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Lamb, Virgil, and “Tears shed  
for the frail estate of human kind”1 

 
By RICHARD W. CLANCEY 

 
 AS A MASTER OF THE FAMILIAR ESSAY, Charles Lamb hardly would seem closely related to 
Virgil -- the Virgil who bespeaks epic, empire, and the high cost of real commitment. And yet 
Virgil has another side, the pathetic, a heroism and a humanism which, according to one critical 
school, embodies a “pre-Christian sensitivity and compassion.”2 Bowra points to Virgil’s 
characterization of Aeneas as being both Stoic and reflective of Virgil’s own “warm-hearted, 
compassionate temperament”; “pity” is made to be a main feature of Aeneas’s personality.3 
 Lamb famously recoiled from Coleridge’s admiring epithet “gentle-hearted,” and yet most 
readers of Lamb would heartily second Coleridge. There is a warmth in Lamb, especially in the 
Elia persona, which is universally acknowledged. I would argue that this warmth, this powerful 
affect in Lamb, finds an analogue and major inspiration in Virgil. Like every Christ’s Hospital 
classical scholar, Lamb knew his Virgil thoroughly, especially the Aeneid, with large sections 
undoubtedly mastered by heart.4 Barnett illustrates how the use of quotation is a main feature of 
Lamb’s style. Virgil was his most quoted classical author, with “sixteen uses” of the Aeneid, and 
a few quotations from other Virgilian texts.5 What is crucial in Lamb’s use of quotations is that 
they are integrated into his text; they are truly a part of what he says, not decorative frills added 
for the sake of elegance. Virgil becomes a direct part of Lamb’s own utterance.6  
 There are, of course, instances where Lamb quotes Virgil simply as a part of his playful 
commentary. In “Christ’s Hospital Five and Thirty Years Ago,” in the persona of Coleridge, 
Lamb laments the fact that the children’s meals were severely diminished before their eyes as 
they stood in the great dining hall. Staff members toted off platters destined for the children, and 
all the children could do was stare at the great portraits on the walls picturing well-fed Christ’s 
Hospital scholars of years past. In this context Lamb offers an English translation of a line from 
the Aeneid, I.464. Here Aeneas and Achates stand in the temple Dido is building in Carthage. In 
frescoes before them, they see recorded the story of the fall of Troy. Line 464 says that Aeneas 
feeds his soul on a mere picture. Lamb appropriates the line to himself and his Christ’s Hospital 
fellow scholars. The food is hauled off, and they are left “To feed our mind with idle 
portraiture.”7 

 
1 I wish to thank my colleague Professor Donald Poduska for reading this essay and offering valuable comments. 
2 W. R. Johnson, Darkness Visible: A Study of Vergil’s Aeneid (Berkeley, 1976) 9.  
3 C. M. Bowra, From Virgil to Milton (London, 1967) 65. 
4 George L. Barnett, Charles Lamb (Boston, 1976) 112.  
5 George L. Barnett, Charles Lamb: The Evolution of Elia (Bloomington, 1964) 216-230. For the reference to Virgil 
see 221.  
6 Barnett, Evolution 220. 
7 Virgil, i, Eclogues, Georgics, Aeneid 1-6; ii, Aeneid 7-12, The Minor Poems, rev.; trans. H. R. Fairclough 
(Cambridge, MA, 1934-35); The Latin text of the Aeneid will be identified by book and line numbers in parentheses 
in the text. Translations will be mine except where otherwise noted. Charles Lamb, Elia and the Last Essays of Elia 
ed. Jonathan Bate (Oxford, 1987) (hereafter Bate), 17 (Page numbers of this volume will hereafter be given in the 
text.)  
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 Another humorous use of Virgilian material comes in the same essay where Lamb recounts 
the easy-going ways of Field, the Under Master at Christ’s. From the other side of the school 
hall, Lamb could hear the pains expressed by the students in the upper-school as they were 
disciplined by the sadistic Boyer for their academic failings. Lamb tells us that “[w]e 
occasionally heard sounds of the Ululantes, and caught glances of Tartarus” (22). Lamb’s 
reference is to Aeneas’s descent into the underworld in Book VI.548-647, where he catches sight 
of Tartarus and hears the wails of its suffering inmates. 
                                                   
 There are instances when Lamb is far more serious in his classical evocations. In his essay 
“The Praise of Chimney Sweepers,” Lamb tells us how as a child he would identify with the 
poor creatures condemned to the horrors of their trade: “[T]o see a chit no bigger than one’s-self 
enter, one knew not by what process, into what seemed to be the fauces Averni . . .” (124). This 
is a reference to the gates of hell, Aeneid VI.201, which Aeneas encounters at the beginning of 
his adventures in seeking the golden bough and going into the underworld. 
 His essay takes on a more humorous cast as he recounts how, in Arundel Castle, a young 
sweep somehow ended up in one of its resplendent bedrooms. There, spying one of the “state-
beds” which lay under a “ducal canopy,” and 
 

unable to resist the delicious invitement to repose, which he there saw exhibited; so, 
creeping between the sheets very quietly, laid his black head upon the pillow, and slept 
like a young Howard. (127-28) 

 
 Lamb argues that, since so many chimney sweeps seem so handsome in feature, they surely 
were well-born and kidnapped and forced into their grimy enslavement (127). Lamb concludes 
that was the case of the lad napping in the ducal chamber. He must have been  
 

allured by some memory, not amounting to full consciousness, of his condition in 
infancy, when he was used to be lapt by his mother, or his nurse, in just such sheets as he 
there found, into which he was now but creeping back as into his proper incunabula, and 
resting-place. (128) 
 

 Lamb points out that the lad was “folded between a pair of sheets whiter and softer than the 
lap where Venus lulled Ascanius” (127). The allusion is truly adroit. The young Ascanius, when 
so lapped by the goddess -- actually his grand-mere -- was something of an orphan himself. The 
reference comes from Aeneid I.691-4. In this context Venus, the mother of Aeneas, has sent 
Cupid in disguise as Aeneas’s son Ascanius. The purpose of the disguise and her holding back 
and tenderly cherishing the boy Ascanius is to allow Cupid the lap of Dido and thus have him 
enflame her heart with love for Aeneas. In this way her beloved Aeneas can repose safely in 
Carthage as Dido’s consort and not have to face the travail of founding Rome, an endeavor 
marked constantly by the avenging terrors of Juno. Venus herself is a perfect foreshadowing 
model for what Lamb perceives in the gentility of the chimney sweeps. She revealed her divinity 
to her son simply by the turn of her elegant neck (Aeneid I.402). 
 One of Lamb’s most movingly personal Virgilian allusions comes in the essay “Blakesmoor 
in H----shire.” Here we have another grandmother and Lamb’s first tangential claim to gentility. 
Jonathan Bate points out that Lamb’s grandmother had been a housekeeper in a manor in 
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Hertfordshire (343). It is his experiences when visiting that manor house as a child and later 
when he returns to find the house torn down which Lamb reflects on in this essay.8 Lamb’s 
technique is simple and poignant, personal appropriation and elegy: 
 

I do not know a pleasure more affecting than to range at will over the deserted apartments 
of some fine old family mansion. The traces of extinct grandeur admit of a better passion 
than envy: and contemplations on the great and good, whom we fancy in succession to 
have been its inhabitants, weave for us illusions, incompatible with the bustle of modern 
occupancy, and vanities of foolish present aristocracy. (174) 
 

 Lamb’s time frame is dual. The present is emphasized because he now discovers the house 
demolished, “I was astonished at the indistinction of everything.” Even death hardly reduces 
humans to so little so quickly (175). But the past dominates the essay as Lamb reconstructs the 
manor before our eyes and invests its rooms, grounds, and appurtenances with his own reading 
of their character, and thus affectively identifies them with himself. He talks of how he crept 
about as a child and came to know “every apartment, . . . every nook and corner, [how he] 
wondered and worshipped everywhere” (175). A “strange passion for the place possessed me in 
those years,” a “spell which bound me to the house” (176). “[T]he present owners of the mansion 
. . . . had long forsaken the old house of their fathers for a newer trifle . . . (177). Thus Lamb 
became “the true descendant,” and thus “Mine was that gallery of good old family portraits, . . . 
giving them in fancy my own family name . . .” (177). “Mine too, BLAKESMOOR, was thy 
noble Marble Hall, . . .”; and “Mine too, thy lofty Justice Hall, . . .”; and “Mine too -- whose 
else? [T]hy costly fruit-garden, with its sun-baked southern wall . . .” (178). He becomes heir, 
proprietor, owner, and lord.  
 His entitlement is first argued by the power of creative insight: 
 

To have the feeling of gentility, it is not necessary to have been born gentle. The pride of 
ancestry may be had on cheaper terms than to be obliged to an importunate race of 
ancestors; and the coatless antiquary in his unemblazoned cell, revolving the long line of 
a Mowbray’s or De Clifford’s pedigree, at those sounding names may warm himself into 
as gay a vanity as those who do inherit them. The claims of birth are ideal merely, and 
what herald shall go about to strip me of an idea? Is it trenchant to their swords? (176)  
 

 It is his imagination that has warmed him into the “vanity” of his inheritance. But more than 
this, he enhances his claims by reaching back into Virgilian pastoral and identifies himself with 
one of its poetic voices. He speaks of his meditations as a child on a “tattered and diminished 
’Scutcheon” that hung on the wall along the “princely stairs” of the manor. The family motto, 
“‘Resurgam,’” so stirred him that “every dreg of peasantry purging off, I received into myself 
Very Gentility. . .” (177) Further on he claims, “This is the only true gentry by adoption . . .” 
(177). Here he invokes Virgil, Eclogues III.2, the contest between Menalcas and Damoetas. 
 
8 For a detailed treatment of Lamb’s nostalgia, see: James B. Misenheimer, “Aesthetic Universality: The Nostalgia 
of Elia 150 Years After,” CLB NS 53 (January 1986) 128-41. For the elegiac element, see Gerald Monsman, 
Confessions of a Prosaic Dreamer: Charles Lamb’s art of autobiography (Durham, NC, 1984) 128-44. Monsman 
notes how Lamb seeks recovery of his loss through art, 134.  
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Demoetas challenges Menalcas initially by asking whose flock Menalcas tends. The flock is that 
of Aegon, the gentry figure who employs Menalcas. But much more is at stake here than mere 
classical allusion. Lamb constructs his claim to Blakesmoor via the family escutcheon in quite a 
recondite way. The shield reflects great family achievements done centuries before Lamb’s own 
time. Lamb speculates: 
 

[W]hat if my ancestor at that date was some Damoetas -- feeding flocks, not his own, 
upon the hills of Lincoln -- did I in less earnest vindicate to myself the family trappings 
of this once proud Aegon? -- repaying by a backward triumph the insults he might 
possibly have heaped in his life-time upon my poor pastoral progenitor. (177) 
 

 Farrell, in his study of Virgilian intertext, points out that Virgil is speaking of more than 
swains engaged in a singing contest. Menalcas challenges Damoetas with respect to the 
ownership of the flock he pastures: “It is no great stretch to see in the image of this transference 
a special relevance to Virgil’s project of imitating Theocritus, . . . the imitative poet . . . accused 
of living off another’s property.”9 Virgil’s deliberate recall of Theocritus is clear from his use of 
“Aegon,” “the only name in the Theocritean passage that Virgil leaves unaltered. . . .”10 “[T]he 
contest itself ends in a draw. The eclogue can thus be read metapoetically as at least a moral 
victory for the imitative poet. The proemium of Georgics 3 is even more self-assertive. . . . Virgil 
. . . assert[s] hegemony over his poetic forebears. . . .”11  
 Lamb, given the thoroughness of his classical course at Christ’s, would have known the 
eclogue’s relevance to the issue of Virgilian imitation and supersedence over Theocritus. Farrell 
notes that this was a constant consideration in Virgilian criticism.12 Lamb’s victory over the 
feudal owners of Blakesmoor and his title of possession echo Virgil’s mastery of Theocritus. 
Lamb is able to take such absolute possession of Blakesmoor now because, by his power of text, 
he has become its living creator and curator. Monsman argues that Lamb’s attempt to recreate 
“the original plenitude of Blakesmoor” in words is something of a failure, “a hoax; but it is an 
impressive hoax.”13 I would credit Lamb with much more success, especially when the rich 
evocations of the Virgilian echo are accounted. Lamb realizes the manor anew as he 
contemplates its starkness as rubble and raises its walls and chambers to new fictive elegance by 
the alchemy of Elian affection and elegiac rumination. As text, paradoxically Blakesmoor is 
more alive than it ever was as a creaking manor house. The Virgilian intertext gives Lamb’s 
artistic construction a sturdy, brocaded texture. 
 Lamb’s essay ends with a moving elegiac evocation: “I sometimes think that as men, when 
they die, do not die all, so of their extinguished habitations there may be a hope -- a germ to be 
revivified” (178). The nostalgic character of this essay has been emphasized, but it also has 
strong ties to the themes of mortality and the elegiac.14 These are constant in Lamb. Here Lamb 
 
9 Joseph Farrell, “The Virgilian intertext.” The Cambridge Companion to Virgil. ed. Charles Martindale 
(Cambridge, 1997) 231. 
10 Farrell 231-32. 
11 Farrell 232. 
12 Farrell 222-33. 
13 Monsman 141. 
14 Monsman 128; Barnett, Evolution 48. 
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echoes one of the most famous passages in Virgil, the “lacrimae rerum” of the Aeneid, I.462. 
This theme haunts much of the work of Lamb. In his essay “On the Genius and Character of 
Hogarth,” Lamb quotes this passage from Virgil and gives it a widely humanistic and even 
Romantic interpretation. Lamb contends that Hogarth, even in such works as The Rake’s 
Progress, is not essentially negative. He always offers a positive element, “some figure is . . . 
introduced upon which the moral eye may rest satisfied.”15 Building on this kind of positive 
presence in Hogarth, Lamb points out how powerful the positive element can be, “One ‘Lord 
bless us!’ of Parson Adams upon the wickedness of the times, exorcises and purges off . . . [a] 
mass of iniquity. . . .”16  
 Lamb further insists:  
 

But of the severer class of Hogarth’s performances, enough, I trust, has been said to shew 
[sic] that they do not merely shock and repulse; that there is in them the “scorn of vice” 
and the “pity” too; something to touch the heart, and keep alive the sense of moral 
beauty; the “lacrymae rerum,” and the sorrowing by which the heart is made better. (330) 
 

 My title comes from Wordsworth’s incomplete translation of the Aeneid, Book I. 
Wordsworth renders the famous line “sunt lacrimae rerum et mentem mortalia tangunt” (line 462 
in the Loeb), as “‘Tears for the frail estate of human kind / Are shed; and mortal changes touch 
the mind’” (line 633 in the Wordsworth translation).17 Here Wordsworth catches especially both 
the pathos in Virgil and the moral efficacy that Lamb assigns to the meaning of this passage. 
 At this point it may be well to recall the full context of the Virgilian line. In Book I of the 
Aeneid, Virgil recounts the travails of the Trojan prince Aeneas who for six years has been in 
tortuous exile after the fall of Troy. He is destined to found the city of Rome, but the goddess 
Juno torments him and foils his every step. He is shipwrecked in Libya and fears he has lost over 
half his companions. At the urging of his mother, Venus, he comes to Carthage and enters a 
newly constructed, magnificent temple. There blazoned on the walls is the pictographic account 
of the fall of Troy. 
 The critical commentary on this section of the Aeneid is rich and complex.18 But we should 
especially note, as Clausen reminds us, that, after Aeneas has alerted Achates to the poignancy of 
what they behold, the narrative voice then tells in detail only what Aeneas himself sees as he 
tearfully ponders the representations of the destruction of his city and nation. Here Virgil 
develops the figure of “ecphrasis: the description for literary purposes, of an imaginary work of 
art.”19 Aeneas is a “spectator,” here; everything is seen “as through his eyes, colored by his 
passion.”20 The narrative voice tells us how Aeneas’s heart is moved. It is Aeneas, gaping and in 
tears, who sees Achilles in all his terror and Troilus defeated by him; suppliant Trojan women 

 
15 Charles Lamb, “Hogarth,” Lamb as Critic ed. Roy Park (London, 1980) 330.  
16 Lamb, “Hogarth” 330.  
17 William Wordsworth, The Poems ed. John O. Hayden (New Haven, 1981) ii 532. 
18 For a sampling see Bowra, 65-66; Johnson, 99-107; Wendell Clausen, Virgil’s Aeneid and the Tradition of 
Hellenistic Poetry (Berkeley, 1987) 15-18. 
19 Clausen 17-18; Alessandro Barchiesi, “Virgilian narrative: ecphrasis,” The Cambridge Companion to Virgil ed. 
Charles Martindale (Cambridge, 1997) 271-81. 
20 Clausen 17.  
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pleading uselessly before Juno; Hector slain and dragged about the walls of Troy; old Priam 
begging for the body of his son; Aeneas himself in fierce combat; the Amazon warrior Queen 
Penthesilia determined to battle against men in arms. All this we see too, but only through 
Aeneas, sighing and in tears (Loeb lines 466-95). Very shortly Aeneas is called from his 
transfixed reverie by the coming of Dido. The rest of the narrative unfolds with Aeneas receiving 
help and hospitality from Dido, and eventually even her passionate love.  
 The meaning of Aeneas as hero is declared in a special way in this context. In Books II and 
III, he recounts for Dido and her court the story of the fall of Troy, but the picture of Aeneas 
there is always filled with the pathos he shows here in his self-portrayal. As Bowra points out, 
“pity” is a crucial feature in the character of Aeneas: “For many readers this is the most Virgilian 
of all qualities, the most typical and most essential feature of the Aeneid.”21 In commenting on 
the “lacrimae rerum” passage, Bowra further notes that it does not mean that life is “nothing but 
tears,” but that even in this out-of-the-way place, Carthage, “here too” is recorded, in the scenes 
Aeneas ponders, “not only the glory but the pathos of life.”22 
 Unfortunately Wordsworth omits translating an important line in this context, line 463 (in the 
Loeb). We should examine lines 461-63 (in the Loeb) together:  
 

“en Primaus! sunt hic etiam sua praemia laudi, 
sunt lacrimae rerum et mentem mortalia tangunt. 
solve metus; feret haec aliquam tibi fama salutem.” 

 
Fairclough translates: “Lo, Priam! Here, too, virtue has its due rewards; here, too, there are tears 
for misfortune and mortal sorrows touch the heart. Dismiss thy fears; this fame will bring thee 
some salvation.” (Loeb 273) 
 The omitted line, “Dismiss thy fears; this fame will bring thee some salvation,” is crucial in 
this context, especially for us. Achates is both heroic companion to Aeneas and our presence as 
audience in the text. Barchiesi notes that the use of ecphrasis to record the fall of Troy, events 
which Aeneas both was a part of and now views, emphasizes Virgil’s artistic purpose of 
recovering in some way the Greek Epic Cycle and its account of the Trojan War. His task was to 
redesign it for a new, an Augustan goal, “a Roman epic poem which is also a charter myth for 
Roman epic.”23 Such a reading of the function of ecphrasis in this context would answer 
Johnson’s protest that he cannot understand what it is that Aeneas has to be hopeful about: “art,” 
“politics and history,” each ultimately “deludes . . . and betrays.”24 As Barchiesi reminds us, 
however, history is on the side of Aeneas and his descendants.25 Aeneas’s optimism is grounded 
in the pictures he sees before him. It is this artistic rendering, itself beyond history and politics, 
and even beyond in its way the will of the gods, that allows Aeneas the ardor and hope and high 
sense of vocation that impell him into becoming the new hero of a new Troy and a new culture. 
Johnson holds that the Aeneid ends equivocally,26 and that “[n]ear the core of Vergil’s 
 
21 Bowra 65. 
22 Bowra 66.  
23 Barchiesi 273. 
24 Johnson 100. 
25 Barchiesi 276-8. 
26 Johnson 105. 
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imagination is a fascination for the processes of ‘disastrous twilight,’ the sudden flaring of a 
glory that exists to reveal the darkness that encloses the sublunar world.”27 Thus for Johnson, the 
pathos in Virgil moves with a bleak, permeating insistence. I read Virgilian pathos quite 
differently. Vigil has Aeneas constantly aware, and constantly showing by way of his tears, how 
“frail [the] estate of human kind is,” and thus Virgil constructs a hero who is both noble in his 
response to duty yet human in his awareness of the pain involved. But pathos is not the same as 
the tragedy. By its nature it offers hope, a hope fed by the power to care.  
 Lamb clearly perceives the energy and promise in these lines. In speaking of the “sense of 
moral beauty” and “sorrowing by which the heart is made better” in Hogarth, he captures the 
positive impulses in the Virgilian “lacrimae rerum.” It is not too much to say that Blakesmoor, 
even as a ruin, acts as a factive power of ecphrasis for Lamb. Like Aeneas, he rightfully reads 
into and beyond what he sees. The art of his affective verbal conjuring brings life, beauty, and 
heart to what had been domestic architecture ghosted in a fading family history; like Virgil, his 
art takes supersedence and breathes optimism.   
 Our final illustration of Lamb’s use of Virgil comes from Lamb’s warmly humorous essay 
“Amicus Redivivus” (237-42). The essay purports to give an account of Lamb’s rescue of his 
friend George Dyer (1755-1841), who had preceded Lamb at Christ’s, went on to Emmanuel 
College, Cambridge, earned a degree, and devoted his life to research and poetic endeavors. 
Dyer, having paid Mary Lamb a Sunday visit at noon marched sans spectacles directly out of 
Lamb’s door into the New River which runs in front of Lamb’s house in Islington: “A spectacle 
like this at dusk would have been appalling enough; but, in the broad open daylight, to witness 
such an unreserved motion towards self-destruction in a valued friend, took from me all power of 
speculation” (238). 
 Lamb does not tell us exactly how he rescued Dyer. He cannot even say how he “found [his] 
feet. . . . Some spirit, not my own, whirled me to the spot” (238). He remembers seeing only 
Dyer’s “good white head” in the water and close to it a staff which pointed up, but he could not 
see Dyer’s hand. “In a moment (if time was in that time) he was on my shoulders, and I -- 
freighted with a load more precious than his who bore Anchises” (238).  
 The rescue, especially if one recalls that Dyer was a much larger man than Lamb, is rightly 
characterized by Monsman as “in one sense a mock-heroic joke reminiscent of Pope’s Lord 
Petre.”28 Lamb’s account goes on in great humor to describe how a crowd formed, a supposed 
doctor was called who neither “studied at the college” nor “truckled to the pedantry of a 
diploma” (238). This character, named Monoculus because he has only one eye, had won fame, 
some income and a medal from lying about in a nearby public house with attentive ear; he was 
always ready to spring to the cries and the rescue of victims who ended up somehow falling into 
the river. Given to the heavy use of spirits himself, Monoculus’s characteristic treatment of such 
victims as Dyer was, after rubbing and warm clothes, to ply them with plenteous doses of cognac 
and hot water. Dyer, a non-drinker and ordinarily a gentle soul, went quite out of his head and 
had to be restrained as he thrashed on the couch in Lamb’s parlor. The next day, sober at last, a 
much chastened and apparently unharmed Dyer went off with his spectacles fixed securely on 
his nose (239-42). 

 
27 Johnson 114. 
28 Monsman 87; see also note 11, 158-9. 
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 What is amazing is that most of what Lamb claims to have done is a sheer fabrication. True 
enough, Dyer witlessly fell into the New River, but he was rescued by someone -- but not by 
Lamb -- and was cared for by a tippling local pretending to be a doctor. He ended up on Lamb’s 
sofa quite undone by drink. There he was found hours later by Lamb upon returning home. 
Lamb, as Barnett notes, characteristically intrudes himself into his essays and will “adopt for his 
own the incidents and anecdotes of others.”29 Barnett also points out, “Almost the whole latter 
half of the essay is concerned with classical allusions and with admonitions to Dyer.”30 
 Monsman, as we saw, notes the mock-heroic character of the essay and that Dyer “is 
accorded an almost mythic status as holy fool.”31 But what interests us is the reference to 
Anchises and the tone that allusion evokes in consideration of Lamb’s relationship to George 
Dyer. We have seen that Lamb’s echoes of Virgil can, upon occasion, be simply humorous. 
Here, despite the provenance of so much mock-epic, elegiac detail (the headnote is a quotation 
from “Lycidas” 237), Lamb is most serious in his use of Virgilian material because he has such a 
strong affection for George Dyer. Granted that in the letter Lamb sent to Sarah Hazlitt recounting 
the true details of Dyer’s fall into the river, he acerbically comments: “[If] a lunatic chooses to 
walk into a river with his eyes open at midday,” the neighborhood should not be forced to fence 
off the river.32 
 “Lunatic” is hardly a friendly term, but it does not at all reflect Lamb’s feeling for Dyer. 
Closer to the truth is his comment in a letter to Coleridge, 14 August 1800. He speaks of Dyer’s 
newly published book of criticism whose attempted critical arguments hardly impress Lamb. 
Lamb first humorously intones, “O George, George, with a head uniformly wrong & a heart 
uniformly right,” and then declares that were it in his power, he would rouse all the “Gentry of 
thy native Island . . . to stand in thy List of Subscribers.”33 In another letter to Coleridge, 26 
August 1800, Lamb comments in the following way: 
 

George Dyer is the only literary character I am happily acquainted with. The oftener I see 
him, the more deeply I admire him. He is goodness itself. -- If I could but calculate the 
precise date of his death, I would write a novel on purpose to make George the Hero. I 
could hit him off to a hair.34 
 

 At this time Lamb had known Dyer only for four years. The bond of friendship grew stronger 
with the years, despite Lamb’s continued bemusement at Dyer’s scholarship and poetic efforts. A 
few years before Lamb’s death, in a letter to Edward Moxon, 3 February 1831, Lamb 
characterizes Dyer in this way: G[eorge] was born I verily think without original sin, but chuses 
to have a conscience, as every Christian Gentleman should have. . . . When he makes a 
compliment, he thinks he has given an affront.”35  

 
29 Barnett, Evolution 52. 
30 Barnett, Evolution 51. 
31 Monsman 86. 
32 The Works of Charles and Mary Lamb ed. E. V. Lucas (London, 1905) vii 626. 
33 The Letters of Charles and Mary Anne Lamb ed. Edwin W. Marrs, Jr. (Ithaca, NY, 1975) i 226.  
34 Letters ed. Marrs, i 235. 
35 Lucas vii 866.  
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 Dyer was a figure of fun, but Lamb truly cherished his friendship. One of the warmest 
tributes paid by Lamb to Dyer is found in “Oxford in the Vacation.” Lamb recounts how he 
enjoyed visiting the universities when both he and the students are on holiday. Very probably 
because of his stammer, he was denied the chance for a scholarship,36 and thus he was 
“defrauded” (10) of the chance for university study. But he enjoys visiting the universities and 
playing the scholar as he ambles about the solemn academic precincts. On one occasion, Lamb 
encountered Dyer lost in his research: “I found [him] busy as a moth over some rotten archive, 
rummaged out of some seldom-explored press, in a nook at Oriel. With long poring, he is grown 
almost into a book” (11).  
 The first thing we notice is the deprecatory way Dyer and his work are characterized. Both 
seem hardly to be taken seriously. But Lamb goes on to describe him hagiographically as living 
like “a dove on the asp’s nest” “‘in calm and sinless peace’”(12). The second accolade comes 
from Paradise Regained (IV.425). To harm Dyer would be to “‘strike an abstract idea’”(12). 
Now he is Chaucer’s Clerk; he is Bede; he is the saintly, earnest academic and perennial student. 
He is the modern-day Schoolman cleric, his Unitarian affiliations notwithstanding.  
 Lamb’s next step is a comic aside as he recounts one of the many instances of Dyer’s 
bumbling forgetfulness. But even this redounds to a benevolent, if abstracted picture of Dyer as 
both man and scholar. Dyer is “present with the Lord,” “he is on Mount Tabor -- or Parnassus -- 
or co-sphered with Plato --, or, with Harrington, framing ‘immortal commonwealths’ . . . .” 
Though certainly he is “one of the Shepherds” from Pilgrim’s Progress, the spiritual man par 
excellence, what is crucial for us to realize is that Dyer is most at home at the universities: “The 
Cam and the Isis are to him ‘better than all the waters of Damascus’”(13). 
 We must remember that Dyer was able to do what Lamb was “defrauded” of: he was able to 
go on and earn a degree. Though he did much hack work, he also did fine scholarly texts like his 
history of the colleges of Cambridge. No wonder in “Amicus Redivivus” Lamb seized the 
opportunity to read himself into the events of Dyer’s rescue from the New River. Dyer is a kind 
of Anchises for Lamb, a father figure whom Lamb carries in his heart as the older man carries 
with him the ancient household gods of their common culture. The Virgilian references are 
particularly rich in this essay. Lamb upbraids the river which, though shallow and hardly 
threatening, almost took Dyer’s life:  
 

Waters of Sir Hugh Middleton [the “projector” of the New River]37 -- what a spark you 
were like to have exstinguished for ever!. . . Mockery of a river -- liquid artiface -- 
wretched conduit! [H]enceforth rank with canals, and sluggish aqueducts. Was it for this, 
that, [as a small boy]  . . . I paced the vales of Amwell to explore your tributary springs. . 
. ? (240) 

 
 Here Lamb echoes the scene in the Aeneid when Aeneas is pleading with his father Anchises 
to flee Troy. The city is in flames and the bloody victory of the Greeks immanent. Anchises 
refuses to leave his home and begs Aeneas to escape without him. In desperation Aeneas cries 
out to Venus, “Was it for this, gracious mother, that thou savest me amid fire and sword, to see 

 
36 Barnett, Charles Lamb 24.  
37 Francis Sheppard, History of London (Oxford, 1998) 182.  
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the foe in the heart of my home, and Ascanius, and my father, and Creusa at their side, 
slaughtered in each other’s blood?”(II.664-67; Fairclough translation, 339). Jove sends omens 
and thus they know that they are all to flee Troy. From this tense scene comes the beginning of 
the adventures of Aeneas and the eventual founding of Rome. Wordsworthians will recognize 
the expressive question, “hoc erat,” “Was it for this?” Lamb uses this echo with special care. His 
text is not autobiography, but it is a warm, personal tribute to a friend.  
 Lamb honors Dyer by using this complex of allusions from the Aeneid. Even his speaking 
directly to Middleton and accusing him of wanting Dyer drowned in his river so that through 
Dyer his stream would have a “tutelary spirit” and a new name, “Stream Dyerian” (240) have an 
echo in Virgil. The Tiber is named for King Tiberinus of Alba who drowned in its waters 
(Aeneid VIII.72 and 330-3).38 Granted, these are latticed behind a decorous surface of witty 
mock epic, but this does not diminish the obvious respect these classical elements reflect on 
George Dyer. In addition, Lamb claims that Dyer is more precious than Father Anchises (238). 
In this assertion Lamb reaches for a kind of meta-allusory level. To honor Dyer with classical 
allusion is to ennoble a highly decent, but hardly elegant gentleman. But to claim that Dyer is 
somehow above the stature of a major classical figure is to claim special honors for Dyer. It may 
seem mere playful hyperbole, but, given Lamb’s generous avowals of affection for Dyer, we are 
justified in taking this compliment seriously. 
 As Lamb says, Dyer is more than Anchises. He is Lamb’s friend and even Lamb himself, the 
formal scholar Lamb was denied to be. Both Aeneas and Lamb were defrauded, both had to read 
new hope from the history that marched before them. Lamb did not physically rescue Dyer, but 
in his text he did what the nymphs and muses could not do for Lycidas; and yet Lamb also has 
done the work of the elegist, he gives Dyer a life in his lyrical tribute. There is no small 
sentiment in Lamb. Like Virgil, duty came first. What he could not have, he still could 
generously admire in his friend, even though his friend, saintly and woolly-headed, left Lamb 
more often smiling, with a warmed heart, than awed in academic respect. Barnett reminds us 
how much the humor in Lamb “soften[s] the melancholy.”39 Here Lamb’s wit and high spirits 
allow accolades for his friend that masquerade as the stuff of mock epic. And here too Lamb’s 
humorous, yet Virgilian, treatment of Dyer reminds us of the pathos of the too-abstracted 
scholar, and the pathos, too, of the scholar denied. Here, humorously, are indeed “[t]ears for the 
frail estate of human kind.” 
 
John Carroll University 

 
38 I thank Professor Poduska for locating these passages in Virgil. See “Tiberis,” William Smith, Smaller Classical 
Dictionary rev. E. H. Blakeney and John Warrington (New York, 1958). 
39 Barnett, Lamb 113. 
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