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Thomas De Quincey
prizes in his behalf’ The ‘proemia postulavit’ |call for
prizes’| I have not yet heard charged upon the Gentle-
men Amateurs of London, though undoubtedly their
proceedings tend to that; but the ‘interfectori favit
[‘applause to the murderer’ | is implied in the very title
of this association, and expressed in every line of the

lecture which I send you. — I am, &c.
XX.Z:

(Note of the Editor. — We thank our correspondent for
his communication, and also for the quotation from
Lactantius, which is very pertinent to Ais view of the
case; our own, we confess, is different. We cannot
suppose the lecturer to be in earnest, any more than
Erasmus in his Praise of Folly, or Dean Swift in his
proposal for eating children. However, either on his
view or on ours, it is equally fit that the lecture should
be made public.)

LECTURE

Gentlemen, — I have had the honour to be appointed
by your committee to the trying task of reading the
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Williams’ Lecture on Murder, considered as one of
the Fine Arts — a task which might be easy enough
three or four centuries ago, when the art was little
understood, and few great models had been exhib-
ited; but in this age, when masterpieces of excellence
have been executed by professional men, it must be
evident, that in the style of criticism applied to them,
the public will look for something of a corresponding
improvement, Practice and theory must advance par:
passu [ ‘with an equal step’]. People begin to see that
something more goes to the composition of a fine
murder than two blockheads to kill and be killed — a
knife — a purse — and a dark lane. Design, gentlemen,
grouping, light and shade, poetry, sentiment, are now
deemed indispensable to attempts of this nature.
Mr Williams has exalted the ideal of murder to all of
us; and to me, therefore, in particular, has deepened
the arduousness of my task. Like Aeschylus or Milton
in poetry, like Michael Angelo in painting, he has
carried his art to a point of colossal sublimity; and,
as Mr Wordsworth observes, has in a manner ‘created
the taste by which he is to be enjoyed.” To sketch the
history of the art, and to examine its principles crit-
ically, now remains as a duty for the connoisseur, and
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for judges of quite another stamp from his Majesty’s
Judges of Assize.

Before I begin, let me say a word or two to certain
prigs, who affect to speak of our society as if it were
in some degree immoral in its tendency. Immoral! -
God bless my soul, gentlemen, what is it that people
mean? I am for morality, and always shall be, and for
virtue and all that; and I do affirm, and always shall,
(let what will come of it,) that murder is an improper
line of conduct — highly improper; and I do not stick
to assert, that any man who deals in murder, must
have very incorrect ways of thinking, and truly
inaccurate principles; and so far from aiding and
abetting him by pointing out his victim’s hiding-place,
as a great moralist” of Germany declared it to be every
good man’s duty to do, I would subscribe one shilling

*  Kant — who carried his demands of unconditional veracity to
so extravagant a length as to affirm, that, if a man were to see
an innocent person escape from a murderer, it would be his
duty, on being questioned by the murderer, to tell the truth,
and to point out the retreat of the innocent person, under
any certainty of causing murder. Lest this doctrine should be
supposed to have escaped him in any heat of dispute, on being
taxed with it by a celebrated French writer, he solemnly reaf-
firmed it, with his reasons.
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and sixpence to have him apprehended, which is
more by eighteen-pence than the most eminent mor-
alists have subscribed for that purpose. But what
then? Everything in this world has two handles. Mur-
der, for instance, may be laid hold of by its moral
handle, (as it generally is in the pulpit, and at the Old
Bailey;) and that, I confess, is its weak side; or it may
also be treated aesthetically, as the Germans call it,
that is, in relation to good taste.

To illustrate this, I will urge the authority of three
eminent persons, viz. S. T. Coleridge, Aristotle, and
Mr Howship the surgeon. To begin with S.T.C. — One
night, many years ago, I was drinking tea with him
in Berners’ Street, (which, by the way, for a short
street, has been uncommonly fruitful in men of
genius.) Others were there besides myself; and amidst
some carnal considerations of tea and toast, we were
all imbibing a dissertation on Plotinus from the attic
lips of S.T.C. Suddenly a cry arose of ‘Fire — fire!’ -
upon which all of us, master and disciples, Plato and
oinept Tov [TAGtwva [ ‘those around Plato’], rushed out,
eager, for the spectacle. The fire was in Oxford Street,
at a piano-forte maker’s; and, as it promised to be
a conflagration of merit, I was sorry that my
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engagements forced me away from Mr Coleridge’s
party before matters were come to a crisis. Some days
after, meeting with my Platonic host, I reminded him
of the case, and begged to know how that very prom-
ising exhibition had terminated. ‘Oh, sir,” said he, ‘it
turned out so ill, that we damned it unanimously.’
Now, does any man suppose that Mr Coleridge, —
who, for all he is too fat to be a person of active virtue,
is undoubtedly a worthy Christian, — that this
good S.T.C., I say, was an incendiary, or capable of
wishing any ill to the poor man and his piano-fortes
(many of them, doubtless, with the additional keys)?
On the contrary, I know him to be that sort of man
that I durst stake my life upon it he would have
worked an engine in a case of necessity, although
rather of the fattest for such fiery trials of his virtue.
But how stood the case? Virtue was in no request.
On the arrival of the fire-engines, morality had
devolved wholly on the insurance office. This being
the case, he had a right to gratify his taste. He had
left his tea. Was he to have nothing in return?

I contend that the most virtuous man, under the
premises stated, was entitled to make a luxury of the
fire, and to hiss it, as he would any other performance
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