the Isle of Wight, which fascinated them because they had not long since seen the real thing from the rails of the Nonpareil which had brought them home from America. Peggy reports that ‘While we remained in London, my chief business was to attend to William and see that he did not escape out of the front door and ramble about the streets by himself, which he was fond of doing. Yet he never lost his way.’4

William senior indulged Peggy in her artistic interests and helped John in his artistic ambitions. He took Peggy to gaze into the windows of print shops, and in Boydell’s of Pall Mall purchased for her a print of The Fish Stealers by Moonlight. With the help of friends he brought John to the notice of Sir Joshua Reynolds, who accepted the young man as a pupil. For his third child he envisaged a longer-term opportunity: just then some of his old acquaintances were forming a committee to establish a ‘New Academical Institution among the Protestant Dissenters for the education of Ministers and Youth’, among them Dr Kippis, Dr Price and Dr Abraham Rees. They raised enough funds to buy a mansion in the parish of Hackney to house the ‘New College’, as it came to be called, and its doors opened to its first students on 29 September 1787. Just six years later Hazlitt was to be among Hackney New College’s last students, and part of the reason for its demise.

William senior had high hopes of the Lewises, a family of rich merchants, who were busying themselves in his interest, trying to find him a comfortable post in or near London. A number of schemes were proposed, including the mastership of a school and a series of lectures. But his usual ill-luck held: the Lewises seem to have met a sudden problem, perhaps even bankruptcy or the threat of it, and in his accustomed position as the beggar who cannot choose, and desperate to find ‘a resting place for the sole of his foot’ (a Biblical phrase used so frequently by Peggy and Hazlitt in their writings that it was doubtless by then a family mantra), he accepted the poorly endowed security of a living at Wem, a small town in Shropshire about ten miles from Shrewsbury. It offered a mere £30 annual stipend, minutely supplemented by some schoolmastering if he would do it, and with small donations promised from a fund for the support of Unitarian ministers – about £5 a year.

In November 1787 the family left London and travelled north, arriving as rain coldly dripped from leafless trees in the purlieus of the little town which had once been an important part of the line of defence against the wild Welsh, with crenellated walls, but which had since shrunk into insignificance.

Peggy hated Wem. For one thing, it was the grave of her father’s hopes. ‘It was my father’s ill-luck to settle and bury his talents [in Wem] until old age prevented his further usefulness … It was indeed a dismal place to sit down in after all that we had seen,’ she wrote in her journal. But it was also a grave for her own hopes, and her pleasures; in this ‘obscure inland town’ where ‘it was our lot to live for many years, the best years of our lives’, they suffered ‘dull monotony’ and much that was disagreeable; for the neighbours were mainly unpleasant, unfriendly and provincial, and the house they were given was, although large, ‘old and ugly … [and] had the appearance of a place ready to fall’.5 She was then aged sixteen. Many years later, remembering the environs of Boston with deep affection, she wrote, ‘How much pleasanter these [American] townships are, with a field or two between every house, than a little country town with its crooked, narrow, ill-paved streets.’6 She was remembering sleigh rides in winter, long visits in Boston, her girlfriends, perhaps even an unmentioned early attachment or two. She never married, but remained with, and cared for, her parents for the rest of their lives.

Although for a few years longer William senior continued to look for a more remunerative and interesting living, Hazlitt saw his father as one who had given up. ‘After being tossed about from congregation to congregation in the heats of the Unitarian controversy, and squabbles about the American war, he had been relegated to an obscure village, where he was to spend the last thirty years of his life, far from the only converse that he loved, the talk about disputed texts of Scripture, and the cause of civil and religious liberty. Here he passed his days, repining but resigned, in the study of the Bible, and the perusal of the Commentators – huge folios, not easily got through, one of which would outlast a winter! Why did he pore on these from morn to night (with the exception of a walk in the fields or a turn in the garden to gather broccoli-plants of his own rearing, with no small degree of pride and pleasure)? Here were no “figures and fantasies” – neither poetry nor philosophy – nothing to dazzle, nothing to excite modern curiosity; but to his lack-lustre eyes there appeared, within the pages of the ponderous, unwieldy, neglected tomes, the sacred name of JEHOVAH in Hebrew capitals: pressed down by the weight of the style, worn to the last fading thinness of the understanding, there were glimpses, glimmering notions of the patriarchal wanderings, with palm-trees hovering in the horizon, and processions of camels at the distance of three thousand years; there was Moses with the Burning Bush, the number of the Twelve Tribes, types, shadows, glosses on the law and the prophets; there were discussions (dull enough) on the age of Methuselah, a mighty speculation! there were outlines, rude guesses at the shape of Noah’s Ark and of the riches of Solomon’s temple; questions as to the date of the creation, predictions of the end of all things; the great lapses of time, the strange mutations of the globe were unfolded with the voluminous leaf, as it turned over; and though the soul might slumber with an hieroglyphic veil of inscrutable mysteries drawn over it, yet it was in a slumber ill-exchanged for all the sharpened realities of sense, wit, fancy or reason. My father’s life was comparatively a dream; but it was dream of infinity and eternity, of death, the resurrection, and a judgment to come!’7

Hazlitt himself delighted in Wem and its surrounding country. For the next six years, between the ages of nine and fifteen, he studied both under his father and at the local school, so hard that (as both Peggy reported and he himself later acknowledged) he ‘injured’ himself – psychologically, they meant. Writing of him in Wem Peggy said, ‘He was at this time the most active, lively, and happiest of boys; his time, divided between his studies and childish sports, passed smoothly on. Beloved by all for his amiable temper and manners, pleasing above his years, the delight and pride of his own family, he felt not, like the rest, the sad change from the society of the most agreeable and worthy friends to the dullness, petty jealousies, and cabals of a little country town. Of the time passed here he always spoke with pleasure. The scenes of childhood are dear to all, and while safe under the parents’ care, their years glide on, in innocence, without one anxious thought or fear of the storms that await them in after life. So it was with this dear boy.’

Allowing for the partiality of a sister, and the mildly saccharin character of the prose, this portrait of a pleasing and intelligent young boy seems, from other evidence, accurate enough. In America he had been liked by neighbours and was a decided favourite with some. In Wem the same thing happened. He so prompted the affection of a well-to-do widow of a West Indian merchant, one Mrs Tracey, that she invited him to stay with her in Liverpool so that he could study French with her daughters. Part of the charm must have been his precocious intelligence, and his sententiousness, manifested along with other auguries of his future character in the following letter to his brother John, written just before his tenth birthday:



Wem, Saturday morning (March 1788)

Dear Brother – I received your letter this morning. We were all glad to hear that you were well, and that you have so much business to do. We cannot be happy without being employed. I want you to tell me whether you go to the Academy or not, and what pictures you intend for the exhibition. Tell the exhibitioners to finish the exhibition soon, that you may come and see us. You must send your picture to us directly. You want to know what I do. I am a busybody, and do many silly things: I drew eyes and noses till about a fortnight ago. I have drawn a little boy since, a man’s face, and a little boy’s front face, taken from a bust. Next Monday I begin to read Ovid’s Metamorphoses and Eutropius. I shall like to know all the Latin and Greek I can. I want to learn how to measure the stars. I shall not, I suppose, paint the worse for knowing everything else. I began to cypher a fortnight after Christmas, and shall go into the rule of three next week. I can teach a boy of sixteen already who was cyphering eight months before me; is he not a great dunce? I shall go through the whole cyphering book this summer, and then I am to learn Euclid. We go to school at nine every morning. Three boys begin with reading the Bible. Then I and two others show our exercises. We then read the Speaker. Then we all set about our lessons, and those who are first ready say first. At eleven we write and cypher. In the afternoon we stand for places at spelling, and I am almost always first. We also read, and do a great deal of business besides. I can say no more about the boys here: some are so sulky they wont play; others are quarrelsome because they cannot learn, and are only fit for fighting like stupid dogs or cats. I can jump four yards at a running jump, and two at a standing jump. I intend to try you at this when you come down. We are not all well, because poor Peggy has a great cold … Write again soon. I wish I could see all those paintings that you see, and that Peggy has a good prize. I dont want your old clothes. I shall go dancing this month. This is all I can say. I am your affectionate brother, William Hazlitt.





When not cyphering – doing arithmetic – learning Latin, and drawing, Hazlitt’s recorded avocations included watering the vegetables in the kitchen-garden, gazing at the blue-topped Welsh hills as the setting sun slipped behind them, and flying his kite. ‘I never see a child’s kite in the air but it seems to pull at my heart,’ he later wrote. ‘It is to me “a thing of life”. I feel the twinge at my elbow, the flutter and palpitation with which I used to let go the string of my own, as it rose in the air and towered among the clouds.’

Three months after Hazlitt’s eleventh birthday there occurred a very great event: the beginning of the Revolution in France, in its symbolic commencement before the gates of the Bastille. It was an event that shaped much of the rest of his life. In common with many other turning points in history, it was its mythic character that counted, not the facts, which were as usual an admixture of the portentous and ugly.

On 12 July 1789 Louis XVI dismissed Jacques Necker, his reform-minded prime minister. The news enraged an already volatile Paris. A lawyer called Camille Desmoulins famously jumped onto a table in the Café-Royal and shouted ‘Aux armes!’, and led a mob around the city to gather support. The next day troops tried to quell the disorder, but succeeded only in worsening it. The rioters believed there were vast hidden supplies of grain somewhere in Paris, waiting to be broken open and distributed, so on 14 July they hurried to the Invalides to arm themselves. Thirty thousand muskets were taken; but there was no gunpowder for them, because the kegs had been moved for safety to the Bastille. To the Bastille, accordingly, the crowds went.

This notorious place was in reality an ancient crumbling medieval structure already due for demolition. Plans had been drawn up to replace it by a public open space, at its centre a statue of the king inscribed, with unconsciously magnificent irony, ‘Louis XVI, Restorer of Public Freedom’. It had been a gaol since the seventeenth century, housing prisoners committed under lettres de cachet on the monarch’s personal authority, without trial. It was used very infrequently; the occasional heretic, or seditious writer, or aristocratic no-good was held there, usually for short periods. When the mob arrived on 14 July it had just seven inmates: two madmen, four forgers found guilty after what had in fact been a proper trial, and the Comte de Solanges, locked up at the request of his own family because they were scandalized by his sexual misdemeanours and were trying to cool him down. À propos, the Marquis de Sade had just been there too; he had been transferred to the lunatic asylum at Charenton a bare ten days before.

Despite efforts by the Bastille’s governor, the Marquis de Launay, to surrender the building to the crowd, they insisted on ‘capturing’ it. De Launay was arrested, marched to the Hotel de Ville, and murdered. His head was hacked off and struck on a pike, to be carried around the city as a trophy.

The ugly farce of the event was, however, not the point. The Bastille’s fall had immense symbolic power. All over Europe people were electrified by it. The French ambassador to St Petersburg, Louis Phillippe Comte de Ségur, was astonished by local reaction to the news in the Russian capital: ‘I find it difficult to express the enthusiasm aroused among the shopkeepers, merchants, townsfolk and some young people of a higher class by the fall of this state prison and this first triumph of a stormy liberty. Frenchmen, Russians, Danes, Germans, Englishmen, Dutchmen, all were exchanging congratulations and embraces in the streets, as though they had been delivered from some excessively heavy chain that had been weighing down on them.’8 Identical enthusiasm crackled all over Europe, not least in England. Wordsworth reported that ‘the inert were roused, and lively natures rapt away!’ and that it was bliss in that dawn to be alive. He was then an undergraduate at Cambridge, unsuccessfully attempting his examinations, and the news prompted him to go to France. Coleridge, a schoolboy at Christ’s Hospital, wrote an enthusiastic ode entitled ‘The Fall of the Bastille’. Southey described the events as the opening of a new visionary world. Dr Priestley hailed ‘a totally new era in the history of mankind’. In the fastness of Wem, as everywhere else, the news flashed like fire: Peggy commented, in masterly understatement, that her father’s thoughts were given ‘full scope’ not just by the fall of the Bastille but thereafter by everything connected with the ‘rise and fall of the French revolution’.

To the boy Hazlitt it was unspeakably exciting, and felt like the beginning of the world all over again. Thirty-two years later he wrote, with fine understatement: ‘For my part, I set out in life with the French Revolution, and that event had considerable influence on my early feelings, as on those of others. Youth was then doubly such. It was the dawn of a new era, a new impulse had been given to men’s minds, and the sun of Liberty rose upon the sun of Life in the same day, and both were proud to run their race together. Little did I dream, while my first hopes and wishes went hand in hand with those of the human race, that long before my eyes should close, that dawn would be overcast, and set once more in the night of despotism – “total eclipse!” Happy that I did not. I felt for years, and during the best part of my existence, heart-whole in that cause, and triumphed in the triumphs over the enemies of man!’9

Despite the initial euphoria, the result for England of the events in France was disastrous, for it meant the death, within a very few years, of all the hopes for reform which many had been labouring to bring about since the days of Cromwell, chief among them the Dissenters. There were clear enough signs of this early on. Dr Price gave a warm welcome to the news from France with a lecture to the Revolutionary Society (so called in commemoration of the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688), and the publication of a sermon entitled ‘On the Love of our Country’, in both of which he described what was happening in France as a vindication of the rights of the governed. The chief effect of his words was to rouse the magnificent crested rhetoric of Edmund Burke in defence of those traditional, conservative, monarchical values that the French Revolution opposed. Burke gave voice and cause to reaction, which, aided by the wings of his rhetoric, was swift in coming.

Although Hazlitt disagreed with Burke’s Reflections on the French Revolution when he read it soon after its publication, he was immensely impressed by its style and power, and later described Burke as the greatest prose writer of the age – not knowing, or being too modest to see, that the appellation belongs to himself. Burke was his diametric opposite in politics, and yet Hazlitt understood and respected the springs of Burke’s views, even if he was severe in his repugnance for their detail and application. The combination of his admiration and opposition are characteristic: he always gave merit its due, without letting his applause for it influence his own principles.

Despite the dazzling news that flowed from France in the months and years after the fateful 14 July 1789, life in the backwaters of Shropshire continued unchanged. Hazlitt and another promising Wem boy, George Dickin, were invited by Mrs Tracey to spend the summer of 1790 in Liverpool, living in her house and sharing her daughters’ French and geography lessons. Hazlitt gave the eldest daughter Latin lessons in return (the excellent practice of letting learners teach applied at home in Wem too: Hazlitt taught French to Peggy when he returned from Liverpool, reading Fenelon’s Télémaque with her. ‘To read it with him was a double pleasure,’ she later wrote; ‘The book is still a favourite with me, and perhaps for that reason.’)10 His stay is unusually well documented because a clutch of letters from him to his parents survives, again illuminating his extraordinary precocity – not to say sanctimony – at just twelve years of age.

To his father he wrote:



I now sit down to spend a little time in an employment, the productions of which I know will give you pleasure, though I know that every minute I am employed in doing anything that will be advantageous to me will give you pleasure. Happy indeed, unspeakably happy, are those people who, when at the point of death, are able to say, with a satisfaction none but themselves can have any idea of: ‘I have done with this world, I shall now have no more of its temptations to struggle with, and praise be to God I have overcome them; now no more sorrow, now no more grief, but happiness for evermore!’ But how unspeakably miserable is that man who, when his pleasures are going to end, when his lamp begins to grow dim, is compelled to say, – ‘Oh that I had done my duty to God and man! oh that I had been wise, and spent my time which was kindly given me by Providence, for a purpose quite contrary to that which I employed it to, as I should have done; now it is gone; I cannot recall time, nor can I undo all my wicked actions. I cannot seek that mercy which I have so often despised. I have no hope remaining. I must do as well as I can – but who can endure everlasting fire?’ Thus does the wicked man breathe his last, and without being able to rely upon his good, with his last breath, in the anguish of his soul, says, ‘Have mercy upon me a sinner, O God!’





To these startlingly grave reflections, which seem to smack somewhat of the unforgiving Calvinism that Unitarians were supposed to repudiate, Hazlitt’s father equally gravely replied:



The piety displayed in the first part [of your letter] was a great refreshment to me. Continue to cherish those thoughts which then occupied your mind, continue to be virtuous, and you will finally be that happy being whom you describe, and to this purpose you have nothing more to do than to pursue that conduct, which will always yield you the highest pleasures even in this present life. But he who once gives way to any known vice, in the very instant hazards his total depravity and ruin. You must, therefore, fixedly resolve never, through any possible motives, to do anything which you believe to be wrong. This will be only resolving never to be miserable, and this I rejoicingly expect will be the unwavering resolution of my William.





On this evidence it is not surprising that William senior cherished hopes for Hazlitt’s future as a minister in the good cause. There had been no suggestion to that effect for John, whose future as an artist was always taken for granted. The preternaturally mature piety and intelligence of his younger son doubtless made William senior confident that his own work would be continued, only much more gloriously. He was destined for a sharp disappointment.

‘After I sealed up my last letter to you,’ Hazlitt continued the above, in sudden prosaic vein, ‘George asked me if I were glad the Test Act was not repealed. I told him, No. Then he asked me why? and I told him because I thought that all the people who are the inhabitants of a country, of whatsoever sect or denomination, should have the same rights with others. – But, says he, then they would try to get their religion established, or something to that purpose. – Well, what if it should be so? – He said that the Church religion was an old one. – Well, said I, Popery is older than that. – But then, he said, the Church religion is better that Popery. – And the Presbyterian is better than that, said I. I told him I thought so for certain reasons, not because I went to chapel. But at last, when I had overpowered him with my arguments, he said he wished he understood it as well as I did, for I was too high learned for him. I then went to the concert.’ To this William senior replied, ‘Your conversation upon the Test Act did you honour. If we only think justly we shall always easily foil all the advocates of tyranny.’11

To his mother the twelve-year-old wrote admonishingly: ‘I am concerned to hear that you have so little money, but I hope that your portion is not in this world, you have trouble for a few days, but have joy for many. The RICH take their fill in a few years, are cut short in the midst of their career, and fall into ruin; Never to rise again. But the good shall have joy for evermore. – Be sure to tell me if I may sell my old Buckles.’

Far from thinking that they were raising an alarming little prig, Hazlitt’s parents were delighted by these performances. William senior wrote to say that he had received a letter from a Boston friend, Mr Booth, who wrote ‘concerning you, “I read Billy’s letter to Fanny, and she was delighted with it. She sends her love to him, but Fanny has lost the recollection of her little playfellow. The letter does Billy much credit. He has uncommon powers of mind, and if nothing happens to prevent his receiving a liberal education, he must make a great man.” ’ Then William senior added, ‘This compliment, I know, will not make you proud or conceited, but more diligent. He, also, desires his and Mrs Booth’s affectionate regards to Billy.’

Hazlitt enjoyed the concert referred to above; and reports that he had ‘a very agreeable day yesterday, as I read 160 pages of Priestley, and heard two good sermons; the best of which, in my opinion, was Mr Lewin’s.’ According to Mrs Tracey his French was progressing well (although he spelled the name of his tutor, Monsieur de Lemprière, as ‘Dolounghpryeé’; which however is a rather good rendition of the pronunciation). At the end of one letter, evidently brought to a close because he had run out of space, he remarked, ‘I wish people made larger paper.’

As part of the social round in Liverpool Hazlitt dined with a Mr Fisher, ‘a very rich man,’ whose money came from plantations worked by slaves. ‘The man who is a well-wisher to slavery,’ the twelve-year-old moral politician accordingly wrote home, ‘is always a slave himself. The King, who wishes to enslave all mankind, is a slave to ambition. The man who wishes to enslave all mankind for his King, is himself a slave to his King.’ Hazlitt’s opinions had formed early, and on this head never changed. ‘The man who is a well-wisher to liberty,’ he continued, ‘wishes to have men good, and himself to be one of them, and knows that men are not good unless they are so willingly, and does not attempt to force them to it, but tries to put them in such a situation as will induce them to be good. Slavery is not a state for men to improve in, therefore he does not wish them to be in that condition. In a state of liberty men improve. He therefore wishes them to be in such a state.’12

In the same letter he shows that his precocious grasp was not restricted to matters of high principle; family practicality had its place too. ‘The person who called on me last Tuesday was Isaac Kingston … He said he attempted to get Papa to Cork, but found it was useless to attempt it … He said he was sorry that Papa had not a better place, and wished he would set up a school, that is a boarding school; and that there was no man in the world to whom he would sooner send his children. He has 3 boys, the eldest of which is 5 years old, within a few months.’ Navy pressgangs were looking for men and boys in Liverpool, in their usual brutal way. ‘They were pressing on Saturday evening,’ Hazlitt wrote at the end of this letter. ‘The world is not quite perfect yet; nor will it ever be so whilst such practices are reckoned lawful.’

The sojourn in Liverpool was intended to be primarily educational, and Hazlitt, who was a willing scholar, reported good progress in French, Latin, geography and ‘accompts’. But there were outings also, to Liverpool landmarks, and to his great relish, the theatre. ‘On Friday I went to the play with Mr Corbett, at whose house I dined and drank tea. The play was Love in many masks, and the Farce, No Song, No Supper. It was very entertaining, and was performed by some of the best players in London, as for instance, Kemble, Suett, Dignum, the famous singer, Mrs Williams, Miss Hagley, Miss Romanzinin, and others. Suett, who acted in the character of Ned Blunt, was enough to make anyone laugh, though he stood still; and Kemble acted admirably as an officer. Mr Dignum sang beautifully, and Miss Hagley acted the country-girl with much exactness. Mr Corbett says he will take us to another play before we go.’ This is the first of many theatre reviews by the great critic, and already shows an appreciation for the special quality which Hazlitt later dignified into his central concept of aesthetic evaluation, namely, ‘gusto’.

A striking feature of Hazlitt’s letters is the strong logical organization of the arguments they contain. It is evident that he relished a well-structured case. ‘Yesterday I went to Meeting by myself in the morning, where we had a very good discourse on the 10th of the 2nd chapter of Thess. 2nd – “With all deceivableness of unrighteousness”. From this he drew several CONCLUSIONS of the false pretences which are made by sin to her followers, to happiness; how people are drawn away, by imperceptible degrees, from one Degree of Sin to another, and so on to greater.’ This contrasts with his contemptuous account of a visit to a Church of England service, for the first time ever: ‘The Clergyman, after he had gabbled over half a dozen prayers, began his sermon, the text of which was as follows: ‘Zachariah, 3rd chapter, 2nd verse, latter part – “Is not this a brand plucked out of the fire?” If a person had come in five minutes after he began, he would have thought that he had taken his text out of Joshua. In short, his sermon had neither head nor tail. I was sorry that so much time should be thrown away on such nonsense.’13

In the course of this letter Hazlitt had occasion to mention a delicate matter to his father: ‘I shall have satis pecuniae, dum tu habeas opportunitatem mittendi aliquam partem mihi’ (‘I shall have enough money, if you have an opportunity to send some part to me’). He used Latin because, no doubt, he wished only his father to know that he needed extra cash; it bespeaks a complicity between them that fits well with the signs everywhere else in the letters of a warm mutual understanding. William senior’s readiness to confide in the twelve-year-old, and to involve him in dealing with problems and plans, is touching. ‘I have lately come to a resolution,’ he wrote to his son, ‘of taking half-a-dozen boys to educate, if such should offer, under ten years of age, at 25 guineas a year each. You may mention this where you are, as there are multitudes in the West Indies who want a good education.’

When Hazlitt was ready to return from Liverpool in the autumn of 1790 his father gave him detailed instructions about the journey home; by horse, if he could bear it, in a ‘great-coat and spatter-dashes to protect you from the weather’. Despite the shortage of family money, the boy could purchase two necessary books: ‘Enquire which is the best of the cheap French dictionaries. Enquire at the bookseller’s there for Watt’s Geography and Astronomy, and if it be there and you can purchase it for about half-a-crown, bring it with you. Do not forget to thank Mr Nichols for his civilities. But what must you say to Mrs Tracy? I leave that entirely to yourself. But present her with your mamma’s respects and mine, and our sincere thanks for all favours, and tell her that we wish to see her again and that we also hope for this pleasure with all the young ladies, and all of them quite happy. My sermons will soon be printed. I shall embrace the first opportunity of sending Mrs Tracy her copy.’

William senior reposed some hopes in the volume of sermons about to be printed, Discourses for the use of Families, on the Advantages of Free Enquiry, and on the Study of the Scripture. The sermons were plainly and simply written, didactic in tone and exhortatory in nature. He hoped – his perennial hope – that they might help to procure him a better living somewhere. He approached Dr Kippis and other influential friends, as he had done so often before, asking them to bring him to the attention of selection committees. Dr Kippis wrote back saying, ‘I am truly concerned for your disadvantageous situation, but I have had no opportunity of recommending you to a better. All the vacancies go to young men.’ Evidently William senior had said something about his gifted son also; Kippis added, ‘What is it you design or wish with regard to your younger son?’14 This was a hopeful sign. Three years later, when Hazlitt went to the New College at Hackney, the annual fee of sixty guineas (more than twice his father’s annual income) was either waived or paid by a gift or scholarship, most likely by one of William senior’s colleagues, the Reverend John Ralph, who was able to arrange ‘exhibitions’ (minor scholarships) for gifted youths wishing to study at one or other of the Dissenting academies at Daventry, Hoxton and elsewhere. Ralph wrote to offer just such help to Hazlitt in 1791.

The Liverpool visit, and the fall of the Bastille so near it in date, formed an epoch in Hazlitt’s life. The pleasing boy who went to Liverpool returned to Wem an adolescent. His return was soon followed by his first publication, like his letters an entirely characteristic production. It was a letter to the editor of the Shrewsbury Chronicle, and it was occasioned by a notorious event: the burning down of Dr Priestley’s house in Birmingham by a mob opposed to the French revolution. This political arson, together with Priestley’s eventual permanent departure for the United States in 1794, marked the end of the English eighteenth-century Enlightenment, in which Priestley was the leading figure.

Joseph Priestley was an extraordinary man. Born in Yorkshire in 1733 to a devout family, he was educated at the Dissenting academy at Daventry whose wide curriculum of science, ancient and modern languages and philosophy he devoured with brilliance. Despite an uncertain start to his career as preacher and teacher – he had a bad stammer – he was appointed to a tutorship at the equally celebrated Dissenting academy at Warrington, and established his fame with publication of The Rudiments of English Grammar in 1761 and The Theory of Language and Universal Grammar in 1762. At the same time he was absorbed by scientific interests also, especially by experimental work in chemistry, with outstanding results: he shares with Carl Wilhelm Scheele the credit for first isolating oxygen, and did the same for many other gases including nitrous oxide, nitrogen dioxide, hydrogen chloride, sulphur dioxide and ammonia. He discovered photosynthesis in 1772, for which he can surely be excused his lifelong belief in phlogiston, and his refusal to accept the developments in quantiative chemistry led by Antoine Lavoisier. His immense talents were quickly recognized: Edinburgh University made him Doctor of Laws in 1764, and he was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society in 1766. For six years he was secretary and librarian to the Earl of Shelburne, later Prime Minister. As these honours accumulated his reputation as a radical both in politics and theology grew. He vocally supported the American and French revolutions, and published vigorous defences of intellectual, civil and religious liberties, emphasizing in particular the importance of freedom of speech and enquiry as the only way of combating prejudice and overcoming ignorance. He became involved in bitter theological controversy with the Church of England over his claim, set out in his History of the Corruption of Christianity (1782), that the early church was Unitarian. Because of this the Church regarded him as their principal enemy. His world-view was underpinned by faith in a divine superintendence of history and an equal faith that God wills that man should use his reason to create, by both scientific and political experimentation, a paradise on earth.

On the second anniversary of the fall of the Bastille, 14 July 1791, a riotous Crown and Church mob marched on Priestley’s home in Birmingham and set it alight, destroying his laboratory and his library. Fortunately Priestley and his family were away at the time, but the event meant they could not return to Birmingham. Priestley took refuge in London, and was given a co-pastorship at Hackney and a lectureship at the New College where, shortly afterwards, Hazlitt became one of his pupils. His position in England was however by this time too insecure politically, so in 1794 he emigrated to America, spending the rest of his life in Pennsylvania where, as noted, he inherited the benefits of William senior’s labours on behalf of Unitarianism, and the credit for establishing it in America.

Priestley’s influence on both the elder and the younger Hazlitt was very great, but in the case of the latter it worked by way of reaction as well. Hazlitt later published his own grammar of the English language, aiming to improve on earlier endeavours including Priestley’s, and his philosophical work was premised on opposition to the ‘associationist’ psychological theories of the eighteenth-century thinker David Hartley, whose ideas Priestley accepted.

At the time of the Birmingham outrage Hazlitt, then thirteen, was among those who leaped to Priestley’s defence. He wrote to the editor of the Shrewsbury Chronicle in his best magisterial style, in tones of a peroration like some young Brutus come to bury Caesar:



Mr Wood, – ’Tis really surprising that men – men, too, that aspire to the character of Christians – should seem to take such pleasure in endeavouring to load with infamy one of the best, one of the wisest, and one of the greatest of men.

One of your late correspondents, under the signature of OGDEIS, seems desirous of having Dr Priestley in chains, and indeed would not perhaps (from the gentleman’s seemingly charitable disposition) be greatly averse to seeing him in the flames also. This is the Christian! This the mild spirit its great Master taught. Ah! Christianity, how art thou debased! How I am grieved to see that universal benevolence, that love to all mankind, that love even to our enemies, and that compassion for the failings of our fellow-men that thou art contracted to promote, contracted and shrunk up within the narrow limits that prejudice and bigotry mark out. But to return; – supposing the gentleman’s end to be intentionally good, supposing him indeed to desire all this, in order to extirpate the Doctor’s supposedly impious and erroneous doctrines, and promote the cause of truth; yet the means he would use are certainly wrong. For may I be allowed to remind him of this (which prejudice has hitherto apparently prevented him from seeing), that violence and force can never promote the cause of truth, but reason and argument or love, and whenever these fail, all other means are vain and ineffectual. And as the Doctor himself has said, in his letter to the inhabitants of Birmingham, ‘that if they destroyed him, ten others would arise, as able or abler than himself, and stand forth immediately to defend his principles; and that were these destroyed, an hundred would appear; for the God of truth will not suffer his cause to lie defenceless.’

This letter of the Doctor’s also, though it throughout breathes the pure and genuine spirit of Christianity, is, by another of your correspondents, charged with sedition and heresy; but, indeed, if such sentiments as those which it contains be sedition and heresy, sedition and heresy would be an honour; for all their sedition is that fortitude that becomes the dignity of man and the character of a Christian; and their heresy, Christianity. The whole letter, indeed, far from being seditious, is peaceable and charitable; and far from being heretical, that is, in the usual acceptance of the word, furnishing proofs of that resignation so worthy of himself. And to be sensible of this, ‘tis only necessary, that any one laying aside prejudice read the letter itself with candour. What, or who, then, is free from the calumniating pen of malice, malice concealed, perhaps, under the specious disguise of religion and a love of truth?





Much about this letter is not only typical of Hazlitt’s lifelong cast of thought, but it is prophetic, for Hazlitt himself later faced exactly the kind of character assassination he defends Priestley from – only, in larger and more vitriolic quantities, and in a way that mattered materially because it put his livelihood at risk. The persecution Hazlitt faced was political and personal, not religious; but the same considerations apply, especially as regards calumny, which Hazlitt was to experience in the bitterest sense. His defence of Priestley continues on these very themes: ‘Religious persecution is the bane of all religion; and the friends of persecution are the worst enemies religion has; and of all persecutions, that of calumny is the most intolerable. Any other kind of persecution can affect our outward circumstances only, our properties, our lives; but this may affect our characters for ever. And this great man has not only had his goods spoiled, his habitation burned, and his life endangered, but is also calumniated, aspersed with the most malicious reflections, and charged with everything bad, for which a misrepresentation of the truth and prejudice can give the least pretence. And why all this? To the shame of some one, let it be replied, merely on account of particular speculative opinions, and not anything scandalous, shameful, or criminal in his moral character. “Where I see,” says the great and admirable Robinson, “a spirit of intolerance, I think I see the great Devil.” And ‘tis certainly the worst of devils.’ Hazlitt concluded by saying that Priestley would be long remembered after his critics were forgotten, and that their attacks on him were not so much like those of the wren on the eagle, as of the owl’s futile attempt to hurl Mount Etna into the ocean by flapping her wings. He signed himself ELIASON (‘have mercy’).15

Some commentators think that Hazlitt’s father must have had a hand in this composition, which, they say, is too polished in thought and style for a thirteen-year-old. But his letters show that Hazlitt was more than equal to the task, and anyway the themes of the essay had been so much discussed in the parlour at Wem that its author would have required no further help. The style fully anticipates Hazlitt’s mature manner, and Tom Paulin has rightly relished the word-play in it, as witness the deliberately equivocating neighbouring uses of ‘contracted’.16 It is a potent effort, both in content and manner, and it represents a large straw in the wind.

Other such straws were blowing too. ‘When I was about fourteen (as long ago as 1792),’ Hazlitt tells us, in an unpublished piece written in 1828, two years before his death, ‘in consequence of a dispute, one day after coming out of meeting, between my father and an old lady of the congregation, respecting the repeal of the Corporation and Test Acts and the limits of religious toleration, I set about forming in my head [a] system of political rights and general jurisprudence. It was this circumstance that decided the fate of my future life; or rather, I would say it was from an original bias or craving to be satisfied of the reason of things, that I seized hold of this accidental opportunity.’17 He set to work immediately on a draft of what was eventually to become ‘A Project for a New Theory of Civil and Criminal Legislation’.

These abstract researches were added to an already intense habit of reading. The household library at Wem was well-thumbed but limited in scope. It contained small duodecimo volumes of the Tatler, which were dwarfed by massive tomes of theology and ecclesiastical history in which William senior delighted, as he did in what Hazlitt retrospectively described as the ‘learned lumber’ of an eight-volume collection of Unitarian treatises called the Biblioteca Fratrum Polonorum. For his part Hazlitt ‘took a particular satisfaction’ in the six volumes of Thomas Chubb’s Tracts and Posthumous Works. The effects of this heavy diet are obvious in the juvenile sermons contained in his letters. Poetry and prose were available at school; Mrs Barbauld’s verses, and the selections in Enfield’s Speaker, an anthology of prose and poetry arranged for use in schools, gave him early delight, and he reports that ‘I was much divided in my opinion between [Mrs Barbauld’s] Ode to Spring and Collins’s Ode to Evening’.18 The Speaker proved to be an important influence. Enfield was a tutor at Warrington Academy, and he designed his selection of poetry and prose to help form literary taste in the young. Throughout his life Hazlitt could quote extensively from the authors he was introduced to by the Speaker. His love of Milton and Shakespeare, in particular, was sparked by it; and in it he read examples of the periodical essays of the eighteenth century – Addison and Swift, Steele and Dr Johnson. The Speaker did not confine itself to English literature but included rousing orations from classical sources – Hannibal inspiring his soldiers, Junius Brutus’s speech over the body of Lucretia – and juxtaposed them with speeches from Shakespeare and recent political discourses by Walpole and others. A decade and a half later Hazlitt edited and published a selection of British political oratory, The Eloquence of the British Senate, informed by what he had learned from Enfield.

In 1792 a yet more important educational resource appeared. William senior took out a subscription to John Cooke’s Select Editions of British Novels, published in instalments, which he doubtless intended as entertainment – otherwise hard to come by in Wem – for his wife and daughter. The chief beneficiary was Hazlitt. The effect of the novels was to fling open new realms of imagination and delight for him. ‘Tom Jones, I remember, was the first work that broke the spell,’ he recalled with relish. ‘It smacked of the world I lived in, and in which I was to live.’

Hazlitt read with rare passion; his later reminiscences of early reading were blissful. He could be transported back by something as ordinary as ‘a little musty duodecimo, to the time when “ignorance was bliss”, and when we first got a peep at the raree-show of the world, through the glass of fiction – gazing at mankind, as we do at wild beasts in a menagerie, through the bars of their cages – or at curiosities in a museum, that we must not touch!’ Not only did the books’ contents come back to mind in all their vividness, but with them ‘the old associations of the faces and persons of those I then knew, as they were in their life-time – the places where I sat to read the volume, the day when I got it, the feeling of the air, the fields, the sky –.’ Tom Jones was just the beginning. There followed Joseph Andrews, Major Bath and Commodore Trunnion, Trim and Uncle Toby, Don Quixote and Sancho and Dapple, Gil Blas and Dame Lorenza Sephora, Laura ‘and the fair Lucretia, whose lips open and shut like the buds of roses’. Recalling these books rekindled the old thrill: ‘To what nameless ideas did they give rise, – with what airy delights I filled up the outlines, as I hung in silence over the page! – Let me still recall them, that they may breathe fresh life into me, and that I may live that birthday of thought and romantic pleasure over again! Talk of the ideal! This is the only true ideal – the heavenly tints of Fancy reflected in the bubbles that float upon the spring-tide of human life.’19

But in the midst of this delightful and pleasurable first discovery of the romance of the world, a dark note enters. At the same time that he was reading Fielding and Cervantes, Hazlitt was beginning the philosophical studies that were to preoccupy him for the next two decades. His first efforts were devoted to his ‘Project for a New Theory of Civil and Criminal Legislation’. He was still only a teenaged boy, and his precocious and decided intelligence was no defence against the less intellectual exigencies of growing up. The almost inevitable happened: over-application and puberty caused, in combination, a crisis or breakdown, the exact nature of which remains obscure. In retrospect Hazlitt laconically remarked, ‘I applied too close to my studies … and hurt myself irreparably by it.’ A reminiscence by a friend of the Hazlitts, the Reverend Joseph Hunter, partly illuminates the event. Hunter came to know the Hazlitts long after the events he describes, and his remarks contain factual inaccuracies (for example: Hazlitt was twelve at the time of his Liverpool visit, not nine as Hunter says; and he was, as noted above, accompanying his father to chapel at fourteen, in refutation of Hunter’s assertions), so it probably represents a garbled account of what happened; but it is suggestive nevertheless. Hazlitt was already famous when Hunter met his parents and Peggy, so he is writing with Hazlitt’s equivocal adult reputation in mind. ‘He was,’ Hunter says, ‘one of the most entertaining and prepossessing children ever seen; and so he continued till he was about nine years old. It happened that a lady from Liverpool came to spend some time at Wem. She was wonderfully taken with this child, and she invited him to spend some little time with her at Liverpool. To Liverpool he went. But he soon found that he was not made so much of there as he had been at Wem. The lady went out visiting, leaving him at home by himself; and in short, the child of nine years old thought himself slighted: he became sullen: this sullenness continued ever after, and formed the predominant feature in his character during his schoolboy days. He now showed his talent for satire, mimicry, and caricature. By the time he was twelve or thirteen, he would not attend the devotions of his family. He would not go to chapel. He would shut himself up from the rest of his family: be seen by no one during the day: but at night would ramble forth no one knew where: and in the moonlit nights he used to scamper about the fields, like, as my informant says, any wild thing.’20

It is likely that the ‘informant’ was Peggy. To Hunter she gave a fair description of a teenage boy who reads, dreams, wanders about by himself, is restless with sexual longings, likes to be alone, shuts himself in his room, moons about the country lanes at night, and is pregnant with big ideas, big hopes and big plans. One thing that can be inferred with confidence is that part of the introspective moodiness was the product of Hazlitt’s ambitious philosophical interests, and part of it was sexual desire and frustration. He had strong sexual instincts, as later events showed, and as an adult he made no secret of them; what he never succeeded in doing, disastrously for his happiness, was integrating his romantic notion of women as ideal love objects, such as he read about in novels, and women as sexual partners. This formed one of the central conflicts in his life, and it all but wrecked him. No man who remembers his own teenage years before the arrival of relief in the form of girlfriends and romance could read Hazlitt’s ‘ … the fair Lucretia, whose lips open and shut like the buds of roses … To what nameless ideas did they give rise’ without recognizing exactly what he was thinking – and doing – in his solitude.

Howe primly states that ‘What the young Hazlitt was doing with his days, of course, was making [his] first intensive efforts at reading.’ As the foregoing suggests, this innocent remark only touches one aspect of the truth. Looking down the reverse telescope of time, Peggy undoubtedly placed Hazlitt’s moonlight wanderings too early; they better fit the period of years after his return from the New College at Hackney – that is, his later teenage years – when he was absorbed in his philosophical studies and his commencing struggle to write his first book.

But Hazlitt’s youthful reading and dreaming, and the concomitant change in his personality, had certainly begun to take hold before he went to Hackney, as shown by a letter he wrote home either while at the college or some time in the year or two after he left (it is inscribed from his brother’s London lodgings): ‘I wrote, not so much because I have anything to communicate, as because I know that you, and my mother, and Peggy will be glad to hear from me. I know well the pleasure with which you will recognise the characters of my hand, characters calling back to the mind with strong impression the idea of the person by whom they were traced, & in vivid & thick succession, all the ready associations clinging to that idea, & impatience with which you will receive any news which I can give you of myself. I know these things: & I feel them. Amidst that repeated disappointment, & that long dejection, which have served to overcast & to throw into deep obscurity some of the best years of my life, years which the idle and illusive dreams of boyish expectation had presented glittering, & gay, & prosperous, decked out in all the fairness and all the brightness of colouring, & crowded with fantastic forms of numerous hues of ever-varying pleasure – amidst much dissatisfaction and much sorrow, the reflection that there are one or two persons in the world who are [not] quite indifferent towards me, nor altogether unanxious for my welfare, is that which is, perhaps, the most “soothing to my wounded spirit”.’21

The shadow that fell at this onset of adolescence and the burgeoning of his intellect remained with Hazlitt for the rest of his life. People who did not know him well saw him as capable of being froward, scowling, antisocial, caustic and harsh. Some even thought he was like that habitually. Undoubtedly one element in such moods, when he fell into them, was disaffection with the society he lived in and the fools and blackguards, as he viewed them, who ran it. But the refrain in his writings is regret over his unrequited desire for love. ‘Wanting that,’ he says, repeatedly, ‘I have wanted everything.’ He suffered, in natural combination, a spiritual loneliness and a sexual hunger which nothing and no-one ever satisfied, and which explains the miseries he suffered over women – and especially the disaster of the mad passion he later came to record in his strange, unsettling and notorious book, the Liber Amoris.

Wem might have seemed remote and parochial to Peggy and her father, but to Hazlitt in these adolescent throes it was a vivid and stormy theatre in which the figures of his reading, thinking and yearning were the chief actors. But he was conscious of the world beyond Wem, where history was continuing to revolve its courses in other ways during the years 1790 and 1791. Mirabeau died, and all France mourned. Mirabeau had translated Dr Price’s ‘Observations on the Importance of the American Revolution’ for the benefit of his countrymen; now Dr Price too died, and Dr Priestley gave the funeral oration on 1 May 1791 at the Hackney chapel. He reminded his hearers that Dr Price had uttered the ‘nunc dimittis’ on hearing of the Bastille’s fall – ‘Lord now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, for mine eyes hath seen thy salvation’ – and likened his death to that of a warrior in the moment of victory. For the cause of reform in England, however, it was a Pyrrhic victory; even as Priestley spoke, the power of reaction was growing – he gave this address just ten weeks before the burning of his Birmingham house.
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