
Consider the relationship between living and recording a life in Thomas De Quincey’s
Confessions of an English Opium-Eater.

On reading Confessions of an English Opium-Eater one is struck by the text’s bewildering variety

of genres. It veers from autobiography, to scientific treatise, to fragmentary dream-vision,

throughout all of which opium operates simultaneously as both the “true hero of the tale”1 and the

“ugly pole”2 that structures the confession. The text constructs a conflict for authorial control

between De Quincey and the drug itself. The author, the self-confessed addict, acknowledges that

he has abdicated a degree of control in the living of his life and, as such, the writing of his

experience becomes a struggle to regain this sacrificed authority. The two contradictory responses

to opium that compete for precedence in the text are: on the one hand, that opium infects and

overwhelms the work much like it does the addict, or, contrarily, that through a mimetic grappling

with the nature of dependency, De Quincey asserts writerly control over the drug and that the

confession becomes a triumphant act of self-expression. Confessions of an English Opium-Eater is

a textually dramatized examination of control in the writing of the self. De Quincey demonstrates

concern regarding the discrepancy between writerly and readerly judgements as well as

foregrounding the gap between the self as author and the self as subject. Furthermore, as De

Quincey’s drug habit progresses, the text becomes increasingly interested in the very nature of

writing autobiography itself and the fundamental conflict between authorial control and loss of

control in recording their own life.

It is clear that De Quincey is acutely conscious of his readers, and, moreover, the judgements that

they might make about his life. In his constant appeals to his readers’ “indulgence”3 he

demonstrates an anxious reluctance concerning the text’s existence in the public domain, and often

                                                  
1 Thomas De Quincey, Confessions of an English Opium-Eater, ed. Grevel Lindop (Oxford, 1985; first
published 1822) p.78.
2 ibid, p.32.
3 ibid, p.50.
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he appears desperate to speak directly to his audience. The confession begins with an address ‘to the

reader’ in which the author demonstrates a desire to pre-empt interpretation of his text:

I shall have occasion to speak at the close of my confessions, where I shall present
the reader with the moral of my narrative.4

De Quincey is eager to foreground at the very start of his confession that the text that follows will

have a moral purpose. Here the author might seem overly controlling; however, the humour and

irony that pervade the text undermine the potential didacticism of this statement. A discrepancy is

established between the writer’s stated purpose and the actuality of the text. In a recurrent dynamic

the reader is invited to decide whether such a gap represents a loss of authorial control or a

deliberately playful feature of De Quincey’s self-fashioning in his work. The critic Josephine

McDonagh states, “De Quincey’s autobiographies narrate tales of lost agency and the relinquishing

of power.”5 Yet, as this essay will demonstrate, the pervading irony is that in constructing a text of

lost agency the writer is potentially able to reassert their control over experience.

Consideration of De Quincey’s relationship with his readers in Confessions should not be isolated

from the publication context of the text. Alina Clej, in her chapter on De Quincey entitled ‘How to

Publish Oneself’6, argues that De Quincey’s writing was motivated by primarily commercial ends;

he wrote because he needed the money. Understanding the pressurized publication of the work, the

reader can perhaps empathize more with the writer’s anxiety concerning the depositing of a private

life into the public domain. The reader is invited to ponder just who is the Thomas de Quincey of

the text?

                                                  
4 ibid, p.4.
5 Josephine McDonagh, De Quincey’s Disciplines (Oxford 1994) p.153.
6 Alina Clej, A Genealogy of the Modern Self (Stanford 1995) p.38.

Word count:
313/624



Paul de Man, in his writings on Rousseau7, foregrounds an inherent conflict in confessional writing,

namely the confessions can be ‘a statement of revealed truth’, but it also may operate as ‘a mode of

excuse’. Grafting this opposition onto Confessions the reader is aware of at least two De Quincey’s;

the subject of the autobiography (the revealed truth) and the narrator of the confessions (the excuse-

maker and justifier). This dynamic is manifested in a key moment in the Confessions: the episode

where the author first encounters opium:

By accident I met a college acquaintance who recommended opium. Opium!
Dread agent of unimaginable pleasure and pain!… How unmeaning a sound was it
at that time! What solemn chords does it now strike upon my heart.8

Here the reader witnesses a rapid shift in tone and style from a simple sentence recalling an event

without significant adjectival or adverbial embellishment to the melodramatic prose style of the

following passage that hovers between passion and parody. De Quincey’s flurry of exclamations

and manipulated syntax create a more poetic style to stress the import of this moment in the writer’s

life. Furthermore, De Quincey’s concern with the meaning of the event is focussed by a semantic

interest concerning individual words. The repetition of ‘opium’ separated by the full-stop sees the

word’s implication shift from a rather mundane pharmaceutical to the consuming drug. The writer

highlights this discrepancy himself by contrasting the ‘solemn chords’ that experience has forced

him to associate with opium to the meaningless sound it was at the time. The word opium itself

moves from arbitrary signifier to resonant ‘dread agent’ in an instant.

This passage also foregrounds the concurrent heightening and resisting of significance. The author

seeks to acquit himself of responsibility by stressing the chance nature of his initial encounter with

opium. The vague recollection of the event is emphasized by the assonance between ‘accident’ and

‘acquaintance’. This episode, linked with the following recollection of the ghostly drug merchant,
                                                  
7 Paul De Man, Allegories of Reading referenced in Josephine McDonagh, De Quincey’s Disciplines
(Oxford 1994) p.156.
8 De Quincey, p.37. Word count:

349/973



suggests that it was fate that brought the writer to the drug, initiating a series of events over which

he, personally, had little control. Furthermore, the melodramatic style draws attention to the writerly

persona in his attempt to graft meaning and significance onto events.

The reader is made aware of this foregrounding of the authorial persona at a number of other points.

In addition to the conflict between the individual and the drug, a further struggle for control is

constructed between the writer and the subject. The text problematizes this distinction ensuring the

relationship between the living and the recording of De Quincey’s life is never stable.

I dally with my subject, because, to myself, the remembrance of these times is
profoundly interesting. But my reader shall not have any further cause to
complain: for now I hasten to its close9

As an autobiographer De Quincey proves himself to be very aware of the gap between writer and

subject. By fashioning himself in a number of different roles, the author at times accomplishes a

definite distancing of his persona from his former self. This distance is most distinct where the

writer fashions himself as a moralizer or a philosopher and conceives of his subject in the terms of a

literary character. Particularly in the episodes from De Quincey’s formative years in London the

autobiography’s protagonist is construed like a construct from a novel. The young De Quincey

moves through a stylized London encountering mysterious apothecaries, troubled prostitutes and

literary allusion at every turn. However, this autobiographical ‘distance’ is not fixed, because as the

text progresses and appears to disintegrate into the fragmentary ‘Pains of Opium’ a problematic

conflation of personae and voices emerges. The discrepancy between narrator and subject appears

to diminish to the point where in the series of dream visions presented in diary form the two are

essentially indistinguishable. The sanitizing perspective of the philosopher has been compromised

and the transfer of the  author’s conscious and the sub-conscious to the page is no longer filtered.

However, the reader must also be aware that there is a further level of authorship above the writer
                                                  
9 ibid, p.30. Word count:
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and subject of the confession, and that the writerly voice of the text is, itself, potentially

constructed. As Grevel Lindrop suggests in his introduction to Oxford edition: “Humour pervades

the Confessions: the reader is never sure how seriously to take the author, or how seriously he takes

himself.”10 At points the reader is made aware of the potential gap between the character of the

author and Thomas de Quincey himself, and is thus forced to challenge the ability of the text to

offer an ‘honest’ autobiography.

There are critics who might argue that Confessions’ disintegration into a fragmentary recollection of

various drug induced visions is a triumphant expression of opium’s impact on the subconscious,

Alethea Hayter asserts that, “De Quincey was the first writer to study deliberately… the way in

which dreams are formed, how opium helps to for them and intensifies them.”11 However, this

reading is potentially problematic. In contrast, a reading that understands the dreams to be

fastidiously constructed to convey the haunting experience of drug dependency implies an author in

control of their text. Through the act of writing, therefore, De Quincey manages to exert authority

over opium. Nevertheless, De Quincey also appears to undermine such a reading by expressing, in

the form of another extended address to his readers, his concerns regarding releasing the text, as it

exists, into the public domain without qualification. In a series of three points De Quincey attempts

to defend and justify the prose style of the fragments that are to follow. He admits that they do not

construct a ‘regular narrative’12 and defends any shifts in tense that may occur. After explaining that

his own way of writing is to ‘think aloud’,13 he then attempts to pre-empt the potential criticism that

the writer ought to have been intelligent enough to have avoided the drug. In a potentially

contradictory fashion, therefore, the fragmentary episodes in the text are justified with sober

analysis. De Quincey demonstrates an anxiety that his own prose will demonstrate the detrimental

effect that the drug has had. The foregrounding of the process of writing seems to be an attempt to
                                                  
10 De Quincey, p.xii.
11 Alethea Hayter, Opium and the Romantic Imagination (London 1968) p.41.
12 De Quincey, p.62.
13 ibid, p.62.
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assert the distance between author and subject. However, this is seen to fail as the functions are

merged in the dream visions and De Quincey emerges as anxious, rather than in control, of the

text’s treatment of ‘lost agency’.

Confessions of an English Opium-Eater simultaneously invites and belies readerly interpretation.

The text invites the reader to make a decision as to whether Confessions represents a conscious

assertion of authorial control over the writing of the self and the experience of drug addiction, or

whether the drug itself is too potent a challenger to allow self-expression. In grappling with the

nature of writing autobiography it proves that the relationship between writer and subject, between

the recording and the living of a life is rarely stable. De Quincey’s own conclusion is appropriately

ambivalent and playful regarding the issue of authorial control:

The interest of the judicious reader will not attach itself chiefly to the subject of
the fascinating spells, but to the fascinating power. Not the opium-eater, but the
opium is the true hero of the tale; and the legitimate centre on which the interest
revolves. The object was to display the marvellous agency of opium, whether for
pleasure or for pain: if that is done, the action of the piece has closed.14

De Quincey thus frames his confession with appeals to the reader to recognise the drug as the

central force in the text. However, this is patently not the case and this conclusion has to be steeped

in irony. The text throughout has concerned itself with questions of self-agency and self-expression

and their limits. De Quincey in admitting opium’s primacy ironically reveals the primacy of the

writer; in acknowledging opium’s power De Quincey seeks to undermine it, celebrating the

sovereignty of the autobiographer himself.

                                                  
14 ibid, p.71.
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