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Lamb, Hazlitt and De Quincey

GREVEL LINDOP

I

However much our sense of Coleridge may derive from his own writings, it requires
a biographical focus, and it is to Charles Lamb (1775-1834), William Hazlitt (1778—
1830) and Thomas De Quincey (1785—-1859) that we owe the documents on which our
awareness of Coleridge as a personality, a social presence, i1s most firmly founded. No
view of Coleridge can be adequate that altogether ignores Lamb’s ‘Christ’s Hospital
Five-and-Thirty Years ago’, or Hazlitt’s ‘My First Acquaintance with Poets’, or De
Quincey’s ‘Samuel Taylor Coleridge’. All these accounts occur, however, in autobio-
graphical contexts, and (as their authors well knew) to write about Coleridge was not
only to contribute to a tradition of anecdotal biography inaugurated by STC himself
in the headnote to Kubla Khan, in the Biographia Literaria and elsewhere; it was also
to review and redefine oneself. A meeting with Coleridge was a significant event in
many people’s lives; for Lamb, Hazlitt and De Quincey the encounter was crucial.
More than a literary influence, Coleridge became a reference point by which they
located their tasks, their values and themselves.

This was natural enough. All were young when they first met him; all three, to
use Lamb’s metaphor (LW, 1, 1), entered the ‘warfare’ of the literary life ‘under cover
of the greater Ajax’, Coleridge himself. All shared with him important personal
experiences and aspirations. Lamb was a boyhood friend and schoolfellow, and later
an aspiring poet; De Quincey and Hazlitt cherished ambitions as philosophers; De
Quincey was already an intermittent opium user when he met the addicted Coleridge;
Hazlitt was a radical who had recently given up plans for the Unitarian ministry when
he heard Coleridge preach in 1798; and so on. But more than this is involved. The
depth and range of Coleridge’s abilities, combined with his gift for prompt (if not
always sustained) friendship and his readiness to communicate to even the humblest





