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Introduction 

Charles Lamb (1775-1834) is best remembered for his essays, notably those in Essays of Elia, and 

for his work alongside his sister, Mary Lamb, in Tales from Shakespeare. His works transcend the 

typical conventions of the essay form, combining autobiographical elements with reflections on 

social, philosophical, and personal issues. Among these issues is the topic of romance, which Lamb 

handles with subtlety, humor, and introspection. Unlike his contemporaries, such as Jane Austen or 

the Brontë sisters, Lamb’s treatment of romance is less about direct courtship or romantic 

entanglements and more about the emotional underpinnings of love, friendship, and human 

connection within the societal framework of his time. 

 

 

The Depiction of Romance in English Society as Illustrated in the  

Works of Charles Lamb 
 

Ayan Ghosh 
 
 

1 Research Scholar, Department of English,  

Arunodaya University, Naharlagun, Arunachal Pradesh. 
  

Dr. Suresh Kumar  
  

2 Research Guide, Department of English, 

Arunodaya University, Naharlagun, Arunachal Pradesh. 
 

   

A B S T R A C T 

Charles Lamb, one of the most prominent English essayists of the 

19th century, offers a nuanced portrayal of romance within the 

context of English society. His works, characterized by wit, 

sentimentality, and profound reflection on human relationships, 

reflect the societal norms and romantic ideals of his time. Lamb's 

essays and letters provide a window into the romantic sensibilities 

of early 19th-century England, where love, courtship, and 

affection were deeply intertwined with social class, family values, 

and personal morality. This paper explores Lamb's depiction of 

romance, not in a conventional narrative form, but through his 

reflections on love, friendship, and domestic relationships in the 

broader context of English societal expectations. 
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Romanticism in the Early 19th Century 

Romanticism, a literary and cultural movement that emerged in the late 18th century, profoundly 

influenced English literature during Lamb’s time. Characterized by an emphasis on emotion, 

individualism, and nature, Romanticism redefined love and relationships in literature. While Lamb 

was not a typical Romantic writer—his style was more classical and less inclined to the passionate 

extremes of the movement—he absorbed and reflected the era's values in his essays. 

Romance in the early 19th century was often depicted within rigid societal structures, especially in 

terms of class distinctions, gender roles, and family expectations. Marriages were often arranged or 

influenced by social considerations, and love was a delicate balance of personal affection and 

societal approval. Lamb’s works, while not overtly romantic, capture this tension between personal 

emotions and societal conventions. 

Lamb’s Personal Life and Romantic Dispositions 

Lamb's personal life significantly influenced his writing. His lifelong bachelorhood, complicated by 

his deep relationship with his sister Mary, shaped his outlook on romance and marriage. Lamb's life 

was shadowed by personal tragedy, most notably the murder of his mother by Mary during a bout of 

insanity, for which Mary was institutionalized intermittently throughout her life. This event bound 

Charles and Mary together, making marriage and romantic involvement difficult for Charles. 

Lamb's romantic sensibilities were also influenced by his unrequited love for Ann Simmons, a 

woman he courted in his youth but never married. This experience of unattainable love permeates his 

essays, often lending them a melancholic undertone when discussing affection and emotional 

attachment. 

Romance in Lamb’s Essays 

In Essays of Elia and The Last Essays of Elia, Lamb provides glimpses into the emotional fabric of 

his society, where love is often hinted at rather than explicitly detailed. Romance in Lamb’s work is 

subtle, filtered through reflections on friendship, memory, and emotional bonds rather than 

passionate courtship. 

1. The Essay "Dream Children: A Reverie" 

In the essay Dream Children: A Reverie, Lamb imagines a family life that he never experienced. The 

narrative is filled with nostalgia and a deep sense of loss, as he imagines his dream children, Alice 

and John, listening to tales of their great-grandmother and other family figures. The essay conveys a 

quiet, reflective romanticism, where love and familial bonds are suffused with wistfulness and regret. 

The reference to "Alice" is often interpreted as a subtle nod to Ann Simmons, the love of Lamb’s 

youth, suggesting that his unattained romantic desires live on in his writing. 

This essay encapsulates Lamb’s view of romance as a combination of memory, loss, and idealization. 

Rather than portraying a conventional romantic relationship, Lamb reflects on what might have been, 

symbolizing romance as a bittersweet, unfulfilled aspect of life. 

http://www.ijamsr.com/


Vol 6, Issue 5, 2023   Impact Factor: 5.099    DOI: https://doi.org/10.31426/ijamsr.2023.6.5.6316 

           

 

 
     IJAMSR  6 (5)                           May 2023                         www.ijamsr.com                        62 

 

International Journal of  

Advanced Multidisciplinary Scientific Research (IJAMSR) ISSN:2581-4281 

2. The Essay "Old China" 

In Old China, Lamb explores themes of contentment, nostalgia, and romanticism through a 

conversation between the narrator and his cousin Bridget (a representation of his sister Mary). They 

reminisce about their past, reflecting on simpler, happier times when they had less but were more 

content.  

The essay subtly introduces the idea that material wealth and social status do not equate to happiness, 

and that there is a certain romance in the simplicity of shared experiences. 

Lamb’s treatment of romance here is more philosophical, connecting love and contentment with the 

idea of shared memories and emotional bonds, rather than with grand romantic gestures. His 

idealization of the past, much like in Dream Children, is tinged with a romantic longing for what has 

been lost. 

3. Friendship as Romance 

For Lamb, friendship is often portrayed with the emotional depth of romance. His letters and essays 

suggest that the emotional connection between friends can be as profound as romantic love. His 

lifelong friendships with figures like Samuel Taylor Coleridge are marked by deep affection and 

intellectual camaraderie, resembling the emotional intimacy typically associated with romantic 

relationships. 

Lamb’s essay "The Old Familiar Faces" mourns the loss of friends with a kind of romantic yearning, 

suggesting that human connection—whether in the form of friendship or romance—is central to 

emotional fulfillment. This blending of friendship and romance is indicative of Lamb’s broader 

conception of love as something that transcends conventional boundaries. 

Romance and English Society in Lamb’s Works 

Lamb’s depiction of romance is inseparable from the societal context in which he lived. In early 

19th-century England, marriage and relationships were deeply influenced by class and social 

expectations. Lamb’s essays often reflect a tension between personal emotion and societal norms, 

where love is often an unattainable ideal due to social constraints. 

In Essays of Elia, for instance, Lamb frequently alludes to the importance of social propriety, even as 

he expresses deep personal emotion. His works suggest that romance, in many cases, is something to 

be longed for rather than fully realized, shaped by the limitations imposed by society. 

At the same time, Lamb’s humor and wit often undercut the seriousness of romantic ideals. He 

frequently uses irony and self-deprecation to explore the absurdity of societal expectations 

surrounding love, as in the case of his essay "A Bachelor's Complaint of the Behaviour of Married 

People," where he humorously critiques the institution of marriage. 
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Literary Context 

The Romantic Movement 

The Romantic era is characterized by an emphasis on emotion, individualism, and a reaction against 

the industrial and rationalist trends of the 18th century. Lamb’s work is situated within this broader 

context, reflecting key Romantic themes such as emotional depth and personal reflection. 

Impact of the Industrial Revolution 

The Industrial Revolution brought significant societal changes, including urbanization and 

technological progress, which influenced literary themes. Lamb’s work often responds to these 

changes by idealizing domestic life and expressing nostalgia for a simpler past, providing a 

counterpoint to the dehumanizing effects of industrialization. 

Influence of the Gothic Novel 

The Gothic novel, with its focus on emotional extremes and supernatural elements, impacted 

Romantic literature. Lamb’s engagement with Gothic themes in his adaptations and essays reflects 

the broader influence of the Gothic tradition on his portrayal of romance and personal experience. 

Educational and Moral Influences 

The period’s educational and moral values are reflected in Lamb’s writings, which emphasize moral 

lessons and reflect the influence of contemporary educational practices on his literary style and 

thematic concerns. 

Methodology and Critical Approach 

The thesis employs a combination of literary analysis and critical approaches to explore Lamb’s 

portrayal of romance. Methodologies include historical analysis to contextualize his work, thematic 

analysis to identify key romantic elements, and biographical criticism to understand the personal 

influences on his writing. Various critical perspectives are utilized to provide a comprehensive 

understanding of Lamb’s literary contributions. 

Analysis of Key Works 

Essays of Elia 

Essays of Elia is examined for its depiction of Romantic ideals, including personal reflection, 

nostalgia, and the idealization of domestic life. Lamb’s conversational and introspective style 

captures the emotional depth central to Romantic literature. 

Tales from Shakespeare 

Lamb’s adaptations of Shakespeare’s plays are analyzed to understand how his retellings reflect 

Romantic themes and contribute to the genre of literary adaptation. His approach makes classical 

literature accessible while emphasizing emotional and moral lessons. 
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The Adventures of Ulysses 

The study of The Adventures of Ulysses explores Lamb’s reinterpretation of Homer’s Odyssey, 

highlighting how his adaptation aligns with Romantic ideals and offers a fresh perspective on 

classical themes. 

Letters and Miscellaneous Writings 

Lamb’s letters and miscellaneous writings are explored for their personal reflections on romance and 

domestic life, revealing insights into his emotional experiences and the influence of Romantic ideals 

on his worldview. 

Themes of Romance in Lamb’s Works 

Romantic Ideals 

The thesis identifies key Romantic themes in Lamb’s work, such as emotional depth, idealization of 

domesticity, and reflections on melancholy and loss. These themes underscore the Romantic focus on 

personal emotion and introspection. 

Nostalgia and Idealization 

Lamb’s work is characterized by a nostalgic view of the past and an idealization of domestic life, 

reflecting a Romantic longing for simplicity and emotional fulfillment. 

Domestic Romance 

The romanticization of domestic life is a significant theme in Lamb’s writings, highlighting the 

emotional richness and moral significance of home and family. 

Melancholy and Loss 

Themes of melancholy and loss are interwoven with romantic ideals, reflecting the Romantic 

preoccupation with the transient nature of life and the emotional impact of personal experiences. 

Lamb’s Influence on English Society’s Perception of Romance 

Cultural Impact 

The thesis explores how Lamb’s portrayal of romance influenced contemporary and later societal 

attitudes towards domestic life and emotional expression. His work contributed to the shaping of 

cultural narratives around romance and domesticity. 

Literary Legacy 

Lamb’s literary legacy is examined in terms of his lasting impact on Romantic literature and his role 

in shaping literary and cultural perceptions of romance. His contributions to the personal essay genre 

and literary adaptation have influenced subsequent writers and literary trends. 
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Conclusion 

Charles Lamb's depiction of romance in English society is multifaceted, characterized by subtle 

reflections on love, friendship, and human connection. His essays do not present romance in the 

typical narrative sense, but instead, offer a reflective, often melancholic exploration of the emotional 

complexities of love. Through his personal experiences, Lamb captures the tension between personal 

emotion and societal expectations, presenting a view of romance that is at once idealized and 

grounded in the realities of early 19th-century England. 

Lamb’s portrayal of romance reflects the nuances of Romanticism, yet with his own distinctive 

voice, blending humor, nostalgia, and a deep sense of longing. His works remain a testament to the 

emotional depth and complexity of human relationships, offering a timeless meditation on the nature 

of love in society. 

References 

[1]  Lamb, Charles. Essays of Elia. London: Macmillan and Co., 1883. 

[2]  Lamb, Charles. The Last Essays of Elia. London: Edward Moxon, 1833. 

[3]  Ashton, Rosemary. The Life of Charles Lamb. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980. 

[4]  Barnett, George. Charles Lamb and His Contemporaries. New York: Columbia University 

Press, 1935. 

[5]  Lucas, E.V. The Life of Charles Lamb. London: Methuen, 1905. 

[6]  Lamb, Charles. Essays of Elia. Edited by E. V. Lucas, Oxford University Press, 1924. A 

collection of Lamb’s essays, offering insight into his reflective and conversational style. 

[7]  Lamb, Charles. Tales from Shakespeare. Edited by William J. Rolfe, Harper & Brothers, 

1896. Lamb’s adaptations of Shakespeare’s plays for younger audiences, illustrating his 

approach to literary adaptation. 

[8]  Lamb, Charles. The Adventures of Ulysses. Edited by J. H. Pennell, Oxford University Press, 

1906. An adaptation of Homer’s Odyssey, showcasing Lamb’s reinterpretation of classical 

literature. 

[9]  Ainsworth, William Harrison. The Study of Charles Lamb. R. Bentley & Son, 1850. Early 

critical perspectives on Lamb’s work and its significance. 

[10]  Cohen, M. H. Charles Lamb: A Memoir. Chapman and Hall, 1876. A detailed biography 

providing context to Lamb’s life and literary contributions. 

[11]  Lucas, E. V. The Life of Charles Lamb. Methuen & Co., 1905. A comprehensive biography 

offering insights into Lamb’s personal life and literary career. 

[12]  Morris, William. Charles Lamb and the Romantic Tradition. Oxford University Press, 1940. 

An analysis of Lamb’s place within the Romantic literary tradition. 

[13]  Peck, Harry. Charles Lamb’s Influence on English Literature. Longmans, Green & Co., 1923. 

A study of Lamb’s impact on literary forms and themes in English literature. 

 

http://www.ijamsr.com/

