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The limits of our dreams 
M A D O C  CA I R NS

CHARLES LAMB – antiquarian, poet, 
man of letters, enfant terrible of English 
romanticism – lived out many voca-

tions, and all of them badly. He has that much 
in common with you and me. There’s a missed 
train on everyone’s conscience; false words 
spoken, true ones left unsaid. It was the wrong 
choice, or the wrong person, or the wrong 
time, or something else didn’t work, didn’t 
fit, fell apart, fell down: a cascade of failures, 
a torrent, an ocean, growing and growing 
with the years. Failure draws the line; beats 
the bounds; limns the limits of our dreams. 
You might enjoy success. But you always live 
with failure.   

Charles Lamb certainly did. His father went 
senile. His sister went mad. His mother was 
murdered (by his sister). His poems were 
underwhelming, his novel bad, his one play 
an infamous flop. He was mentally ill, an alco-
holic, and his one unequivocal gift, for 
friendship, worked against him when his 
friends – Wordsworth, Coleridge, Keats – won 
fame so vast, it consigned Lamb to haunt 
 footnotes in perpetuity; life and death played 
out on the margins.  

And yet the margins made him. Out of the 
failure, relates Eric G. Wilson, came brilliance. 
Condemned to a domestic life of “double 
 singleness”, with his intermittently sane sister, 
the pair compèred legendary literary salons. 
Stranded in London as his friends roved 
Europe, he mastered the epistolary arts: 
rebuffed as a poet, he remade prose.  

Lamb’s masterworks, Essays of Elia, 
baroque, involute tracts where the author’s 
intent – and identity – lie obscured under 
swaddling layers of irony, haven’t been widely 
read for over a century. They bear rereading, 
Wilson thinks, and not just for pleasure: he 

sees Lamb as literarily prescient, a near-
 contemporary, as capable of sharing a drink 
with Burroughs or Beckett as with his 
Romantic compeers.  

Lamb’s contemporaries populate Dream-
Child; they animate it too. If previous 
biographers attempted double biographies 
(of Charles and Mary), Wilson tries his hand 
at a group one. Dozens of short essays on 
Lamb’s relationships build up a collective por-
trait attuned to the writer’s own self-image. 
“I am made up of queer points,” he wrote to 
Wordsworth, “and want so many answering 
needles.” Needle by needle, point by point, 
Wilson uncovers the social scaffolding of 
Lamb’s literary genius. In his companionship 
with Mary, his turbulent relations with 
Coleridge (of the “fine frenzied eye”), his close 
bond with Hazlitt, his friendships with De 
Quincey, Southey, Clare – Lamb, one of life’s 
losers, found himself.  

Wilson, for that matter, has found himself 
in Lamb: an unrequited love that enlivens 
his prose and periodically lames his analysis. 
“It is unlikely that a man of such enthusiastic 
liberal views,” Wilson intones at one stage, 
“would be a racist.” Not in the twenty-first 
century, but Lamb lived in the nineteenth. 
Prescience is not precognition.  

He might find a home in our world, as 
Wilson suspects he would. But he might fail 
here, too: always observing and therefore 
estranged, off-beat and off-message, laughing 
at punchlines no one else can hear. At one 
point, Dream-Child tries to weigh up the pun: 
a form, adored by Lamb, found wanting  
by serious littérateurs. Puns amuse and  
annoy, Wilson proposes, for the same reason. 
They intimate – hare/hair, shellfish/selfish, 
leaf/leave – the secret arbitrariness of speech, 
the contingency lurking under every sentence 
and every action. To understand this ultimate 
insufficiency, as Lamb did the day his sister 
killed his mother, is to grasp the horror of 
human failure. To re-present that moment 
of unjoining in words – in allusion and dis-
guise, in essays, song, laughter – is to overcome 
the horror. You can’t live without failure. You 
can only live beyond it. 
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S PE E D  R E A DI NG

Fans of period medical dramas 
will love The Great Ormond Street 
Nurse (Welbeck, £8.99; Tablet 
price £8.09), Vanessa Martin’s 
account of life as a paediatric 
nurse in 1960s London. It was a 
world of starched collars, 
forbidding matrons and aloof 
consultants, where hospitals were 
run on almost military lines, and 
everyone, patients included, knew 
their place. Dealing with sick 
children can be particularly 
heartbreaking, and Martin does 
not shy away from this, but what 
shines through is her determination 
and absolute dedication to those 
she was caring for. 

Doctors can tell you many 
things, but what they cannot say is 
how long it will take to shake off 
serious illness. Recovery (Profile 
Books, £4.99; Tablet price £4.49) 
is Dr Gavin Francis’ stimulating 
reflection on convalescence, both 
a practical guide and a meditation 
on the hinterland around healing. 
There is more to recovery than 
simple physical repair, and 
Francis draws on sources from 
Hippocrates to modern literature 
to explore the medical, 
psychological and sociological 
aspects of this unpredictable 
process. 

Junior hospital doctor Roopa 
Farooki lost her sister to cancer 
three months before the 
pandemic began, and her death 
underpins Everything Is True 
(Bloomsbury, £14.99; Tablet 
price £13.49), her account of the 
first four months of Covid. She 
writes in staccato paragraphs 
which vividly convey the chaos 
and confusion as the pandemic 
strikes our woefully undercapitalised 
NHS. Amid the heroics, a darker 
story emerges, as colleagues die, 
and staff develop mystery 
ailments, or use subterfuge, to 
avoid the Covid ward. And all the 
while there is the disembodied 
presence of her sister, adding a 
dystopian touch to what is a 
brilliantly written, disturbing  
and brutally honest book.
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