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        Edinr 13 Feby 1830 
My Dear Carlyle 

I am glad you think my regard for you a Mystery - as I am aware that must be its highest 
recommendation - I take it in an humbler sense - and am content to think it natural that one 
man of a kind heart should feel attracted towards another - and that a signal purity and 
loftiness of character, joined to great talents and something of a romantic history, should 
excite interest and respect. 

(NLS MS. 787, ff. 52-3)i 

 

 

I 

 

The Thomas Carlyle who knocked on Francis Jeffrey’s door at 92 George Street Edinburgh early 

in February of 1827 was not a young man. He was thirty two. And though Carlyle was of humble, 

country origins — he was the child of a rural stonemason turned small farmer — this was by no 

means his first time in the big city, having come here as a university student eighteen years before in 

1809. Carlyle at thirty two, however, was as yet comparatively unknown, if not unpublished. His 

major publications — a translation of Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship (1824) and a Life of 

Schiller (1825) — had not brought his name before the English speaking reading public, probably 

because German thought and German literature simply did not interest them enough. Thomas 

Carlyle was an ambitious man and never doubted his own ability, but he must at this time have 

doubted his chances of success, and he had just added a young wife, Jane Welsh Carlyle, to his 

responsibilities.  

Francis Jeffrey, on the other hand, was fifty three years old. He had for many years been one of 

Edinburgh’s leading advocates and was, along with Walter Scott, its star literary attraction. “Of all 

the celebrated characters of this place”, wrote John Gibson Lockhart as Dr Peter Morris, “I 

understand that Jeffrey is the one whom travellers are commonly most in a hurry to see” (Lockhart, 

1819: 1, 52). He was still editor of what, in spite of some attenuation of its effectiveness, was still the 

leading periodical of the day: the Edinburgh Review. For this he received £700 per number — a 

staggering £2,800 a year (NLS MS. 672, ff. 98-9) — on top of which he could pay himself upwards 

of £25 a sheet (£100 for an article of 32 pages) for his own contributions. And this without taking 
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into account his income as one of Edinburgh’s leading advocates. At Craigcrook, the celebrated 

country estate whose lease he purchased from the publisher Archibald Constable in 1815, Jeffrey 

entertained his close friends amongst Edinburgh’s legal and professional elite as well as every visiting 

celebrity and dignitary — especially, though not exclusively, if they shared his liberal, reformist 

political convictions. 

In the republic of letters, in other words, Jeffrey and Carlyle could hardly have been further 

apart. Notwithstanding this discrepancy, Carlyle bit the bullet and introduced himself. Having been 

given a letter of introduction to Jeffrey by Bryan Waller Procter (‘Barry Cornwall’), “Last week”, 

Carlyle wrote to his mother in February 1827, “I went up one evening and delivered it”: 

 

The little man received me in his kindest style; talked with me for an hour, tho’ very busy, on all possible 
things; and really proved himself by much the most agreeable citizen of Edinburgh that I had ever met 
with. I am sorry the man is so immersed in Law; otherwise it is possible enough we might even become 
friends. He invited me repeatedly to come to the “Court” any morning and he would introduce me to 
various people, among others to Sir Walter Scott. I have not gone yet, being a little careful of such 
introductions. He also spoke about writing in his Review; but I told him he must first read the German 
Romance to see what manner of man I was, and then we might determine if I could suit him. We parted in 
the friendliest style, mutually tolerant of each other. In a week or two, we may perhaps meet again. 
(Carlyle Letters: IV, 190) 

 

What clinched it for Carlyle — as he recalled forty years later in his Reminiscences — was that Jeffrey 

bothered with a “formal return-call”, a visit to the younger couple at Comely Bank “which gave a 

new speed to intimacy” (Reminiscences: 360). There were calls and return calls between them that soon 

involved Mrs (Charlotte) Jeffrey and an unlikely friendship was underway — one that would 

implode seven years later, in 1834, though it was resurrected after a fashion and they would remain 

on speaking and visiting terms until Jeffrey’s death in 1850.  

It is characteristic of Carlyle and surely a part of his attraction that he was incapable of fawning 

to anyone. Certainly, he did not especially enjoy or admire what he called the “‘mob of gentlemen’ 

talking insipidities and giving dinners” that was the literary culture of professional Edinburgh (Carlyle 

Letters: II, 245-6). Jeffrey, somehow, was different: “a rare phenomenon”, Carlyle assured Anna 

Montagu, “and among the best of that rather unhappy race, Men of Letters now extant” (Carlyle 

Letters: IV, 282). Jeffrey’s kind attentions were neither forced nor condescending and the 

conversation shared by the two men was marked by “an unembarrassment and frankness of hitting 

and repelling, which did not quite beseem our respective ages and positions” (Reminiscences: 362-3). 

The unlikely friendship so speedily struck up between the two of them was enough briefly to 
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reconcile Carlyle not just with Edinburgh, but even (as Jeffrey himself might puckishly have 

suggested) with his fellow human beings. Sitting down to write his Reminiscences, Carlyle remembered 

 

pleasant strolls out to Craigcrook (one of the prettiest places in the world), where, on a Sunday especially, 
I might hope, what was itself a rarity with me, to find a companionable human acquaintance, not to say 
one of such quality as this. He would wander about the woods with me, looking on the Firth, and Fife 
Hills, on the Pentlands and Edinburgh Castle and City, — nowhere was there such a view — perhaps he 
would walk most of the way back with me; quietly sparkling and chatting . . . If I met him in the streets, 
in the Parliament House or accidentally anywhere, there ensued, unless he were engaged, a cheerful bit of 
talk and promenading. He frequently rode round by Comely Bank in returning home; and there I would 
see him, or hear something pleasant of him. (Reminiscences: 363) 

 

Like his later reminiscences, Carlyle’s letters at the time are accordingly flooded with an endearing 

light and warmth. Jeffrey was “a man meant by Nature to be an intellectual Ariel”, Carlyle told 

Procter, “with a light etherealness of spirit” (Carlyle Letters: IV, 305). His response to Jeffrey’s 

attentions and affection was in turn genuinely affectionate: “Jeffrey and I continue to love one 

another, like a new Plyades and a new Orestes”, Carlyle was writing to his brother John just over a 

year after he had first introduced himself, “such often is my feeling to the little man” (Carlyle Letters: 

IV, 341). 

More practically, of course, Carlyle needed Jeffrey’s introduction to an intelligent literary public. 

Large Reviews like Jeffrey’s Edinburgh were the logical places for an ambitious historical and cultural 

commentator like Carlyle to seek publication. This was an area of their relationship in which Carlyle 

could feel more equal. It is true that Jeffrey’s emotional and intellectual investment in the Edinburgh 

was waning after twenty five years. As a commissioning editor, moreover, he had always been 

hamstrung by the jealousy of his most prolific contributor, Henry Brougham, who tried as far as 

possible to keep significant speculation in the hands of himself and Jeffrey and one or two others 

amongst the original ‘set’. Still, Jeffrey needed new and striking writers no less than Carlyle needed 

the opportunity to exploit the open secret of periodical anonymity to further his reputation. In his 

Reminiscences, Carlyle recalls with evident delight that his opening critical essays — the first on Jean 

Paul Richter and the second on German writing more generally — had “set many tongues wagging, 

and some few brains thinking” (Reminiscences: 360). To this day, Carlyle’s magisterial and provocative 

essays “Signs of the Times” (1829) and the later “Characteristics” (1831) (written for Macvey Napier 

after Jeffrey’s retirement from the editorship in July 1829) are amongst the Edinburgh’s most 

important original contributions to cultural thinking.  
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II 

 

No account of Jeffrey’s friendship with the Carlyles can proceed for long, however, without 

running up against the obvious differences between the two men — just as no reading of their 

letters can proceed for long without running up against their mutual exasperation.ii Their feeling for 

each other would always be marked by a certain ambivalence. “That wonderful little man is expected 

here very soon”, Carlyle wrote to his brother John on 25 August 1828, “He takes no little interest in 

us; writes often, and half hates half loves me with the utmost sincerity” (Carlyle Letters: IV, 399). 

When I alluded earlier to the unlikeliness of the friendship between them, I meant more than just the 

obvious imbalance in background, status, wealth, and age. Carlyle himself, we infer from the letter of 

Jeffrey’s I have used as an epigraph, thought of their relationship as a “mystery”. And so it remained, 

in spite of Jeffrey’s attempt to demystify it and to redefine it in terms of familiarity and sociability.  

Indeed, it was lucky that the two men liked each other so well because there were few things on 

which the two of them could agree. A postscript Carlyle added to a letter of Jane’s to Anna Montagu 

a month and half after he and Jeffrey first met hints at an impasse between the two men that would 

never be overcome throughout their long, vicissitudinous relationship and would require at times all 

the mutual toleration they could muster. It was an impasse that is only inadequately described as 

‘intellectual’, or ‘philosophical’, or ‘political’, and even the more capacious, if elusive term 

‘ideological’ seems partial. It did embrace all these things, however, as I hope to establish. In the 

end, what come across most strongly are the powerful temperamental differences between the two 

men: “I saw Mr Jeffrey, and talked with him boldly for an hour; a man of the kindliest and richest 

nature, which the perverse utilitarianism of the time has all his life been striving vainly to spoil. Me 

he seemed to look upon as an enthusiast, distracted nearly, but amiable in my distraction” (Carlyle 

Letters: IV, 222). “‘He has but one fault but that one is a thumper’”, Carlyle wrote to Anna Montagu 

late in November 1827: “O that law had never been invented, or that Francis Jeffrey had never been 

a lawyer!” (Carlyle Letters: IV, 282). Carlyle’s exasperation no doubt was fuelled by his own unhappy 

experience as an Edinburgh law student, but he was not the first to identify in Jeffrey and the 

Edinburgh Review an ethical arbitrariness and equivocation symptomatic of the legal profession shared 

by the main players. It is Jeffrey’s morally dubious success as an advocate that informs Carlyle’s 

portrait in the Reminiscences, beginning as it does with the highly tendentious anecdote of the honey-

tongued Jeffrey’s pleading the innocence of a known murderess. “One thing struck me in sad 
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elucidation of his forensic glories: I found that he was always as if speaking to a jury” (Reminiscences: 

370). Sometimes, as when he wrote to Procter in January 1828, Carlyle’s complaint was less 

vocationally specific: “Alas! that Mammon should be able to hire such servants” (Carlyle Letters: IV, 

305). Between them, Jeffrey’s professional success and enormous wealth confirmed a pact with the 

world and the devil which in the ascetic Carlyle’s opinion amounted automatically to intellectual and 

ethical disqualification. 

 

 

III 

 

But it was more than this, more than just Jeffrey’s wealth and success. The truth is that each 

represented — and subsequently came more and more to represent — what the other considered a 

prevailing cultural disease. Antipathy was no less a part of their mutual attraction, it seems, than it 

was of their mutual repulsion. The most intransigent characterization of this impasse came later in 

the Reminiscences, where in terms so characteristic of the culture wars of the post-Napoleonic period 

Carlyle recalls that Jeffrey “seemed bent on converting me from what he called my ‘German 

Mysticism,’—back merely, as I could conceive, into dead Edinburgh Whiggism, Scepticism, and 

Materialism” (Reminiscences: 362). For our purposes, it is difficult not to read the tension between 

these two men on the threshold of Victorian England as a Carlylean ‘sign of the times’. The other 

side of the constitutional gaiety and lightness which Carlyle celebrated in Jeffrey during the 

honeymoon of their friendship — a lightness for which he found an objective correlative in Jeffrey’s 

diminutive stature and physical sprightliness — is, of course, insubstantiality and superficiality and 

inconsequence. “In conversation he is brilliant (or rather sparkling)”, wrote Carlyle in his notebooks 

at the time: “lively, kind, willing either to speak or listen, and above all men I have ever seen, ready 

and copious. On the whole exceedingly pleasant in light talk. Yet alas light, light, too light! He will 

talk of nothing earnestly” (Carlyle Notebooks: 174-5). Jeffrey, on the other hand, worked away at what 

he saw as Carlyle’s gravitas and self-importance, mocking and nagging: 

 

You may talk as long as you like about a false principle of pride or honor – and the necessity of having a 
right creed as to your relations with the universe - but you will never persuade anybody that the regulation 
of life is such a mighty laborious business as you would make it, or that it is not better to go lightly thro’ it, 
with the first creed that comes to hand, than to spend the better part of it in an anxious verification of its 
articles — If you were only amusing yourself with these paradoxes, I should have no objection - but you 
take them so dreadfully in earnest that it vexes me - for it will neutralise half the fame, and all the use of 
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your talents - and keep aloof from you most of the men who are fittest for your society — and so much 
for my renewed testimony ag[ains]t mysticism. (4 January 1829. NLS Acc. 8964, no. 55) 

 

The two of them would advert to this impasse obsessively in their dealings with each other over the 

years, with a good deal of acrimony and even contempt at different times.  

Early on in the relationship, it seemed as if their very different tastes suited not just Jeffrey’s 

agonistic social needs, but his editorial needs as well: 

 

he was to all appearance anxious that I would undertake the task of Germanizing the public, and ready 
even to let me do it “con amore”, so I did not treat the whole Earth not yet Germanized as a “parcel of 
blockheads”; which surely seemed a fair enough request. (Carlyle Letters: IV, 228-9) 

 

If Jeffrey was prepared to tolerate Carlyle’s “Germanizing”, however, it was only on his own, strict 

terms, as Carlyle would discover in his dealings with the Edinburgh over the next two years, before 

Jeffrey resigned the editorship on becoming Dean of the Faculty of Advocates. In the vocabulary of 

Jeffrey’s letters, ‘German’ and ‘Germanic’ remain part of a family of pejoratives that includes 

‘mysticism’ and ‘mystical’, accusations repetitively and indiscriminately levelled at Carlyle from the 

very beginning: “Jeffrey evidently has a high opinion of me, and even seems to like me well”, he 

wrote to his brother Alexander in September 1827, “tho’ he thinks I am a little extravagant or so; or 

as he calls it ‘too German’” (Carlyle Letters: IV, 256). And Jeffrey’s letters bear this out, though one 

only will have to suffice. Defending his editorial ‘retrenchments’ to Carlyle’s article on the poet 

Robert Burns, Jeffrey protests: 

 

I wish there had been less mysticism about it - at least less mystical jargon - less talk and repetition about 
entireness, and simplicity, and equipments - and such matters   There is also much palpable exaggeration - 
and always the most dogmatism where you are either decidedly wrong or very doubtfully right - But there 
is a noble strain of sentiment - and kind and lofty feeling - and much beauty and felicity of diction -  You 
will treat me as something worse than an ass I suppose when I say that I am firmly persuaded the great 
source of your extravagance, and of all that makes your writings intolerable to many - and ridiculous to 
not a few, is not so much any real peculiarity of opinions as an unlucky ambition to appear more original 
than you are - or the humbler and still more delusive hope of converting our English intellects to the 
creed of Germany - and being the apostle of another reformation — I wish to God I could persuade you 
to fling away these affectations - and be contented to write like your famous countrymen of all ages. (23 
September 1828. NLS MS. 787, ff. 28-9) 

 

Throughout the conversations and letters that passed between them, Jeffrey hammers away at 

what he sees as the Carlyle’s anti-social ‘mysticism’ and arrogant spiritual and moral élitism. 

Renowned for his magisterial dismissal of contemporaries like William Wordsworth, Jeffrey reserved 
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a special impatience for Carlyle, with whose ideas and writings he always bordered on a kind of 

histrionic exasperation. For Jeffrey — and it was a truth he took every occasion to force feed Carlyle 

— Carlyle’s writing was too unconventional and mannered, likely to offend the very readers he was 

seeking to address. He never read anything that Carlyle wrote, either as his editor or later as an 

interested reader, without open annoyance at its style and violent objections to its ideas. Reading 

Jeffrey’s response to Carlyle’s essay on Burns, to his history of German literature, to Sartor Resartus, 

to The French Revolution and to Past and Present, we discover that Jeffrey found Carlyle’s writings 

variously misinformed and self-indulgent, arrogant and even naive, even while never for a moment 

thinking them less than original and highly intelligent. Jeffrey never doubted Carlyle’s genius, in 

other words, he just didn’t like anything Carlyle thought and wrote!  

And as it was with Carlyle’s style, so was it with Carlyle the man. Jeffrey found Carlyle personally 

too prickly and uncompromising for the institutional positions for which the younger man sought 

his assistance. (Jeffrey was not surprisingly far better able to help Carlyle’s brother, the more sociable 

John, than he was to help Carlyle himself.) 

 

I tell you therefore at once that I see difficulties in the way of your appointment [to a chair at the new 
‘University of London’] - You are, to say it in one word, a Sectary in taste and literature - and inspired by 
some of the zeal by which Sectaries are distinguished- a zeal, that is, to magnify the distinguishing 
doctrines of your sect, and rather to aggravate than reconcile the differences which divide them from the 
votaries of the Establishment - and I confess I doubt whether the patrons of the new University either will 
or ought to appoint such a person to such a charge - The very frankness and sincerity of your character 
tend to make this objection more formidable - If your admiration of the German models were a mere air 
or singularity adopted capriciously or to create a sensation it would be easy for you conscientiously to 
disguise or qualify it, so as not to let it very conspicuously affect your academic instructions - But I very 
greatly mistake you if this be the case, and indeed can fancy that I see you, as you read the surmise, 
swelling with all the virtuous indignation of one who would rather submit to martyrdom than renounce 
any article of [your crossed out] <his> philosophical and critical creed. Now I suppose you are aware that 
there is scarcely one of the patrons of the L.U. who adopt that creed - and probably but few of them who 
do not regard it as a damnable heresy – and, without supposing that they are as zealous in the opposite 
faith as you are in yours, do you think it likely that they will put it in the way of being impressed on the 
academic youths for whose instruction they are providing? (6 [September] 1827. NLS MS. 787, ff. 7-8) 

 

 

IV 

 

If, for Jeffrey, Carlyle’s fault from the beginning was a German extravagance, for Carlyle, in these 

early days, Jeffrey, too, had a fatal flaw — he was too French, too eighteenth-century:  
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There was something of Voltaire in [Jeffrey]; something even in bodily features: those bright-beaming, 
swift and piercing hazel-eyes, with their accompaniments of rapid, keen expressions in the other 
lineaments of face; and in the voice too there was a fine, half-plangent, kind of metallic ringing tone, 
which used to remind me of what I fancy Voltaire’s might have been: ‘voix sombre et majesteuse,’ Duvernet 
calls it. . . . You could not define Jeffrey to be more than a potential Voltaire; say ‘Scotch Voltaire’. 
(Reminiscences: 383) 

 

This seems complimentary enough, but we shouldn’t allow the haze of memory and sentiment to 

mask a deep antipathy. “The Eighteenth Century, it is well known, does not figure to me as a lovely 

one”, Carlyle says at the very opening of his massive History of Friedrich the Second (1858-65). To a 

declared enemy of anything to do with the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, as Carlyle was, the 

comparison with Voltaire was patronizing and, ultimately, dismissive. “The Eighteenth”, after all, 

“was a Sceptical Century” (Heroes: 312), and Voltaire was “the paragon and epitome of a whole 

spiritual period” (Carlyle Essays: II, 5), with “his inborn levity of nature, his entire want of Earnestness. 

Voltaire was by birth a Mocker, and light Pococurante” (Carlyle Essays: II, 13). Again: 

 

He is no great Man, but only a great Persifleur; a man for whom life, and all that pertains to it, has, at best, 
but a despicable meaning; who meets its difficulties not with earnest force, but with gay agility . . .  

Never man better understood the whole nature of Persiflage; meaning thereby not only the external 
faculty of polite contempt, but that art of general inward contempt, by which a man of this sort 
endeavours to subject the circumstances of his Destiny to Volition, and be, what is the instinctive effort of 
all men, though in the midst of Material Necessity, morally Free. (Carlyle Essays: II, 23) 
 
That the last century was a period of Denial, of Irreligion, and Destruction; to which a new period of 
Affirmation, of religion, must succeed, if society is to be reconstituted, or even to continue in existence: 
this with its thousand corollaries is a proposition for which the thinking minds of all nations are prepared. 
(To Gustave d’Eichthal, 9 August 1830. Carlyle Letters: V, 136) 
 
In France or England, since the days of Diderot and Hume, though all thought has been of a sceptico-
metaphysical texture, so far as there was any Thought, we have seen no Metaphysics; but only more or less 
ineffectual questionings whether such could be. In the Pyrronhism of Hume and the Materialism of 
Diderot, Logic had, as it were, overshot itself, overset itself. (Carlyle Essays: III, 31) 

 

The “spiritual paralysis” represented by the eighteenth century would become more and more central 

to Carlyle’s idiosyncratic historiography over the ensuing decades (Heroes: 312), as he recurs again 

and again to the blight cast over European cultural and intellectual enterprise by the ideas and ethos 

of an overlong eighteenth century, of which the Edinburgh Whigs, Sceptics, and Materialists of his 

own age were an extension. Though sanguine enough to believe the blight “now almost passed 

away” (Carlyle Essays: II, 5), Carlyle nonetheless saw himself as duty-bound to diagnose and remedy 

it. All his major articles and books, if they are not actually set in the eighteenth century — “Burns”, 
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“Voltaire”, “Boswell’s Life of Johnson”, “Diderot”, The French Revolution, Friedrich the Second — return 

at some stage to vilify the intellectual life of the period and to urge or celebrate Europe’s recovery 

from it: the many studies of German literature, for example, “Characteristics”, Sartor Resartus, and On 

Heroes, Hero-Worship, and the Heroic in History. 

At one stage, Jane Welsh Carlyle attributed the breakdown of Jeffrey and the Carlyles’ 

relationship in 1834 to Jeffrey’s having taken offence at an article Carlyle had written on Diderot and 

published in the Foreign Quarterly Review in 1833 (Carlyle Letters: VII, 42). In the article, Carlyle 

welcomes the collected works of Diderot as “the Acts and the Epistles of the Parisian Church of 

Antichrist”; “the Antichristian Canon” (Carlyle Essays: III, 189). Years before Matthew Arnold willed 

poetry to supersede religion, Carlyle was complaining that “The History of Literature, especially for 

the last two centuries, is our proper Church History; the other Church, during that time, having 

more and more decayed from its old functions and influence, and ceased to have a history”. This 

inversion of values he traces to “the unutterable confusion worst confounded of our present 

Periodical existence; when, among other phenomena, a young Fourth Estate (whom all the three 

elder may try if they can hold) is seen sprawling and staggering tumultuously through the world” 

(Carlyle Essays: III, 207-8). Later in the article, the reference to Jeffrey and his “dead Edinburgh 

Whiggism, Scepticism, and Materialism” is, as Jane suspected, unequivocal:  

 

With great expenditure of words and froth, in arguments as waste, wild-weltering, delirious-dismal as the 
chaos they would demonstrate; which arguments one knows not whether to laugh at or to weep at, and 
almost does both,—have Diderot and his sect perhaps made this apparent to all who examine it: That in 
the French System of Thought (called also the Scotch, and still familiar enough everywhere, which for 
want of a better title we have named the Mechanical), there is no room for Divinity; that to him, for 
whom intellect, or the power of knowing and believing, is still synonymous with logic, or the mere power of 
arranging and communicating, there is absolutely no proof discoverable of a Divinity . . . For so wonderful 
a self-swallowing product of the Spirit of the Time, could any result to arrive at be better than this of the 
ETERNAL NO? (Carlyle Essays: III, 229-30)  

 

If Jeffrey had been inclined to take offence at Carlyle’s association of the Scottish with “the 

French System of Thought”, however, as Jane thought he had, he would have done so much, much 

earlier than 1833. The 1828 essay by Carlyle on Burns that Jeffrey had edited for the Edinburgh, for 

example, had been an implicit refutation of Jeffrey’s own controversial article on Burns of 1809, in 

which he had criticized Burns’s “admiration of thoughtlessness, oddity, and vehement sensibility” 

and the “pitiful cant of careless feeling and eccentric genius” (ER: XIII, 253-4). Carlyle’s Burns, on 
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the contrary, was a Carlylean hero and martyr to the soulless rationalism of his Gallicized 

compatriots: 

 
It is curious to remark that Scotland [in the eighteenth century], so full of writers, had no Scottish culture, 
nor indeed any English; our culture was almost exclusively French. It was by studying Racine and Voltaire, 
Batteux and Boileau, that Kames had trained himself to be a critic and philosopher; it was the light of 
Montesquieu and Mably that guided Robertson in his political speculations; Quesnay’s lamp that kindled 
the lamp of Adam Smith. (Carlyle Essays: I, 217-8) 

The heart . . . of a true Poet and Singer, worthy of the old religious heroic times, had been given 
[Burns]: and he fell in an age, not of heroism and religion, but of scepticism, selfishness and triviality, 
when true Nobleness was little understood, and its place supplied by a hollow, dissocial, altogether barren 
and unfruitful principle of Pride. (Carlyle Essays: I, 235)  

 

Again, in an essay on Novalis for the Foreign Review of 1829, Carlyle confirms that “the plummet of 

French or Scotch Logic, excellent, nay indispensable as it is for surveying all coasts and harbours, 

will absolutely not sound the deep-seas of human Inquiry” (Carlyle Essays: II, 97). 

It is perhaps not surprising that Jeffrey’s social and literary conservatism made reading Carlyle’s 

Sartor Resartus impossible for him. Had he persevered, however, he would have heard from the voice 

of Diogenes Teufelsdröckh, Carlyle’s serio-comic German professor of everything-in-general, an 

early, sustained attack on himself and the other Whig lawyers and reformists who were the children 

of the Scottish Enlightenment:  

 
“Thou wilt have no Mystery and Mysticism; wilt walk through thy world by the sunshine of what thou 
callest Truth, or even by the Hand-lamp of what I call Attorney Logic; and ‘explain’ all, ‘account’ for all, or 
believe nothing of it? Nay, thou wilt attempt laughter; whoso recognizes the unfathomable, all-pervading 
domain of Mystery, which is everywhere under our feet and among our hands; to whom the Universe is an 
Oracle and Temple, as well as a Kitchen and Cattle-stall,— he shall be a (delirious) Mystic; to him thou, 
with sniffing charity, wilt protrusively proffer thy Handlamp, and shriek, as one injured, when he puts his 
foot through it?— Armer Teufel! [poor Devil] Doth not thy Cow calve, doth not thy Bull gender? Thou 
thyself, wert thou not Born, wilt thou not Die? ‘Explain’ me all this, or do one of two things: Retire into 
private places with thy foolish cackle; or, what were better, give it up, and weep, not that the reign of 
Wonder is done, and God’s world all disembellished and prosaic, but that thou hitherto art a Dilettante 
and sandblind Pedant.” (Sartor: 53-4)  

 

Just as what Jeffrey represented in the intellectual and social scheme of things was the butt of so 

much of Carlyle’s early polemic, so was it the butt of Carlyle’s apocalyptic satire. “What’s the use of 

virtue?”, Jeffrey’s close friend Sydney Smith had aped him, rhetorically, in a letter written some years 

earlier: “What’s the use of wealth? What’s a guinea but a damned yellow circle? What’s a chamber 

pot but an infernal yellow sphere? The whole effort of your mind is to destroy” (Smith Letters: I, 95-

6). It wasn’t, as it happens, and Jeffrey was, if anything, too scrupulous about the uses of virtue. But 
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Jeffrey was, indeed, sceptical, consciously resisting that “reign of Wonder” and admiration that the 

Romantics would restore to our apprehension of the world. He had no faith in Carlyle’s gods and 

heroes and little faith in faith itself. 

 

 

V 

 

What Carlyle identified as Jeffrey’s eighteenth-century scepticism and philosophical materialism 

certainly had its ideological dimension. “Yet is his path not my path; nor are his thoughts my 

thoughts: it becomes more and more clear to me that we shall never do any good together”, Carlyle 

wrote to Jane of 11 September 1831, “frivolous Gigmanity cannot unite itself with our stern destiny” 

(Carlyle Letters: V, 417). “Gigmanity” or “Gigmen” were the philistines in the Carlyles’ special 

vocabulary: everything that was narrow and utilitarian and thus unimaginative in the modern 

Mechanical Age. As Jeffrey, in his role as Lord Advocate of Scotland, struggled with the Scottish 

counterpart of the Great Reform Bill, he becomes for Carlyle the dead Edinburgh Whig again, an 

exemplar (with Jeremy Bentham and Henry Brougham) of sterile rational reformism. What mutual 

forbearance remained between the two men was severely tested by a trip Carlyle made to London in 

August and September of 1831 during the Whigs’ first year in office, when the new government was 

battling with the House of Lords to realize its plans for extending the electorate. Carlyle felt locked 

out. “His environment here is as stupid fully as it was in Edinr”, he wrote to Jane a few days later: 

“trivialitas, trivialitatum, omnia trivialitas!” (Carlyle Letters: V, 429). Carlyle is Ecclesiates looking down on 

the unregenerate, as Carlyle would impersonate Ecclesiastes again throughout Sartor Resartus. 

The surest sign of Jeffrey’s spiritual unregeneracy for Carlyle was his determination to take an 

active part in contemporary political events — in short, his public ambition. Convinced that Jeffrey’s 

political career had taken off at a time when Jeffrey was no longer capable of sustaining the pressure, 

let alone of rising to it, Carlyle’s comments on Jeffrey’s accession to the Lord Advocacy in 

November 1830 were essentially those of the later Reminiscences: “In the House, I doubt he will NOT 

prosper, his health is too weak, and even his voice” (Carlyle Letters: V, 203). This had nothing to do 

with Jeffrey’s personal integrity, as it happens; two months later Carlyle could still refer to him as 

“the worthiest public man in all broad Scotland” (Carlyle Letters: V, 217). But none of the occasional 

comments passed on Jeffrey’s integrity meant that Carlyle actually approved of the Advocate’s politics, 

or of politics as it was then being practised in Britain. Quite the reverse. Carlyle, to quote Ian 
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Campbell, “saw less and less hope for the country, as it approached the convulsion of the reform 

movement of the early 1830s” (Campbell, 1993: 71).  

Turning from their intellectual allegiances to their respective cultural and political visions, in 

other words, we are confronted yet again by that very real incompatibility or impasse that is always 

liable to manifest itself in their dealings with each other. As Carlyle’s political and historical vision 

began to take clearer shape over the early years of the 1830s, so, too, he became alienated from 

Jeffrey and from all that Jeffrey represented: 

 
And what are your whigs and Lord Advocates, and Lord Chancellors, and the whole host of unspeakably 
gabbling Parliamenteers and Pulpiteers and Pamphleteers; — if a man suspect that ‘there is fire enough in 
his belly to burn up’ the entire creation of such! These all build on Mechanism: one spark of Dynamism; 
of Inspiration, were it in the poorest soul, is stronger than they all. As for the whig Ministry, with whom 
Jeffrey might appear to connect me, I partly see two things: first that they will have nothing in any shape 
to do with me, did I show them the virtue of a Paul, nay the more virtue the less chance, for virtue is 
Freewill to choose the Good, not Tool-usefulness to forge at the Expedient: secondly that they, the 
Whigs, except perhaps Brougham and his Implements, will not endure. (To John Carlyle, 4 March 1831. 
Carlyle Letters: V, 244)  

 

Not only was Jeffrey as Lord Advocate directly responsible for the Scottish counterpart of the 

famous Reform Bill of July 1832, but in its totality the reform movement and the Bill that 

consummated it might be said to have symbolized Jeffrey’s whole political and editorial career. 

Carlyle certainly thought so when in his Reminiscences he accused Jeffrey and the Edinburgh of having 

accelerated the development of a blind democracy. The older, more conservative Carlyle looked 

back on nearly seventy years of the nineteenth century to identify in the periodical editor and 

reforming politician a symptom and a cause of the democratic levelling that threatened the spiritual 

hierarchies he felt called upon to defend. In Carlyle’s ageing, apocalyptic vision, Jeffrey was his own 

“antitype” (to use Rosemary Ashton’s word [Ashton, 2003: 79]), if not the anti-Christ itself: 

 

Jeffrey was perhaps at the height of his reputation about 1816; his Edinburgh Review a kind of Delphic 
Oracle, and Voice of the Inspired, for great majorities of what is called the ‘Intelligent Public’; and himself 
regarded universally as a man of consummate penetration, and the facile princeps in the departments he had 
chosen to cultivate and practice. In the half-century that has followed, what a change in all this . . . Jeffrey 
was by no means the Supreme in Criticism or in anything else; but it is certain that there has no Critic 
appeared among us since who was worth naming beside him—and his influence, for good or evil, in 
Literature and otherwise has been very great. ‘Democracy,’ the gradual uprise, and rule in all things, of 
roaring, million-headed, unreflecting, darkly suffering, darkly sinning ‘Demos,’ came to call its old superior 
to account, at its maddest of tribunals: nothing in my time has so forwarded all this as Jeffrey and his once 
famous Edinburgh Review. (Reminiscences: 382-3) 
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But we have already seen that the lineaments of this portrait of Jeffrey as a sceptic and a leveller 

were there from the beginning; Carlyle’s version of early nineteenth-century history was the product 

of the long standing antagonism between the two friends and a distrust of, not to say contempt for, 

Jeffrey’s worldliness and Whiggism. Jeffrey’s career as Lord Advocate and MP enforced the 

realization of an unlikeness that became harder and harder for Carlyle to ignore. It was to his 

brother John that he complained early in 1831 of “the whole host of unspeakably gabbling 

Parliamenteers and Pulpiteers and Pamphleteers” in the political London of the early 1830s. It was 

to John, again, that he wrote late in 1832 with all the freedom of having one month earlier 

discharged a long standing debt to Jeffrey: 

 
The Advocate acknowledges his debt cleared: it is the only thing we have heard of him for a great while. I 
imagine our relation is a good deal cooled; and may now be visibly to him, as it has long been visibly to 
me, a rather fruitless one. His world is not our world: he dwells in the glitter of saloon chandeliers, 
walking in the ‘vain show’ of Parliamenteering and Gigmanity, which also he feels to be vain; we in the 
whirlwind and wild-piping Battle of Fate, which nevertheless, by God’s grace, we feel to be not vain and a 
show, but true and a reality. Thus may each, without disadvantage, go his several way. If Jeffrey’s well-
being ever lay within my reach, how gladly would I increase it! But I hope better things for him; tho’ he is 
evidently declining in the world’s grace, and knows as well as the world that his political career has 
proved a nonentity. Often have I lamented to think that so genial a nature had been (by the Zeitgeist, who 
works such misery) turned into that frosty unfruitful course. . . . So there we leave it,— (Carlyle Letters: VI, 
246) 

 

What Carlyle confided to his journal on 16 May 1832 with the imminent passage of the Bill, 

therefore, gives as clear an indication as any of the gulf between the two: 

 
The only reform is in thyself. Know this O Politician, and be moderately political. 
 For me, I have never yet done one political act; not so much as the signing of a petition. My case is 
this. I comport myself wholly like an alien; like a man who is not in his own country; whose own country 
lies perhaps a century or two distant. (Carlyle Notebooks: 274-5) 

 

 

VI 

 

Jeffrey, in his turn, had his own impatience with the Carlyles’ (anti-)politics, as with Carlyle’s 

writing and cultural vision more generally — the impatience of the political pragmatist slaving away 

at what he was convinced, in spite of all the sorry compromises required by due process, offered a 

blueprint for a better future: “you profess to take no interest in politics! - and to think it a fit thing 

for a man with a head and heart, to occupy them about the conditioned and the ‘unconditioned’ and 
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such gibberish - O fie! - Your brothers[’] blood cries up from the earth ag[ains]t such idleness” 

(Jeffrey to Carlyle, 1 August 1830). Some time in mid September 1830, subsequent to a visit by the 

Jeffreys to the Carlyles’ remote farmhouse at Craigenputtoch in Dumfriesshire in the West of 

Scotland, Carlyle wrote to Jeffrey exhorting him to abandon the law and politics and to join them in 

recluse. Jeffrey’s characteristically sceptical response in a letter of 26 September 1830 to Carlyle’s 

rejection of the social and metropolitan values to which he was committed (and one thinks here of 

Jeffrey’s campaign in the Edinburgh against the reclusive Lake poet, William Wordsworth) is 

nonetheless infused with a genuine and never recovered intimacy: 

 

If I were to live entirely in your wilderness, with you and my gentle hearted cousin, we should be occupied 
half our time, apart - and for more than half of what we spent together, we should talk of things 
indifferent - and now and then feel ennui perhaps, from want of external variety - Yet we should not cease 
to love each other - nor to feel that this true affection was the life of our life - and gave its colour and 
warmth to its ordinary features - Why will you not believe that it is the same with those who live in towns 
and toils? If there is occasionally a little too much distraction, and too much interference with quiet and 
deep feeling in the one, there is apt to be too much languor and self will and dependency in the other - 
and it is incredible how well all is balanced - and brought to an average - for kindness as well as comfort 
— It is one of the evils of your contemplative life that you judge harshly of those who are active - I 
cannot help suspecting at least that you do injustice in your heart to the many kind and devoted and 
magnanimous beings who are busy and merry - and apparently frivolous - who dine gaily and jostle hardly 
in business with the friends for whom they would go to the death - friends whose good fortune gives 
them more delight than their own - whose afflictions weigh on their hearts thro’ the sleepless night - and 
whose dishonour would kill them - I know several such - I believe there are many — Still it is true that as 
life advances and energy decays, the stir of the world becomes more importunate, and the heart longs 
more for a resting place, away from [the tear] din and tumult of its beaten ways - It is this which gives a 
charm to the aspect of your desart - and makes your kind and cordial invitation fall with a seductive 
sweetness on my ear - But is there not illusion in this also? (NLS Acc. 8964, no. 42) 

 

Capturing as it does the ebb and flow of Jeffrey’s affection for the Carlyles in a systolic alternation of 

concession and withdrawal, the letter gives us a more than usually vivid sense of what could and 

could not be achieved in the way of friendship between the two men. Pessimism, realism, and 

sentimentalism jostle uneasily, modulating into an eloquent defence of metropolitan society and 

eighteenth-century sociability — and, it should be recognised, of the status quo. 

 

 

VII 

 

The relationship between Francis Jeffrey and Thomas and Jane Welsh Carlyle did not finally 

collapse until 1834, though it almost certainly would have collapsed earlier had not Jeffrey’s 
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commitment to it forced a continuation. It is clear that the relationship was becoming more one-

sided and that even Jeffrey was less earnestly attentive, his letters fewer, and not just because of his 

official duties. The relationship was revived again three years later in 1837 by Carlyle’s sending 

Jeffrey a copy of his recently published The French Revolution. As a friendship, however, it could 

hardly have been expected to recover its original intensity. The last letter that Jeffrey wrote — and 

presumably theirs to him — was within months of his death, but after a major illness suffered in 

1841 Jeffrey seemed to the Carlyles quickly to have become an old man: frail, anxious, and overly 

emotional. Still, David Alec Wilson is right to remind us that they “never quarrelled or missed a 

chance of coming together as long as Jeffrey lived”, and that even “strangers who happened to 

witness their reunions used to remark how much they liked each other” (Wilson, 1924: 355).  

A letter that Jeffrey wrote to his friend and fellow Edinburgh reviewer Henry Brougham in 1837 

captures something of Jeffrey’s excitement at the revival of the friendship, and thus of the genuine 

affection he had always harboured for Carlyle and the genuine concern he had always felt for 

Carlyle’s deserved success, even while it betrays the deeper incompatibility that would always 

frustrate them:  

 
My Dear Chancellor — If you have seen that strange, but most original book, which my antient friend 
Carlyle has put forth on the French revolution, you will, I am sure, forgive me for smuggling a few 
congratulatory and admonitory lines to him, under your cover. He is half crazy, and intractable - but is a 
man of Genius - and I wish you could look at his book - and mention it, to any good judges - who may 
have more leisure than you - and half as much indulgence. (NLS MS. 1809, ff. 102-3) 
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i I am drawing here and throughout the article on the unpublished letters from Francis Jeffrey to Thomas and Jane 
Welsh Carlyle held in the National Library of Scotland. My edition of these letters is to be published by Pickering and 
Chatto in late 2008. 

ii The letters referred to here do not include any directly from the Carlyles to Jeffrey, probably destroyed by Jeffrey’s 
daughter Charlotte in a fit of pique at some of the cruel things Carlyle said about her in his Reminiscences. A fairly 
complete set of Jeffrey’s correspondence with the Carlyles, on the other hand, is available in the NLS. Fortunately, the 
Carlyles’ copious correspondence has been coming out from Duke University Press since 1970, to which collection I am 
indebted not only for the letters themselves but also for information and chronology.  


