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Author’s Note

This book has a large cast of characters, some of whom share surnames, and several of whom share first names. Applying consistent naming conventions therefore presents certain practical and ideological challenges. In order to overcome these I have used the names most frequently used by the group themselves. Throughout, Percy Bysshe Shelley is referred to as ‘Shelley’, the name used by his mistress and his friends from 1814 onwards. Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley is referred to as ‘Mary’, the name by which she was universally known. More generally, following the conventions adopted in the group’s letters and diaries, men are referred to by their surnames and women by their Christian names. In certain isolated cases the group themselves do not conform to this convention, and in these instances I have adopted their most frequently used alternatives.

The original spelling and punctuation of manuscript material has been retained, and mistakes and inconsistencies have been left uncorrected and unmarked by [sic], unless otherwise stated. Quotations from published primary sources follow the editorial conventions of particular volumes, which in most cases refrain from silent correction.





Preface

The Protestant cemetery in Rome stands at a distance from the grand sites of the rest of the city, just outside its old fortifications. To reach it on foot you have to trek along a road up past the Baths of Caracalla, through dusty and distinctly unlovely suburbs. I discovered this on the penultimate day of my honeymoon, as I marched my very new husband across Rome in the afternoon heat. We had been married for two weeks, but he already had good reason to think himself long-suffering, since although I had proposed the expedition to the cemetery, I had only a hazy idea about its location and had neglected to consult the scale on the map in our guidebook. While he gallantly agreed to my proposal, my husband was unconvinced about spending the little time we had left in Rome searching for the graves of long dead poets. The poets in question, however, were something of an obsession for me. They were the subjects of the PhD I had almost completed, and the book I was neglecting my PhD to research and write. They had become part of our lives, and their stories part of our story. Visiting their graves therefore seemed – at least to me – a strangely appropriate way to mark the beginning of our marriage.

I had read descriptions of the cemetery many times, and thought I knew what to expect. I knew that it wasn’t really a Protestant cemetery at all, but historically the only spot in the city in which non-Catholics could be interred and that as a result Percy Shelley and John Keats, whose graves we were going to see, were buried alongside some illustrious Orthodox Christians, Jews and atheists. I knew that Keats lay in the old burying ground and Shelley, who died two years later, in its western extension. But this did not prepare me for the contrast between the traffic-blocked surrounding streets and the sudden, green calm of the cemetery. I did not expect to feel so moved by this tranquil world of overgrown paths, haphazardly arranged graves and indolent stray cats, who lay sunning themselves at the base of the Pyramid of Cestius.

There was a further surprise in store. I had read that Shelley was buried next to his friend Edward John Trelawny, an adventurer who arrived in Italy during the last year of the poet’s life. I knew that Keats too had a graveside companion, Joseph Severn, who accompanied him to Rome and nursed him through his final illness. But I did not anticipate the emotional impact of seeing Shelley and Keats – both, in their different ways, icons of solitary genius – buried next to their friends, alongside men who were content to stand in their shadows. Even my sceptical husband found himself moved by the shared burial sites. When we returned to England two days later, memories of our visit spurred me onwards to finish my PhD and to complete the biography that had been illicitly germinating alongside my academic work for years.





This is not a biography of a particular person, nor does it tell the story of a tightly coherent group of individuals. Instead, it explores the interlinked lives of a group of writers, all of whom were characterised by their youth, by their idealism, and by a particularly passionate engagement with politics, art, and the romance of intellectual adventure. The stories of these writers have been told many times before, but in a way that downplays the significance of relationships in the shaping of individual lives and a Romantic conception of creativity. This is largely because the work of the most famous of these writers – Shelley, Keats and Byron – frequently depicts both poet and poetic hero as isolated figures. In so doing, it exemplifies many of the qualities which have come to define the British Romantic movement. In different ways, the poetry of all three asserts the supremacy of feelings and the imagination, attaches much significance to an intuitive, visionary conception of nature, and presents artistic endeavour as an inherently solitary activity. This book looks beyond the image of the isolated poet in order to restore relationships to the centre of the Romantic story.

 In common with other young writers whose lives were linked with theirs, Shelley, Keats and Byron were indebted to an earlier trio of Romantic poets, Wordsworth, Coleridge and Blake, whose work marked a striking break with the rational, Augustan poetry of the early eighteenth century. This break had a profound effect on literary culture in the decades following the French Revolution. Unlike Blake, whose work remained largely unread for decades after his death, Wordsworth and Coleridge were famous in their own time. Contemporaries of both poets were startled by the distinctiveness of their work, and by the new school of poetic thought they represented. Their example was both inspiring and troubling for the poets who followed them. The poetry of Shelley, Keats and Byron shared many of the concerns and ideas of their Romantic forebears, but it also demonstrated striking differences in outlook and opinion. This was in part the result of a significant generational gap between the two groups. Wordsworth and Coleridge started writing poetry in the 1790s, and their manifesto, Lyrical Ballads, was first published in 1798, when Byron, Shelley and Keats were aged ten, six and three respectively. Although Wordsworth and Coleridge would outlive the three younger poets and keep writing poetry and prose right through the period in which this book is set, their work was shaped by a different set of preoccupations and historical conditions to those that influenced their younger contemporaries. The first generation of Romantic poets were students of the French Revolution, an event which shaped all the poetry they subsequently wrote. Shelley, Keats and Byron, in contrast, produced their mature work in an intellectual landscape shaped by Napoleon’s defeat at the Battle of Waterloo in 1815.

This was a landscape of reaction and repression. As the inevitability of Napoleon’s fall became apparent, the victorious powers – Britain, Austria, Russia and Prussia – met in Congress at Vienna to decide how to divide up Europe. Across the continent, imperial monarchies regained control of peoples and territory. Austria took back its Italian city states, Russia was given Poland, and the Bourbons were restored to the French throne. For liberals and reformers throughout Europe this represented the final failure of the French Revolution: a revolution that had promised so much – representative government, the end of aristocratic rule – and delivered so little.  

In Britain the end of a two-decade long war resulted in unprecedented problems of mass unemployment, as demobilised soldiers flooded the labour market. This coincided with the introduction of the Corn Laws, protectionist measures that kept the price of bread artificially high and provoked outrage among the growing ranks of urban poor. The result was a resurgence of a kind of popular political agitation not seen in Britain since the 1790s. Crowds gathered in huge outdoor meetings to demand the reform of Parliament and universal manhood suffrage, and the radical press grew in both size and power. Fear was fuelled by the activities of a small group of underground agitators who were committed to achieving revolution by violent means. One group of plotters attempted to take control of the Tower of London and the Bank of England; another planned to assassinate the entire cabinet in one fell stroke. The prospect of a revolution in Britain seemed very real.

Against this backdrop, poetry took on a new significance, as young, idealistic poets looked for ways to express their views about the plight of the people. Literary journals were quick to condemn works which ran counter to their opinions, or to praise poets whose work supported their viewpoint. Thus, in the hands of the younger generation of Romantic writers and their readers, poetry was transformed into a political weapon. Like William Godwin and Mary Wollstonecraft before them, this new generation turned to their art in order to proclaim both their independence and the depth of their political resistance.

Lord Liverpool’s Tory Government responded to public unrest and eloquent literary opposition with a series of repressive bills which placed limits on free speech and movement and which were designed to stamp out radical publications. Habeas Corpus was periodically suspended and prosecutions for libel increased dramatically between 1817 and 1822. The Whigs were unable to mount successful challenges to this barrage of legislation, and instead became hand-wringing observers, prepared neither to ally themselves with those calling for reform, nor with an unpopular administration. Faced with such a weak parliamentary opposition, a number of liberal journalists stepped into the political vacuum to hold the government to account in the pages of the popular press.  

Chief among these was the editor of The Examiner, Leigh Hunt, who stands at the centre of the circle of talented men and women this book explores. Over the course of the 1810s, Hunt’s sphere of influence expanded, as first Byron and then Keats and Shelley gravitated towards him and, in the process, brought their own friends and relations into his orbit. It was Keats who articulated most eloquently the complexity of the group in which he found himself when he compared its chains of allegiance to a ‘web . . . of mingled yarn’, an analogy borrowed from All’s Well That Ends Well. Shakespeare uses the metaphor to explore a series of delicate moral balances – ‘The web of our life is of mingled yarn, good and ill together’1 – but, in a different context, the image aptly describes the fragile yet powerful network which drew Shelley, Keats and Byron towards each other.





Writing about Shelley, Keats and Byron as figures in a web of social and intellectual allegiance is, at one level, counter-intuitive. Although, in the words of the literary critic Jeffrey Cox, ‘we no longer necessarily view the romantic poet as the solitary singer declaiming alone on the mountain-top or sitting in isolation, pondering a bird’s song’,2 the myth of the isolated artist has had profound cultural significance over the past two centuries.3 In the Preface to Lyrical Ballads Wordsworth described poetry as ‘the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings’ which ‘takes its origin from emotion recollected in tranquillity’4 and, in a single sentence, he pointed to a significant shift in the conception of the source of poetic inspiration. Shelley later extended and complicated Wordsworth’s argument in his ‘A Defence of Poetry’, when he suggested that ‘the mind in creation is as a fading coal which some invisible influence, like an inconstant wind, awakens to transitory brightness: this power arises from within, like the colour of a flower which fades and changes as it is developed.’5 No more would the poet be inspired purely by God or his muse (as in Milton, invoking the aid of the Heavenly Muse to aid his ‘adventurous song’).6 Instead inspiration would stem from the soul of the individual.  

Such statements about the source of inspiration transformed the way we think about creativity and genius. Creativity was repositioned as something internal and personal, and poetry – despite its political significance – as the product of an individual’s communion with his own mind. The artist became an isolated figure, striving alone to create works of genius. Over the course of the nineteenth century, the lives of Shelley, Keats and Byron were recorded in a series of biographies which took their inspiration from this idea. These were largely respectable, semi-hagiographic accounts of noble lives, lived out without much recourse to friends and family. While the history of biography is far from straightforward, and this model of biographical writing was pioneered earlier, it nevertheless owed much to a Victorian emphasis on individualism that derived in part from the Romantic period.7 This emphasis, which led to the celebration of an idealised image of the individual as hero of his own life in single-subject, cradle-to-grave biographies, had a lasting effect on the genre.

Single-subject biographies can make for gripping, stimulating reading, and – especially in the hands of the great biographers who reinvigorated the genre in the final decades of the twentieth century – they present vividly contextualised portraits rich in detail, depth and colour. However, as the literary critic John Worthen has noted, while ‘we write biographies of individuals as islands . . . we live as part of the main’.8 Living as part of the main was particularly important for Shelley, Keats and Byron, who, as they became friends with Hunt, became part of a group in which friendship was politically and philosophically significant. It is therefore ironic that their work should have helped to shape a conception of creative genius which downplays the interconnectedness of human existence.





This book is about a web of lives, within which friendships fade, allegiances shift, and nothing remains static for very long. The young Romantics were, in many respects, divided, but they were also united by their oppositional politics, by the depth of their convictions, and by their youth. (At the time this story begins Leigh Hunt, the oldest of the group’s central figures, was twenty-eight, and Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, the youngest, was fifteen.) They did not speak with one voice. But they talked to each other, in a conversation which transcended divisions of class and gender. They loved and hated each other. They were joined by shared ideals, but also by romance, sex and blood. They were friends, but they were also husbands, wives, brothers and sisters. Towards each other they were variously self-sacrificing, jealous, sympathetic, competitive, kind and cruel. The story of their tangled communal existence is, in many ways, as dramatic and as surprising as anything they ever wrote. It also sheds light on the creation of some of the most powerful writing in the English language.





PART ONE

Creating a Coterie





1

Husbands

On 3 February, 1813, Leigh Hunt began a two year prison sentence at Surrey Gaol in Horsemonger Lane, London. His crime was libel; his victim the Prince Regent. It was, by any standards, a harsh punishment, but Leigh Hunt was determined to bear imprisonment and separation from his family with fortitude. ‘I must feel like a brother, a father and a husband, but I can still act like a man’, he wrote. ‘I have friends above price; I have done my duty; I am an Englishman setting an example to my children and my country; and it would be hard, under all these circumstances, if I could not suffer any extremity rather than disgrace myself by effeminate lamentation or worse compromise.’1

Surrey Gaol was nestled among the narrow streets of modern-day Southwark. It was one of the largest prisons in England and, like other county gaols, held a mixture of common criminals and debtors, who lived in and around the prison with their families. Its governor, Mr Ives, ran his establishment as a flourishing business, charging prisoners fees for ale, the services of prostitutes, the removal of chains, and even for release on acquittal by a court. Visitors formed an essential part of the prison economy, bringing the incarcerated food and money to pay fees as well as small home comforts – bedding, warm clothes – which made life inside more bearable.

A prisoner like twenty-eight year old Leigh Hunt offered the prospect of rich pickings for Ives and his staff. It was not uncommon for gentleman prisoners (largely white-collar criminals, guilty of offences such as libel, sedition and fraud) to serve out their sentences as guests of their gaoler, paying high rents to be accommodated in the master’s house. Ives greeted his newest inmate with profuse expressions of pity and immediately offered him rooms in his own apartments. Hunt rejected this offer, on two grounds: he could not afford Ives’s extortionate rent, and he objected to the gaoler’s unctuous expressions of sympathy, which were as insincere as they were fulsome. As a result, he was allocated a cell previously occupied by Colonel Despard, an Anglo-Irish rebel found guilty of high treason, who had been executed on the roof of Surrey Gaol in 1803.  

It was not a promising beginning to his sentence, and Hunt’s first few days in gaol were dreadful. It was the sounds of prison life which distressed him the most: the noise of ‘felons’ chains, mixed with . . . horrid execrations or despairing laughter’2 was worse than the sight of the felons themselves, and the scraping of cell keys turning in locks represented ‘a malignant insult’ to Hunt’s ‘love of liberty’.3 A prison guard took him to see a woman about to be hanged for murdering her illegitimate baby, and Hunt was appalled that the gallows on which the woman was to be executed were ‘brought out within her hearing’.4 He was also revolted by the voyeuristic whisperings of the guard, and chastised him roundly for his behaviour. Ives and his staff soon learnt that Hunt was not a man to condone cruel or dismissive remarks about his fellow prisoners.

Hunt’s brave talk boosted his morale but it did little for his health, which began to deteriorate under the strain of such an environment. Sympathetic members of the prison’s board of magistrates agreed that, on health grounds, his bleak living conditions should be improved. His family were permitted to join him and two rooms were adapted for them in the old prison infirmary. The news that he was to be given a space of his own in which he could live with his wife and children spurred Hunt into action. The tradesmen who traipsed in and out of the prison selling their wares to its unfortunate inmates were joined by a team of decorators, who set about transforming the infirmary into accommodation fit for a gentleman. 

Six weeks after the beginning of his sentence, Hunt was ready to receive visitors. His friends made their way through the dirty Southwark streets and the prison’s dark corridors to find him settled in a riot of colour and comfort. He sat in splendidly appointed rooms, a fairy-tale king holding court in a bower of his own creation:



I papered the walls with a trellis of roses; I had the ceiling coloured with clouds and sky; the barred windows were screened with Venetian blinds; and when my bookcases were set up with their busts, and flowers and a piano-forte made their appearance, perhaps there was not a handsomer room on that side of the water.5



Friends and admirers flocked to see him, some out of curiosity, but many more out of genuine affection. His cell became an unlikely literary salon, and a refuge – for both the prisoner and his visitors – from the cares of the world. Tradesmen brought good food and wine; special dinners were ordered, and Hunt and his companions talked late into the night until Ives or his underlings came to escort them off the premises. Hunt spent the hours between visits reading, writing, and landscaping his garden, a small patch of outside space attached to the old infirmary, which he made private with green palings and a trellis. He created flowerbeds around its edges, in which he planted flowers and saplings, and had the centre of his garden covered with grass turf. Here he walked with his young nephews and his son and played at battledore and shuttlecock with Jeremy Bentham, one of his more sporty visitors.  





Leigh Hunt’s name does not excite much attention today.6 One of the reasons for this is that his best work was his most ephemeral: unlike his more famous friends he was not first and foremost a poet, but a campaigning journalist. He spent his youth cocooned in the bosom of his family, the adored, delicate youngest child of Isaac Hunt, a loyalist refugee from Philadelphia, and his wife Mary. His ancestors on his father’s side were West Indian, and throughout his life his enemies would seize upon this, commenting in sly asides on his swarthy complexion, dark hair and thick lips. Isaac Hunt was a charismatic spendthrift, and some of Hunt’s earliest memories were of the rooms at the King’s Bench Prison where the family lived after Isaac was imprisoned for debt. He spent his schooldays at Christ’s Hospital, then an unforgiving institution standing in the shadows of Newgate prison. In 1801, when Hunt was sixteen, his fond father arranged for the publication of his Juvenilia, funded by a group of eminent subscribers who supported Isaac because of his loyalist connections. It was most unusual to publish an author’s Juvenilia before he had established himself as a significant literary voice, and the volume was a sign of Isaac’s remarkable confidence in his son’s abilities.

After Juvenilia, however, Hunt showed little sign of living up to his early promise, and he drifted aimlessly. His listless progress through late adolescence was marred by some of the curious contradictions in his character. Simultaneously self-confidently precocious and unsure of his own abilities, strong-willed and emotionally fragile, egotistical and selfless, he seemed almost overawed by his own potential. Eventually, his elder brother John, worried that his brilliant sibling was in danger of succumbing to their father’s lackadaisical and irresponsible habits, took a hand in his future. John Hunt was nine years older than Leigh and the contrast in their characters was marked. He was hard-working, diligent, morally upright and an incisive judge of character. A highly responsible man himself, he bitterly resented Isaac’s failures and the strain financial uncertainty placed on his delicate mother. He combined deeply held principles with business acumen and in 1808, when he was thirty-two and Leigh twenty-three, he spotted a gap in the politically polarised periodical market for an independent weekly newspaper. He had started newspapers before, to which Leigh had contributed on a part-time basis, but now John suggested a permanent partnership in which he would act as printer and Leigh as editor.

The resulting newspaper, The Examiner, bound the brothers together for almost two decades. Leigh shared his brother’s principled devotion to political independence and to the cause of parliamentary reform and they worked well together, John providing the clear-headed common sense which ensured the newspaper was ready for printing by its Saturday deadline and Leigh the sparkling editorial comment columns which made its reputation. Leigh did not, however, share his austere elder brother’s work ethic, and the carefree way he managed his own financial affairs was a source of considerable strain on their relationship. So too was Leigh’s marriage in 1809 to Mary Anne Kent, which placed additional pressure on The Examiner’s resources. Leigh had met Mary Anne (known also as Marian and, ultimately, as Marianne) in 1802 when, as a directionless eighteen year old, he was introduced to the Kent family by a mutual friend who knew that Marianne’s younger sister, Elizabeth, was eager to meet him. Elizabeth was only eleven in 1802, but she was bright beyond her years, had read and admired an essay by Hunt in the Monthly Preceptor and was keen to emulate his literary activities. Hunt was kind to the little girl, probably because he was attracted to her elder sister.  

Hunt’s courtship of Marianne was long and stormy, and dominated the adolescent years of both sisters. But by 1813, the year of his imprisonment, Hunt and Marianne were safely married and the parents of two small sons. Their household was chaotic, in marked contrast to that of John and his wife Sally. Leigh and Marianne moved in and out of London, between a series of rented cottages and apartments, scraping money together as they went along. John found his new sister-in-law’s haphazard housekeeping exasperating, but his resistance to the marriage stemmed from more serious concerns. He feared for The Examiner’s future under the management of a domestically distracted editor, and doubted that the journal could support an additional family. He may also have worried that the presence of a flighty, disorganised, emotional wife would exacerbate Leigh’s character flaws, and that Marianne would only make his brother more unreliable. She did not, however, have the detrimental effect on her husband’s industriousness that John anticipated, and within two years of its foundation, The Examiner had become one of the most influential newspapers of the day.

From their motto (‘Party is the Madness of the Many for the Gain of a Few’) to their refusal to accept advertisements, the Hunt brothers proclaimed their independence at every turn. The paper’s political position was liberal; its tone anti-establishment. It blamed the manifold weaknesses of government on the incompetence of those permitted to govern, on the unchecked problems facing the nation and, above all, on endemic corruption. In the first year of its life, the Hunt brothers’ crusade against corruption brought them both widespread respect and a charge for libel when they made reference to a story circulating in London that the Duke of York’s mistress, Mary Anne Clarke, had been selling military commissions. This libel charge only collapsed when the truth of the accusation against the Duke was laid bare by the scurrilous and extremely funny evidence given at the bar of the House of Commons by Mary Anne Clarke herself. Between 1808 and 1812 the Hunts faced two further libel actions. The first, levelled against an article on the ‘headless state’ of the government, was withdrawn just as the trial started. The second charge was more serious, and related to an article which condemned the practice of military flogging, comparing it unfavourably to the disciplinary methods used by Napoleon. On this occasion the Hunts were only acquitted thanks to the brilliance of their trial lawyer.

The libel cases against The Examiner greatly strained the Hunts’ resources but the publicity engendered by legal action also brought the newspaper fame and new readers. Those who picked it up for the first time soon discovered that it was far more than a weekly political gazette. It included theatre reviews, columns on the fine arts, comment on contemporary manners, sketches of leading parliamentarians, and an impressive array of original poetry and literary reviews. It also carried verbatim reports of parliamentary proceedings, national and international intelligence, agricultural, law and police reports, a column on happenings at Court and current fashions, as well as an intriguing summary of ‘Accidents and Offences’, which described, in magnificent detail, some of the week’s more bizarre domestic and local skirmishes. Nonetheless, its centrepiece was the political editorial contributed each week by Leigh Hunt. His columns chronicled the rise and fall of Napoleon, the progress of the British armies from the Spanish Peninsula to the Field of Waterloo, the scandals that enveloped the royal family and the government, the suffering of the labouring poor in the post-war years, and the long battle for parliamentary reform waged by a wide spectrum of reformers and radicals. Hunt kept up a constant attack on the government, his position moving from belligerence to despair.

At the beginning of 1811, King George III was finally declared mentally incapable to rule, and the Prince of Wales was appointed Prince Regent. The Examiner, like other reform-minded publications, greeted the prospect of a Regency with cautious enthusiasm, but by February 1811 Hunt was dolefully reporting that the Regent was little more than ‘a mere signing and responding puppet’7 who had failed to dismiss the tired Tory administration of Spencer Perceval and Lord Liverpool, bestowed sinecures on his friends, and held extravagant parties in a manner quite unsuited to his role as head of state. The Examiner’s anger against the Regent finally erupted in an editorial in March 1812. Reading reports of the Prince’s activities in sycophantic journals, Hunt announced, one would never guess ‘that this delightful, blissful, wise, pleasurable, honourable, virtuous, true and immortal PRINCE, was a violator of his word, a libertine over head and ears in debt and disgrace, a despiser of domestic ties, the companion of gamblers and demireps, a man who has just closed half a century without one single claim on the gratitude of his country or the respect of posterity!’8

A fourth libel writ was promptly issued against The Examiner by an outraged Attorney General. The Hunts had survived three previous libel actions and this time the trial judge, Lord Ellenborough, was taking no chances. The jury was hand-picked and ‘packed’ with men sympathetic to the Crown, and the result was never in doubt. Both Hunt brothers were sent to prison, Leigh to Surrey Gaol and John to Coldbath Fields in North London.

Lord Liverpool and members of his government may well have assumed that The Examiner was unlikely to survive the incarceration of its editor and printer. If so, they were destined to be disappointed. Instead of isolation, the Hunt brothers’ sentence brought them new, powerful supporters and determined, congenial and interesting friends. In 1813 the circle which gathered around Leigh in prison included some important figures in English arts and letters. His regular callers included William Hazlitt, a painter and journalist beginning to make a name for himself as an essayist and literary commentator; Charles and Mary Lamb, the brother-and-sister co-authors of Tales from Shakespeare; and Charles Cowden Clarke, son of a well-known Dissenting schoolmaster. He was also visited regularly by Thomas Barnes, a Christ’s Hospital friend, the classical scholar Thomas Mitchell and Sir John Swinburne, whose nephew, Algernon, would scandalise Victorian society with the publication of his erotic libertarian poems. Henry Brougham, the lawyer who had unsuccessfully defended the Hunt brothers at their trial, was another frequent visitor, as was the painter Benjamin Haydon, an impetuous, religious, slightly wild-eyed twenty-seven year old. Haydon understood better than most how painful it was for Hunt to be cut off from London’s theatres and exhibitions, and he arranged to have his great historical painting on the Judgement of Solomon transported to Surrey Gaol for Hunt to admire. He was, in 1813, among the most passionately loyal of Hunt’s supporters, noting in his diary that ‘Hunt’s Society is always delightful – I don’t know a purer, a more virtuous character, or a more witty, funny, amusing, enlivening man.’9 Haydon visited Hunt throughout his time in gaol, wrote him long letters during his absences from London, and was a constant source of support and encouragement.

With the aid of such friends, the Hunts managed to keep The Examiner going so that it appeared every week of their two year sentence. Though John Hunt was accorded less freedom and his visitors were more restricted, a constant stream of Examiner employees scuttled back and forth between the newspaper’s offices, John’s cell at Coldbath Fields and Surrey Gaol, collecting editorials and instructions. And the group that began to form around Leigh Hunt acquired a life of its own in the pages of the newspaper. Thomas Barnes contributed a column on ‘Parliamentary Criticism’, and assumed responsibility for Hunt’s theatre column. Charles Lamb wrote the early editions of ‘Table Talk’, a collaborative meditation on society and manners which appeared regularly from 1813. In 1814 William Hazlitt published the first of his regular contributions to the newspaper, in the shape of an article on Shakespeare and ‘Posthumous Fame’. Benjamin Haydon supplied articles under the pseudonym ‘E.S.’.  

This cooperative endeavour had far reaching consequences. The act of keeping the paper going provided a focus for a group who were united in sympathy with Hunt and in opposition to his oppressors, and who could now announce their allegiance to him and the causes of free speech and liberty that he espoused in the pages of his journal. The harsh sentence handed down to the Hunts was an act of aggression by a politically motivated judiciary determined to clamp down on an outspoken liberal opposition. In response, the Hunts mobilised their friends to continue the professional activities and the private conversations disrupted by prison life. In the process, they ensured The Examiner’s survival. This was in itself an achievement, but it also provided their circle with an example of private lives lived for the public good, and it demonstrated that a group of friends could constitute their friendship and support of each other as an act of political resistance. 





Leigh Hunt’s most glamorous prison visitor was Lord Byron, who went to Surrey Gaol for the first time on 20 May 1813. Byron’s anticipation of this visit has given us one of the most abiding images of the imprisoned Hunt:



To-morrow be with me, as soon as you can, sir,

All ready and dress’d for proceeding to spunge on

(According to compact) the wit in the dungeon –

Pray Phoebus at length our political malice

May not get us lodgings within the same palace!10



Byron was intrigued by Hunt, and he broadly agreed with the aims of The Examiner. While it might be surprising to find a peer of the realm sympathetic to a publication which campaigned against the injustices perpetrated by the House of Lords, Byron was no ordinary aristocrat. He was born in 1788, to Captain John ‘Mad Jack’ Byron and his wife Catherine Gordon. He hardly knew his father, an infamous Regency rake who abandoned his wife and son in 1790 and died in 1791. His childhood was dominated by the women who brought him up: his mother, who inculcated a sense of aristocratic entitlement in her son, and his nurse, whose Calvinist preachings had a profound effect on her imaginative charge. He was born with a deformed foot and the combination of painful treatments and his pronounced limp separated him from other boys and made him vulnerable to bullies. As a result he quickly learnt to defend himself and later recalled childhood fights from which he would emerge triumphantly proclaiming the family’s motto: ‘Crede Byron’.11 His life changed dramatically in 1798 when his grandfather died and, aged ten, he became the sixth Baron Byron of Rochdale. On his elevation to the peerage, Byron moved with his mother to Newstead Abbey (his family’s dilapidated ancestral seat) and then to London, from where he proceeded first to Harrow and then to Cambridge, where he made friends with a motley collection of young society roués. At Harrow he began a correspondence with his half-sister Augusta, the daughter of Mad Jack Byron and his first wife, Amelia D’Arcy.

By 1808, the year in which The Examiner was founded, twenty year old Byron had come down from Cambridge and was living in London, writing poetry and wining and dining with friends. These included John Cam Hobhouse, who would go on to a notable parliamentary career, Scrope Davis, a dandy and gambler, and Charles Skinner Matthews, who would drown himself in the Cam, tortured by his sexuality in one of the most repressively homophobic decades of the nineteenth century. Byron’s first volume of poetry, Hours of Idleness, was published in 1807 when he was nineteen, and his second, English Bards and Scotch Reviewers (which appeared in 1809), was an incendiary attack on the literary and political establishment. The reaction to the poem was furious and it was savaged in both Whig and Tory journals. He spent much of 1810 and 1811 abroad, visiting southern Europe and the eastern Mediterranean, which would provide the backdrop for his Eastern Tales – The Giaour, The Bride of Abydos and The Corsair – and for the early cantos of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage.

The first two cantos of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage were published in 1812, and they sold out within a few days. Byron suddenly found himself the darling of the Regency drawing room: a star guest at parties, whose fads and fashions were copied by crowds of admirers. He was drawn into the ‘Holland House’ set, the aristocratic circle surrounding the Whig leader Lord Holland, under whose aegis he made his maiden speech in the House of Lords. One younger member of the Holland House set, Lady Caroline Lamb, was particularly charmed by Byron and embarked on a determined pursuit of him, which resulted in a brief liaison. It was Lady Caroline who labelled Byron ‘mad, bad, and dangerous to know’, although this is a phrase which could more accurately be applied to Caroline herself. The affair quickly cooled but Caroline’s ardour for Byron did not. Lady Melbourne, Caroline’s mother-in-law and Byron’s confidante, suggested that her niece Annabella Milbanke might make him a suitable bride. In 1813, he started a correspondence with Annabella, and with the approval of Lady Melbourne made an offer of marriage which Annabella promptly refused. But the correspondence continued intermittently throughout 1813 and 1814 in a kind of shadow fencing match, with both parties simultaneously attracted and repelled by the perplexities of the other.

Early in 1813, Byron rediscovered an old acquaintance. Some years earlier his half-sister Augusta had married George Leigh, an impecunious and unsatisfactory army officer. When Augusta and Byron met again, after many years with little contact, the attraction was immediate. Their letters from this period make clear the strength of the affection between them and there seems little doubt that in the course of 1813 this developed into a sexual relationship.* When he first went to visit Hunt in Surrey Gaol, Byron was thus on the one hand conducting a strange epistolary romance with his putative bride, an ice maiden whom he would nickname (in ironic tribute to her mathematical abilities) the ‘princess of parallelograms’, and on the other becoming ever more entangled in a torturous affair with his half-sister.  





According to the poet Thomas Moore, who introduced Byron to Hunt and accompanied him on his early visits to Surrey Gaol, Byron was initially unsettled to find himself dining among Hunt’s friends, rather than as the honoured guest of a suffering writer. This faltering start notwithstanding, Byron and Hunt’s acquaintance developed into friendship over the two years of Hunt’s imprisonment. Hunt, a little starstruck, was flattered by the attentions of an aristocrat and celebrated poet. It reinforced his sense that he was suffering for a noble cause, and that he was supported by all right-thinking members of society. Indeed, Byron’s visits bolstered Hunt’s streak of vanity. He began to have thoughts of reforming him and told Marianne that he believed he could be of some use to the young peer. ‘He is a young man (24) evidently full, by his writings, of good natural feelings & a fine improvable sensibility, but led away, I am told, by a town life.’12 Despite the fact that Byron, at twenty-five (not twenty-four as Hunt thought), was only three years younger than Hunt, the older man viewed the younger as a potential protégé, whose character he could help to form. But although Hunt’s attitude towards Byron was patronising, his analysis of his contradictory character was astute. Byron was capable of behaving appallingly, of being selfish, vain and egotistical. He was also uncomfortably aware of his own failings, which led him to assert his own importance and sometimes into vicious comment about his adversaries. But he could be generous in his estimation of others and had a talent for making and keeping friends.

For his part, Byron was forbearing in the face of Hunt’s reforming zeal and had considerable respect for him. Much later he would complain that Hunt had been ‘conceited into a martyr’ by Surrey Gaol13 but in the months following their first meeting he was determinedly generous. There was something about Hunt ‘not exactly of the present age’, he wrote in his diary at the end of 1813, before remarking that ‘he is, perhaps, a little opinionated, as all men who are the centre of circles, wide or narrow.’14 Byron found much to admire in Hunt, and was perhaps even a little envious: it was hard to avoid the fact that the individuals who gathered around Hunt did so out of real friendship, rather than a fascination with celebrity which brought crowds to the Regency parties at which Byron made an appearance. But Byron was not blinded by the glamour of ‘the wit in the dungeon’, and he was, in his turn, astute about his new friend. Hunt could be vain, egotistical, sanctimonious and naïve; and his own letters bear witness to the fact that he rather enjoyed his position as sufferer-in-chief for free speech and reform. But he was also exceptionally brave. He refused to trade his sentence for the promise of future silence (an opportunity spurned by John Hunt as well); insisted on paying his own fine of £500, despite an offer by a repentant juror from his trial to pay it for him; and faced the horrors of incarceration in a hanging gaol with cheerfulness.  





By April 1813, the living quarters provided for Hunt’s family at Surrey Gaol were proving unsatisfactory. Two year old Thornton was a frail child, and his health declined quickly in the damp prison. Torn between the needs of her husband and son, Marianne decided that Thornton was in more danger than his father. Hunt and Marianne agreed that Thornton and baby John should be removed from prison while Thornton’s health recovered, and Marianne took them to Brighton, where they stayed for much of 1813.  

In her absence, Marianne’s younger sister Elizabeth, now twenty-three years old, moved into the family’s prison quarters to look after Hunt. Elizabeth, universally known as Bess, lived with Hunt at Surrey Gaol for much of 1813, making his tea, writing letters for him, helping him with his Examiner column, and presiding over his dinner parties. It was Bess who chased his friends out when he needed to work, who kept him writing when he was about to miss a publication deadline, who made sure he only wrote letters to his friends when he had time, and who read him to sleep when insomnia struck. It was Bess, the more intellectual of the sisters, who watched Hunt’s weekly engagement with the world unfold in The Examiner, and who talked domestic and international politics with Hunt and his friends. While Marianne looked after two small children in a Brighton boarding house, Bess spent long, intimate days with her brother-in-law, talking, writing and entertaining. 

Bess Kent is an enigmatic figure. We know she wrote voluminous letters, in which she laid her heart bare, but few have survived. We know that she wrote at least three books – two about flowers and trees and one for children, and that she planned to write another – but we know little about how she conducted her research, or how long these books took her to write. In the late 1810s and early 1820s she attempted to wean herself off opium, but there is little to indicate when she first developed this addiction. She made at least one suicide attempt and threatened to make others, but the circumstances surrounding them are a matter of conjecture. Several of her contemporaries commented on her appalling temper but only shadowy images of her survive. These suggest a woman of fierce intellect, who was more than capable of conducting business negotiations on behalf of her brother-in-law; a woman subject to ungovernable rages which made her periodically impossible to live with; and a woman with an immense capacity for affection, who looked after her sister’s family devotedly.

This devotion to members of her family by Bess was repaid by a singularly enlightened attitude to her temper. Some indication of this appears in a letter dating from 1830, written by her half-sister Nancy to Marianne. Nancy describes her attempts to find new lodgings following the death of their mother. She recounts how Bess has insulted an old family friend, rejected all lodgings found, and ‘as plainly as possible gave me to understand that she only wanted a convenient opportunity of destroying herself.’15 Bess has made her stepfather Rowland Hunter furious, has had an irrevocable row with Hunt (Nancy wonders whether the suicide threats are an attempt to recapture his attention), and is making life miserable for all her family. Yet Nancy reproaches herself for her inability to be patient with her elder sister, and notes, in real perplexity, ‘she is a very strange person. Sometimes when she is angry with me . . . [she] looks at me with an expression of malignity, that seems as if I were an object of actual hatred to her, and at others, she laughs and talks, and behaves . . . as one sister should to another.’16 Nancy’s letter was written some years after Bess’s residence with the Hunts and postdates the period when Bess and Hunt were living together in Surrey Gaol by almost twenty years. But it does suggest that Bess suffered throughout her life from some form of manic depression. Nancy’s letter is notable because, even without much understanding about the nature of depression, and without any diagnosis of a medical problem, it suggests that Bess’s family understood that she somehow could not be held accountable for her phases of virulent nastiness.

The Bess of Surrey Gaol, however, was not going through one of her more destructive phases. She knew Hunt needed her, and this knowledge gave her the confidence to run his rooms like the hostess of a literary salon. She appears in Hunt’s letters as a merry presence; and she was an object of some fascination to his friends. Most of them liked her, although some were made uneasy by her affectionate relationship with her brother-in-law. The painter Benjamin Haydon, for example, came to think that Hunt’s ‘smuggering fondness’17 for her was positively disgusting, and was appalled by the public symptoms of their physical intimacy – an arm round a waist, heads too close together, a glance held for too long. Byron, in contrast, liked Bess and was charmed by her admiration for him. He found the sight of her and Hunt together arresting, and might have seen in their relationship a paradigm for an alternative kind of domesticity, where one lived in harmony with a woman to whom one was a little too closely related for comfort. Visiting Surrey Gaol had other advantages for Byron, not least that it provided an escape from the competing demands of Annabella and Augusta. It was a relief, once in a while, to slip away from society hostesses to sit with Hunt and Bess among the books and flowers, lapping up their admiration for his poetry, which they combined with a refreshing lack of interest in his rank.

Marianne was less convinced of Lord Byron’s merits, related to her at length by Hunt and Bess in their letters. Reading descriptions of amusing evenings in Surrey Gaol with Byron did little to alleviate her loneliness in Brighton, and made her fearful that aristocratic admirers would distract Hunt from writing for The Examiner, on which her family’s livelihood depended. While Hunt and Byron were close in age there was considerable social disparity between them, which Marianne perceived to be a problem. As a result, she remained stoutly unimpressed by the Byron of popular myth: a brooding, melancholic figure based on the hero of his Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage.

Marianne’s suspicion of Byron derived not only from her concern about his influence over Hunt, but also from her growing anxiety about the events taking place in Surrey Gaol in her absence. Thornton’s health kept her in Brighton for longer than she intended, and she wrote increasingly worried letters to Bess, telling her to share the responsibility of looking after Hunt with her nephews and Kent cousins, and to think about returning to live with her parents. She also missed her husband badly. She coped with the prolonged separation by penning a steady flow of letters meant for Hunt’s eyes only, in which she was quite explicit about how much she longed to be with him: ‘fancy where you would like to have me most, and you will know what I dreamt about, &c. &c. &c!!!’.18 Sometimes she sounded positively overcome with her own longing. She wanted, she told him, to ‘take you dearly into [my] arms when you go to bed, and, and, you know what I mean . . . I must not think about it, if I do I shall grow outrageous.’19 Hunt responded in kind, imagining that his arms were wrapped around her. ‘I shall once more be clasped to one of the best hearts in the world, and have a bosom to rest upon, and a form to expatiate upon, that are all my own.’20  

By the second year of Hunt’s sentence Thornton had recovered sufficiently for Marianne to reassert her position as her husband’s chief companion. She moved back into Hunt’s cell, accompanied by Thornton and John, and Bess was sent home. Matrimonial relations were so well re-established that the Hunts’ third child, Mary, was born in Surrey Gaol with Hunt acting as midwife, ‘the hour having taken us by surprise’.21 With Marianne and the children back in Hunt’s rooms, his living arrangements gained the utmost respectability. Byron, busy with his own concerns, visited Hunt less frequently as 1814 wore on, although he continued to send books and kind letters. Perhaps the flower-filled dungeon was less fascinating when it was a disapproving wife, rather than an admiring sister-in-law, who presided over the coffee pots.





I am boiling with indignation at the horrible injustice & tyranny of the sentence pronounced on Hunt & his brother, & it is on this subject that I write to you. Surely the seal of abjectness & slavery is indelibly stamped upon the character of England. 



Thus wrote Percy Bysshe Shelley on 15 February 1813 to his friend and bookseller Thomas Hookham. ‘Surely’, his letter continued, ‘the public for whom Hunt has done so much will repay in part the great debt of obligation which they owe the champion of their liberties & virtues or are they dead, cold, stonehearted & insensible, brutalised by centuries of unremitting bondage . . . whilst hundreds of thousands are sent to the tyrants of Russia, he pines in a dungeon far from all that can make life to be desired.’ He concluded his protest with a practical suggestion: ‘I am rather poor at present but I have £20 which is not immediately wanted. – Pray begin a subscription for the Hunts, put my name for that sum, & when I hear that you have complied with my request I will send it you.’ 22

Percy Shelley was twenty years old when he wrote this letter. It captures his eloquence and his fervent hatred of tyranny and injustice, as well as his conviction that the champions of individual liberties deserved to be publicly celebrated. But it also captures the impulse to action which was one of Shelley’s essential features. From his youth he combined a poetic sensibility with a belief in the power of political activism, and for a political liberal he had a surprisingly aristocratic conviction that his involvement in the Hunt brothers’ predicament would be welcome. His letter was also characteristic in that it combined the optimism of youth with the world-weary tone of a much older man. At twenty Shelley had in fact seen more of the world than many of his acquaintances and, like Hunt, he had suffered as a result of his writing. However, he was still searching for a cause to which he could nail his colours, and behind the generosity of his offer to raise a subscription for the imprisoned Examiner owners lay a touch of envy at Hunt’s elevation to the role of publicly acknowledged political hero.

Shelley spent much of his first two decades trying to become just such a hero. Although barely out of adolescence at the time of Hunt’s imprisonment he was, in 1813, an ardent radical and anti-monarchist, bursting with ideas for the reformation of the world. Physically, he was rather odd, tall and slim to the point of limpness, with a high-pitched effete voice; but what he lacked in physical bulk he more than made up for in charismatic intensity. Among the earliest witnesses to this intensity were his school fellows at Eton, where he was sent by his landowning father when he was twelve. Initially he was bullied for his refusal to ‘fag’ for older boys, but the bullies soon discovered that, in spite of his feeble frame, Shelley was not a boy to succumb quietly to taunts. On the contrary, he could be terrifying when roused, and was quite capable of reciprocal acts of violence. He stabbed one tormentor’s hand with a fork, and others remembered him as an almost unearthly creature, with flashing eyes, wild hair, and deathly white cheeks. Eventually the extremity of his reactions won him grudging respect, and he left school in 1810 the acknowledged leader of his contemporaries. From Eton he proceeded to University College Oxford. There, as at Eton, he developed a reputation for charismatic eccentricity, although this time he was not required to resort to violence to prove his worth. He was expelled from Oxford in 1811, when, on principle, he refused to admit to his authorship of a pamphlet (co-authored with his friend Thomas Jefferson Hogg) on The Necessity of Atheism. 

A few weeks before his expulsion, Shelley wrote to introduce himself to Hunt, whose writing he greatly admired. It was a daring letter, written by an unknown undergraduate to an important political commentator some eight years his senior. Shelley told Hunt of his vision for ‘a meeting of such enlightened unprejudiced members of the community, whose independent principles expose them to evils which might thus become alleviated’,23 and the pair met briefly at Shelley’s urging. But their relationship did not prosper: Hunt was too busy to pay much attention to the wild schemes of an impetuous young man with little experience of putting his ideas into practice, and Shelley rapidly became distracted by the consequences of his expulsion and was unable to pursue the friendship. Less than a month after first writing to Hunt Shelley found himself alone in London, exiled from Oxford and, eventually, from his family home in Sussex.  

Shelley’s expulsion from Oxford represented a turning point in his life. His aristocratic childhood had not prepared him for outcast living. As far as his family was concerned it did not help that Shelley, like Hunt, considered himself to be a martyr to free speech, and that he combined the intransigence of youth with a deadly combination of idealism and aristocratic hauteur. But underneath the haughty persona he adopted during his dealings with his father – and, subsequently, with his father’s lawyer – was a hurt and lonely young man.

Over the next few years, Shelley made many attempts to replace the three institutions – his family, school and university – which had failed him. As he moved restlessly about the country he tried to gather friends about him, or to put himself in places where he believed he would find like-minded people. Like the imprisoned Hunt, he was groping towards an understanding of the political and philosophical significance of friendship. But his existence in the years following his expulsion from Oxford was rootless and restless, and was less conducive to the creation of a meeting of the enlightened than Hunt’s cocooned prison life. In the period of isolation which followed the breakdown of his relationship with his father he grew close to the family of John Westbrook, a merchant with two daughters, Eliza and Harriet. Harriet was a sweet-faced, slightly passive sixteen year old, very much under the thumb of her older sister. She responded to Shelley’s stories of ill-treatment at the hands of his family and the authorities in Oxford with unquestioning sympathy and quickly came to think of him as a heroic outcast, fully deserving of her love. Shelley delighted in her admiration and her kindness and in August 1811 they eloped to Edinburgh, where they were joined by Hogg, Shelley’s Oxford co-conspirator. From there Harriet and Shelley travelled to York, where they abandoned Hogg after he propositioned Harriet, and then to Keswick, where they met – and shocked – Coleridge’s middle-aged friend Robert Southey, and where Shelley embarked on a correspondence with the radical political philosopher William Godwin.

Godwin’s seminal contribution to English political thought, his Enquiry Concerning Political Justice, first appeared in 1793, the year after Shelley’s birth. It was subsequently reprinted in revised editions throughout the 1790s. The significance of Godwin’s work for a generation of radicals and reformers was beyond measure. Political Justice presented a philosophical framework through which the events in revolutionary France could be perceived, and it also provided a millenarian vision for the future of society. Godwin argued that all institutions which sought to limit the power of the human mind and its acquisition of knowledge – such as government, systems of punishment, religion and marriage – were evils which needed to be eradicated in order to achieve a state of ‘perfectibility’. When Shelley learnt that Godwin was living in London with his family he was moved to write to him to ask for his friendship and to announce his allegiance to Godwin’s principles. In the spirit of upholding these principles, he proclaimed his intention to move to Ireland, where he planned to play a heroic role in the struggle for Irish independence.  

From Ireland, where Shelley distributed campaigning pamphlets and failed to make much impact on the independence cause, the Shelleys moved to Nantgwyllt in Wales, and from Nantgwyllt to Lynmouth, on the North Devon coast. From Lynmouth they moved back to Wales, and it was at their temporary home in the village of Tan-yr-allt that Shelley heard of Hunt’s imprisonment. It was also in Tan-yr-allt that he composed much of his first important poem, Queen Mab. Queen Mab was an angry, avowedly political work, and in it Shelley was able, for the first time, to demonstrate for himself the political potency of poetry. In nine cantos of verse and in extensive accompanying notes, he explored the revolutionary idealism of the past, attacked monarchy, marriage and religion, and proclaimed his vision of an idealised atheistic republic. The poem was indebted to Godwin, as well as to Rousseau and the French philosophes. It grew out of Shelley’s reading but was also influenced by his awakening perception of the rotten nature of contemporary society, manifested by the refusal of great institutions (Oxford) to permit independent thought; the sclerotic inability of the Irish to throw off the oppressive Anglo-Saxon yoke, and the poverty and hardship suffered by the Welsh villagers among whom the Shelleys lived. Like Godwin, Shelley fiercely objected to social, political and religious institutions which encouraged hypocrisy; and like Hunt he opposed all state attempts to limit individual freedom of thought and speech. As he moved around the country searching for companionship, Shelley refined and developed his philosophy, so that by the time of his twentieth birthday he was not just a Godwinian acolyte but a writer with well-developed ideas of his own. 

Shelley finally met Godwin in the autumn of 1812, when he travelled to London with Harriet. There the young couple made several new friends, including Thomas Hookham, the bookseller who was privately printing Queen Mab, and an older poet, Thomas Love Peacock, who had already achieved some success. They were also introduced to Godwin’s family. Understanding the complicated familial relationships in the Godwin household would have required some concentration from Shelley and Harriet. In 1796 Godwin had embarked on a relationship with Mary Wollstonecraft, author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, and a key figure in the circle of revolutionary thinkers and writers gathered around the radical publisher Joseph Johnson. Wollstonecraft already had an illegitimate daughter by an American merchant called Gilbert Imlay, whose desertion had caused her to attempt suicide by throwing herself off Putney Bridge. But Wollstonecraft found new happiness with Godwin. It was a transformative experience for both of them and, in 1797, the discovery that she was pregnant persuaded them to marry – despite Godwin’s strictures against marriage in Political Justice. Their daughter, Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, was born on 1 September 1797. But a little over a week later Wollstonecraft died of puerperal fever, brought on by the manual extraction of the placenta and subsequent infection and haemorrhaging.

If Mary Wollstonecraft had survived, her second baby would have received the same joyous love lavished on her daughter Fanny Imlay, described eloquently in her poignantly beautiful Letters Written during a Short Residence in Sweden, Norway and Denmark. But instead of being brought up by parents who were in love with each other and committed to a just and gentle education of their children, Fanny Imlay and Mary Godwin were left in the care of a forty-one year old man dazed by bereavement, who, over the course of an austere, hard-working life, had learnt few lessons about how to give and receive affection freely, and who had no idea how to care for small children. Kind friends looked after Fanny and baby Mary in the weeks following Wollstonecraft’s death, but thereafter Godwin felt his inability to bring up the girls acutely.  

In 1801, when Fanny was seven and Mary four, he remarried. His second marriage was pragmatic, and was designed to protect the children in his care, one of whom bore no blood relation to him at all. The second Mrs Godwin was a neighbour, Mary Jane Vial. Mary Jane referred to herself as ‘Mrs Clairmont’ – a surname she probably borrowed from the father of one of her two illegitimate children, Charles and Jane (who, in adult life, would always be known as Claire). In 1803 she bore Godwin a son, William, the only child in the Godwin ménage to know both his parents. Life in the Godwin household was thus far from straightforward. No child had the same pair of parents. Fanny was brought up by two adults to whom she was not related. She had never known her father, although she believed Godwin to be her natural father until sometime after her tenth birthday, and had only hazy memories of her mother, who died when she was three. But, from her teens, she could read about her childhood self in her mother’s Letters, and, more disturbingly, would have known from reading Godwin’s scandalous Memoirs of the Author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman that her father Gilbert Imlay’s desertion of her mother had led her to attempt suicide on more than one occasion. Mary, Godwin’s own daughter, grew up with the knowledge that her birth had caused her mother’s death, which was described in detail by Godwin in his Memoirs. But she also grew up as the favourite of Godwin, who was extremely proud of her developing intellect. Both girls were constantly reminded of their dead mother, whose portrait, painted by John Opie, hung in Godwin’s study long after Wollstonecraft’s death and his subsequent remarriage. And, along with their older step-siblings, Jane and Charles, both were expected to act like rational adults at all times. This could be unnerving for visitors. Coleridge, whose son Hartley was an occasional playmate of the Skinner Street children, found ‘the cadaverous Silence of Godwin’s Children . . . quite catacomb-ish’.24  

When Mary was fifteen, Godwin wrote a letter to a correspondent anxious to know how Wollstonecraft’s educational theories were working in practice. This letter reveals a good deal about the dynamics of the household during the elder children’s adolescent years. ‘Of the two persons to whom your enquiries relate’, Godwin informed his correspondent, ‘my own daughter is considerably superior in capacity to the one her mother had before. Fanny, the eldest, is of a quiet, modest, unshowy disposition, somewhat given to indolence, which is her greatest fault, but sober, observing, peculiarly clear and distinct in the faculty of memory, and disposed to exercise her own thoughts and follow her judgement. Mary, my daughter, is the reverse of her in many particulars. She is singularly bold, somewhat imperious, and active of mind. Her desire of knowledge is great, and her perseverance in everything she undertakes almost invincible. My own daughter is, I believe, very pretty; Fanny is by no means handsome, but in general prepossessing.’

 In the same letter, Godwin informed his correspondent of the circumstances which had led to his second marriage. Noting that the enquiry put to him related ‘principally to the daughters of Mary Wollstonecraft’, Godwin conceded that ‘they are neither of them brought up with the exclusive attention to the system and ideas of their mother.’25 Neither he nor Mrs Godwin had time, he confessed, for trying out ‘novel theories’, and in any case, Mary Jane was not exactly a slavish Wollstonecraft adherent. Indeed, everyone who knew the second Mrs Godwin agreed that she differed from her predecessor in certain key respects. With a few notable exceptions, Godwin’s friends were uniformly rude about her, and the normally equitable Charles Lamb castigated her for her ‘damn’d, beastly vulgarity’.26 It cannot, however, have been easy to follow Mary Wollstonecraft. All three girls – including, eventually, Mary Jane’s own daughter, Jane Clairmont – were ardent Wollstonecraftian disciples, which strained their relationship with Wollstonecraft’s successor. Mary, in particular, resented many of her stepmother’s rules and instructions, and appears to have had little compunction about making her displeasure clear. Mary Jane’s lot was not made easier by the fact that the family were always short of money. Godwin’s position as the godfather of radical political philosophy was not rewarded by a steady income, and while the bookselling and printing business which Mary Jane started, rather enterprisingly, in 1805 produced some enduring works, it would ultimately prove to be disastrous. It was this financial background which coloured Shelley’s first meeting with Godwin. 





From the outset, Godwin was impressed by Shelley’s intellect and was appreciative of his admiration. Underlying the decision to befriend him, however, was the knowledge that Shelley was a baronet’s heir with a relaxed attitude to the dispersal of his family’s money. He might be an impetuous youth whose ideas needed some refining, but he was also in a position to extricate Godwin from his never-ending financial difficulties. When the Shelleys visited Skinner Street in the autumn of 1812 they were therefore made welcome. Godwin and the children took to trim, smart little Harriet, and they were all rather fascinated by the energy of the charming and unpredictable Shelley.  

Shelley returned to Wales at the end of 1812 buoyed by the conviction that in Godwin he had found at least one new friend. He and Harriet moved to London the following summer, and there Harriet gave birth to a baby girl, named Ianthe. But after Ianthe’s birth a shortage of money drove them first to the Lake District, and then to Edinburgh. Accompanied by Harriet’s sister Eliza, the young family travelled northwards in Shelley’s newly acquired travelling carriage, dogged at every stage of their journey by bills and letters from angry creditors, chief among them the harassed maker of their splendid new coach. Travelling for days on end with a small baby and a disapproving sister-in-law in tow was not, as Shelley and Harriet began to discover, a recipe for marital harmony, and by the time they returned to the south at the end of 1813 their relationship was fracturing under the triple stresses of constant travel, new parenthood and financial insecurity. At the beginning of 1814 Shelley took a house in Windsor, in which he installed Harriet, Eliza and Ianthe. He did not stay there himself for any extended period, but instead embarked once more on a peripatetic existence, moving between the houses of friends and temporary London lodgings. He continued to visit Windsor and, in spite of the strains, Harriet became pregnant for a second time. But he spent less and less time with his family as 1814 progressed and, by the summer, his occasional visits had ceased entirely.

This was because he was spending more and more time at the Godwins’ house in Skinner Street. Godwin and Shelley were in constant contact during the first months of 1814, exchanging several letters a week. The subject of all these letters was money. Godwin’s finances had reached a crisis point, and he desperately needed Shelley to provide some long-term financial support in order to release other loans and guarantees. In order to do so, Shelley had to raise funds on his expectations, and he and Godwin spent hours closeted with money lenders, hammering out the details of post-obit bond sales to financiers who would release cash against Shelley’s entailed inheritance. Such a scheme for raising money was ruinously expensive, as William St Clair’s meticulous research into the Shelley/ Godwin financial dealings has shown: in one case Shelley sold a post-obit bond of £8,000 and received a cash payment of £2,593–10s in return.27 Shelley’s cavalier dispersal of his inheritance greatly worried his family and his father, Timothy Shelley, reluctantly opened negotiations about an allowance for his son and the repayment of his debts – on condition that Shelley stopped selling his inheritance immediately.  

In the early summer of 1814, a new reason for Shelley’s frequent visits to Godwin’s house appeared, when Mary Godwin returned to London from a long visit to Scotland. She was sixteen years old, beautiful, and extremely intelligent. She had made the long journey north by herself, had lived among strangers and made them her friends, and had acquired a wardrobe of dramatic tartan dresses which marked her out from her less exotically dressed sisters. She was also the daughter of Godwin and Wollstonecraft and thus represented a philosophical ideal. Shelley met her for the first time in May, and was enraptured. Writing to Thomas Hogg some months later he described his first feelings for her: ‘how deeply did I not feel my inferiority, how willingly confess myself far surpassed in originality, in genuine elevation & magnificence of the intellectual nature until she consented to share her capabilities with me.’28 Shelley was humbled by Mary: he had never met anyone who matched her in looks, character or parentage, and he felt acutely aware that her intellect far surpassed his own. But he also wanted to possess her, not just because she was beautiful and clever, but because of the radical union she represented. 

There is no doubt that, at sixteen, Mary could have turned the heads of more than one wayward young philosopher. She could be funny, flirtatious and a tease, and she had a fine sense of drama and adventure. But she also had an air of reserve about her, which made it even more exciting when she revealed something of her passionate inner self to Shelley. She was, by the time Shelley met her, a highly independent young woman who had been sent away for her health, but also because her relationship with her stepmother was so fraught as to make her continued presence in Skinner Street tiresome for all concerned. In both looks and manners she presented a striking contrast to the more biddable Fanny, a quiet, slightly melancholic eighteen year old, who periodically tried to prevent the simmering tensions in Skinner Street from erupting into the rows she hated. Jane Clairmont, on the other hand, was nearly the same age as Mary and grew close to her stepsister after their parents’ marriage. She was blessed with dark good looks, was a talented musician and linguist, and she now showed a pleasing eagerness to assist Shelley and Mary in their secret romance.  

Mary was just as fascinated by Shelley as he was by her. He shared her devotion to the ideas of her adored father, as well as her love of drama; he was brilliant, quick and passionate, and he planned to reform the world. Queen Mab was a brave, inventive poem, which revealed in its author an alluring combination of talent, vision and rebelliousness. It was the poem of a man who could never be dull: cool and reasoned maybe, but also susceptible to fits of hyperactive over-excitement and to dreams and hallucinations. And all these qualities combined in someone who promised to rescue her family from financial disaster. Moreover, Mary had met very few young men, and Shelley reacted to her in the most flattering and unexpected way. It is hardly surprising that things moved as quickly as they did. The end of June and the whole of July were spent in a haze of developing passion. With Jane as a willing chaperone, Shelley and Mary stole walks and talks together, and on 26 June 1814, by her mother’s tombstone in the overgrown graveyard of Old St Pancras Church, Mary declared her undying love for Shelley, while Jane loitered at a nearby grave. 

Godwin became aware of the situation at the end of the first week of July. He reacted badly. Shelley was instructed to cease to call and Mary was ‘talked’ to – ‘talk’ signifying serious conversation in Godwin’s diary.29 This talk had little effect. Jane assisted Mary and Shelley by passing letters between them and their affair continued unhindered. Various accounts of this period suggest that events became rather dramatic: that Shelley burst into Skinner Street and threatened to kill himself unless Mary promised to love him for ever, and that the Godwin household was disrupted one night by a message from Shelley’s landlord saying he had taken an overdose of laudanum. But these stories are recorded in mangled re-copying of the second Mrs Godwin’s letters, and cannot be trusted. The events that are not in doubt are, in any case, quite theatrical enough. On 24 July 1814, a chaise bearing Shelley arrived at the corner of Skinner Street at five in the morning. Quickly and quietly, it picked up its additional passengers, and made its way along the old Roman road to Dover, from where boats departed for France. Passengers, not passenger – this was to be an elopement with a difference. There would be no marriage: Shelley was already married, and had left a wife and a baby daughter behind. And the occupants of the chaise were Shelley, Mary and her half-sister Jane. 

Why was Jane in the Dover-bound chaise? There are several possible explanations. The simplest and the most convincing is that Jane was almost as dazzled by Shelley as was Mary, was thoroughly caught up in her stepsister’s adventure, and in consequence refused to be left behind. She never liked to be excluded, and may well have resisted the suggestion that she should remain in England to explain Mary’s disappearance to the Godwins. The prospect of returning to a penny-pinching existence in Skinner Street would, after all, not have been very attractive after the summer’s excitement. It is also possible that Shelley encouraged her to come, and that he anticipated a relationship between the three of them rather more fluid than Mary envisaged. All of them were caught up in a drama of their own making, and Shelley and Mary may have wanted an audience for their heady passion. Jane also spoke better French than the others, so her inclusion had certain practical advantages. It is certainly not the case, despite the testimony of documents redrafted by Jane in her old age, that she was duped into going with Mary – that she was tricked into entering the carriage and taken against her will to France. Probably her presence is best explained by a confluence of factors. Although they would cause much heartache in the years to come, the ties binding Mary and Jane were strong; and all three runaways were very young – too young to realise that the extent of Jane’s involvement in her stepsister’s affairs was emotionally and practically problematic. Shelley was twenty-one; Mary and Jane were both sixteen. And, as would rapidly become apparent, nothing about the elopement was very well thought through. 

Their adventure lasted just over a month, and was characterised by intense discomfort from the outset. There were no passages to Calais to be had at Dover in any of the regular transports, so Shelley, Mary and Jane crossed the Channel in an open boat. The crossing was dangerously rough and water poured over the travellers. Mary was extremely seasick, which Shelley found rather romantic. ‘She lay in my arms thro the night’, he wrote in their joint diary, ‘the little strength which remained to my own exhausted frame was all expended in keeping her head in rest on my bosom.’30 Mary did not start making entries in the diary for some days, which suggests that she may have found the experience less exhilarating; but the boat eventually arrived in Calais, and the bedraggled party took rooms at an inn. 

They were still in Calais twenty-fours hours later, when Mrs Godwin appeared, furious and anxious in equal measure. She promptly washed her hands of Mary, but made strenuous efforts to persuade Jane to come home with her. Jane wavered, agreed, talked to Shelley, and changed her mind, and Mrs Godwin was forced to return to England without either her daughter or stepdaughter. Having successfully disposed of their pursuer, the trio proceeded to Paris, where they discovered they had too little money to go any further. After a few days, Shelley managed to arrange a payment of £60 from his English bankers and they decided to continue on their journey through Europe. But because this was still a tiny sum of money, they opted to travel on foot.

The madness of this plan is another reminder of how young they all were. France in August 1814 was an inhospitable, dangerous place. Until the Allied entry into Paris four months earlier, much of continental Europe had been impassable for British tourists (apart from a brief period following the Treaty of Amiens) for almost two decades. Shelley, Mary and Jane were adventurous not just in their choice of transport (none) but in their determination to cross France at all. They were horrified by what they saw. ‘The distress of the inhabitants’, Mary wrote, ‘has given a sting to my detestation of war, which none can feel who have not travelled through a country pillaged and wasted by this plague, which, in his pride, man inflicts upon his fellow.’31 A little over twenty years earlier Mary Wollstonecraft had been in revolutionary Paris confidently awaiting the beginning of a new political dawn. Her daughter was now confronted by the bleak consequences of those revolutionary dreams: poverty, destruction, and violence.

Sobering political realities were matched by more practical problems. The donkey Shelley bought in Paris to transport their baggage proved unfit for the task. Jane was scared out of her own bed into Shelley and Mary’s by rats and the overtures of an excessively friendly landlord. Shelley sprained his ankle, forcing them to hire a carriage which stretched their meagre funds badly. The driver they engaged then abandoned them, compelling them to make their own way over the Swiss border. All this made an arduous journey more difficult. Shelley was unable to walk, and Mary and Jane, who had lived most of their lives in London and were unused to the physical strains of walking day after day, found it a huge physical effort.

As they became increasingly tired, the disadvantages of eloping in a threesome became more apparent. When Shelley and Mary began a diary together, Jane responded by demanding paper so that she could start one too. Mary began to report walks taken by her and Shelley alone – without comment, but in a manner which suggests that snatched private moments were worthy of note. Jane wrote long descriptions of the scenery, interspersed with Wordsworthian meditations on the bountiful pleasures of nature. At one point Mary reported, rather cryptically, ‘Shelley & Jane talk concerning J’s character’32 from which one can divine that Jane was spoken to for the good of her soul, probably because she was sulking about being left out of Shelley and Mary’s private conferences and sight-seeing trips. At one point she took her revenge by taunting Mary when she refused to accede to Shelley’s suggestion that they should bathe naked in a pool under the beady eye of the carriage driver. Shelley was an erratic travelling companion. One day he decided to adopt a beautiful little girl he saw on the road, and was surprised and put out when her father informed him she was not available. 

By the time the trio finally crossed over into Switzerland, they had almost run out of money again. Shelley, in his indomitable way, took action. He wrote to his abandoned wife Harriet, asking her to join them on a strictly platonic basis, and to bring some money with her. He would, he promised, be her ‘firm & constant friend . . . by whom your feelings will never wilfully be injured.’33 Unsurprisingly, Harriet was not convinced by this promise, and refused to cooperate with Shelley’s plans. She was pregnant with his second child, had no wish to become a member of his commune, platonic or otherwise, and did not feel inclined to courier papers and money across war-torn Europe on her errant husband’s behalf. Her unaccountable failure to oblige made it impossible for them to stay in Switzerland any longer and they decided to return to England. Jane did not realise how poor they were and seems to have thought they were returning because Mary and Shelley had tired of adventurous hardship. ‘Most laughable’, she told her diary, ‘to think of our going to England the second day after we entered a new house for six months – All because the stove don’t suit.’34 She herself had little interest in such mundane considerations as smoking stoves, and wrote a lofty dismissal of the decision in her diary. She had expected never to see ‘dear England’ again, and it was most disappointing to be made to leave the splendour of Switzerland just because the accommodation failed to please her bourgeois stepsister. There is something rather poignant about Jane’s loftiness, which probably formed part of an attempt to dissociate herself from a decision from which she had already been excluded. It may also have allowed her to deny her own increasingly complicated feelings, which were becoming contradictory and unsettled after six weeks of being the odd one out in Shelley’s company.

The trio started their homeward journey on 27 August, a month after their early morning escape from London. They travelled by water up to Germany and into Holland, and during long days on ponderous boats – which ranged from cargo packets to vessels which were little more than kayaks – they filled the hours by reading Shakespeare and Wollstonecraft, and by writing of their adventures in their diaries. At one point they amused themselves by taking against a fellow passenger, and seeing him off accordingly: ‘we frightened from us one man who spoke English and whom we did not like by talking of cutting off Kings’ heads.’35 They arrived back in England on Tuesday, 13 September and were followed from Gravesend to London by one of the crew of the boat in which they had crossed from Holland, whose captain doubted their promises to return and pay up.

As they made their way towards London, all three now had to face several unpleasant facts. The first was financial. They had no money at all. When they arrived in London they had nowhere to stay and no means of getting rid of the boatman, who refused to leave their side until they paid him what they owed. Once again, in one of his more sublimely self-absorbed moments, Shelley turned to Harriet, who had moved back to her father’s London house. While Mary and Jane sat outside the Westbrooks’ establishment in a hackney carriage Shelley spent two hours inside with his estranged wife. He does not appear to have told her of the presence of his waiting companions, and eventually managed to convince her that she should settle his most pressing debt from the funds he had left for her. She agreed, the boatman was paid off, and Mary, Shelley and Jane were able to concentrate on the urgent business of finding lodgings for the night.

The second unpleasant reality that had to be faced was Godwin’s reaction to the runaways. From the time that Shelley and Mary first told him they were in love, they had grappled with fierce paternal opposition. When they returned to London, he simply refused to see any of them. The failure of a beloved father to understand the strength of their feelings for each other would have been upsetting under any circumstances. But in Political Justice Godwin had made the following statement:



Friendship, if by friendship we understand that affection for an individual which is measured singly by what we know of its worth, is one of the most exquisite gratifications, perhaps one of the most improving exercises of a rational mind. Friendship therefore may be expected to come in aid of the sexual intercourse, to refine its grossness and increase its delight. A friendship of this sort has no necessary connection with the cowardice which so notoriously characterises the present system of marriage, where each party desires to find in the other that flattering indulgence that overlooks every frailty, and carefully removes the occasions of fortitude.36



As far as Shelley was concerned, in leaving a wife he no longer loved to be with Mary he was simply acting in the spirit of Godwin’s own philosophy and righting a wrong which occurred when Godwin himself took the cowardly step of marrying. Shelley was living the radical philosophy of Political Justice, and Godwin’s ostracising of his adolescent daughters represented a terrible betrayal of both his and Godwin’s ideals. Mary, meanwhile, had been brought up on a combination of Political Justice and Wollstonecraft’s Vindication. Now, her beloved father was not only behaving hypocritically but was turning into the kind of oppressive patriarchal figure condemned by her mother.

Shelley’s conviction that matrimony was a worthless institution also goes some way towards explaining his behaviour towards Harriet. His determination to be clear with his wife that he no longer loved her and his ardent expressions to her of his love for Mary formed part of his developing moral code. ‘It would be generous’, he told her, ‘to consider with kindness that woman whom my judgement and my heart have selected as the noblest and the most excellent of human beings . . . My attachment to Mary neither could nor ought to have been overcome: our spirits . . . are united. We met with passion, and she has resigned all for me.’37 By the late summer of 1814 Shelley genuinely believed that in shaking off the bonds of matrimony when a relationship had faltered he was living his life in accordance with a set of principles which would reform the world. Moreover, he was acting as an example to all would-be reformers. It is not surprising that Harriet did not see it in this light. She was pregnant with Shelley’s second child, and she was receiving letters from her husband which were – no matter how fine the philosophy underpinning them – spectacularly cruel. ‘I was an idiot to expect greatness or generosity from you’, read one. ‘In your heart it seems you were always enslaved to the vilest superstitions, or ready to accept their support for your narrow and worldly views.’38 As an old lady, Jane recalled one missive in response from Harriet, in which she made a heart-rending cry for her husband’s support: ‘even beasts’, she had pleaded, ‘stay by their kind when they are in a family way.’39  

Mary and Jane’s situation was, in some respects, almost as unenviable as Harriet’s, even though their plight was of their own making. Having left the protection of their father, they were entirely dependent on another man, on whom they had no legal claim. Shelley had a degree of independence, by virtue of his sex and his position as his father’s heir. But for both Mary and Jane the practical consequences of the elopement were potentially devastating, and bound them together in a shared dependence on Shelley. Forced under the same roof by their physical vulnerability, the close, sisterly relationship which sustained them during the long years of their Godwin upbringing now began to buckle under the strain of continued, inescapable companionship.  

The problems of proximity were compounded by an isolation which dated from the elopement. Shelley, Mary and Jane might have crossed Europe, but they met few people on their travels. Nor did they experience anything like the engagement with the politics of the countries they visited demonstrated by Hunt from his prison cell in The Examiner each week. Indeed, the further they travelled the more inward-looking they became. It might have been fun to torment fellow passengers with talk of cutting off the heads of kings, but this was a poor substitute for political action. 

On their return, they shuttled between temporary lodgings, and saw very few people. Chief among their limited number of callers were Thomas Hogg and Thomas Love Peacock. Throughout 1814 Peacock was in considerable sympathy with Harriet and he did his best to support her through Shelley’s long absences. Perhaps for this reason, it took Mary and Jane a little while to warm to him. Shelley was also in regular contact with his bookseller, Thomas Hookham, and with various lawyers and money lenders, and Jane’s brother Charles Clairmont visited occasionally. He did so in spite of a prohibition issued by Godwin, who, in addition to refusing the three admittance to his house, forbade them contact with his other children. Fanny and Charles defied him to act as illicit conduits for news from Skinner Street throughout the winter, but it caused poor Fanny considerable anxiety to disobey her step-parents. Peacock later remembered that winter as the most solitary period of Shelley’s life, and it was equally so for Mary and Jane, thrown together by their exclusion from their family home.

In addition to bitter rows by letter with Harriet, money worries and estrangement from Godwin, there was another problem: seventeen year old Mary was pregnant, with a baby conceived earlier in the summer.* The combination of pregnancy and the vegetarian diet insisted upon by Shelley (who had praised vegetarianism in the notes to Queen Mab) made her ill and sleepy. As a result, Jane and Shelley spent long hours together. They sat up late at night talking about ideal communities, ghosts and spirit worlds. On one occasion Shelley spooked Jane into hysterics, and she had to be put to bed with Mary to calm her down. Shelley rather enjoyed the effects of his powers of invention on Jane; Mary was less amused. ‘Shelley and Jane sit up and for a wonder do not frighten themselves’,40 she noted rather wryly in her diary a couple of days later. And while Jane might have been easy to scare, she was not easy to live with. An argument between her and Shelley caused him to write huffily of ‘Janes insensibility & incapacity for the slightest degree of friendship’41 while Jane herself reported Mary saying seemingly unkind things which made her feel deeply ‘the imaginary cruelties I conjured up’.42 As the winter drew on, Mary began to think about finding alternative accommodation for her stepsister. But no solution seemed to present itself and so the three of them spent their days reading, quarrelling, sailing paper boats on the pond in Primrose Hill and hatching mad schemes with Peacock to kidnap Shelley’s younger sisters from their school.

Any semblance of stability disappeared abruptly in mid-October when Shelley’s creditors set the bailiffs on him. In order to escape arrest for debt he was forced to leave Mary and Jane in lodgings and to go into hiding. He stayed with Peacock and then in a succession of dingy hotels in the city and spent his days trying to arrange further loans and his nights writing passionate letters to Mary. ‘Know you my best Mary that I feel myself in your absence degraded to the level of the vulgar & impure’, he told her before adding, rather coyly, ‘Adieu remember love at vespers – before sleep. I do not omit my prayers.’43 Her letters to him were equally heartfelt. She assured him of her love, and of her intention never to vex him. She would learn Greek in order to please him, she promised, noting that doing so might help her overcome her desolation at her estrangement from her father. It all suggests that their relationship was not exactly argument-free. For Mary – seventeen, pregnant, impoverished, ostracised by her father, her lover in hiding and with only a moody stepsister for company – life towards the end of 1814 continued to look bleak. Until Shelley managed to raise enough money to settle his debts, meetings with him were restricted to snatched conversations on the steps of St Paul’s, the occasional evening together in a hotel, and Sundays together at home, since bailiffs were not permitted to make arrests on the Sabbath. Shelley and Mary spent their Sundays together in bed, getting up only to plan his movements and to eat. ‘To sleep & talk’, Jane noted sniffily in her diary, ‘why this is merely vegetating.’44 Jane does not seem to have taken kindly to being left alone while Mary spent evenings with Shelley, nor to being sidelined during snatched conversations in London squares. A diary entry following a meeting in Gray’s Inn Gardens noting that ‘I am much disappointed in Shelley to-day’ is followed by a report of ‘A letter from Shelley – putting all the fault of yesterday’s Interview on me.’45 Mary and Shelley’s desire for privacy was natural, but it reinforced Jane’s sense of emotional and physical exclusion. By the close of 1814, Shelley had become both the most fascinating and the most important person in her life, and when he disappeared with Mary, or criticised her behaviour, it mattered a great deal. Shelley might sit up late talking with Jane, and he might even enjoy the sexual frisson which stemmed from her ambivalent position in his household, but it was Mary’s bed to which he retired.  





Leigh Hunt spent 1814 confined to the few square yards of his prison rooms and garden, but the second year of his imprisonment was even busier than the first. As well as bringing out weekly editions of The Examiner, much of his time was given over to the composition of The Descent of Liberty, a masque (in the style of Milton’s Comus) written to celebrate the allied victory over Napoleon in 1814. This was Hunt’s first sustained attempt at representing his political views through poetry and constituted an important new development in his writing.  

In The Descent of Liberty Hunt argued that political reform was a subject not only for the editors of newspapers but for all creative thinkers. In the 1790s, restrictions on free speech and political activity had acted as a creative spur for a whole generation of writers. This was the decade in which Wordsworth and Coleridge produced Lyrical Ballads, when Wollstonecraft wrote her Vindication and Godwin produced Political Justice. It was during this decade that Coleridge and Robert Southey formulated their ambitious plan for a political utopia, Pantisocracy, a society of equals to be founded in the United States. Opposition proved fruitful for these writers, who produced their most influential and important work in a decade when they themselves were marginalised and vulnerable.  

In the 1810s something similar happened to a new generation of intellectuals.  The Descent of Liberty showed how a man who was oppressed through incarceration could reach out beyond the confines of political campaigning to find a new, literary readership, just as Shelley hoped to do in Queen Mab. Like Queen Mab, it also showed that poetry could be transformed into a vehicle for political protest. Although The Descent of Liberty celebrated the defeat of Napoleon, it had some strident criticisms to make of the victorious allied powers. But despite its subject – and because of its form – it was warmly received by periodicals who had previously taken very little interest in Hunt. While some of his political enemies were predictably unpleasant about his work, other commentators were quick to praise it. The British Lady’s Magazine, not known for its support of radical journalists, was positively sentimental about him: ‘Our readers will no doubt smile at the idea of a poet within the wall of a prison celebrating . . . the final triumph of Liberty, and descanting upon the blessings likely to ensue, with as much freedom and poetical spirits as if reclining at his ease upon the green bed of nature, with no other canopies than the oak and the heavens.’46 Hunt’s friends were equally complimentary. Thomas Moore thought the poem had the permanence of a portrait by Joshua Reynolds, and a joint letter to Hunt from Henry Robertson, William Havell and Charles Ollier (the last of whom would publish Shelley’s work) described how they had met ‘in solemn council’ to read the work through. It left them, they reported, with ‘such an impression of excellence on our minds . . . that we resolved thus to address you.’47 The support and inspiration provided by Hunt’s friends was crucial to the success of The Descent of Liberty. In it Hunt re-worked conversations with his visitors about the progress of European politics into poetry, and his letters for the winter of 1814 show that his supporters’ encouragement of his literary activities sustained his creative energy and enthusiasm in less tangible ways as well.

From this point onwards Hunt increasingly used poetry as the vehicle for the expression of a political will. The effect of this was twofold. First, The Examiner became more eclectic and a significant number of poems sympathetic to its liberal aims began to appear in its pages. Second, Hunt’s political activities ceased to be confined to the pages of The Examiner and began to reverberate through all areas of his literary life. These were important philosophical shifts for both newspaper and editor. Of course, there was nothing particularly original in the idea that art could be put at the service of politics. But the degree of integration envisaged by Hunt was new, as was the idea that a group of intellectuals, like those who contributed to the prison editions of The Examiner, could come from their different disciplines to work together in a way which would epitomise the ideals of reform and political resistance.

By the end of 1814, The Examiner was firmly established as the organ through which Hunt kept in touch with the world. Throughout the summer he had produced a series of brilliant commentaries on post-war Europe. He was dubious about the wisdom of exiling Napoleon to Elba and eyed the restoration of the Bourbons with undisguised scepticism, noting ‘We confess indeed that if we could have our choice, we would have neither BONAPARTE nor BOURBON, whether limited in their power or not.’48 He wrote a series of dismissive articles about the delegations of European leaders who came to London to discuss peace plans, and on the arrangements for their entertainment put in place by the Prince Regent; and provided his readers with a detailed analysis of Norway’s position in the peace negotiations. He condemned the use of military torture and the Regent’s ill-treatment of his daughter, Princess Charlotte of Wales, after her refusal to marry William of Orange. In the autumn he embarked on a long series of articles on the approaching Congress of Vienna, which seemed to offer an opportunity for the reformation of corrupt political systems across Europe – an opportunity which the Allied powers looked likely to squander.  

As 1814 drew to a close Hunt seemed to have the whole of Europe under his gaze. No free man could have been more engaged with the cut and thrust of domestic and international politics. His sentence did not silence him as intended; instead it gave him the freedom to consolidate his thinking about the relationship between politics, literature and friendship. And throughout his sentence, his friends continued to work hard to make sure he knew he was neither deserted nor forgotten. Haydon wrote long letters from Paris when he arrived there shortly after the Peace, extracts from which were published in The Examiner. Charles Lamb visited regularly, sometimes struggling through rain and snow to get to Surrey Gaol, and often after he had worked long days in his office at the East India Company. Charles Cowden Clarke sent vegetables from his garden and eggs from his hens, and he too visited frequently, sometimes in the company of other members of his family. Thomas Mitchell and Thomas Barnes wrote often, as did Henry Brougham. In one such note Mitchell reassured Hunt that he thought of him whenever he opened The Examiner. ‘I consider your paper . . . which I regularly see as a sort of weekly intercourse, & wish you could contrive in the Table Talk to introduce some kind of covert Bulletin, which unknown to the general reader, might combine to inform your absent friends of the state of your health.’49  

The result was that by the end of his prison sentence Hunt had established ‘sociability’ as an important ideological principle. He did so in an experiment in living which elevated the rituals of friendship – communal dining, music making, letter writing, shared reading – so that, in Hunt’s rooms in the old infirmary, these rituals took on a co-operative, oppositional significance. In The Examiner, such activities were given a public outlet, as conversations over dinner were rewritten in the collaborative ‘Table Talk’ columns, letters from friends were published and discussed in editorials, and as different members of Hunt’s circle contributed theatrical and literary reviews which reflected the group’s diversity as well as its coherence. 

Hunt’s enforced stillness pulled his friends and admirers towards him, positioning him at the centre of the group’s emergent identity. The contrast with Shelley, restlessly moving about Europe and London, could hardly have been more marked. Shelley’s search for companionship brought him profound isolation, which, from July 1814 onwards, he shared with Mary and Jane. But loneliness and failure did not dampen his political and philosophical ambitions, and he continued to work towards the creation of an association of ideal individuals which would match that meeting in Hunt’s cell. Indeed, even as his own social circle shrank to a tiny, claustrophobic unit, Shelley remained determined to join the collegiate, literary world represented by The Examiner, and by Hunt and his friends. That determination would eventually bring him into contact with Hunt, even though at the end of 1814 he was too absorbed by the emotional ramifications of his domestic arrangements to seek out new acquaintances. In 1815, these arrangements would take on a further degree of complexity, postponing a meeting with Hunt still further. As Hunt passed his second Christmas in prison and Byron, after much vacillation, made his way northwards to marry his parallegrammatical princess, Annabella Milbanke, Shelley, Mary and Jane, like Hunt and his friends before them, embarked on an experiment in living of their own.
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