English 251

Prof. Howe

Reading Guide: Thomas de Quincey, Confessions of an English Opium Eater

1. How does de Quincey’s account of the streetwalker Ann compare to Johnson’s account of Misella? Think both about the form and style of his account as well as its content. 
2. Do you think de Quincey has read Sterne? What traits of sentimentalism do you see in these excerpts from Confessions of an English Opium Eater? How does his sentimentalism differ from Sterne’s? Who else, from our reading, do you think he was familiar with? 

3. What do you think de Quincey means by the following statements? “But the stream of London charity flows in a channel which, though deep and mighty, is yet noiseless and underground; not obvious or readily accessible to poor houseless wanderers; and it cannot be denied that the outside air and framework of London society is harsh, cruel, and repulsive” (531). 

4. We’ve read quite a bit of literature dealing with the differences and similarities between city and country life; de Quincey is very much a city dweller. When describing his “architectural dreams” and his “dreams of lakes” (539), he refers to the “tyranny of the human face” resulting, perhaps, from “some part of [his] London life.” How would you characterize his relationship with the ebbs and flows of city life?
5. De Quincey routinely describes himself as a wanderer, a peripatetic philosopher, and a “walker of the streets” (531). How does de Quincey imagine travel? What, to de Quincey, does it mean to travel? How does de Quincey describe the Malay visitor? What images and emotions does he associate with the Malay, and the “Asiatic scenes” to which the Malay “transport[s]” him (539)? De Quincey describes himself as “an Orientalist” (534); what do you think he means? What is “sublime” about de Quincey’s “Oriental dreams” (540)? From the “slight abstraction of [his] Oriental dreams” we have in the Confessions, what do you think he means by “sublimity”?
6. What kind of language and imagery does de Quincey use when describing his experiences with opium? How would you characterize his relationship with the drug? What does the drug do to and for him? What happens to language under the influence of opium?  How would you characterize de Quincey’s style? What kind of language, address, and form does he use? How do you think de Quincey imagines his role as an author? 
7. In what ways are de Quincey’s Confessions similar to Hooke’s observations? Ward’s? Locke’s? Pepys’? Other authors? What is the status of the “fact” for de Quincey? In what does a “fact” consist (536)? If the Confessions form a kind of experiment, what kind of experiment is it? How does this experiment differ from more conventional, empiricist experiments? 
8. De Quincey characterizes the influence of opium as a kind of “incubus” (535) that paralyzes the user; he is capable of dreaming, but not of acting. Yet, the influence of opium also heightens the “creative state of the eye”—a creativity constitutive of the Confessions. Do you sense any tensions here? Note the fluidity between “dreams,” “aspirations,” “intuitions,” and “nightmares.” Note, too, the way de Quincey distinguishes the “eye” from the “bodily eye” (536) and “structure” from “bodily structure” (539). Does this distinction in any way parallel that between dreaming and acting? 
9. Why do you think the “eye” is so salient a site for de Quincey’s investigation into the effects of opium? Find the places in the text where de Quincey references the eye—what other concepts does he associate with sight? What kind of observations does he make?
10. De Quincey states that “there is no such thing as forgetting possible to the mind” (537). What does he mean? What is the role of history and memory in the Confessions? De Quincey calls forth a number of intertexts and allusions, and he is clearly very well-read. Why all these allusions? His memory, in the Confessions, is intimately bound up with his reading; what is the role of reading in the Confessions? How do you think we, as readers ourselves, are to read the Confessions? 
11. What role does the child and the child-like play in The Confessions (535, 541, 542)?
