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SERIES EDITORS’ PREFACE

The Complete Critical Guide to English Literature is a ground-breaking collection of one-volume introductions to the work of the major writers in the English literary canon. Each volume in the series offers the reader a comprehensive account of the featured author’s life, of his or her writing and of the ways in which his or her works have been interpreted by literary critics. The series is both explanatory and stimulating; it reflects the achievements of state-of-the-art literary-historical research and yet manages to be intellectually accessible for the reader who may be encountering a canonical author’s work for the first time. It will be useful for students and teachers of literature at all levels, as well as for the general reader; each book can be read through, or consulted in a companion-style fashion.

The aim of The Complete Critical Guide to English Literature is to adopt an approach that is as factual, objective and non-partisan as possible, in order to provide the ‘full picture’ for readers and allow them to form their own judgements. At the same time, however, the books engage the reader in a discussion of the most demanding questions involved in each author’s life and work. Did Pope’s physical condition affect his treatment of matters of gender and sexuality¿ Does a feminist reading of Middlemarch enlighten us regarding the book’s presentation of nineteenth-century British society¿ Do we deconstruct Beckett’s work, or does he do so himself¿ Contributors to this series address such crucial questions, offer potential solutions and recommend further reading for independent study. In doing so, they equip the reader for an informed and confident examination of the life and work of key canonical figures and of the critical controversies surrounding them.

The aims of the series are reflected in the structure of the books. Part I, ‘Life and Contexts’, offers a compact biography of the featured author against the background of his or her epoch. In Part II, ‘Work’, the focus is on the author’s most important works, discussed from a non-partisan, literary-historical perspective; the section provides an account of the works, reflecting a consensus of critical opinion on them, and indicating, where appropriate, areas of controversy. These and other issues are taken up again in Part III, ‘Criticism’, which offers an account of the critical responses generated by the author’s work. Contemporaneous reviews and debates are considered, along with opinions inspired by more recent theoretical approaches, such as New Criticism, feminism, Marxism, psychoanalytic criticism, deconstruction and New Historicism.

The volumes in this series will together constitute a comprehensive reference work offering an up-to-date, user-friendly and reliable account of the heritage of English literature from the Middle Ages to the twentieth century. We hope that The Complete Critical Guide to English Literature will become for its readers, academic and non-academic alike, an indispensable source of information and inspiration.

RICHARD BRADFORD

JAN JEDRZEJEWSKI
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ABBREVIATIONS AND REFERENCING

Throughout the text, references to Pope’s poems are from The Twickenham Edition of the Poems of Alexander Pope, general editor John Butt, 11 volumes (London: Methuen, 1939–69), abbreviated as TE. Specific volumes are used as follows::


I    Pastoral Poetry and an Essay on Criticism, eds E. Audra and Aubrey Williams (1961)

II    The Rape of the Lock and Other Poems, ed. Geoffrey Tillotson, third edition (1962)

III.i    An Essay on Man, ed. Maynard Mack (1950)

III.ii    Epistles to Several Persons (Moral Essays), ed. F.W. Bateson (1951)

IV    Imitations of Horace, with An Epistle to Dr Arbuthnot and the Epilogue to the Satires, ed. John Butt (1939)

V    The Dunciad, ed. James Sutherland, second edition (1953)

VI    Minor Poems, eds Norman Ault and John Butt (1964)


All references are to page numbers


Individual poems within these volumes are referenced as follows:

Arb    An Epistle to Dr. Arbuthnot

Bathurst    Epistle to Bathurst

Burl    Epistle to Burlington

Cob    Epistle to Cobham

D    The Duncaid

EA    Eloisa to Abelard

EC    An Essay on Criticism

EM    An Essay on Man

Ep. 2.i    The First Epistle of the Second Book of Horace, Imitated

Ep. 2.ii    The Second Epistle of the Second Book of Horace, Imitated

Epil. i    Epilogue to the Satires, Dialogue I

Epil. ii    Epilogue to the Satires, Dialogue II

Lady    Epistle to a Lady

RL    The Rape of the Lock

Sat. 2.i    The First Satire of the Second Book of Horace, Imitated

Sat. 2.ii    The Second Satire of the Second Book of Horace Paraphrased

WF    Windsor-Forest


Other abbreviations are:


Letters    The Correspondence of Alexander Pope, ed. George Sherburn, 5 volumes (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956)

PW i    The Prose Works of Alexander Pope: The Earlier Works 1711–1720, ed. Norman Ault (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1938)

PW ii    The Prose Works of Alexander Pope: Volume II: The Major Works 1725–1744, ed. Rosemary Cowler (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986)


For all other references, the Harvard system is used; full details of items cited can be found in the bibliography.


Cross-referencing between sections is one of the features of this series.

Cross-references to relevant page numbers appear in bold type and square brackets [28].





INTRODUCTION

This book examines the literary career of the poet Alexander Pope (1688–1744). The son of a merchant, Pope became the dominant poet of his generation despite considerable ill-health and deformity. As a Catholic, he was a politically suspect outsider, but turned his internal exile into a platform from which to comment on the social and political events of his time. Once regarded as too elegant, or too vicious, to be a true poet, Pope is now celebrated for the richness of his imaginative transfiguration of the world around him.

In Part I of this book, Life and Contexts, the main events of Pope’s life are narrated in detail: his childhood in Windsor Forest, his early literary career, the success of his translation of Homer, his creation of a place of principled independence at his villa at Twickenham, his relations with women, the scandalous warfare of The Dunciad, the major satires of the 1730s, his political position, and the final darkening poetry. In Part II, Works, extensive readings of nine poems or sets of poems are given: Essays on Criticism, Windsor-Forest, Rape of the Lock, Eloisa to Abelard, Essay on Man, Epistles to Several Persons, Epistle to Dr Arbuthnot, Imitations of Horace, and The Dunciad. In Part III, Criticism, clear guidance to the main trends in criticism of Pope’s work are given, with special attention to current areas of particular controversy: Pope and Politics; Pope, Gender and Body; Pope in Print and Manuscript.

The Complete Critical Guide to Alexander Pope presents a synthesis of the latest research on Pope while offering a fresh reading of the poems. Readers who need a clear account of Pope’s life and background, or who need a reliable guide to particular poems, or who are interested in special aspects of the works, can begin in any section and follow the cross-references to other relevant sections; or the whole book can be read through as a handbook of Pope studies.





PART I: LIFE AND CONTEXTS





(a) A CATHOLIC CHILDHOOD

Because Pope was not primarily a lyric poet like Donne, or an explorer of private mental experience like Wordsworth, we tend to think of him as essentially a public voice, the satirist of civil follies rather than the analyst of personal emotions. Many of the vices Pope attacked are forms of egotism: avarice, power-seeking, narcissism. The lack of a real or implied partner to address poems to also suggests a reticence about private life which disappoints a voyeuristic age. Nonetheless personal character remained for Pope a fundamental element of poetic voice. Satire has to have a position from which to criticise the world; and since Pope could not acquire the kind of state position which validated the work of his closest model, John Dryden (1631–1700), he developed a position of moral authority derived from his own status as a private, right-thinking citizen, living in principled independence of state patronage, willing to implicate the personal experience on which his voice as a social critic was based. While one could read through the complete poems of Dryden without learning much about his life, Pope insistently manages a particular kind of self-involvement even in his most public, apocalyptic works. Much criticism of him – plenty of it more venomous and scurrilous than anything he produced himself in criticizing others – was based on his own life, character, and body. A competent artist, he controlled the dissemination of portraits and other images of himself, and bestowed extraordinary care on the presentation and publication of his work, mastering book trade processes as no writer had ever done before to produce a meticulous version of his ‘corpus’ in print [189–99]. In these ways, he seems a very modern figure. This first section will give an account of the main features of what we know of Pope’s biography, and of how he turned his personal experience into public poetry.

Pope had, and has continued to have, several biographers. During his lifetime he befriended Joseph Spence, a minor poet and critic who compiled a large body of ‘anecdotes’ from Pope’s conversation, indicating his views on various critical matters but also recording such facts as Pope could remember, or wished to be remembered, about his own life. ‘Mr. Pope was born on the twenty-first of May, 1688’, Spence ascertained (Spence 1966: 3); the time was 6: 45 p.m. and the place is thought to have been no. 2 Plough Court, just off Lombard Street, London, in what was fast becoming the financial centre of England. His father (also Alexander, 1646–1717) ‘was an honest merchant and dealt in Hollands wholesale’ (Spence 1966: 7): that is, he dealt in linens, exporting them as far afield as Virginia. The poet’s mother, Edith (née Turner, d.1733), was just short of forty-five when he was born; the poet was her only child, though there was a surviving half-sister, Magdalen, from his father’s earlier marriage (a half-brother, Alexander again, had died in infancy).

Though Pope’s father was the son of an Anglican vicar, he converted to Catholicism, perhaps during European travels; his mother was from a family which divided along Catholic and Protestant lines. Catholicism caused the family many problems. Though the Civil War itself ended with the restoration of Charles II in 1660, the issues which had caused it continued to divide the nation for another century. Rumours of a Catholic plot to assassinate Charles in 1679 (the ‘Popish Plot’) had been used to foment some bitter anti-Catholic sentiment during the first half of the 1680s, and the accession of the Catholic James II in 1685 brought the threat of a renewed Civil War much closer. Three weeks after Pope’s birth, James II’s wife gave birth to a son, providing a Catholic heir to the kingdom. Shortly afterwards James was forced to abandon the throne in favour of his daughter Mary and her Protestant husband William of Orange, a ‘Glorious Revolution’ as it was known to its supporters, which paved the way for the Protestant succession, though a number of attempts to restore the Catholic line would be made, the last and most serious occurring a year after Pope’s death.

In London especially, heavily punitive measures against Catholics were enforced immediately on the arrival of William and Mary. Pope’s father had amassed about £10,000 from his business, a fortune large enough to enable him to retire from business in the face of this on-slaught, thus greatly diminishing the effects of the legislation on Pope’s boyhood: Pope’s family vacated Plough Court for Hammersmith some time around 1692, and the main danger to his early life seems to have come from a wild cow which attacked him while he was, rather picturesquely, ‘filling a little cart with stones’ (Spence 1966: 3). He retained great affection for the women of his close and protective household: his nurse, Mary Beach, his aunt Elizabeth Turner, and especially his mother, who lived with him until her death in 1733. A priest who knew him told Spence that Pope ‘was a child of a particularly sweet temper and had a great deal of sweetness in his look when he was a boy’ (Spence 1966: 5–6). Johnson reports that ‘His voice, when he was young, was so pleasing that he was called in fondness the “little Nightingale”’ (Johnson 1905: 83).

As a Catholic Pope could not attend mainstream schools and could not attend university. He was taught to read by his aunt, and had developed a very precise calligraphy by imitating the typography of printed books, a talent which he often used in designing his books in later life (Spence 1966: 12). At the age of about eight Pope began to learn Latin and Greek from a priest. He subsequently attended clandestine Catholic schools, one in Twyford, from where he was removed after being punished for writing a satire on his master (his earliest satiric venture), and one near Hyde Park Corner, from which he is supposed to have on occasion visited the theatre; he also saw his hero, John Dryden, once (Spence 1966: 25). Pope was dismissive of his formal schooling: ‘God knows, it extended a very little way’ (Spence 1966: 8). Indeed, he seems to have valued his independent exploration of literature as a positive escape from the prison-house of grammar-based education, a formal trap which he would later denounce more publicly (Spence 1966: 21–2). At the age of eight he had ‘discovered’ Homer through translation (much as Keats was to do more than a century later): John Ogilby’s Iliad (1660) and Odyssey (1665) were huge volumes ‘Adorn’d with Sculptures’ (engravings), and Pope always ‘spoke of the pleasure it then gave him, with a sort of rapture only on reflecting on it’ (Spence 1966: 14). With George Sandys’s illustrated Ovid’s Metamorphosis Englished (1626), and Statius’s Thebaid, the Homer texts formed a rich repository of Greek and Latin mythology and narrative which stimulated Pope’s imagination through his early career and beyond.





(b) FOREST RETREATS

In 1698 Pope’s father bought a house at Binfield, Berkshire, from his son in law, Charles Rackett, who had married Pope’s half-sister Magdalen. This residence on an estate of some nineteen acres of land, close to Windsor with the forest, castle and river Thames to explore, had a determining influence on Pope, turning enforced removal from the capital into the very model of principled retreat, an idyll never entirely besmirched by later events. Though Pope’s early works such as the Pastorals (1709) and Windsor-Forest (1713) derive much from literary models, they derive something from an acute observation of the heraldic colouring within the castle and the exercise of agriculture and rural sports in the forest.

Here Pope was free to educate himself: his father’s library was well-stocked, and he began to purchase books on his own account, acquiring early editions of Chaucer, Herbert and Milton. His half-sister told Spence that he ‘did nothing but write and read’, and his own image of himself spending whole days reading under trees, nicely suggests the twin influences of reading and nature: ‘I followed everywhere as my fancy led me, and was like a boy gathering flowers in the woods and fields just as they fall in his way’ (Spence 1966: 12, 13, 20). Having already developed a taste for English poets such as Waller, Spenser and Dryden, courtly and fantastic by turns, he described his years from the age of thirteen to twenty as ‘all poetical’, a voracious if sporadic ‘ramble’ through Greek, Latin, Italian and French poetry and criticism (Spence 1966: 19–20). At some point around 1703–04 he studied French and Italian in London, against the wishes of his family, concerned for his already insecure health (Spence 1966: 12–13).

The prelapsarian freedom which Pope remembered so fondly began to be eroded by two potent forces: illness, and a growing political sense [163–71]. About the time of the move to Binfield, Pope had the first major attack of the disease which was eventually to cripple him. Thought to be spinal tuberculosis, contracted through infected milk, ‘Pott’s disease’ restricted his height to about four foot six, caused progressive curvature of the spine, and left him subject to severe headaches, fits, eye inflammations and respiratory problems. Though he surmounted these difficulties with exercise and fresh air, and experimented with various comic versions of his illness in private letters and in public poems, his sense of himself was deeply affected by his physical appearance. At the same time, the family’s Catholicism (low-key and quietistic as it was) became a second marker of internal exile. His father’s library contained much literature from the religious controversies of the seventeenth century, which Pope read, finding himself ‘a Papist and a Protestant by turns, according to the last book I read’ (Letters I: 453). The humanistic tolerance, self-knowledge and irony of Erasmus and Montaigne, both Catholics but men of principled independence of thought, offered an attractive route out of the morass of sectarian debate.

Pope’s adolescence was also nurtured by a number of much older men with whom Pope became friendly and whom he impressed with his precocious reading and ‘maddish way’ (Spence 1966: 13). John Caryll, a local Catholic who was to play an important role in the genesis of The Rape of the Lock [65–77], had a wide circle of literary acquaintance and it was probably he who introduced Pope to the most brilliant actor of the Restoration stage, Thomas Betterton (1635–1710), as well as that stage’s most uncompromising dramatist, William Wycherley (1640–1716). Pope resisted the blandishments of both to write for the stage, but assisted both men in ‘correcting’ their verses, a troublesome task but one which testifies to the closeness of the literary friendships and Pope’s rapid rise to esteem. His earliest surviving correspondence is with Wycherley, in whose company he roamed London (he was mocked as ‘Wycherley’s Crutch’ by unsympathetic observers: Spence 1966: 35). Pope also knew Dr Samuel Garth (1661–1719), patron of Dryden, physician, and wit, whose mock-heroic The Dispensary (1699) is one of the best models for comparison with Pope’s own work in the genre, and Sir William Trumbull, a diplomat who had served with distinction under kings of violently different persuasions and who was now one of the twelve verderers of Windsor Forest. Benign, well-read and generous, Trumbull was an active nurturing force in Pope’s development; they rode in the forest and talked literature ‘almost every day’ (Spence 1966: 31). William Walsh (1663–1708), similarly, showed Pope that it was possible to maintain a well-bred moderation in literature and politics, acting as a Whig M.P. under both William III and Anne, and being hailed by the Tory Dryden as the best critic of the age (Spence 1966: 32).

It was this circle of men to whom Pope submitted his early publishable literary efforts, for ‘correction’; there is considerable surviving evidence of the close practical and technical attention Walsh in particular exercised over the Pastorals, the Essay on Criticism and Sapho to Phaon. Walsh had told Pope: ‘that there was one way left of excelling, for though we had several great poets, we never had any one great poet that was correct – and he desired me to make that my study and aim’ (Spence 1966: 32). Pope’s one criticism of his master Dryden was that he wrote too quickly (Spence 1966: 24). Not that Pope spurned spontaneity: he claimed ‘I began writing verses of my own invention farther back than I can remember’. But he had always been used to revising; his father set him verse exercises and was ‘pretty difficult in being pleased and used often to send him back to new turn them’ (Spence 1966: 7, 15). While still at school Pope wrote a play based on speeches from the Iliad for his schoolfellows to act, and completed another based on ‘a very moving story in the legend of St Genevieve’, as well as an epic poem, Alcander, in which, he smilingly recalled, he attempted ‘to collect all the beauties of the great epic writers into one piece’. This four-book epic he later burned, ‘not without some regret’; some lines were salvaged for other work (Spence 1966: 15–18).

Pope practised the craft of writing by imitating that which pleased him most in his reading. His earliest surviving poem is a verse paraphrase of a prayer from the Christian mystic Thomas a Kempis, not published in his lifetime and a rare indication of his religious background. Most of his early translations are from pre-Christian writers, notably Ovid, from whose Metamorphoses he produced some tales of monstrous or misdirected sexual activities when he was about fourteen (the most interesting of these, the story of the cyclops Polyphemus’s love for Galatea, remained unpublished in his lifetime). It was also from Ovid that he translated, about 1707, Sapho to Phaon [172, 194], an intriguingly expressive poem in which the Lesbian poetess Sappho, abandoned by the youth Phaon with whom she has fallen in love, laments her confused sexual longings and reviews her languishing life as a poet. His version of Statius’ Thebaid, book I, was written about 1703 (published 1712), and gave him confidence in the use of heroic couplets in ‘high’ style; the story itself, which deals with the internecine wars of succession after the resignation of the incestuous parricide Oedipus from the throne of Thebes, is a monstrous and gory exploration of politics, sex and death: there is nothing tame about Pope’s interest in classical mythology. Pope also began translating sections of Homer, probably about 1707.

He also practised a form of ‘imitation’ or stylistic mimicking; around 1701 he was impersonating the polished amatory verses of Waller, the metaphysical conceits of Cowley, and the anti-feminist lyrics of the Earl of Dorset in particular. A short pastiche of Chaucer allowed him to tell a bawdy joke; ‘The Alley’, an imitation of Spenser, took the stanza form of The Faerie Queene and applied it mockingly to the filthy pathways of contemporary London. ‘On Silence’, a substantial imitation of Rochester’s ‘Upon Nothing’, points forward to the sceptical social satire of his mature work. This work was all complete before 1709, but Pope later edited some of it as evidence of his poetic development, or simply as makeweights in anthologies.





(c) LITERARY LONDON

Pope was twenty when his first poems were published, in May 1709, significantly enough adjacent to the first full ‘Copyright Act’ which defined authorial property in ways which were to allow Pope to make more money from writing than any poet before him. The Pastorals appeared in Poetical Miscellanies, The Sixth Part, an anthology published by Jacob Tonson the elder, the most eminent publisher of the day: he had acquired the rights to Milton, Shakespeare, and Dryden, and ran a Whig club of authors known as the Kit-Cat Club. Pope contributed three works to the anthology (which also included work by Swift, later to become one of Pope’s closest friends). Two of these emerged from Pope’s self-imposed apprenticeship in translating and imitating: January and May was a rewriting in modern idiom of Chaucer’s Merchant’s Tale, written about 1704 and giving Pope the opportunity to be elegant and witty about sex and marriage; The Episode of Sarpedon was a translation from Homer’s Iliad. The Chaucer imitation was to some degree also an imitation of Dryden, whose Fables (1700) had established the utility of ‘polishing’ the medieval poet into smoother and more moralistic form (though the story itself remains ribald enough, and Pope was later to add a version of the Wife of Bath’s Prologue, also written about 1704, to his oeuvre). In the Episode of Sarpedon, comprising passages from Iliad XII and XVI, Pope explored a high heroic language in speeches of glory and death; again, the imitation is double, for one of the passages had been previously translated by John Denham, another of Pope’s models. The two pieces are therefore both homage to earlier great poets, and the beginnings of a contest with them.

In the Pastorals, Pope announced his intention to challenge for such fame, since pastoral was the genre on which the epic poet cut his teeth (the examples of Virgil, Spenser and Milton were particularly in Pope’s mind). ‘First in these Fields I try the Sylvan Strains’, the series opens, asserting originality and naturalism in the midst of imitation and the most ‘artificial’ literary genre around. Flaunting his allegiance to well-known pastorals such as Virgil’s Eclogues and Theocritus’s Idylls, Pope splices the allegorical and mythological song into English settings. Excising the comic rusticity which pervaded earlier English pastoral, Pope claims for England successorship to the enchanted ground of classical literature. Pope’s virtuoso displays indeed are some of the last exercises in the genre, which had been hugely popular in the Renaissance but was beginning to run out of variations. In these painterly landscapes, shepherds pursue nymphs, vie with each other in poetical or musical skill, and invoke the aid of deities, with little or no attention to the actual business of rearing sheep.

Pope had been anticipating publication of Poetical Miscellanies for a few years and in his correspondence with Wycherley struck poses of aristocratic indifference to the squalid world of literary fame and of comic reluctance to appear in print. In London he made the acquaintance of Henry Cromwell, an idle dandy with a poetical turn with whom Pope exchanged some correspondence of flamboyant maleness: Pope felt able to play at being a rake-about-town, perhaps in compensation for his sense of being denied sexual enjoyment by his physical limitations. Never to be Alexander the Great in any heroic sense, he knew he was ‘that little Alexander the women laugh at’ (Letters I: 114). In 1707 he had met Martha and Teresa Blount, granddaughters of Anthony Englefield, one of Pope’s Catholic neighbours; from 1711 the intimacy became more conspicuous. A few elegantly bawdy poems survive from this period, suggesting that the poet who had imitated the Cavalier mode of Waller, Denham and Cowley, was still exploring the erotic potential of verse. More seriously, Pope showed Cromwell, a solid Latinist in spite of his rakish pose, versions of Statius and Ovid for his revision. Pope kept busts of authors such as Dryden, Milton and Shakespeare in his chamber as perpetual reminders of literary greatness (Letters I: 120); he was also working on a poem called The Temple of Fame, based on a somewhat more austere poem of Chaucer’s than those to which Pope had hitherto given attention, The Hous of Fame. Here Pope once again produced homage and challenge to the literature of the past, attempting to envision in what was becoming a favourite form of artistic expression, neoclassical architecture, some secure means of recording greatness for posterity.

Pope had been working on An Essay on Criticism [49–57] since about 1707, and it had passed through his usual revisers. It was published on 15 May 1711, the first of his works to appear independently. Full of quotation, allusion and example, it offers a mediation between extreme critical positions and points towards an accessible community of judgement. Homer is celebrated as the pre-critical fount of Western literature, with Virgil as a sort of post-critical example of how one might recapture ‘nature’ by observing the rules formulated by the classical critics. The fragmentary Poetics of the Greek philosopher Aristotle (384–322 BC) laid down guidelines for the successful ‘imitation’ of nature in poetry and drama. The Roman poet Horace (65–8 BC) had turned Aristotelian principles into a more conversational and personal form of advice in the ‘Epistle to the Pisos’, commonly known as the Ars Poetica or ‘Art of Poetry’. These works had formed the basis for most critical theorizing of the seventeenth century; in drama especially, the guidelines had become fossilised into ‘Rules’ in which truth to nature could only be achieved by very close forms of imitation – limiting the action of plays to one plot, in one location, on one day. There was much debate about the applicability of these rules in an English tradition, and Pope’s master Dryden adopted the ‘Rules’ with much misgiving. Some relief from the Rules came in the shape of the treatise known as Peri Hypsous or On the Sublime, ascribed to ‘Longinus’ (written probably in the first century AD, and translated into English in 1652 (more influentially, into French by Nicholas Boileau in 1674); this concentrated on ‘poetic fire’, flights of the imagination, inspirational visions of boundlessness.

Pope had absorbed these critics very thoroughly. He was deeply aware of the tensions between theory and practice, imagination and judgment, and the ongoing European debate about the relative claims of Ancient and Modern learning, which Swift had satirised in The Battle of the Books (1704). He had models for the genteel style of the poetic essay: Horace, notably, but also Boileau’s Art Poetique (1674, translated partially by Dryden, 1683), the Earl of Roscommon’s Essay on Translated Verse (1684, following his translation of Horace’s Ars Poetica into blank verse, 1680), and the Duke of Buckinghamshire’s Essay upon Poetry (1682). Nonetheless an essay on criticism done in verse was a new thing and highly significant. Though the poem prefers the collective pronouns ‘we’ and ‘you’ to ‘I’, an ambitious claim to authority is being made: the list of ideally-qualified critics given at the end of the poem leads from Aristotle to Walsh, and the final lines of the poem are, in a characteristic gesture of self-inscription, about Pope’s relation to his critical mentor.

The poem also contains Pope’s first touches of accusatory satire. Amid the examples of bad criticism he cites is one Appius, loud, blustering, and tyrannical. This was a hit at John Dennis, poet and dramatist, who had published two Aristotelian treatises on criticism. Pope shared many of his critical views, but Dennis’s dogmatism, vanity and paranoia was too easy a target. A month after Pope’s Essay was published, Dennis gave Pope his first taste of public controversy by issuing Reflections Critical and Satyrical, upon a late Rhapsody, call’d, an Essay upon Criticism. This was an angry demolition of Pope, characterising his balanced couplets as contradiction, his comprehensiveness as rhapsodic incoherence, his gestures towards authority as upstart arrogance. Moreover, Dennis mounted a vicious attack on Pope’s character and physique, suggesting that his familial Catholicism was active Jacobitism [165– 9] and that his deformity represented his personality [184–5]: ‘As there is no Creature so venomous, there is nothing so stupid and impotent as a hunch-back’d Toad’ (Guerinot 1969: 3). Pope, who had a lifetime of this stuff to face and who always professed his indifference to it, was pained by this attack, though he rightly pointed out that Dennis’s ‘passion’ proved how correct the initial criticism of him had been (Spence 1966: 42).

But Pope’s career was not to be derailed by such as Dennis. The Essay brought him to the attention of Joseph Addison and Richard Steele, Whig politicians and journalists who began their highly influential paper The Spectator two months before Pope’s poem appeared. The Spectator consisted of moderately humorous essays on topics of current concern, literary, philosophical or moral, eschewing (ostensibly at least) party politics for a notion of well-bred tolerance. The Essay was praised by Addison as ‘a Masterpiece in its kind’ later that year (no. 253, 20 December 1711), though Pope was mildly censured for (as he put it in thanking Steele for Addison’s praise and his criticism) ‘speaking too freely of my Brother-Moderns’. In the next year one whole issue was given over to publication of Pope’s Messiah, a ‘sacred Eclogue’ based on Isaiah and Virgil’s Pollio (no. 378, 14 May 1712), which again showed Pope’s inheritance of the classical mantle, here with irreproachable religious colouring. Addison praised a Miscellany which Pope edited at the behest of Bernard Lintot, a rival publisher of rather less salubrious character than Tonson, which contained ‘many excellent Compositions of that ingenious Gentleman’ (no. 523, 30 October 1712).

One of these ‘Compositions’ was the two-canto version of The Rape of the Locke, already a dizzying venture in the mock-heroic use of epic language and images to describe small-scale social world of London. John Caryll had asked Pope to write a poem to try to reconcile two Catholic families at war over an incident in which Lord Petre had snipped off a lock of Arabella Fermor’s hair – a trivial enough incident, perhaps, and regarded by Johnson only as ‘a frolick of gallantry, rather too familiar’ (Johnson 1905: 101), but one which had taken on an altogether darker significance. Pope’s poem, which uses the inversions and miniaturisations of the mock-heroic form in a brilliantly even-handed analysis of both the weight and the triviality of the offence, was handed about in manuscript and Pope took the opportunity of Lintot’s Miscellany to forestall any attempt to bring out an unauthorised edition (Spence 1966: 43–4). Again, the poem is also partly about poetic fame and the power of verse to produce social effects and personal immortality.





(d) KINGS AND QUEENS

By now there were rather greater, quasi-heroic conflicts to consider. England, with her European allies, had been at war with France for most of Pope’s lifetime, partly because of France’s support for the Jacobite claimants to the English throne and partly because of the general imbalance of political and economic power in Louis XIV’s favour. A partial peace was concluded in 1697, but on the death of William III in 1702, without issue, Anne, James II’s protestant daughter, succeeded to the throne and war was recommenced, with the Whig Duke of Marlbrough as Captain-General winning some decisive victories. But in 1710 the Whig ministry collapsed and the Tories came to ascendancy; pressure to end the war increased. Some of Pope’s mature friendships were formed against this background, one might say partly by it. He grew friendly with John Gay (1685–1732), a poet and dramatist in a congenial mode of mock-heroic. Friendship with William Fortescue, a staunch Whig and lawyer (both terms of abuse in Pope’s later years) shows Pope still maintaining Whig contacts, as with Addison and Steele. But in the crucial state of European affairs, it was hardly possible not to take sides, and other new allegiances leaned increasingly towards the Tory camp. John Arbuthnot (1667–1735) came from a Jacobite background, was Queen Anne’s physician, and author of a series of prose satires against the war known collectively as The History of John Bull (1712). Perhaps most importantly, Pope met Jonathan Swift (1667– 1745), clergyman and satirist, recently author of some sophisticated partisan papers, pamphlets and verse satires decrying the profiteering of Marlbrough and urging the necessity of the Tory peace. Swift and Arbuthnot formulated the influential view that the ‘landed interest’, meaning those aristocrats who farmed large country estates in the traditional way, was being systematically undermined by the ‘monied interest’, meaning not so much merchants (like Pope’s father) but bankers, stockbrokers, and anyone who dealt in money as an abstract entity. This view was to operate very powerfully on Pope and on politics generally during the period, though the reality of the situation was considerably more fluid than satire suggested.

The peace, known as the Treaty of Utrecht, was eventually signed on 31 March 1713. Pope had anticipated the actual signing by publishing Windsor-Forest on 7 March [57–64, 166, 170]. This was a more localised and personal a vision of rural England than the Pastorals, yet once again Pope has several literary models in mind, and the poem depends for some of its effects on a communal literary heritage which would include Virgil’s Georgics (poems celebrating a more practical agricultural life than the Eclogues), English topographic poems such as Sir John Denham’s Cooper’s Hill (1642), and works of national mythology such as Michael Drayton’s Poly-Olbion (1622) and William Camden’s anti-quarian Britannia (1586). In celebrating the Peace as the dawn of a new age of prosperity and empire Pope characterises Windsor Forest, and Windsor Castle, as zones of true sovereignty, celebrating Anne, the last of the Stuarts, as a talismanic sovereign. The poem is at once the last expression of a Tory kind of mythology of kingship and an elegy for it, written in the rather sombre knowledge that on the death of Anne, whose children all died in infancy, the Act of Succession of 1701 would ensure that Britain would be ruled by the House of Hanover, sympathetic to the Whig interest, antipathetic to Catholics and with a far more secular turn of mind.





(e) SCRIBLERUS

The quality of Pope’s poem was immediately recognised by Swift, who instructed ‘Stella’ (his friend Esther Johnson): ‘read it’ (Mack 1985: 199). Addison was said to be upset by the poem, and is known to have promoted a ‘rival’ poem on the peace, On the Prospect of Peace (1712) by Thomas Tickell (1686–1740), which Pope admired. Pope was still close enough to the Spectator group to contribute some seven papers to its successor, Steele’s The Guardian, including a couple of affectionately mocking squibs on ‘the club of little men’, the earliest of many attempts to defend his physical appearance through irony. There were signs of a split: Steele and Addison had praised the ‘Englishness’ of the pastorals of Ambrose Philips, published in the same Miscellany as Pope’s Pastorals, and puffed them in a series of Guardian papers. Pope contributed an anonymous extra paper, superficially continuing the praise of Philips, but when read more closely, a devastating parodic exposure of his imbecile style against the classical elegance of Pope’s work (a more straightfaced ‘Discourse on Pastoral Poetry’ was included in the Works of 1717).

More problematic was the case of Addison’s Cato, a phenomenally successful tragedy which opened in London on 14 April 1713. Dramatizing the resistance of the republican Cato to the tyrant Caesar, and his eventual suicide, it was claimed by both Whig and Tory factions, with the ‘tyranny’ it decried being identified equally with the absolutist style of monarchy of the Pretender and with the overweening ambition of Marlbrough. In a rare foray into the theatre, Pope contributed the prologue, a paean to British self-confidence as the inheritors of Roman virtue; it was considered rather Whiggish in cast. When Dennis attacked the play in Remarks upon Cato (1713), Pope responded with a spoof pamphlet, the anonymous Narrative of Dr. Robert Norris, Concerning the Strange and Deplorable Frenzy of Mr. John Denn–, in which the quack physician Norris reports his attempts to treat the critic, driven mad by universal praise of the play. It is possible that Pope’s pamphlet troubled Addison with its evidence of Pope’s impulsive scurrility; Addison probably did not know of Pope’s epigram ‘On a Lady who P-st at the Tragedy of Cato’, in which the poet exorcised whatever temptation to snigger underlay his genuine admiration of the play.

Through his Whig contacts Pope met Charles Jervas (1675–1739), an eminent portrait painter, from whom he took painting lessons in the years 1713–1714, and with whom he lived when in London. But it was to Swift’s circle that Pope began to incline: though still in contact with Addison’s ‘little senate’ at the Whig coffee house Button’s, where he met figures such as the dramatist Nicholas Rowe and the poet Edward Young, by early 1714 he was frequenting meetings of the so-called Scriblerus Club, consisting of Swift, Gay, Parnell, Arbuthnot (in whose rooms in St James’s Palace the club often met), and Robert Harley, the Tory minister. The purpose of the club was to kick about satirical ideas, loosely grouped around the figure of an invented learned fool, Martinus Scriblerus, a figure committed to all pedantic and ludicrous abuses (as the Scriblerians saw them) in science, medicine, law, philosophy, and religion. It was from this vigorous exchange of witty ideas that the three greatest satires of the Augustan age were eventually to emerge: Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726), Pope’s The Dunciad (1728), and Gay’s the Beggar’s Opera (1728). For much of 1714 the club enjoyed the last summer of Tory power with an exuberance set against the failing health of Anne. On 4 March 1714 Pope published a separate edition of The Rape of the Lock, enlarged to five cantos by the enriching addition of a mock-epic card game and some quasi-celestial ‘machinery’, miniaturised ‘sylphs’ derived from Rosicrucian lore [65– 76, 153, 155–6, 174–5, 177, 181–2]. It sold 3,000 copies in four days, a wild success. Presciently aware of the kind of obsessive Jacobite-hunting about to haunt criticism of literature, Pope also issued a spoof Key to the Lock (1715), zealously exposing the poem as a treasonable political allegory [166–8].





(f) EPIC INTENT

Pope also began work on the decidedly not mock-epic work of translating Homer’s Iliad. The design of this work was based on Dryden, who after completing an impressive version of Virgil’s Aeneid (1697) had translated the first book of The Iliad. On 23 March 1714 Pope signed an epoch-making contract with Bernard Lintot, the bookseller to whom he had defected. Pope, a merchant’s son it should be remembered, realised that he could make better terms with Lintot, anxious to add some class to his list, than with Tonson, who had driven a much harder bargain with Dryden for the Aeneid. Like that translation, Pope’s was to be a subscription venture: that is, a number of purchasers would subscribe in advance of publication and would be listed in the prefatory matter to the book. It was a kind of diffused patronage, replacing a nobleman’s responsibility to fund publication of a book in return for a fawning dedication with a notion of belonging to a more widespread élite. It meant that the publication costs of especially lavish books, such as the Homer was to be, could be defrayed in advance, but equally it meant that subscribers were being asked to buy something on the grounds of reputation alone; it says something about the esteem in which Pope’s relatively modest output to 1714 was held, that he was able to get the venture going at all.

Getting subscribers proved to be a laborious business, involving much canvassing on the part of Pope’s friends, Whig and Tory, over the period from late 1713 to 6 June 1715, when the first volume, containing books I– IV of The Iliad, was released to subscribers. Though never exactly indigent, Pope’s paternal fortune was always under threat of sequestration, and he needed money on his own account. He handled the administration of the scheme with a rare degree of business skill; his earnings from the Homer project enabled him to put some convincing substance into his pose of a disinterested aristocrat of poetry, with no need to pay court to any influential patron. He told Spence that the translation itself came very fluently: ‘I wrote most of the Iliad fast – a great deal of it on journeys, from the little pocket Homer on that shelf there, and often forty or fifty verses on a morning in bed’ (Spence 1966: 45); his letters of the period, however, indicate that speed notwithstanding the actual labour of translation of such a huge poem caused him a great deal of stress. Given his sporadic education, it is, as Johnson puts it with dry compassion ‘not very likely that he overflowed with Greek’ (Johnson 1905: 113), and his enemies were soon to make much of his lack of academic training for the task (he had help from the Scriblerian Thomas Parnell, a classicist with university training, on the commentaries that surrounded the Homeric text).

Addison was outwardly warm towards Pope’s enterprise, and was thanked in the Preface alongside other friends of all parties; but he was secretly promoting, and ‘correcting’ a rival translation by Thomas Tickell (1686–1740), the first section of which was deliberately published two days after the first issue of Pope’s. In the pamphlet war which surrounded these rival takes on the foundation of Western literature, Pope’s religion, physique, and avarice were all attacked in turn (Guerinot 1969: 20–3, 35– 40). It was however a short contest: Lintot wrote to Pope ‘You have Mr Tickles Book to divert one Hour— It is allready condemn’d here and the malice & juggling at Buttons is the conversation of those who have spare moments from Politicks.’ (Letters I: 294). Pope was however sufficiently angry at Addison’s involvement in the conspiracy to derail his translation to send him a letter indicating his ability to retaliate in the form of a satiric sketch of Addison’s undoubted strengths and fatal weaknesses, the passage now known as the ‘Atticus’ portrait, later incorporated in the Epistle to Dr Arbuthnot. A sort of reconciliation ensued, with compliments for Pope’s translation in Addison’s new journal The Freeholder, but the relationship never regained warmth.

This breach was exacerbated by the new political situation, as some of the attacks on Pope’s Iliad showed.
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