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PREFACE

When I first decided to write a work on wit and

humor in the English Romantic Period, I was a little

apprehensive that some of my chapters might turn out

like the one entitled "Concerning Owls," in Horrebou’s

History of Ireland. It states tersely: "There are in

Ireland no owls of any kind whatever."! Fortunately, how-

ever, on getting further into the matter I was able to

find a great deal of humor in the period, much more than

I had realized, and more, I am persuaded, than is gener-

ally suspected. Usually when I have mentioned my subject

and intention to some colleague, the reaction has been

/

characterized by a raised eyebrow and a slightly condes-

cending smile. I have found that the tendency to overlook

the importance, or even the existence, of humor in the

Romantic Period extends to many of the generally accepted

surveys and histories of English literature. Not that the

absence of humor is pointedly observed--usually it isn’t

thought necessary to do so. Generally, if the subject

by Henry Reed, Introduction to English

Literature (London, ca. 1855)j p. 207.
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crops up at all, it is in some mention of Wordsworth’s

"notorious" lack of humor, and perhaps also of Shelley's

similar failing; then a brief reference is made to Byron's

satirical and Lamb's whimsical wit--Burns not usually be-

ing considered in the same chapter—and the commentator

passes on to the better known characteristics of the pe-

riod. The impression is thus left, without having been

actually stated, that the age was mainly humorless. One

of the chief purposes of this work will be to emphasize

that the Romantic Age, like all ages, was a complex one,

and to show that, while it may not have been quite so rich

in wit and humor as some periods have been, it neverthe-

less deserves a better fate than to be summarily checked

off and filed away as humorless.

Not all the critics and literary historians have

been obtuse on the points just mentioned, of course. For

example, Emile Legouis has a perceptive though understand-

ably brief comment on the matter in his Short History of

English Literature, 2
Also, Frederick Pierce has a good

2 "The Romantic period, from 1799 to 1830, is

chiefly distinguished by a lofty gravity and imaginative
ambition, but it was far from indifferent to wit and

gaiety.... These qualities abound in the poetry of Byron,
Moore, and Hood. They appear almost alone and without
alloy in that of James and Horace Smith, whose Rejected
Addresses (1812) are parodies of contemporary poets as

just as they are amusing; and in that of W. M. Praed
(1802-39)j a master of light society verse which shows an

adroit mixture of elegance, fancy, and banter." Emile

Legouis, A Short History of English Literature (Oxford,
1934), pp. 296-97)•
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chapter on the satire, parody, and burlesque of the period

in his book, Currents and Eddies in the English Romantic

Generation (New Haven, 1918). His treatment, however, is

limited primarily to the humor of ridicule, and the dis-

cussion, though fairly comprehensive in treating that as-

pect, might nevertheless have been more fully illustrated

by examples. The general histories of English humor--

rather than of literature--also treat the period sketchily,

as does J. B. Priestley in English Humour (London, 1930),

or, like Louis Cazamian in The Development of English Humor

(Durham, N.C., 1952), deal primarily with the earlier pe-

riods of English laughter, from the time of Beowulf to the

Renaissance. One, The History of English Humour (London,

1877)j by Rev. A. G. L'Estrange, although admittedly a bit

out-of-date, is a treasure of absurdity in its own right,

being often funnier than the humor which the author is

discussing. More will be said of this work, and of the

others, in the course of this dissertation.

Because of the richness and complexity of the sub-

ject, I could not, of course, deal exhaustively with it.

Nevertheless, I feel that I have treated the humor of this

period more extensively than has yet been done in a single

work. Individual studies of the laughter of Burns, Lamb,

and Byron have already been done, in large numbers and

excellent well. Without at all trying to compete with
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such works I have rather cited them in support of my

case for the age. Regarding the humor of some of the

other Romantics, particularly that of Coleridge and Keats,

not enough has yet been said, and I have tried to say

part of what is needful.

I wish to thank the members of my doctoral super-

vising committee, Professors Maurer, Atwood, McKeithan,

and Bennett, for reading this dissertation, and for offer-

ing helpful suggestions regarding its form and content.

To the chairman of my committee, Professor Willis Pratt,

I can only say with sincere gratitude, that his wisdom

and gentle forbearance have made the writing of this study

a pleasant and rewarding experience. lam thankful also

to Wayland College, to the founders and executors of the

Southern Fellowships Fund, and to Professor Sherman B. Neff,

for the financial aid they have given me. Finally, I must

say that without my wife’s encouragement, understanding,

and willing sacrifices, I could scarcely have brought this

work to completion.

L. H. H.

Austin, Texas

June, 1961
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INTRODUCTION

It is customary to begin any discussion on the

subject of humor with an allusion to the difficulties in-

volved. There is good reason for doing so. On the very

face of the thing, it may seem an incongruity to bring

into action the heavy machinery of philosophy in consider-

ing the light fancies and frivolities of laughter. On the

other hand, however, when one considers that the sources

of humor often lie as deep as those of tears, a light and

perhaps foolish treatment of the matter does not seem very

appropriate either. Then there is the difficulty of the

problem--the mystery of why we laugh. No one has ever

really solved it, although even the most ignorant fellow

knows what he thinks is funny.

Among the philosophers who have speculated on the

subject there are a number who have made shrewd, interest-

ing guesses as to why we laugh. Henri Bergson, for ex-

ample, thinks we laugh at that which is mechanically in-

elastic--the man who slips on a pebble and falls flat in

the street; the absent-minded person who bumbles and fum-

bles his way through life; the antics of puppets; even the

awkward intrusion of words which say what they didn’t

1
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intend to say, or shouldn’t logically have said, as in the

statement: "Only God has the right to kill His fellow-

creature." 1 Bergson’s concept is a variation of the "su-

periority" theory of Thomas Hobbes, who would maintain

that all the above-mentioned occurrences are laughable be-

cause of "nothing else but a sudden glory arising from a

sudden conception of some eminency in ourselves, by com-

parison with the infirmity of others, or with our own

formerly." 2 There are a number of so-called incongruity

theories; those of Kant, Schopenhauer, and Spencer fall

into this class, and all make the point that the basis of

laughter centers around the element of surprise--the ex-

pectation of one thing, and the getting of something quite

different. Max Eastman, a member of the same school, though

not so systematic in his approach, thinks that this relish

for the unexpected is a kind of instinct and does not at

all have to partake of a feeling of superiority toward

others. He cites as evidence an experiment which seems to

be almost uniformly successful in making a young child

laugh, the process of "swinging ... </Fim7 ou t as if to

throw him to his mother and then rapidly withdrawing him

Bergson, Laughter: An Essay on the Meaning
of the Comic, trans. Cloudsley Brereton and Fred Rothwell

(New York, 1937)* p. 11^.
2Quoted by J. Y. T. Greig, The Psychology of Laugh-

ter and Comedy (London, 1923)* p. 282.
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again. " 3 The point is well taken, that laughter does in-

deed have more causes than the one of mere derision, but

there is more than the element of surprise involved in the

experiment just described. What two-year-old doesn't

think it jolly good fun just to be swung bodily through

the air, whether any surprise is involved or not? The

amusement will doubtless be heightened, however, by the

occurrence of something unexpected. Freud, characteristi-

cally, thinks laughter is a release from inhibition, an

economical way of throwing off restraint. His theory is

most appropriate when applied to wit, which he distin-

guishes from the comic and the humorous as follows: "The

pleasure of wit originates from an economy of expenditure

in inhibition, of the comic from an economy of expenditure

in thought, and of humour from an economy of expenditure

in feeling. Freud's theory of wit, as one would expect,

goes a long way toward explaining the effectiveness of

those two great sources of laughter, sex and obscenity.

Among the English literary men of the nineteenth

century who theorized about laughter, three stand out

above the rest--Hazlitt, Hunt, and Meredith. Meredith's

concept of comedy was a very specialized one. He visual-

ized a Comic Spirit which luminously and watchfully hovers

Eastman, "Do Babies Peel Derisive?" Enjoyment
of Laughter (New York, 1936), p. 31.

from Greig, p. 273.
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over society, ever alert, ever solicitous that men preserve

their sanity:

Whenever it sees them self-deceived or hoodwinked,
given to run riot in idolatries, drifting into vani-

ties, congregating in absurdities
...

whenever they
offend sound reason, fair justice; are false in hu-

mility or mined with conceit, individually, or in the

bulk--the Spirit overhead will look humanely malign
and cast an oblique light upon them, followed by vol-
leys of silvery laughter.s

Thus, for Meredith, the function of laughter, at least of

comic laughter, is a moral one. He associated the comic

with wit, "the humour of the mind," and defines humor it-

self as being the laughter of heart and mind blended into

one expression.

Hazlitt*s lecture, "On Wit and Humour," which he

uses as an introduction to his English Comic Writers, is

excellent, being written with his customary zest. His

opening lines are pregnant with the spirit of romantic

idealism: "Man is the only animal that laughs and weeps;

for he is the only animal that is struck with the differ-

ence between what things are, and what they ought to be.

We weep at what thwarts or exceeds our desires in serious

matters; we laugh at what only disappoints our expectations

in trifles. "6

and the quotation which immediately follows
are from George Meredith, An Essay on Comedy and the Uses

of the Comic Spirit (London, 1919), PP. SS-90.

Hazlitt, English Comic Writers (London,
1951), P. 5.



Hunt, in his essay "On Wit and Humour," is as

usual diffuse but effective. He agrees in part with

Hobbes on the "sudden glory" aspect of laughter, but

doesn't think the triumph has to be at the expense of

someone else. We may sometimes laugh from a contemptuous

feeling of superiority, "but on occasions of pure mirth

and fancy, we only feel superior to the pleasant defiance

which is given to our wit and comprehension; we triumph,

not insolently, but congenially; not to any one's disad-

vantage, but simply to our own joy and reassurance." 7

Hunt also makes the point that laughter is physical as

well as mental: "in proportion to the vivacity of the

surprise, a check is given to the breath, different in de-

gree, but not in nature, from that which is occasioned by

dashing against some pleasant friend round a corner.
"8

There is a smack of coziness in this last description,

particularly in the last phrase, which makes it all Hunt's

own. Perhaps the most valuable thing about the essay is

the fact that it is a melange of illustrations and anec-

dotes on the subject of laughter. Among other choice il-

lustrations he calls attention to an excellent rhetorical

description of wit, written by the seventeenth-century

mathematician and theologian, Dr. Isaac Barrow. It is

Leigh Hunt, Wit and Humour, Selected from the

English Poets (London, 1b46), p. 7.

Wit and Humour, p. 7•

5
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contained in his sermon* "Against Foolish Talking and Jest-

ing*
11 written during the time of Charles ll* and probably

with good reason. Before proceeding to a denunciation of

the evils of jesting* however* Dr. Barrow wisely and genially

describes some of the varieties of wit* saying:

But first it may be demanded what the thing we speak
of is, or what this facetiousness doth import? To which
question I might reply as Democritus did to him that

asked the definition of a man, I *Tis that which we all

see and know 1
; any one better apprehends what it is by

acquaintance, than I can inform him by description. It
is indeed a thing so versatile and multiform, appearing
in so many shapes, so many postures., so many garbs, so

variously apprehended by several eyes and judgements,
that it seemeth no less hard to settle a clear and cer-

tain notion thereof, than to make a pourtraict of

Proteus, or to define the figure of the fleeting air.

Sometimes it lieth in a pat allusion to a known story,
or in a seasonable application of a trivial saying, or

in forging an apposite tale; sometimes it playeth in
words and phrases, taking advantage from the ambiguity
of their sense, or the affinity of their sound; some-

times it is wrapped in a dress of humorous expression;
sometimes it lurketh under an odd similitude; sometimes

it is lodged in a sly question, in a smart answer, in

a quirkish reason, in a shrewd intimation, in cunningly
diverting, or cleverly retorting an objection; some-

times it is couched in a bold scheme of speech, in a

tart irony, in a lusty hyperbole, in a startling meta-
phor, in a plausible reconciling of contradictions, or

in acute nonsense; sometimes a scenical representation
of persons or things, a counterfeit speech, a mimical
look or gesture passeth for it; sometimes an affected
simplicity, sometimes a presumptious bluntness giveth
it being; sometimes it riseth only from a lucky hitting
upon what is strange, sometimes from a crafty wresting
obvious matter to the purpose; often it consisteth in

one knows not what, and springeth up one can hardly
tell how. Its ways are unaccountable and inexplicable,
being answerable to the numberless rovings of fancy
and windings of language. It is, in short, a manner

of speaking out of the simple and plain way, (such as

reason teacheth and proveth things by) which by a

pretty surprizing uncouthness in conceit or expression
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doth affect and amuse the fancy, stirring it to some

wonder, and breeding some delight thereto. 9

It will be observed that the passage attempts no

definition; it is only a description. Nevertheless, such

perceptive observations as the one on "acute nonsense,
11

such sly remarks as "pat allusion to a known story,
"

in

addition to calling up a smile by their very suggestive-

ness, prove just as helpful in characterizing humor as

many more elaborate definitions of the metaphysicians.

Working on this strong hint, I shall describe

more than define, illustrate more than philosophize, ob-

serve more than explain, in the discussion which is to

follow, availing myself only of whatever theories of laugh-

ter seem pertinent at the time.

Barrow., "Sermon XIV: Against Foolish Talking
and Jesting/’ The Works of

...
Isaac Barrow, ed. and pub.

John Tillotson (London, 1716), I* 139.



CHAPTER I

ROMANTICISM RIDICULED

"And the sad truth which hovers o'er my desk

Turns what was once romantic to burlesque."
Byron--Don Juan

Parody

In retrospect, one of the significant features of

the Romantic Period is the surprising number of parodies

that were written, most of them directed at the newly-

aroused tendencies of revolution and romanticism. Ihe

first such parodies of real value were those contained in

the poetry of the Anti-Jacobin, or Weekly Examiner, pub-

lished on Mondays from November 20, 1797 to July 9, 1798.

The editor was William Gifford, who a few years earlier

had written two satires, the Baviad (179*0 and the Maeviad

(1795)* both directed against the saccharine nonsense of

the Della Cruscans. The principal contributors to the

magazine were singularly highminded men, George Canning,

John Hookham Frere, and George Ellis. Their primary aim,

as the title of the periodical suggests, was political.

The times were stormy and the Anti-Jacobins were determined

to lend all the stabilizing force they could to Pitt's

8
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government. From the first, however, Canning was deter-

mined not to descend to personal invective, but rather to

keep always in mind the central purpose of casting ridi-

cule upon the radical factions and philosophies of the day.

At the same time, the writers of the Anti-Jacobin wisely

seasoned their attack with some elements of almost pure

and therefore timeless levity. They struck out in rollick-

ing parody and burlesque at some of the absurdities of the

literary scene--the sentimentality of Kotzebue's drama,

much admired by the masses at that time; Southey's Sapphics;

didactic poetry "(so called from didaskein to teach, and

poema, a poem; because it teaches nothing, and is not po-

etical) ";1 and the doctrinaire philosophies of such writers

as William Godwin. It is this fusion of serious purpose

and real hilarity that lifts a number of the poems out of

the realm of mere absurdity and gives them a quality that

is attractive even today.

One of the funniest and the most enduring of that

group is the anti-republican poem, "The Friend of Humanity

and the Knife-grinder," written in imitation of the Sapphic

verse of Robert Southey's "The Widow," a poem in which,

according to the Anti-Jacobins, 'the pathos of the matter

is not a little relieved by the absurdity of the

of the Anti-Jacobin, ed. L. Rice-Oxley
(Oxford, 1924), p. 62. (Subsequent quotes will be indi-

cated in the text.)
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metre." (p. 7) 2 As the parody opens, the "Friend of Hu-

manity" is speaking:

'Needy Knife-grinder I whither are you going?
Rough is the road, your wheel is out of order--

Bleak blows the blast; your hat has got a hole in't,
So have your breeches]'

'Tell me Knife-grinder, how came you to grind knives?
Did some rich man tyrannically use you?
Was it the squire? or the parson of the parish?

Or the attorney?'

’(Have you not read the Rights of Man, by Tom Paine?)
Drops of compassion tremble on my eyelids,
Ready to fall as soon as you have told your

Pitiful story. ’

Unfortunately the pitiful story of the knife-

grinder is something of an anticlimax, for he replies

cheerfully:

•Story! God bless you] I have none to tell, sir,
Only last night a-drinking at the Chequers,
This poor old hat and breeches, as you see, were

Torn in a scuffle. 1

After relating his subsequent brush with the law,

which resulted in his spending a brief session in the

2
Southey's clumsy meter is actually not even

Sapphic, as the opening verse of "The Widow" (1795) will
show:

Cold was the night wind, drifting fast the snow fell,
Wide were the downs, and shelterless and naked,
When a poor Wanderer struggled on her journey,

Weary and way-sore.

(Robert Southey, The Complete Poetical Works of Robert

Southey (New York, lbbO), p. 129.)



stocks, the knife-grinder cheerfully asks for sixpence

to buy a pot of beer,
!l
to drink your Honour’s health in."

The friend of humanity, unprepared for such a response,

is so outraged that he cries, "I will see thee damned

first," kicks the knife-grinder, overturns his wheel, and

according to the authors, exits "in a transport of Re-

publican enthusiasm and universal philanthrophy." (pp. 8-9)

Since the foregoing little piece has now endured

for more than a century and a half, and still retains a

certain tang and freshness, perhaps a brief look into some

of its qualities will be instructive. First of all, there

is what most philosophers have agreed is basic to all

humor--the sense of the incongruous. One such aspect is

the surprising difference in the character of the knife-

grinder as seen by himself and as visualized by the repub-

lican friend of humanity; another is the startling plunge

of the republican’s ethics from the loftiest idealism to

an outraged passion a good deal lower than the take-it-or-

leave-it ethics of the knife-grinder. Moreover, there is

a further incongruous mixing of the solemn and the ridicu-

lous in the heavily poeticized rendering of "bleak blows

the blast,
" and the anticlimactical but very pertinent

fact that the knife-grinder’s breeches have a hole in them

Who does not shudder at such a thought, and feel the wind

blow even bleaker? These few characteristics, and there

11
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are of course many more which could be singled out, give

a partial answer as to why the poem is laughable, but

they do not explain the deeper satisfaction one derives

from reading it. To those who are familiar with the period,

there is of course the recognition of the topical allu-

sions, most of which, like the reference to Tom Paine,

are enjoyable even today. Still, there is yet a deeper,

more human satisfaction involved. To explain it one

must turn to the "sudden glory," or superiority theory of

Hobbes, and to Freud’s concept of wit as the throwing off

of restraint. People laugh to see hypocrisy unmasked,

perhaps for a number of reasons, but certainly because

they get a sense of relief in feeling themselves less

deceitful by comparison; 3 and if the unmasking comes in-

advertently through the actions of the hypocrite himself,

as in the case of the friend of humanity, then the satis-

faction is complete. The rigidly righteous, whether hypo-

critical or not--and which of us could be persuaded they

are not, at least to some degree?--impose by their very

existence a kind of restraint on the rest of humanity.

It has been said that every man lives in fear that he

shall one day be found out. Thus, when fine pretenses

to this trait in human nature: it would

be interesting to know how many persons have read the par-

able of the Pharisee and the publican, and have gone away
secretly thankful that they weren’t like the Pharisee.
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like those of the illustrious friend of humanity are

shown to be mere humbug, humanity itself is relieved, and

shows it by laughing. If, as in the case of King Lear,

however, the illusion is not too reprehensible to begin

with, and if instead of being merely punctured it is com-

pletely shattered, the result becomes tragic. It is to

be noted, however, that even in the old king’s downfall

there is an element of the sardonic.

The next poem of general interest, "The Progress

of Man," is a parody of The Progress of Civil Society, a

Didactic Poem in Six Books, written by Richard Payne

Knight and published in 1796. Knight was an archeologist,

a numismatist, and an art connoisseur of some ability,

but he should never have written verse. The pedantry of

his pseudo-scientific, neo-classical approach is delight-

fully parodied in the Anti-Jacobin poem. The theme of

the work is revealed in the early stanzas:

First--to each living thing, whate’er its kind,
Some lot, some part, some station is assign’d.
The feathr’d race with pinions skim the air—*

Not so the mackarel, and still less the bear:-

This roams the wood, carniv’rous, for his prey;
That with soft roe, pursues his watery way:--
This slain by hunters yields his shaggy hide;

That, caught by fishers is on Sunday cried.’
(pp. 60-61)

*Birds fly.^

In an even more instructive passage, the moral is

pointed up a few lines later:

such footnotes are provided for the edifi-
cation of the reader.
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Ah I who has seen the mailed lobster rise.,
Clap her broad wings., and soaring claim the skies?
When did the owl, descending from her bow'r,
Crop, mids't the fleecy flocks, the tender flower;
Or the young heifer plunge, with pliant limb,
In the salt wave, and fish-like strive to swim?

--Man* only--rash, refined., presumptuous Man.,
Starts from his rank:., and mars creation’s plan.

(pp. 60-6l)

A similar parody of the inane didacticism of Pope’s

many imitators (and perhaps a better-known one) is "The

Loves of the Triangles," a poem whose ridicule is directed

at one portion of Erasmus Darwin's work, "The Botanic Gar-

den." The memory of the original is kept alive chiefly

through the parody, which, though better poetry, is

scarcely more amusing than parts of Darwin’s verse.s The

underlying purpose of the parody is to discredit republi-

can enthusiasm, the introduction being an ironic commen-

tary directed against Godwin's Political Justice. The

verse is lively and entertaining, as evidenced in the

following will give an idea of the unconscious

humor contained in some of Darwin’s poetry:

So the lone Truffle, lodged beneath the earth

Shoots from paternal roots the tuberous birth.
No stamen-males ascend, and breathe above,
No seed-born offspring live by female love.

Unknown to sex the pregnant Oyster swells,

And coral-insects build their radiate shells

(From Darwin’s poem, "The Temple of Nature"; quoted by D. B

Wyndbam Lewis and Charles Lee, in The Stuffed Owl: an An-

thology of Bad Verse (New York, 1930), p. 98).



15

frolicsome imagery of the spirits of mathematics personi-

fied :

For me, ye Cissoids, round my temples bend

Your wandering Curves; ye Conchoids extend;
Let playful Pendules quick vibration feel
While silent Cyclois rests upon her wheel;
Let Hydrostatics, simpering as they go,
Lead the light Naiads on fantastic toe;
Let shrill Acoustics tune the tiny lyre;
With Euclid sage fair Algebra conspire;
The obedient pulley strong Mechanics ply,
And wanton Optics roll the melting eyeJ

(pp. 92-93)

The foregoing lines, and many others which could

be quoted, give evidence of a lively fancy and robust

sense of fun on the part of the authors. When one con-

siders that they were primarily men of affairs, rather

than of letters, the humor becomes even more notable.

One other notable contribution, The Rovers, a

farce which burlesques the sentimental and Gothic elements

in the German drama then so popular in England, will be

discussed later in the chapter. It is sufficient at this

point to note that the Anti-Jacobin was abandoned after

the thirty-sixth number. There is reason to believe that

Canning felt the satire was in danger of becoming too

personal, and that he thought some worthy persons might

already have been harmed. Moreover, the tide of feeling

in England had been successfully turned against the Jaco-

bins, so that the magazine had lost its real reason for

being. Perhaps also there may have been the feeling, at
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least on Canning’s part, that such triflings were beneath

the dignity of a statesman. Whatever the reasons, on

July 9, 1798 j publication ceased, and so perished the most

important forerunner of Romantic parodies--a magazine at

once lively, serious, original, and in four notable in-

stances, quite enduring.

The next real landmark in the field of parody came

on October 10, 1812, with the publication of James and

Horace Smith’s Rejected Addresses, a collection of parodies

of the better-known poets of the day. The circumstances

behind the publication of the book are interesting enough

to warrant a brief summary. On the night of February 24,

1809., following a veritable epidemic of fires in London,

the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, having stood for only

eighteen years since its last rebuilding, caught fire

and in spite of all the pumpers could do, burned out com-

pletely, leaving only a shell which was soon pulled down.

Under the auspices of the celebrated brewer, Mr. Samuel

Whitbread, M. P., rebuilding was commenced on an elaborate

scale and by October, 1812 the new edifice, though not

quite complete, was thought ready for dedication. The

committee for rebuilding had decided that a dedicatory

address was in order, and instead of hiring a good poet

to write it--as they should have done, and finally did

have to do--they conceived the scheme of announcing a
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contest, open to the public and with a prize to be awarded

for the best contribution. As might have been predicted,

none of the real poets ventured his skill on such a propo-

sition, and the addresses which did pour in were mostly

wretched stuff. Out of one hundred and twelve contribu-

tions, sixty-nine invoked the name or image of the fabled

Phoenix. The upshot of the matter was that the committee,

disgusted and repentant, refused to award a prize to any-

body and hired Lord Byron to write the address which was

actually read.

Just six weeks before the opening of the theater,

while the contest was in full career, James Smith was

urged by an acquaintance to write down his concepts of

some of the many addresses which were bound to be rejected.

James conferred with his brother, Horace, and the two de-

termined to try to do the work and have it ready by Octo-

ber 10, the date set for the re-opening. They met their

deadline, after some difficulty in securing a publisher,

and the book sold out immediately. Appealing both to

critical and popular taste, the little work went through

several editions in a short time, and remains to this day

a minor classic.

Although some of the parodies are of writers not

generally known today., those which mimic Wordsworth, Byron,

Scott, Coleridge, and Southey hold interest for the
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present-day reader with a more than casual interest in

literature. The first of these, in parody of Wordsworth,

makes fun of the poet's earlier attempts to simulate po-

etically the childhood vein. The address is spoken in

the character of Nancy Lake, an eight year old girl who

comes on stage in a child's chaise drawn by her uncle's

porter, Samuel Hughes. The opening lines, though of

course a bit exaggerated, are full of Wordsworthian matter

and method:

My brother Jack was nine in May,*
And I was eight on New-year's-day;

So in Kate Wilson's shop
Papa (he's my papa and Jack's)
Bought me, last week, a doll of wax,

And brother Jack a top,
Jack's in the pouts, this it is,--
He thinks mine came to more than his;

So to my drawer he goes,
Takes out the doll, and, 0, my stars.'
He pokes her head between the bars,

And melts off half her nose.

*Jack and Nancy, as it was afterwards remarked to
the Authors, are here made to come into the world at

periods not sufficiently remote. The writers were

then bachelors. 6

A quarrel ensues and Nancy is forced to stay home

from the theater as punishment. She watches her family

drive away, making several perceptive observations:

Well, after many a sad reproach
They got into a hackney coach,

And trotted down the street.

and James Smith, Rejected Addresses: or,

The New Theatrum Poetarum, lBth ed~ (London, 1533)7 pp. 7-
87 (Hereafter cited”in text.)
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I saw them go: one horse was blind,
The tails of both hung down behind,

Their shoes were on their feet.
(pp. 9-10)

Through Samuel's help Nancy makes it to the thea-

ter anyway, and is hurried on stage by the prompter, with

the following advice, which alludes to the Young Betty

mania of the time:7

'Speak to 'em, little Nan.

'You've only got to curtsy, whisp-
er, hold your chin up, laugh and lisp

And then you're sure to take:

I've known the day when brats, not quite
Thirteen, got fifty pounds a night;

Then why not Nancy Lake?'

(pp. 11-12)

The Edinburgh Review was quite taken with the Re-

jected Addresses, and in the November, 1812 number re-

marked that the poem devoted' to Wordsworth was "by no

means a parody, but a very fair, and indeed we think a

flattering imitation."® In their introductory remarks

to the same article, the writers offer some interesting

observations on parody in general. For example:

The exact imitation of a good thing, it must be

admitted, promises to be a pretty good thing in itself;
but if the resemblance be very striking, it commonly
has the additional advantage of letting us more com-

pletely into the secret of the original author
...

Henry West Betty (1791-1874) first appeared
on the stage at the age of eleven. He was unbelievably
popular., the military sometimes being called out to preserve
order when he appeared. He is said to have learned the part
of Hamlet in three hours. (DNB)

Addresses,
"

Edinburgh Review, XX (Novem-
ber, 1812), 436.



20

The resemblance, it is obvious, can only be rendered

striking by exaggerating a little, and bringing more

conspicuously forward, all that is peculiar and char-

acteristic in the model
... All /the author's/ ...

peculiarities are ... brought together, and crowded
into a little space, where they can be compared and

estimated with ease. His essence, in short, is ex-

tracted. (p. 436)

In "Cui Bono?" by Lord 8., the melancholia and

misanthrophy of Childe Harold are captured well enough to

be entertaining, although as the Edinburgh Review pointed

out, the authors did not succeed in copying the "nervous

and impetuous diction," of their original, (p. 439) The

first two lines of the opening stanza turned out to be

prophetic, however:

Sated with home, of wife, of children tired,
The restless soul is driven abroad to roam;

Sated abroad, all seen, yet nought admired,
The restless soul is driven to ramble home;

(pp. 17-18)

In some of the later stanzas, the mixing of the

humor requisite for parody with the melancholia requisite

for imitation produces a foretaste of the darker whimsies

of the later Byron. The following lines, for example,

except for the stanza form might well have come right out

of the middle cantos of Don Juan. There is the same

startling imagery, the same burlesque playing with lights

and shadows, sense and nonsense, appearances and realities:

For what is Hamlet, but a Hare in March?

And what is Brutus but a croaking owl?
And what is Rolla? Cupid steeped in starch,
Orlando’s helmet in Augustin’s cowl.
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Shakespeare, how true thine adage, "fair is foul.'"
To him whose soul is with fruition fraught,
The song of Braham is an Irish howl,
Thinking is but an idle waste of thought,

And nought is every thing, and every thing is nought
(pp. 25-26)

The passage is not written as skillfully as Byron

would perhaps have done it, and the thoughts are a little

too much burlesqued, but the resemblance to Don Juan is

strong nevertheless.

Although the reputation of Thomas Moore is infi-

nitely diminished now, his gay anapests are well-known

enough to be appreciated in the parody, "The Living Lustres.

The title refers to the beautiful ladies who come to Drury

Lane to watch the performances. The opening stanzas run:

Oh why should our dull retrospective addresses

Fall damp as wet blankets on Drury Lane fire?

Away with blue devils, away with distresses,
And give the gay spirit to sparkling desire]

Let artists decide on the beauties of Drury,
The richest to me is when woman is there;

The question of houses I leave to the jury;
The fairest to me is the house of the fair.

(pp. 38-39)

After several more stanzas of tribute to the ladies,

the poem gets around to another object of Moore’s perennial

admiration--Ireland:

For Erin surpasses the daughters of Neptune,
As Dian outshines each encircling star;

And the spheres of the heavens could never have kept tune
Till set to the music of Erin-go-braghJ9

(p. 42)

9( n, The Living Lustres’ appears to us a very fair
imitation of the fantastic verses which that ingenious
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It is a long step from the sparkling, polished

lyrics of Moore to the dense verses of Southey, but the

authors apparently took it with ease. "The Rebuilding,"

based on Southey’s "Curse of Kehama," is at once among

the best representations of its original and one of the

funniest in its own right. Of course, a parody is read

with an image of the original composition and author in

mind, and if the writer was inclined to pomposity and his

production to grandiloquence, with a few little missteps

here and there, a faithful imitation only a little exag-

gerated cannot fail to be humorous. "The Rebuilding," has

this advantage on every count. The lines are spoken by

one of Southey's favorite people:

I am a blessed Glendoveer:
’Tis mine to speak, and yours to hear.

Midnight, yet not a nose

From Tower-hill to Piccadilly snored.’

Midnight, yet not a nose

From Indra drew the essence of repose.'
See with what crimson fury,

By Indra fann’d the god of fire ascends the walls of

Drury.’

Tops of houses, blue with lead,
Bend beneath the landlord’s tread.

Master and ’prentice, serving-man and lord,
Nailor and tailor,

Grazier and brazier,
Through streets and alleys pour’d

All, all abroad to gaze,
And wonder at the blaze,

person,, Mr. Moore, indites when he is merely gallant, and,
resisting the lures of voluptuousness, is not enough in

earnest to be tender."--Edinburgh Review, p. 440.)
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Thick calf, fat foot, and slim knee,l°
Mounted on roof and chimney
The mighty roast, the mighty stew

To see;
As if the dismal view

Were but to them a Brentford jubilee.
(pp. 43-45)

After a full and vivid description of the fire,

the rebuilding itself is described in a welter of oriental

embroidery. Contemporary reviewers thought the poem as

good as the original; modern reviewers would probably

think it better.

In the parody of Sir Walter Scott.,
:, A Tale of

Drury Lane," the beginning is rather undistinguished, but

the authors become more effective in their description of

the fire, and of the heroic efforts of the fire-fighters:

Introduced in response to the challenge that

the English language contained no rhyme to chimney.) A

comparison of these verses with the opening stanza of
"The Curse of Kehama" reveals how skillfully the parodists
have echoed and exaggerated their original. Southey’s
poem begins:

Midnight, and yet no eye

Through all the Imperial City closed in sleep]
Behold her streets a-blaze

With light that seems to kindle the red sky,
Her myriads swarming through the crowded Ways

Master and slave, old age and infancy,
All, all abroad to gaze;

House-top and balcony
Clustered with women, who throw back their veils

With unimpeded and insatiate sight
To view the funeral pomp which passes by,

As if the mournful rite

Were but to them a scene of joyance and delight.
(Southey, Poetical Works, pp. 567-68.)



24

The summon'd firemen woke at call,
And hied them to their stations all:
Starting from short and broken snooze,
Each sought his pond'rous hobnail'd shoes,
But first his worsted hosen plied,
Plush breeches next, in crimson died, /sic/

His nether bulk embraced;
(P. 69)

The leader of the band of firemen is described in

heroic but dwindling perspective:

The burning badge his shoulder bore,
The belt and oil-skin hat he wore,
The cane he had, his men to bang,
Show’d foreman of the British gang--
His name was Higginbottom.

(p. 70)

The result is one of descending incongruity. A

real-life hero might surmount the name of Higginbottom,

but not a fictional one, at least not in a tale of high

romance.

Somehow, in "Playhouse Musings," by S. T. C., the

authors could not quite catch the distinctive manner of

Coleridge. About the best they could do was to make a

reference to that favorite animal of the Lake Poets--the

donkey. The opening lines are heavy, but somewhat amusing

My pensive Public, wherefore look you sad?

I had a grandmother, she kept a donkey
To carry to mart her crockery ware,
And when that donkey look'd me in the face,
His face was sadi and you are sad, my Public

(p. 101)

A number of other burlesques and travesties in the

Rejected Addresses are of general interest, among them

parodies of Crabbe, Dr. Johnson, and M. G. (Monk) Lewis,

but for the sake of brevity they must be omitted.
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It is obvious that the primary purpose of the

authors of Rejected Addresses was to entertain. The ab-

sence of viciousness, of sarcasm, of factional prejudice,

makes the little volume attractive reading even today.

For the most part the authors who were burlesqued took the

fun in good grace, and the few omitted (among them Thomas

Campbell) were hurt that they hadn’t been included. Doubt-

less they recognized the indirect compliment that any

parody implies, since mimicry gains its effectiveness in

almost direct proportion to the fame of its original.H

In its simplest analysis, the method of the parodists was

to take the most characteristic qualities of their author

and merely exaggerate them. If the original happened to

be pedestrian like Wordsworth, rhetorical like Byron, pomp-

ous like Southey, and famous like all three--so much the

better. It is to the credit of the brothers Smith that

authors who evidently did not approve were

Monk Lewis and Coleridge: Lewis said to Lady Holland, re-

garding the parodies, "Many of them are very fair, but mine

is not at all like; they have made me write burlesque, which
I never do.' 1 "You don’t know your own talent," the lady
replied." (Rejected Addresses, p. 96.)

Coleridge, a few years later, in his Biographia
Literaria, criticized the parodists of Wordsworth--it was

before the Peter Bell epidemic--saying: "The attempt to

ridicule a silly and childish poem, by writing another still
sillier and more childish, can prove only one thing (if it

prove any thing at all) that the parodist is a still greater
blockhead than the original writer, and what is far worse a

malignant coxcomb to boot." (Biographia Literaria (London,
1939), I, 55*) The warmth of Coleridge's objections sug-
gests that on his own behalf, also, he had had his fill of

parodists.
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their burlesques are not drawn from single poems which

are merely parroted with facetious alterations. Instead,

they have preferred to capture the general essence of the

poet in his weaker moments and embody it in a new poem

which in large measure is itself original. They did not,

however, capture the tone of the poet in his finer moments,

as some of the later parodists were able to do. These

later treatments were built on foundations laid down in

the Rejected Addresses, however, and when one remembers

that the whole book was conceived, written, and published

in the space of six weeks, the quality and influence of

the work become even more impressive.

Prompted no doubt by the popularity of the Re-

jected Addresses, numerous parodies, singly and in col-

lections, began to appear. Among them was Posthumous

Parodies and Other Pieces (London, l8l4), a ponderous

little volume written by Horace Twiss, part-time wit and

politician, and nephew to the actress, Mrs. Siddons. The

book consists of parodies of deceased authors--Shakespeare,

Milton, Johnson, Gray, Cowper, and others, and is for the

most part pretty wretched stuff. Hamlet's soliloquy, for

example, is parodied in a heavy, unimaginative manner.

Unlike its immediate predecessor and model, the book

contains many political overtones, most of them expressed
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Far more successful were the goodnatured parodies

written by the Ettrick Shepherd, James Hogg, and collected

in his Poetic Mirror (l8l6). He skillfully apes not only

the weaknesses of such authors as Wordsworth but also

catches an echo of the finer tones in their poetry. His

method is similar to that of the Smiths, but more elaborate

and guided by a finer poetic skill. For instance, in "The

Flying Tailor; Being a Further Extract from The Recluse,

a Poem," he not only mimics the lengthy, pedestrian titles

which Wordsworth loved, but goes into some long-winded

musings within the poem itself, in imitation of the heavier

passages of The Recluse. There is a good deal of fun and

foolishness intermixed, however, to keep the parody from

becoming dull. The plot, such as it is, concerns a tailor

who for a reason the poet is never able to make quite clear,

is able to fill the place of an injured acrobat in a travel-

ling carnival. Some explanation of the tailor's prowess

is offered, but it is given apologetically: "What boots

it to narrate, how at leap-frog / Over the breeched and

imprisonment, for example, is caricatured
in a parody of the Cowper poem which begins, "I am monarch

of all I survey." The parody runs:

I am tenant of nine feet by four.

My title no lawyer denies,
From ceiling quite down to the floor,

I am lord of the spiders and flies

(Posthumous Parodies, p. 73.)

27
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unbreeched villagers / He shone conspicuous?"l3 The en-

suing history of the tailor's youth is written with a

mimicry of Wordsworth that is almost uncanny:

In his tenth year he was apprenticed
Unto a Master Tailor, by a strong
And regular indenture of seven years,

Commencing from the date the parchment bore,
And ending upon a certain day that made

The term complete of seven solar years.
Oft have I heard him say, that at this time

Of life he was most wretched; for, constrained

To sit all day cross-legged upon a board,
The natural circulation of the blood
Thereby was oft impeded, and he felt

So numbed at times, that when he strove to rise

Up from his work, he could not, but fell back.

(p. 35)

For the sake of brevity the last sentence had to

be stopped in mid-flight, but in the original it wanders

on for twenty lines, giving the reader not so much as a

semicolon by way of respite. Freud would probably say

that much of the pleasure of such excellent mimicry re-

sides in the economy of thought and feeling required of

the reader. Whether this be the reason or not, there is

undeniable pleasure in catching the Wordsworthian echoes,

particularly when the reason for the cross-legged tailor's

being so eminently spry is eventually, and haltingly, pro-

pounded in the theory that his mind, intent on the garments

Hogg, Selected Poems of James Hogg, ed.
John W. Oliver (Edinburgh, 1946), p. 34. (Subsequent ref-

erences are to the same volume.)



29

of the great whose breeches he mended, gradually became a

storehouse of noble thoughts and desires of emulation:

A pair
Of breeches, to his philosophic eye,
Were not what unto other folks they seem,
Mere simple breeches, but in them he saw

The symbol of the soul--mysterious, high
Hieroglyphics I

(p. 4o)

These last lines reveal clearly that Hogg’s

"Tailor" had accurately taken Wordsworth’s measure, for

the Lake Poet was some three years afterward to speak

disparagingly of a certain potter who thought a primrose

was only a primrose.

In addition to several burlesques of Wordsworth,

the Poetic Mirror contained parodies of Scott, Byron,

Coleridge, Southey, and Hogg himself. The Ettrick Shep-

herd's genuine poetic ability and flair for comedy make

the volume a worthy descendant of Rejected Addresses.

In 1816, the same year of the Mirror, Byron took

his eye off Southey long enough to fire off a parody at

Wordsworth. The poem, "Churchill’s Grave," is a devastat-

ingly accurate but surprisingly good-humored appraisal,

indicating that Byron had gotten away from the effective

but general satire of "English Bards and Scotch Reviewers,

and had not yet been pushed into the outraged indignation

occasioned by the appearance of Peter Bell. The parody

is subtle enough, and mild enough, that an unwary reader
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might well take the whole thing for serious verse. The

eminence of the author and the quality of the poem make

a fairly long quotation permissible: (I have underlined

what seem to me the most Wordsworthian touches of language.)

I stood beside the grave of him who blazed
The comet of a season, and I saw

humblest of all sepulchres, and gazed
With not the less of sorrow and of awe

On that neglected turf and quiet stone,
With name no clearer than the names unknown,
Which lay unread around it. And I ask'd

The gardener of that ground why it might be

That for this plant strangers his memory task'd
Through the thick deaths of half a century;

And thus he answer'd--"Well, I do not know,' 1

Thus spoke he,--"I believe the man of whom

You wot, who lies in this selected tomb,
Was a most famous writer in his day,
And therefore travellers step from out their way
To pay him honour,--and myself whate'er

Your honour pleases."--Then most pleased I shook

From out my pocket's avaracious nook
Some certain coins of silver, which as't were

Perforce I gave this man, though I could spare
So much but inconveniently. Ye smile,
I see ye, ye profane onesj all the while,
Because my homely phrase the truth would tell.
You are the fools, not I--for I did dwell
With a deep thought, and with a soften'd eye,
On that Old Sexton's natural homily,
In which there was Obscurity and Fame,--
The~GTory and the Nothing of a Name.i-4

In addition to the resounding glory and nothing.,

which are mostly Wordsworth's, there is the delightful

humor of "I see ye, ye profane ones, 1 ' which is all Byron’s.

In addition to the obvious fillers and stilted phraseology

Byron, The Complete Works of Byron (Cambridge.
1933), PP. 190-91.
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which are underlined there are many other resemblances

to Wordsworth's style--enough, certainly, to make one

wish that Byron had oftener unbent his bow on such trif-

ling diversions.

In April of 1819 an event took place which had

been postponed for twenty years, and still happened too

soon. Wordsworth published his Peter Bell. The result

was phenomenal, but not in the way the poet had intended.

Sir Edmund Gosse has well characterized the reaction in

his essay, "Peter Bell and his Tormentors":

There was a general guffaw of laughter, and all
the copies were immediately sold; within a month a

ribald public received a third edition, only to dis-

cover, with disappointment, that the funniest lines

were omitted.

No one admired Peter 8e11.... The air was darkened

by hurtling parodies, the arrangement of which is

still a standing crux to the bibliographers.ls

Since a presentation of some of these numerous

parodies should suffice at this point, discussion of Words

worth’s poem itself will be deferred to a later chapter.

Relative to the parodies, the first one had already ap-

peared before the poet could get his own version off the

press. The spurious poem was not an imitation of the yet

unpublished work, to be sure, but of Wordsworth’s general

manner. Its strain, however, was prophetic. From Keats’s

Gosse, "Peter Bell and his Tormentors,"
Gossip in a Library (New York, l89l), pp. 260-61.
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letter to George and Georgiana Keats, composed sometime

in April, 1819, we learn how his friend, John Hamilton

Reynolds, had heard of Wordsworth's intention to publish

his tale and had immediately determined to come out ahead

of him with a spurious version. He succeeded, and thus

brought out what Shelley some months later in his own

parody was to call the ante-natal Peter. In spite of the

notoriety which Wordsworth’s edition achieved, Reynolds'

outsold it. The parody is excellent, but the tone is

strong to the point of sarcasm. In the letter already

referred to, Keats remarked ironically how unlucky it was

(for Wordsworth) that Reynolds had decided to bring his

poem out first, noting that: "This real Simon Pure is in

parts the very Man--there is a pernicious likeness in the

scenery, a 'pestilent humour’ in the rhymes and an inveter

ate cadence in some of the Stanzas.

In his preface Reynolds speaks in the character of

Wordsworth, and though he boldly exaggerates in point of

fact, he is devastatingly accurate in essence:

It is now a period of one-and-twenty years since

I first wrote some of the most perfect compositions
that ever dropped from poetical pen. My heart hath

been right and powerful all its years. I never

thought an evil or a weak thought in my life. It

Keats, The Letters of John Keats, ed.

Hyder Edward Rollins (Cambridge, Mass., 195&T9 11, 9^.
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has been my aim and my achievement to deduce moral

thunder from buttercups, daisies, celandines, and

(as a poet scarcely inferior to myself, hath it)
"such small deer."

...
I commit my ballad confidently

to posterity. I love to read my own poetry: it does

my heart g00d. 17

The preface sets the tone of the verse itself,

which consists of forty-two stanzas telling how Peter

Bell visits a churchyard and comes across a gravestone

marked "W. W." The author observes that:

Patient Peter pores and proses

On, from simple grave to grave;
Here marks the children snatch’d to heaven,
Nor left to blunder "we are seven;"--
Even Andrew Jones no power could save.

/On one tomb which Peter Bell sees^/
The letters printed are by fate,
The death they say was suicide;
He reads--"Here lieth W. W.
Who never more will trouble you, trouble you;"
The old man smokes who 'tis that died.

(p. 104)

Having been exhorted by the author to go home and

rejoice in the blessed sight he has seen, the old man does

just that:

He quits that moon-light yard of skulls.
And still he feels right glad, and smiles

With moral joy at that old tomb;
Peter's cheek recalls its bloom,
And as he creepeth by the tiles,
He mutters ever--W. W.

Never more will trouble you, trouble you."
(p. 104)

from Walter Hamilton, Parodies of English
and American Poets (London, 1888), V, 104. (Subsequent
citations indicated in the text.)
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It is hardly necessary to remark that the poem is

harsh, unfair, and also funny. Wordsworth's inelasticity,

loftiness of manner, and air of righteousness all combine

to make him a perfect target for ridicule. Reynolds, in

spite of the fact that his parody is not one of the best

on Wordsworth, nevertheless captured some of the grotesque

tone of the Peter Bell which was to come.

Another parody, entitled "The Dead Asses, a Lyri-

cal Ballad," was also published in 1819. Among other

things, it describes the finding of a pair of asses, tied

to a stake and apparently dead of starvation. The tone is

somber and grotesque, hardly entertaining, and the poem is

apparently a fairly serious imitation of the style of

Peter Bell. George L. Marsh thinks that Reynolds may have

also been the author of this and another parody entitled

"Benjamin the Waggoner," a long, extremely frivolous tale

which also came out in 1819. The simplicity of Words-

worth's diction is the principal target, as the following

brief quotation will indicate:

There’s something in a glass of ale.
There's something in good sugar candy;

And when a man is getting old.
And when the weather’s getting cold,

There's something in a glass of brandy.
(Hamilton, V, 105)

George L. Marsh., "The ’Peter Bell’ Parodies

of 1819," Modern Philology, XL (1943), 267-74. (Mainly a

discussion of the authorship problem.)



For a strong contrast to this clever but playful

effusion it is instructive to look at Byron's outraged

blast at Wordsworth, written at Ravenna, March 22, 1820:

There’s something in a stupid ass;
And something in a heavy dunce;

But never since I went to school

I heard or saw so damned a fool
As William Wordsworth is for once.

And now I’ve seen so great a fool
As William Wordsworth is for once;

I really wish that Peter Bell

And he who wrote it were in hell,
For writing nonsense for the nonce.

(Hamilton, V, 105)

There is more, but it hardly seems necessary to

quote it, Byron’s ascendancy over both Wordsworth and the

other parodists having, at least in this case, been well-

established before the completion of even the first stanza

Few poets can match Byron’s rhetoric when he gets a gleam

in his eye, and here, while not exactly lofty, it is per-

fect for the occasion--a forging of sledge hammer blows

into nursery-rhyme cadence.

While all these parodies of Wordsworth were pour-

ing forth, Coleridge, Byron, and the other Romantics were

not going unnoticed. One of the main vehicles for such

parodies was Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine, commonly

known as Blackwood's, established by William Blackwood in

1817 and conducted after the first few numbers by J. G.

Lockhart and John Wilson (Christopher North). Although

strongly Tory and occasionally vicious, Blackwood's was

35



more impudent than satirical. One critic has called the

magazine "the most devastating and the most amusing peri

odical of the day."l9 Many of its humorous articles and

verses were contributed by David Moir (1798-1851) and

William Maginn (1793-1842), both of whom wrote under a

variety of pseudonyms.

A good example of Blackwood 1 s style of parody is

contained in "The Rime of the Auncient Waggonere," now be

lieved to have been written by Moir.2o it strongly empha

sizes the archaic diction, which was hardly more than

hinted at in Coleridge's first edition of the poem, in

Lyrical Ballads. The method employed in the parody is

that of a close rendering using absurd subject matter to

gain a ridiculous effect:

It is an auncient waggonere,
And hee stoppeth one of nine:--

"Now wherefore dost thou grip me soe

With that horny fist of thine?"

The bridegroom's doors are opened wide,
And thither must I walke;

Soe, by your leave, I muste be gone,
I have noe time for talkeJ2l

Some of the stanzas, though close imitations for

the most part, are clever:

L. Nesbitt, Benthamite Reviewing (New York,
p. 15.

20pOr a discussion of the problems of authorship, see

Professor Alan Lang Strout's book, A Bibliography of Articles
in Blackwood's Magazine: 1817-1825 (LubbockJ 1959).

21Blackwood 1 s, IV (February, 1819), 571.
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The wain is fulle, the horses pulle,
Merrilye did we trotte

Alonge the bridge, alonge the road,
A jolly crewe I wotte:"--

And here the tailore smotte his breaste,
He smelte the cabbage potte.'

(Blackwood's, IV, 571)

For some reason tailors enjoy a place of distinc-

tion in the parody and satire of the age, doubtless because

fine dress was a preoccupation, with the tailor's bills

running high and his duns becoming a source of resentment.

Whatever the reason may be for his inclusion, the tailor

of Moir's parody, like Coleridge's wedding guest, is

forced to listen to a lengthy narrative--a slip on the

ice and subsequent breakthrough substituting for the ship-

wreck in the original, the killing of a gray goose taking

the place of that of the albatross, and the approach of

the "bumbaliffe" substituting for the apparition of the

spectre ship carrying Death and Life-in-Death. In addition

to being merely ridiculous, much of the humor is exceedingly

crude.

"Christabel" and "Kubla Khan" had been published

in 1816, and because of their distinctive styles and moods

became favorite targets for ridicule and imitation. Moir

wrote several parodies on the subject, among them one en-

titled "Christabel, Part Third," in which he pokes fun not

only at Coleridge's poetry, but at his customary manner of

inspiration and composition. The basic plot of the imitation
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centers around the crude hint that perhaps Christabel was

not so innocent as she seemed. The opening lines are

acute nonsense, however, and merit quoting briefly:

Am I asleep or am I awake?

In very truth I oft mistake,
As the stories of old come over my brain,
And I build in spirit the mystic strain;--
AhJ would to the virgin that I were asleepj
But I must wake, and I must weepi

One--Two--Three--Four--Five--Six--Seven--Eight--
Nine--Ten--Eleven J--

Tempest or calm--moonshine or shower,
The castle clock still tolls the hour,
And the cock awakes and echoes the sound,
And is answered by the owls around--

(Blackwood's, V, 287-89)

With all this hubbub going on, not to mention the

howling of the mastiff bitch, the old baron doesn't get

a wink of sleep until morning comes and things quiet down

a bit.

In "Fragment of a Vision," Moir makes fun of "Kubla

Khan" in a parody that is clever, but low and ridiculous:

A dandy, on a velocipede,
I saw in a vision sweet,

Along the highway making speed,
With his alternate feet.

Of a bright and celestial hue

Gleam'd beauteously his blue surtout;

And ob, the eye with pleasure dwells

On his white jean indescribables;
And he throws the locks from his forehead fair;
What is the reason I cannot tell,--
There is a cause--I know it well.

(Blackwood I s, IX, 135)

The cause, as usual when Moir or Maginn is writing

a parody, is that the bailiff is after him, to seize him
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and lock him up in debtor's prison. The poem makes no

attempt to simulate Coleridge’s mode of thinking.

In a parody of Sir Walter Scott contained in the

same issue, Moir deals somewhat more kindly with a fellow-

countryman. The resemblances are not very subtly drawn,

but the lack of malice seems to have improved the humor,

and the result is pretty fair nonsense verse:

Lady Alice she sits in the turret tower.,
A-combing her raven hair;

The clock hath told the vesper hour,
Already the shadows of evening lower

To veil the landscape fair.
To the jetty fringe of her piercing eye

She raised her opera glass,
For she was anxious to espy

If her worthy knight should pass.--
"Loi yonder he comes,” —she sighed and said,
Then with a rueful shake of head--

"Shall I my husband ne’er discover--

’Tis but the white cow eating clover.’"
She looked again,--"Sure yon is he,
That gallops so fast along the lea.’

Alasi ’tis only a chestnut tree.’.'

Standing as still as still can be!J J "

(Blackwood's, IX, 135)

In July, 1819, Moir took his slaps at Peter Bell,

just as everyone else was doing. "Billy Routing, a Lyri-

cal Ballad," is written in ridicule of Wordsworth’s common-

place manner, and manages to make all the standard refer-

ences in a few short stanzas. Since they can be anticipated

I will not quote them, but will instead cite the low oppor-

tunism and ambivalent attitudes of the Blackwood 1 s crew

by pointing out that in February of 1821 Moir could write

a sonnet in serious tribute to Wordsworth, beginning:
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"Wordsworth, I envy thee, that from the strife / ...
thou

keep'st thy mind / Most spotless, leading an unblemish'd

life," (VIII, 542); and then in May could return to be-

laboring him in a parody called "Billy Blinn," another

attack on Peter Bell. The travesty captures the grotesque

element of the original better than most, if that is a

virtue:

Poor Billy Blinn, with hair so white,
Poor Billy Blinn was stiff and cold;

Will Adze he made a coffin neat,
We placed him in it head and feet,

And laid him in the mould. 1
(Blackwood *s, IX, 140)

William Maginn's productions, while just as numer-

ous, are generally inferior to those of Moir. Maginn's

humor is often heavy and tasteless, his usual themes being

wine and song--mostly wine. Some of his burlesques are

clever, but most of the better parodies once attributed

to him have now been assigned to Moir. In a tasteless one

still belonging to him, ostensibly a parody of "Yarrow

Unvisited," and entitled "Don Juan Unread," Maginn fires

off a multiple blast at Wordsworth, Coleridge, Moore,

Keats, Godwin, et al., but ineffectively in most cases.

Speaking ironically of the many authors whose works would

make better reading than Don Juan, Maginn says:

There's Godwin's daughter, Shelley's wife,
A writing fearful stories;

There's Hazlitt, who with Hunt and Keats

Brays forth in Cockney chorus;



There's pleasant Thomas Moore, a lad

Who sings of Rose and Fanny;
Why throw away those wits so gay

To take up Don Giovanni?

(Blackwood's, VI, 194-95)

The stanzas quoted are among the lightest, the

several remaining ones being heavily sarcastic.

In another contribution, "Ode on the King's Land-

ing in Ireland," the proem is written in parody of Words-

worth. Having just been apprised of George the Fourth's

arrival, the Lake Poet gazes in rapt wonderment after the

galloping horseman who has brought him the news, and mut-

ters commonplaces about nature and shadowy figments of

dreams. Eventually he feels himself begin to suffer from

a very dry throat and in the end capitulates to the bottle,

a consummation which Maginn often favored, both in verse

and in fact. The ode itself is undistinguished, all oppor-

tunity for satirizing the royal visitor being cautiously

passed over.

Another parody, or rather imitation, is Maginn's

long "epic," "Daniel O'Rourke," a burlesque attempt in

the manner of Don Juan. Maginn admits that he likes

Byron's work for its poetry and feeling, but not for its

"indecency," as the following quotation will illustrate:

Although some gentlemen decry Don Juan,
And shun him as a most indecent fellow,

I still believe that of our poems, few, one
Will find in harmony so rich and mellow.

(Blackwood's, VII, 477)
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Such comments ought not to be accepted as irre-

vocable convictions on Maginn's part, however, for like

many another hired funny-man of the day he always had a

wet finger in the wind where public and political feelings

were concerned.

Moir also wrote a long parody of Byron, a nameless

burlesque of Childe Harold which recounts the wanderings

of Childe Paddy, an Irishman--obviously--who wanders away

from the humble cot and pigsties of his father and is

eventually transported to New Holland. Even this briefest

of summaries gives an adequate idea of its quality.

A favorite device of the magazine humorists is the

use of ridiculous footnotes to heighten the absurdity.

For example, in "Ode to Mrs. Flanagan," a humorous satire

concerning an Irish seaman who has been long away from

his wife, Maginn alludes in passing to what he calls "Mr.

Hunt's smutty story of Rimini," and then has "Mr. Hunt,"

himself provide an illuminating footnote:

By smutty, is meant that I resemble Rembrandt in

being dark, gloomy, and grand; it is a dear coming-
round metaphorical expression, quite feet-on-the-

fenderish, and reminds one of a poker in the fire,
and a chimney corner.--Leigh Hunt.

(Blackwood's, VI, 629)

Some of Blackwood 1 s parody was good, much of it

was poor, and some of it was wretched. In this latter

group fall Maginn's two parodies of Shelley's "Adonais,"

both contained in one article. The first, which takes for



its hero a certain Wontner, city marshall who had recently

fractured his leg, is deplorable enough, both in aim and

execution: "0 weep for Wontner, for his leg is broke, /

0 weep for Wontner, though our pearly tear / Can never

cure him" (Blackwood I s, X, 698)
.

More follows in the

same vein, but need not be quoted, fortunately. The

second, while more imaginative and perhaps even a little

funny, if one can be sufficiently insensible, is also

written in more miserable taste than the first, an accom-

plishment of some magnitude, when one stops to consider.

It opens in the following manner:

Weep for my tomcat. 1 all ye Tabbies weep,
For he is gone at last* Not dead alone,

In flowery beauty sleepeth he no sleep;
Like that bewitching youth Endymion*

(Blackwood I s, X, 700)

Conscience forebears to quote further. The thing

is too despicable to evaluate as mere travesty. It serves

to put magazine parody into perspective, however, and

gives an idea of what Shelley and Keats were up against. 22

22Because he was not yet widely known, Keats him-
self was very little parodied at this time, most of the

humor directed at him being of the knock-down, sarcastic

variety employed in Blackwood 1 s Cockney school reviews and

by Croker in the Quarterly Review article reviewing En-

dymion. Keats was aware of some of the peculiarities of

his own poetry, however, and would occasionally make light
of them. In a letter to Richard Woodhouse, written in

September, lBl9* he remarks of "The Pot of Basil," "it is

too smokable.... /j-tJ is what I should call were I a re-

view ‘A weak-sided Poem’ with an amusing sober-sadness
about it." (Letters, ed. Rollins, 11, 174.)
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Blackwood's was by no means the only journal which

indulged in burlesque, but limitations of time and space

prohibit a fuller discussion of the journalistic parodies

of the day, most of which are worth little attention any-

way. Bertram Dobell, in his interesting book, Sidelights

on Charles Lamb (London, 1903)., describes and quotes

several parodies and satires directed at the Romantics,

most of them being taken from the London Magazine. Among

others there is a satiric ode against Hazlitt called "The

Lecturer Sings, and written by T. G. Wainewright, the

proficient dabbler in journalism, art criticism, and poi-

soning. 23

In a letter written in January, 1820, to his sister-

in-law, his brother George being in England on business,
he says: "George is busy this morning in making copies of

my verses--He is making now one of an Ode to the nightingale,
which is like reading an account of the black hole at Cal-
cutta on an ice bergh.

" (Letters, 11, 243.)
Keats may even have been parodying himself in some

of the verses in "The Cap and Bells." For instance, in the

following stanza it is possible he is gently burlesquing
the lushness of his own style:

They kiss’d nine times the carpet’s velvet face

Of glossy silk, soft, smooth, and meadow-green,
Where the close eye in deep rich fur might trace

A silver tissue, scantly to be seen,
As daisies lurk’d in June-grass, buds in treen;
Sudden the music ceased, sudden the hand

Of majesty, by dint of passion keen,
Doubled into a common fist, went grand,
And knock'd down three cut glasses, and his

best inkstand.

(The Poetical Works of John Keats, ed. H. W. Garrod
(London, 1959), pp. 325-26).

at different intervals, and for pecuniary
gain, murdered his uncle, his wife’s mother, and his wife's

half-sister. In extenuation of this last crime, he remarked

of his victim that she "had very thick ankles." (DNB)
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One turns with relief from the miasmic regions

of journalistic burlesque to the bracing atmosphere of

more gifted parodists. One such writer was William Fred-

erick Deacon (1799-1845), the author of a thin volume of

parody that ranks with the best of the age. Deacon had

written a number of passable effusions for the journals,

but it was in 1824 that he brought out anonymously his

Warreniana, so called because it is made up of mock

panegyrics of Robert Warren, an eminent manufacturer of

patent blacking who evidently had his advertisements

chalked, painted, and pasted up all over London. The

eulogiums are written in parody of the famous writers,

journalists, and politicians of the age. The book met

with a great deal of enthusiasm, and was reprinted in 1851

To my mind, it is the best volume of parodies the Romantic

Age produced, although Rejected Addresses runs a close

second, and deserves the laurel for having set a precedent

The editor of the volume is ostensibly William Gif

ford, and his introductory and supplementary remarks are

amusing and "most like." Referring to certain critical

difficulties in the text, he says:

To these verbal or local difficulties I affixed
both critical and explanatory notes, which the reader
will find methodically arranged at the close of the

volume. He need not be alarmed at their bulk ,/which
is considerable/, for I can assure him that in the
selection I have been principally influenced by my



46

regard for pertinent brevity. 2^-

One would expect the book proper to begin with

a parody of Wordsworth. Warreniana meets this obligation

by providing "Old Cumberland Pedlar" as the first poem.

The author tells us that, an hour and a half yet remaining

until dinner, the Solitary is relating the incidents of

an Excursion he took some years ago in the mountains, some

of the sights he beheld, and some attendant philosophical

reflections they called down:

That morn I lost my breakfast, but returning
Home through the New Cut by Charles Fleming’s field
Westward of Rydal Common, and below
The horse-pond, where our sturdy villagers
Duck all detected vagrants, I espied
A solitary stranger; like a snail

He wound along his narrow course with slow

But certain step, and lightly as he paced,
Drew from the deep Charybdis of his coat,
What seemed to my dim eyes a handkerchief,
And forthwith blew his nose: the adjacent rocks,
Like something starting from a hurried sleep,
Took up the snuffling twang and blew again.
That ancient woman seated on Helm-crag
Was ready with her cavern; Hammar-scar,
And the tall steep of Silver-How sent back

Their nasal contributions; Loughrigg heard,
And Fair-field answered with a mountain tone.

The old man paused to listen, but when ceased

This mountainous bravura, on his staff

He bowed his palsied head in compliment
To my approach; "My God] ’tis Peter Bell,"
I cried aloud: "how fare you, my good friend?"

oh
: With Notes, Critical and Explanatory,

by the Editor of a Quarterly Review (Boston, 1851 ), p. 13.
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Then thus the pedlar spake: "Oddsniggers, sir,"
I use his very words,

I 'full twenty years
Have past since you and I held talk together,
So now let’s chat a bit."

(pp. 26-27)

In the course of the chat it develops that Peter

is in the mountains on a commission to inscribe the sur-

rounding rocks with advertisements for Warren's Blacking,

so that the local swains may see, and buy. The closing-

exhortation is reminiscent of portions of "Tintern Abbey,

but in a less exalted manner, of course, just as parts

of the preceding quotation have echoes of the well-known

skating scene in The Prelude.

Following "A Nursery Ode," which captures the

genial warmth and superficiality of much of Leigh Hunt’s

poetry, comes a long-winded "Carmen Triumphale," by

Southey, written in his best style of "spavin'd dactyls.

Having assured his patron, Warren, that the fame of his

blacking is spread not only throughout Britain but all

through Europe, even to the vale of Chamouny and the

summit of Jura, the author puts in a word for himself:

Thrice honored artist, who hast a minstrel like me

to commend thee]
Year upon year may roll, but you never will get such

another;
For I am the bard of time, the puffer of peer or of

peasant,
Whether Russ, German, or French, Whig, Radical, or

Tory,
Provided ray sack-butt is paid with a butt of sack,

for each bouncer.

(p. 55)
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It is obvious in most of the parodies that Deacon,

in addition to exhibiting a flair for satire, has also

more fully captured the essential spirit of the original

author than the other parodists were able to do. Not

only does he include reminiscent bits of imagery and

phraseology, mingled with sly, satirical allusions, but

he also expresses new thoughts and images with a skillful,

reckless abandon. Sometimes the tone rises to one of high

exaggeration, and occasionally the parodist falls into

labored absurdity, but more often the effect is that of

the melody that’s sweetly played in tune--almost. One of

the best examples of the author's ability to sound the

full chord with only the overtones off-key (this may not

be possible in music, but it is in poetry) is his render-

ing of Byron, in
n
The Childe’s Pilgrimage. 1 The hero

wanders the streets of London, musing on men, fame, and

ennui:

And this is fame, that covetous cooks 1 shops
Should form the grave of every martyr’d work,
That Southey’s strains should wrap up mutton chops,
Or Cheshire cheese anoint the leaves of Burke.
That Theodore Ducas--Cataline--should lurk

'Mid Granger's sweets, with Wordsworth's Peter Bell,
Or Chalmers' Lecture on the Scottish kirk

Sleep with its fathers in some London hell,
Some fruiterer's fruitful shelf, where dirt and dulness

dwell.
(p. 86)

Noting the varied phenomena of London, the Childe

decides, in a passage of delightful, slam-bang, off-key
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that all is hypocrisy and vanity:

And thus the world is rife alone with fools,
Who clank in chains while fashion holds the noose;

Court, camp, and church,--what are they but tools

Of sin, shame, slang, buffoonery, and abuse?
Momus with man has made a lasting truce,
And hence our patriots puff,--our warriors bray,--
Hence critics flood us with a muddy sluice
Of maudlin prose,--hence cant holds sovereign sway,
And sinless saints are spurn'd, while sainted sinners

pray.
(p. 90)

Take the naive melancholy of Childe Harold, add the

sophisticated mockery in Don Juan, and you would get some-

thing very near this parody.

i: The Dream, a Psychological Curiosity,
11

by S. T. C.,

is one of the best parodies of "Christabel" ever written.

A few of the opening lines will suffice to give the tone:

Warren the manufacturer rich

Hath a spectral mastiff bitch;
To Saint Dunstan's clock, tho' silent enow,
She barketh her chorus of bow wow, wow:

Bow for the quarters, wow for the hour;
Nought cares she for the sun or the shower;
But when, like a ghost all arrayed in its shroud,
The wheels of the thunder are muffled in cloud,
When the moon, sole chandelier of night,
Bathes the blessed earth in light,
As wizard to wizard, or witch to witch,
Howleth to heaven this mastiff bitch.

(p. 95)

There are other good parodies, one of Scott, one

of Hogg, even one of the American writer, Washington Irving

The last Romantic of significance to be parodied in the

volume is Thomas Moore, whose elegant sentiment is well

49
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reproduced in "The List of Loves." The motto of the

poem, "'List, list, oh listJ'--Hamlet" (p. 165)* is a

little extravagant, but the verse for the most part is

excellent parody. Moore winds up his apostrophe to

Warren's Blacking in the following manner:

But away with regret--while the suns of my youth
Shall gild the gray eve of my age,

While memory shall borrow the pencil of truth

To illumine life’s desolate page;
While my heart, like some moon-silvered abbey, shall stand,

All ruined, though decked in a smile;
I’ll drink to O’Warren the lord of the Strand

And the pride of the Emerald Isle.
(pp. 167-68)

The preceding examples, those of Warreniana and

of all the other sources, have been presented as a proof

that the Romantic Period was indeed far from being the al-

together grave, aesthetic age which most people visualize.

As humor, the parodies do not represent the best laughter

of the age, to be sure, but they represent what must have

been a pervasive tendency, judging from their very abun-

dance. Although Alps do not rise on Alps as one looks

into the subject, there are certainly plenty of foothills

in the land of parody. Prom these foothills rise five

minor but clearly defined peaks: the Anti-Jacobin (1797-

98); Rejected Addresses (1812); Hogg's Poetic Mirror (1816);

the Peter Bell parodies of 1819 (omitting Shelley's, for

reasons which will be discussed later); and Warreniana

(l824). I have already stated a preference for this last
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volume, but since humor is one of the least objective

things in the world, perhaps a fairer estimate would be

to say that each group has its excellencies and defects,

both in point of humor and of imitation, and that the

reader acquainted with the Romantics will find humorous

writing in each collection.

Satire

Since usually, though not always, parody implies

at least a modicum of satire, it is neither possible nor

always desirable to categorically separate the two. Hence,

a fair amount of satire against the Romantics has already

been covered, by implication, and in this latter portion

of the chapter a certain amount of parody is bound to crop

up. This is especially true of the concluding portion,

which will deal with the burlesque element in several of

the novels.

The great satirist of the period was of course Lord

Byron. His devastating attacks on the waverings political,

poetical, and metaphysical of the Lake Poets, for example,

are too well known to be quoted at length, but they are

also too important to be ignored in any survey of the pe-

riod. His "English Bards and Scotch Reviewers" (l809),

written in reply to the arrogance of the Edinburgh Review,

was an unfair judgement in many ways, as he himself later
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admitted, but there is no getting around the fact that

it was a judgement, in all that the term implies. His

unforgettable portrayal of the literary scene gives early

evidence of the mordant wit and tremendous rhetoric which

were to find full expression in "The Age of Bronze" and

Don Juan:

Sonnets on sonnets crowd, and ode on ode;
And tales of terror jostle on the road;
Immeasurable measures move along;
For simpering folly loves a varied song,
To strange mysterious dulness still the friend,
Admires the strain she cannot comprehend.
Thus Lays of Minstrels--may they be the last!--
On half-strung harps whine mournful to the blast

While high-born ladies in their magic cell,
Forbidding knights to read who cannot spell,
Despatch a courier to a wizard's grave,
And fight with honest men to shield a knave.

(Works of Byron (Cambridge, 1933)* p. 244)

There are also those damning lines which Byron in

the course of a long, relentless war on Southey was never

able to improve upon:

Oh, Southey! Southey! cease thy varied song!
A bard may chant too often and too long:
As thou art strong in verse, in mercy, spare!
A fourth, alas! were more than we could bear.

But if, in spite of all the world can say,
Thou still wilt verseward plod thy weary way;
If still in Berkley ballads most uncivil,
Thou wilt devote old women to the devil,
The babe unborn thy dread intent may rue:

"God help thee," Southey, and thy readers too.
(Works, p. 245)

In view of the persistence and fierce exuberance

with which he prosecuted his running feud with Southey,

one feels that Byron’s life was made immeasurably richer
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by the mere existence of the Laureate. Above all else,

when wit, intellect, and imagination have been taken into

account, it is still Byron's sincerity, his sense of out-

raged justice and absolute compulsion to attack, which

gives his satire its keenness, its power, and its worth.

Such compulsion is in part lacking in the early attacks

on Wordsworth and Coleridge, and as a result their charac-

terizations are not so deadly as the one of Southey. Cer-

tainly they are effective enough to have caused some dis-

comfort, however, and a few lines are memorable: the ones

on Betty Poy, the idiot mother of an idiot boy," for ex-

ample, and the characterization of "gentle Coleridge,"

with his turgid odes and tumid stanzas (p. 245).

By the time Byron came to write Don Juan his grow-

ing impatience with Wordsworth had passed from the tolerant

vein of parody evinced in "Churchill's Grave" (1816), to

one of high disdain. Not only had he long since become

disillusioned with Wordsworth's metaphysics, although he

had earlier espoused a Wordsworthian love of nature, making

it a prevailing theme in Canto 111 of Childe Harold (written

l8l6), but also his neo-classic sense of fitness was offended

by the Lake Poet's choice and treatment of odd and bizarre

subject matter. Thus, when the man who had observed that

Dryden was a forgotten poet brought Peter Bell into the

world, Byron could cry out with real conviction:
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"Pedlars, 11
and "Boats," and "Waggons. l "

Oh.' ye shades

Of Pope and Dryden, are we come to this?

The "little boatman" and his "Peter Bell"
Can sneer at him who drew "Achitophel" .'

(pp. 814-15)

He could also express his growing disapproval of

obscurity and philosophical systems in a portrait of Cole-

ridge that is much more sharply drawn than the one in

"English Bards and Scotch Reviewers":

And Coleridge, too, has lately taken wing,
But like a hawk encumber’d with his hood,--

Explaining metaphysics to the nation--

I wish he would explain his Explanation.
(p. 745)

The later Byron no longer takes Southey the writer

seriously enough to really attack him on that score, pre-

ferring instead to concentrate on Southey the laureate and

political opportunist. In Canto VII of Don Juan, however,

he does indulge in what must have been intended as a parody

of Southey's heavy-handed use of Russian names as a device

for humor in
M
The March of Moscow." Like Southey, Byron

also invokes the names of a number of Cossacks, some of

them factual, some of them fictional, but all ridiculous.

There are too many to be fully recorded, he tells us, but

goes on to add:

Still I’ll record a few, if but to increase

Our euphony: there was Strogenoff, and Strokenoff,
Meknop, Serge Lwow, Arsniew of modern Greece,,

And Tschitsshakoff, and Roguenoff, and Chokenoff,
And others of twelve consonants apiece.

(p. 869)
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It was in 1821, however, two years before the

writing of the lines of parody just quoted, that Southey

committed the mistake of penning A Vision of Judgment, in

commemoration of the passing of George 111 and, presumably,

his subsequent entry into heaven, an act on Southey’s part

which brought down Byron’s concentrated wrath and caused

him to write what is probably the most amusing satire of

the period. When one considers the fulsomeness of the

praise of royalty,and the malicious tone of Southey's

prefatory remarks on what he called the Satanic School"

of English poetry, it isn't hard to see why Byron was

moved to pick up the gauntlet. He retaliated by writing

his own version, "The Vision of Judgment," a poem which

also had a preface. Referring to Southey’s preface, he

says:

2 5a brief quotation will illustrate:

Lift up your heads, ye Gates; and, ye everlasting
Portals,

Be ye lift up] For, loi a glorified Monarch

approacheth,--
One who in righteousness reigned, and religiously

governed his people.
Who are these that await him within?

...

/k number of select spirits are introduced, after whichjy
7

I could perceive the joy which filled their beatified
spirits

While of the Georgian Age they thought, and the

glory of England.
(The Poetical Works of Robert Southey (Boston,

1880), V, 229-32).
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It has pleased the magnanimous Laureate to draw

the picture of a supposed "Satanic School,
" the which

he doth recommend to the notice of the legislature;
thereby adding to his other laurels the ambition of

those of an informer.

Having made the foregoing point, Byron turns to a

defense of the poets whom Southey has attacked. His open-

ing remark, probably written while thinking of Shelley,

has a double-twist to it which leads the reader to expect

one thing and then provides him with something better:

I think I know enough of most of the writers to
whom he is supposed to allude, to assert that they,
in their individual capacities, have done more good,
in the charities of life, to their fellow-creatures
in any one year, than Mr. Southey has done harm to

himself by his absurdities in his whole life; and
this is saying a great deal.

(p. 283)

In the !,Vision :i

itself, the elaborate machinery

of heaven included in Southey's work is repeated, but with

a difference--and what a difference.' St. Peter is repre-

sented as more crotchety than saintly in his role as gate-

keeper to the kingdom, a portrait somewhat in keeping with

his earthly character, it must be admitted; all the saints

and cherubs have a fallible air about them; and King George,

instead of being welcomed with hosannas, isn't welcomed

at all. In fact, for a time he isn't even recognized, and

when the heavenly tribunal do figure out who he is, they

are not at all certain he has come to the right place.

Satan, called up to defend his claim, does so as a matter

of form, but professes indifference:
!!
I've kings enough
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below, God knows.'" (p. 293) To complicate matters even

more, Southey shows up with his celebrated panegyric on

the King (A Vision of Judgment), and after a little intro-

ductory hemming and hawing prepares to read the whole work

to the assembled throng of immortals:

But ere the spavin'd dactyls could be spurr'd
Into recitative, in great dismay

Both cherubim and seraphim were heard

To murmur loudly through their long array;
And Michael rose ere he could get a word

Of all his founder'd verses under way,
And cried, "For God’s sake, stop, my friendi

’twere best--

Non Pi, non homines--you know the resti

A general bustle spread throughout the throng,
Which seemed to hold all verse in detestation;

The angels had of course enough of song
When upon service; and the generation

Of ghosts had heard too much in life, not long
Before, to profit by a new occasion;

The monarch /George 111/ mute till then, exclaim’d,
"WhatJ whati

Pye come again? No more--no more of that.’"
(p. 296)

After a spirited offer on the Laureate's part to

"do" a life of Satan, the whole assembly breaks up in

anger and confusion and the poet is thrown out of heaven

along with his works. Concerning the fate of George 111,

Byron tells us:

All I saw farther, in the last confusion,
Was that King George slipp'd into heaven for one;

And when the tumult dwindled to a calm,
I left him practicing the hundredth psalm.

(P. 298)

Funny as individual lines and stanzas may be, they

cannot convey the humorous spirit of the work as a whole,
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a spirit which is at once cheerful, sarcastic, subtle,

robust, and pervasive. One of the finest, funniest touches

comes, however, when the old monarch, Byron having portrayed

him to be as stupid as a mud-wad, nevertheless recognizes

the deadly tedium--nay, even peril--of listening to

Southey's poetry, and springs up in vigorous protest. The

irony of the situation is excellent.

Byron does more than satirize individual writers,

however. In the early cantos of Don Juan, his picture of

Juan in love is obviously a satire on the romantic vagaries

of love-smitten youth, especially those who have been read-

ing too much nature poetry. Having fallen in love with

Donna Julia:

Young Juan wander'd by the glassy brooks,
Thinking unutterable things; he threw

Himself at length within the leafy nooks

Where the wild branch of the cork forest grew;
There poets find materials for their books

And every now and then we read them through,
So that their plan and prosody are eligible,
Unless, like Wordsworth, they prove unintelligible.

(pp. 757-58)

Juan becomes a metaphysical idealist., but still is

troubled on a few points of practical and scientific reality

He thought about himself and the whole earth,
Of man the wonderful, and of the stars,

And how the deuce they ever could have birth;
And then he thought of earthquakes, and of wars,

How many miles the moon might have in girth.,
Of air-balloons, and of the many bars

To perfect knowledge of the boundless skies; —

And then he thought of Donna Julia’s eyes.
(p. 758)
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The stanzas just quoted, and several others left

unquoted, represent far more than a mere satire on Words-

worth's poetic idiosyncrasies; they are a questioning of

the ultimate validity of idealism. In wry commentary on

the romantic visions just quoted, Byron remarks, immediately

afterward: "If you think 'twas philosophy that this did,

/ I can't help thinking puberty assisted." (p. 758) The

building of a lofty, shimmering vision and then pricking

it like a bubble, with a very real pin, is a method much-

employed in Don Juan.

In satirizing romantic idealism, Byron is of course

also satirizing his earlier self, the writer of numerous

throbbing passages in Childe Harold. In his book, Rousseau

and Romanticism, Irving Babbitt makes a number of interest-

ing observations on the romantic temperament. In the

chapter, "Romantic Irony," he points out that in his com-

pulsion to avoid convention, the romantic must necessarily

center his faith in his own intuitive ego. Yet if he is

to be transcendently wise (and justify the infinity of ego),

he must develop a godlike perspective that amounts to an

almost perfect objectivity. In other words, there is not

only intuitive spontaneity, but also intuitive restraint.

It is here that romantic irony is born. Having at one

time espoused the romantic vision and been forced to

abandon it, the romantic ironist is able to look with
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aloofness upon his own dream, still sadly enamored of it,

but now aware of its limitations. According to Babbitt,

who quotes Professor Stuart T. Sherman, he may, like the

Irish dramatist Synge, indulge in "gypsy laughter from

the bushes. in this sense, Byron is a romantic ironist.

Nothing is more characteristic of Don Juan than its con-

stant pricking of the bubble, its juxtaposition of idealism

and harsh reality. The big problem comes in deciding

whether to characterize such writing as skepticism or

romantic irony. To call it romantic irony is to recognize

that Byron was in some measure still haunted by the romantic

vision, but at the same time such a view ignores the neo-

classic bent he had exhibited as early as 1809 in "English

Bards and Scotch Reviewers." Probably it is best to recog-

nize that there is truth in both points of view. Babbitt

does a service in expanding the concept of romanticism to

include romantic irony. By his criterion, Don Juan may

be called a romantic poem. At the same time, however, it

is impossible to get away from the less complicated but

valid idea that it is also a skeptical poem.

The whole concept of platonic love comes in for a

drubbing in the poem, usually in a farcical tone, as when

Byron interrupts the progressively less platonic courtship

Babbitt, Rousseau and Romanticism (Boston,
and New York, 1919)* p. 243.
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of Juan and Donna Julia to cry out in mock alarm: "And

then--God knows what next--I can't go on; /I'm almost

sorry that I e'er begun." (p. This is a mirth-

provoking breakdown, but the next lines, beginning "Oh

Plato] Plato.' you have paved the way," (p. 761) are an

indictment of the whole system, and end with the accusa-

tion that Plato has been, "at best, no better than a go-

between.
" (p. 761) It is difficult to know whether Byron

is satirizing an individual writer in this outburst, or

merely attacking neo-platonism in general. He may have

intended the verses to be a playful teasing of Shelley

and his idealism, or he may have meant them to be an

indictment of parts of Wordsworth's philosophy. Either

way, it is clear that he does not favor platonic love.

Neither could Byron approve of the cult of sent!

ment aroused by Rousseau, although his description of

Donna Julia's parting letter to Juan is handled sympa-

thetically :

This note was written upon gilt-edged paper
With a neat little crow-quill, slight and new:

Her small white hand could hardly reach the taper,
It trembled as magnetic needless do.^7

(p. 771)

Moore., in The Fudge Family in Paris (l8l8),
satirizes the same point through the observations of Colonel
Calicot, the aging suitor of Biddy Fudge. In a tour of the

"Hermitage" of Rousseau, he remarks:
"There his Julie he wrote,--

Upon paper gilt-edg'ed, without blot or erasure:

Then sanded it over with silver and azure."



62

In the Haidee episode Byron makes his attitude

toward romantic mystery and sentiment even clearer. Speak

ing of Haide'e and her maid, before they have been fully

introduced to the reader, he says:

I’ll tell you who they were, this female pair,
Lest they should seem princesses in disguise;

Besides, I hate all mystery, and that air

Of clap-trap which your recent poets prize.
(p. 789)

Byron had himself been guilty of writing a good

deal of romantic mystery and "clap-trap" in his earlier

period, but he obviously has repented with a will. The

romantic attitude of Haide'e is admirably contrasted by the

down-to-earth realism of Zoe, her maid. Juan and Haide'e

might gaze deep into one another's eyes as much as they

pleased, "But Zoe the meantime some eggs was frying,/

Since, after all, no doubt the youthful pair / Must break-

fast." (p. 793) True, the first breakfast got cold, and

she was forced to prepare another, but they eventually had

to eat, as she knew they would.

Not all the realistic letdowns are so clear and

abrupt,, however. Sometimes, as in the following example,

the mixture of idealism and skepticism is puzzling in its

subtlety and startling in its phrasing:

Regarding which nicety, Biddy comments: "Alas that a man

of such exquisite notions / Should send his poor brats to
the Foundling, my dear.'" (The Poetical Works of Thomas

Moore, ed. A. D. Gods ley (London, 1910), pp. 439-90).
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She sits upon his knee, and drinks his sighs,
He hers, until they end in broken gasps;

And thus they form a group that's quite antique,
Half naked, loving, natural, and Greek.

(p. 798)

In this tableau of ambivalence, Byron is flirting

with the complexity, even chaos, that lurks beneath our

concept of the natural order of things. In essence, this

is the theme of the whole epic, a work whose rich humor

and complexity hold more meaning for readers of the twen-

tieth century, at least in some respects, than for those

of the nineteenth. The attitude is sometimes not ambiva-

lent at all, however, as in the subtle but devastatingly

clear question: "Think you, if Laura had been Petrarch’s

wife, / He would have written sonnets all his life?”

(p. 802) The real motivation behind such mockery of

idealism and romance is given in the well-known statement

Byron makes halfway through the Haidee episode:

Now my sere fancy "falls into the yellow
Leaf,

"
and Imagination droops her pinion,

And the sad truth which hovers o'er my desk

Turns what was once romantic to burlesque.

And if I laugh at any mortal thing,
’Tis that I may not weep.

(p. 8l6)

At its best, the sincere convictions and the sense

of melancholy encroaching upon the mirthful in Byron’s

satire give it a power that is truly moving. At his worst

he can be flippant, arrogant, blatant, but most of us can

forgive him those moments, and seeing perhaps more clearly
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than his contemporaries the harsh realities that lie be-

yond all rosy visions of life, we are now prepared to

treat him with sympathy, recognizing in him one more ex-

ample of a man who was ahead of his time. On the other

hand, not all of Byron’s laughter was of the mocking

variety, not by any means. His pen was not always dipped

in acid when he wrote Don Juan. Portions of the work are

profoundly moving, and the more so because of a delicate

balance between sentiment and wit. In the Haide'e episode,

for example, knowing that the emotional aspects are under

perfect control, that there is going to be no flood of

sentiment, no torrent of tears, the reader tends to relax

his critical faculties and allow himself to be swept

along wherever Byron’s art directs.

Byron in his easiest, most whimsical manner is

shown in Canto XIII of Don Juan, in his gently satirical

description of an English autumn:

An English autumn, though it hath no vines,
Blushing with Bacchant coronals along

The paths, o'er which the far festoon entwines

The red grape in the sunny lands of song,
Hath yet a purchased choice of choicest wines;

The claret light, and the Madeira strong.
If Britain mourns her bleakness, we can her,
The very best of vineyards is the cellar. 2o

Boyd remarks of this stanza., and the

three which accompany it, that they "form a delightful
burlesque of ’nature-poetry 1 like Keats’s ’Ode to Autumn.’"
(Elizabeth Boyd, Byron's Don Juan: a Critical Study (New
York, 1956), p. 1537:

Burlesque seems rather a strong term to use, but
the verses do contain delightful mingling of wit and poetic
description.
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Another, though certainly lesser, master at counter

pointing sentiment and wit is Winthrop Mackworth Praed, a

poet of excellent though restricted abilities. Most of

his productions lie in the field of Gothic imitation and

society verse, and as such will be discussed later. He

did, however, take a fling or two at satirizing pastoral

sentiment. One such verse, called "Love at a Rout," ad-

mits to a love of nature, but questions the assumption

that beauty can be found only among rural surroundings.

The theme is reminiscent of Byron's treatment of the Eng-

lish autumn, but the difference in quality is easily per-

ceptible :

I like the stream, the rock, the bay,
I like the smell of new-mown hay,
I like the babbling of the brooks,
I like the creaking of the crooks,
I like the peaches and the posies,--
But chiefly, when the season closes,

I hurry from my drowsy desk
To revel in the picturesque.^9

The pastoral mood is a transient one, however,

for a bit later Praed remarks that he finds "fair faces

not more fair / In Ettrick, than in Portman-square."

(p. 222) In conclusion he says:

29w. m. Praed, Selected Poems of Winthrop Mackworth
Praed, ed. Kenneth Allott (London, 1953)* p. 2213 Accord-

ing to the N. E. D 0 the hinge-pin of a gatepost was some-

times called a "crook. "
Thus,, the "creaking of the crooks"

apparently refers to the swinging of rural gates on rusty
hinges.
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In short, I'm very sure that all

Who seek; or sigh for beauty's thrall,
May breathe their vows and feed their passion,
Though whist and waltzing keep in fashion,
And make the most delicious sonnets,
In spite of diamonds and French bonnets.

(p. 223)

Another poet who poked fun at the romantic vagaries

of the age was Thomas Hood, a humorist who could be whimsi-

cal, witty, exuberant, sentimental, or shockingly grotesque,

as the fancy struck him. For a number of reasons Hood is

usually thought of as a Victorian--because of his clever-

ness at word-play, which was phenomenal; because of his

leaning toward grotesque nonsense, often linked with the

drawings of George Cruikshank whose work extended down to

1875 i and most important of all, because his best known

poems, "The Bridge of Sighs" and "The Song of the Shirt,"

were published in the Victorian period. Some of Hood’s

best humor was written before 1830, however. In 1825.,

in collaboration with John Hamilton Reynolds, he published

Odes and Addresses to Great People, a book which is some-

times compared to Rejected Addresses, but which is quite

different in style and purpose, being intended as satire

rather than parody. In 1825 and 1826 he published con-

secutively two volumes of jeux d’esprit entitled Whims and

Oddities. His well-known Comic Annual was begun in 1830.

In a little effusion published in 1833 and called

"There’s No Romance in That," Hood satirizes the romantic

propensity of the day by having his heroine exclaim:



0 Days of old, 0 days of knights,
Of tourneys and of tilts,
When love was balk’d and valour stalk'd

On high heroic stilts--
Where are ye gone?--adventures cease,
The world gets tame and flat,--

I wish I ne’er had learn'd to read,
Or Radcliffe how to write;
That Scott had been a boor on Tweed,
And Lewis cloister’d quite:

No bandits lurk--no turban'd Turk

To Tunis bears me off;
I hear no noises in the night
Except my mother's cough;
No Bleeding Spectre haunts the house,
No shape, but owl or bat,
Come flitting after moth or mouse--
There’s no Romance in that. 3o

At least three essential characteristics of Hood’s

poetic humor are illustrated in the foregoing quote: pun-

ning--" 0 days of knights"; alius ion--"/'Monk/ Lewis clois-

ter’d quite"; and poignant realism—"I hear no noises in

the night / Except my mother’s cough." Missing is the

grotesque element which he indulged in more and more with

the passing of Romanticism. His satire on contemporary

events other than literary and his verses written in a

spirit of grotesque buffoonery will be discussed under an-

other head. For the moment it is sufficient to note that

he too, like Byron, Praed, and--in the faintest way irn-

aginable--Moore, recognized some of the fallacies of Ro-

manticism and held them up to ridicule.

Hood, The Choice Works of Thomas Hood in

Prose and Verse (New 1883), p. 561.

67
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Gothic Burlesque

The Gothic elements so popular in the literature

of the Romantic Period formed one of the choicest targets

for ridicule. At the turn of the century, following in

the wake of Horace Walpole’s Castle of Otranto and riding

on the crest of Mrs. Radcliffe’s numerous productions, the

English reading public were experiencing a flood of Gothic

horror and mystery. Simultaneously, the sentimental melo-

dramas of Kotzebue, Schiller, and Goethe were being pro-

duced on the London stage and meeting with great acclaim.

Other refinements of German culture, such as the waltz,

were yet to come, but several gifted Englishmen had by

1797 already received their fill of Germanic sentimentality

and Gothic claptrap. Among them were a group already dis-

cussed, the writers of the Anti-Jacobin. One of the first,

and still one of the funniest of the Gothic burlesques is

their little farce, "The Rovers," written in travesty of

the German drama of the day. The moral, as stated in

their introduction, concerns "the reciprocal duties of

one or more husbands to one or more wives, and to the chil-

dren who may happen to arise out of this complicated and

endearing connexion." (Poetry of the Anti-Jacobin, p. 131.)

The time of the action is represented as being "from the

12th to the present Century." (p. 133) Among the main

characters are Rogero, a prisoner in an abbey, and Casimere,
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a Polish emigrant married to Cecilia Muckenfield* but

having several children by Matilda Pottingen* who is in

love with Rogero. In the opening scene the sentimental

is laid on rather thickly. Matilda is seated at dinner

in a German inn* when Cecilia enters. They have never

before met:

Matilda. Madam, you seem to have had an unpleas-
ant journey, if I may judge from the dust on your rid-

ing habit.

Cecilia. The way was dusty, Madam, but the weather

was delightful. It recalled to me those blissful moments
when the rays of desire first vibrated through my soul.

Matilda. (Aside) Thank heaven.1 I have at last
found a heart which is in unison with my own. (to
Cecilia)--Yes, I understand you--the first pulsation
of sentiment--the silver tones upon the yet unsounded

harp....
Cecilia. The dawn of life--when this blossom (put-

ting her hand upon her heart) first expanded its petals
to the penetrating dart of LoveJ

Matilda. Yes--the time--the golden time, when the

first beams of the morning meet and embrace one an-

other.1 --The blooming blue upon the yet unplucked plum. 1 ...
Cecilia. Your countenance grows animated, my dear

Madam.

(pp. 136-37)

Whose face wouldn't grow animated while trying to

pronounce "blooming blue upon the yet unplucked plum?" The

two women embrace* swearing eternal friendship* only to

learn that they have both been betrayed by the same man*

the wily Casimere. The scene changes to Rogero's dungeon*

and the mood shifts from sentiment to horror. The place

of imprisonment is described as follows: "Scene
... a sub-

terraneous Vault in the Abbey of Quedlinburgh; with Coffins*

'Scutcheons* Death's Heads and Cross-bones.--Toads and other
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loathsome Reptiles are seen traversing the obscurer parts

of the stage.' 1 (p. 139) Rogero himself appears, wearing

chains and dressed in a rusty suit of armor which presum-

ably he has worn during the whole eleven years of his

captivity. After a long, rhetorical lament, Rogero sings

the well-known U-niversity of Gottingen song, the final

stanza of which runs:

Sun, moon, and thou vain world, adieu,
That kings and priests are plotting in:

Here doom’d to starve on water-gru--
--el never shall I see the U--

--niversity of Gottingen
--niversity of Gottingen.

(p. 142)

The third act is passed over, the authors explain-

ing that it so resembles the concluding act of Goethe's

Stella that there is no need to take up the reader's time.

The final scene is one of victory, by a force composed of

beefeating Englishmen, Grenadiers, Troubadours, and Ancient

Romans. The drawbridge, "preserved in a state of depres-

sion" by the combined weight of two Englishmen, Pudding-

field and Beefington, gives access to the gate, which is

soon battered down, following which the besiegers exeunt

severally in search of the dungeon where Rogero is confined

"The Hovers" is a rare combination of shrewd in-

sight, reckless fancy, and rollicking humor. In it one

gets a foretaste of the powers that Frere was to bring to

bear on his Whistlecraft production some twenty years later
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A more ambitious treatment of Gothic mystery and

sentiment, this time as found in the novels of the day,

is presented by Jane Austen in her Northanger Abbey, a

vivacious though gentle burlesque which probably was

finished in 1798, but was not published until 1818, since

the publisher who first agreed to print it reneged, possi-

bly because he began to think of the disruptive effect it

might have on the sales of his other novels. It was

finally printed by John Murray. Although the work is a

satirical take-off, it is not a mere farce. Jane Austen's

characters generally possess not only life, but liveliness,

and those of Northanger Abbey are no exception. Since

Miss Austen's abilities as a creator of character are too

well-known and appreciated to need further comment, I shall

confine my attention to the elements in the work which

burlesque the romantic point of view.

One of the best-known passages is the one which

describes the discussion over novel reading which takes

place between the naive young heroine, Catherine Morland,

and her scatterbrained acquaintance, Isabella Thorpe.

After a discussion of Udolpho, which they have been read-

ing, Isabella tells Catherine that she has ten or twelve

more of the same kind for her. Catherine's response is

enthusiastic:
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"Have you, indeed. 1 How glad I am.' What are they
all?"

"I will read you their names directly; here they
are in my pocket-book. Castle of Wolfenback, Clermont,
Mysterious Warnings, Necromancer of the Black Forest,
Midnight Bell, Orphan of the Rhine, and Horrid Mys-
teries. Those will last us some time."

"Yes; pretty well; but are they horrid? Are you
sure they are all horrid?"

"Yes, quite sure; for a particular friend of mine,
a Miss Andrews, a sweet girl, one of the sweetest crea-

tures in the world, has read every one of them. "3l

Much of the effectiveness of the book comes from

the realistic irony of leading up to all the things then

conventional in the novel, and then having them not happen

to Miss Morland. The following will illustrate. Having

missed an opportunity to dance with Mr. Tilney, the most

desirable young man at Bath, and one whom she is pretty

certain she likes a great deal, Catherine is somewhat

saddened. The author explains what happened next:

The progress of Catherine's unhappiness from the events

of the evening was as follows. It appeared first in

a general dissatisfaction with everybody about her,
while she remained in the rooms, which speedily brought
on considerable weariness and a desire to go home.
This, on arriving in Pulteney Street, took the direc-

tion of extreme hunger, and when that was appeased,
changed into an earnest longing to be in bed. Such

was the extreme point of her distress; for when there

she immediately fell into a sound sleep, which lasted

nine hours, and from which she awoke perfectly revived,
in excellent spirits, with fresh hopes and fresh schemes

(p. 68)

31jane Austen, Northanger Abbey, ed. R. Brimley
Johnson (New York and Philadelphia, 190o), pp. 37-38. For

a succinct discussion of these novels, which of course are

all actual works, see Michael Sadleir, "The Northanger
Novels: a Footnote to Jane Austen, The English Association:
Pamphlet No, 68 (1927).
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Catherine is obviously not the pining variety of

heroine. She is credulous, however, and Henry Tilney,

who is sophisticated but genial, serves admirably as a

foil to her. He invites her to visit his father’s estate,

Northanger Abbey, and as they journey thither, knowing

that her fiction-fed imagination is already teeming with

Gothic horror, decides to quiz her a bit on the matter.

Having asked her if she has "a stout heart? Nerves fit

for sliding panels and tapestry?" and having received an

excited answer in the affirmative, he begins an ironic

description of all the Gothic paraphernalia which awaits

her at the Abbey:

You must be aware that when a young lady is (by
whatever means) introduced into a dwelling of this

kind, she is always lodged apart from the rest of the

family.... Will not your mind misgive you, when you
find yourself in the gloomy chamber, too lofty and

extensive for you, with only the feeble rays of a

single lamp to take in its size, its walls hung with

tapestry exhibiting figures large as life, and the
bed of dark green stuff or purple velvet, presenting
even a funereal appearance. Will not your mind mis-

give you? (p. 203)

Henry then proceeds to a description of the in-

evitable ancient housekeeper,, the inevitable storm which

will come on the second, or at farthest the third night

after her arrival, and the inevitable door hidden behind

the draperies: "Which door being only secured by massy

bars and a padlock" he explains to Catherine, "you will,

after a few efforts, succeed in opening, and with your
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lamp in your hand, will pass through it into a small

vaulted room." (p. 205)

Having conducted her, in imagination, through two

"short" miles of subterranean tunnel bestrewn with blood,

daggers, instruments of torture, etc., but "nothing out

of the common way," (p. 206) Henry has the lamp blown out

by a gust of air, leaving Catherine in total darkness.

He is too amused at her thrilled excitement to be able to

continue the narrative.

Catherine does, in fact, have something of a Gothic

adventure at Northanger Abbey, and that on her very first

night of residence. In the dimness of her chamber, in the

middle of a black night, with a muttering storm approach-

ing, she tries to open an immense, heavy chest which had

caught her eye the afternoon before. The massy bolt grates

under the pressure of the key, but the chest will not open.

Finally deciding that she must have just locked the chest,

Catherine turns the key the other way and the front swings

open easily. A little chagrined at her mistake, she be-

gins a hurried search of the drawers. They are all empty.1

All--that is--save one, which contains what seems to be

a roll of tattered papers, doubtless some priceless old

manuscript. 1 At this moment, trying to brighten the candle,

Catherine accidentally snuffs it out, a gust of wind moans

through the chamber, a door slams, receding footsteps seem
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to echo from the hallway outside, and our young heroine,

overcome with terror, drops the manuscript in the middle

of the floor and jumps into bed.

Next morning, with the sunlight streaming cheer-

fully in through the shutters and her courage somewhat

restored, Catherine unfolds the bundle of papers with

trembling, eager fingers. She discovers that she has

found--a laundry bill.'

Catherine's awakening to the absurdities of Gothic

romance is progressive. She begins to wonder, for instance,

at the great number of servants required at Northanger

Abbey, since in all the works of fiction she has read,

every bit of the dirty work of the abbey or castle, no

matter how large, was done by two pairs of female hands

at most. The final jolt comes when Catherine, overcome

by suspicion that Henry's father, General Tilney, must

have murdered his wife, contrives to enter the dead woman's

apartment, a portion of the house she has previously been

hindered from exploring. Racked with guilt, fear, and

suspicion, she is just entering the forbidden apartment

when a sudden step sounds behind her. She whirls in sur-

prise and beholds Henry, who is supposed to be gone for

the day. "Good God.'" she ejaculates, "how came you here?

How came you up that staircase?" "How came lup that

staircase?"he replies, in a tone of surprise. "Because
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it is my nearest way from the stable-yard to my own cham-

ber; and why should I not come up it?" ( p. 256) Cather-

ine, greatly embarrassed, is forced to blurt out her

terrible suspicions, which of course prove to be completely

groundless. Forgiven by Henry, but somewhat chastened in

imagination, she reflects on the matter, and relative to

certain kinds of fiction, comes to the following conclusion

Charming as were all Mrs. Radcliffe's works, and

charming even as were the works of all her imitators,
it was not in them perhaps that human nature, at least

in the midland counties of England, was to be looked

for. (p. 263)

Jane Austen makes her point in many ways, but the

irony of the statement just quoted summarizes her regard

for the Gothic novel. Henry and Catherine having become

happily united in marriage in spite of the General's inter

ventions, perhaps even partly because of them, Miss Austen

concludes with the following moral, a gentle slap at di-

dacticism: "I leave it to be settled by whomsoever it may

concern, whether the tendency of this work be•altogether

to recommend parental tyranny or reward filial disobedi-

ence." (p. 338)

Sir Walter Scott, an admirer of Jane Austen's work,

as also of that of Maria Edgeworth, emulated both of them

to some extent in his satire. In the introductory chapter

of Waverly (l8l4), he was in a sense anticipating Jane Aus-

ten's Gothic satire (pub. 1818), if not in scope, at least
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in essence. In a pointed digression, familiarly addressed

to the reader, he explains some of the difficulties that

beset a novel writer in such degenerate days, and in so

doing summarizes the terrific but none too varied aspects

of the works then popular. In a tone of polite irony,

he says:

Had I, for example, announced in my frontispiece,
"Waverly, a Tale of Other Days," must not every novel-

reader have anticipated a castle scarce less than that

of Udolpho? ...
Would not the owl have shrieked and

the cricket cried in my very title-page? ... Again,
had my title borne, "Waverly, a Romance of the German,"
what head so obtuse as not to image forth a profligate
abbot, an oppressive duke, a secret and mysterious
association of Rosycrucians and Illuminati, with all

their properties of black cowls, caverns, daggers,
electrical machines, trap-doors, and dark-lanterns?

Or if I had rather chosen to call my work a "Senti-
mental Tale,

"
would it not have been a sufficient

presage of a heroine with a profusion of auburn hair,
and a harp, the soft solace of her solitary hours,
which she fortunately finds always the means of

transporting from castle to cottage, although she

herself be sometimes obliged to jump out of a two-

pair-of-stairs window, and is more than once bewildered

on her journey, alone and on foot, without any guide
but a blowzy peasant girl, whose jargon she hardly can

understand."32

Aside from the harp, portions of the last descrip

tion sound a great deal like what befell Edward Waverly

in the Highlands. Scott can see his own romanticism in

perspective, however, as revealed in the amused irony of

the following description of Waverly*s feelings upon

32Sir Walter Scott, Waverly (London, 1937)* pp. 63-
64.
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finding himself deep in the Highlands, in search of Baron

Bradwardine 1 s stolen cows:33

He had now time to give himself up to the full
romance of the situation. Here he sat on the banks
of an unknown lake* under the guidance of a wild

native, whose language was unknown to him, on a

visit to the den of some renowned outlaw, a second

Robin Hood, perhaps, ... What a variety of incidents
for the exercise of a romantic imagination, and all

enhanced by the solemn feeling of uncertainty, at

least, if not of danger.’ The only circumstance which

assorted ill with the rest, was the cause of his

journey--the Baron’s milk cows.' this degrading inci-

dent he kept in the background.
(Waverly, pp. 156-57)

Scott thus reveals that he recognizes there is a

certain leaning toward the picturesque in his own novels,

just as there is a great striving for it in the Gothic

and sentimental novels. His own works are, in other

words, what Keats would call a bit "smokable" in their

own right. Handling such scenes as the one just quoted

with a polite, ironic touch helps make them palatable to

the sophisticated reader.

Another novelist with an ambivalent attitude to-

ward romanticism, and practically everything else, was

Thomas Love Peacock. Probably his clearest satire on the

subject, though not necessarily his best, is Nightmare

Abbey (l8l8), an incisive but good-natured Gothic burlesuqe

“3 "3
to Scott's feelings toward romanticism,

see also: Joseph E. Duncan, 'The Anti-Romantic in Ivanhoe,
Nineteenth Century Fiction, IX (March, 1955)* 293-300.
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The plot, customarily the least essential part of a Pea-

cock novel, centers around Scythrop Glowry, a pale, ec-

centric young idealist whose character is almost certainly

modelled on that of Peacock's good friend, Shelley, though

no evidence has been found that Peacock ever said so.3^

The portrait is unmistakable, however, as are several

others, especially those of Mr. Plosky (Coleridge), and

Mr. Cypress (Byron).

Peacock's method is to draw together into a har-

monious situation a rather large number of harmless ec-

centrics and let them expend their eccentricity on one

another. There is a good deal of overlapping of peripheral

qualities in the characters, possibly because Peacock was

more interested in laughing at the absurdity of life in

general than he was in writing a set ridicule of a par-

ticular philosophy or individual. The distinctive essence

of each character is clear, though, whether revealed in

the idle foppery of Mr. Listless, the millennial forebod-

ings of Mr. Toobad, the gay coquetry of Marionetta, or

the Blue-stocking abstruseness of Stella, Scythrop's "eso-

terical" love. The plot is standard Gothic, except for

a number of ironic surprises. A few brief quotations will

give the tone of the work.

letters to Peacock, however, reveal
that he not only recognized the portrait as being of him-

self, but enjoyed it very much.
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Scythrop, after spending a great deal of time

among choice spirits at college, having "seen the rays

of the midnight lamp tremble on many a lengthening file

of bottles, "35 returns home to Nightmare Abbey following

a disheartening love affair. Here he wanders about dis-

tractedly, "his cogitative faculties immersed in cogi-

bundity of cogitation." (p. 26) The environment of the

abbey is conducive to romantic melancholy:

The terrace terminated at the south-western tower,
which, as we have said, was ruinous and full of owls.

Here would Scythrop take his evening seat on a fallen
fragment of mossy stone, with his back resting against
the ruined wall,--a thick canopy of ivy, with an owl

in it, over his head,--and the Sorrows of Werter in

his hand. He had some taste for romance reading before

he went to the university, where, we must confess, in

justice to his college, he was cured of the love of

reading in all its shapes; and the cure would have been

radical, if disappointment in love, and total solitude,
had not conspired to bring on a relapse. (pp. 26-27)

The foregoing passage illustrates the restrained

clarity of Peacock’s style and the alert readiness of his

irony.

Mr. Flosky’s Coleridgean approach to life is ad

mirably summed up in his refusal to give a plain answer

to a question asked by Marionetta. He gives the follow

ing as his reason for not doing so:

"To say that I do not know would he to say that I

am ignorant of something. God forbid, that a tran-

scendental metaphysician ...
should fall into so

Love Peacock, Nightmare Abbey, ed.

Richard Garnett (London, 1899), pTTBT”
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empirical an error as to declare himself ignorant of

any thing.
" (p. 79)

The essence of the Byronic melancholy of Ghilde

Harold is distilled, and therefore a trifle exaggerated,

in the talk of Mr. Cypress:

"I have no hope for myself or for others....We

wither from our youth; we gasp with unslaked thirst

for unattainable good; lured from the first to the

last by phantoms--love, fame, ambition, avarice--all

idle, and all ill--one meteor of many names, that

vanishes in the smoke of death." (pp. 100-01)

In 1825 Peacock was to parody several of the ro-

mantics in his Paper Money Lyrics (pub. 1837)* but as

take-offs they did not measure up to the ones he had al-

ready done in his novels.

The basic conflict in Nightmare Abbey comes in

that Scythrop is torn between a love for the gay Marionetta

and the esoteric Stella, who, in best Gothic fashion is

hidden away in a secret apartment in the tower. Scythrop

trembles at the thought of his two lovers discovering one

another, but at the same time he cannot endure to lose

either. In the end they do discover one another, in a

hilarious scene, and he loses them both, Marionetta marry-

ing Mr. Listless, the idle fop, and Stella (in reality

Miss Celinda Toobad) marrying Mr. Flosky, the metaphysi-

cian. Scythrop decides to shoot himself, but after think-

ing the matter through, decides there must be some better

way out. As the servant stands quaking with the pistol
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Scythrop has ordered, the young idealist points signifi-

cantly to the dining-room and says, "Bring me some Ma-

deira." (p. 134) On this note of self-reconciliation the

book closes.

The reader who is familiar with Peacock’s works

will realize that many hilarious scenes and situations

have been passed over because of the need for brevity.

It was for this reason that no mention was made of a kin-

dred satire, Headlong Hall (l8l6), a work which also

satirizes Coleridge and numerous types of the age. In-

deed, a number of Peacock's novels could be cited to il-

lustrate his anti-romantic satire. All his earlier novels

contain it, though none more concisely than Nightmare Abbey

It is a mistake to think of Peacock as purely a

satirist, however, whether of romanticism or of his age.

Several things make this assumption unwise. In the first

place, there is the ambivalence mentioned earlier. Peacock

thrust the needle into romantic absurdities, and is usually

regarded as rather neo-classical in his style, but there

is much in his own work that is akin to romanticism--a

relish for the past, a love of the imaginative, and a gen-

erally tolerant, sympathetic treatment of the subject,

even when he is burlesquing it. Moreover, one ought to

remember that his attacks are part of no calculated,

systematic scheme to renovate society. They are rather
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what seem to be spontaneous, though carefully polished,

reactions to the absurdities of life itself, and as such

are often eccentric, sporadic, and even contradictory.

Viewed in that light the well-known Peacockian essence,

though still indefinable, becomes perhaps not quite so

baffling.

Apart from a few notable exceptions, one of them

to be discussed later, the creations of Peacock achieve

their effect through a series of conversations and farcical

actions by cardboard figures on a painted stage. Not so

with the Gothic burlesque to be discussed next--that of

Byron in the final cantos of Don Juan. His take-off, while

as farcical and ironic as one could wish, is remarkable for

exuberance and throbbing vitality. The story is too easily

available elsewhere, and the humor too subtle and pervasive

to bear extensive retailing here, but I cannot forego cit-

ing a few touches.

Turning abruptly from a digression on politics.,

policy, and piety, Byron announces his new theme in a rat-

tling, fantastic rhyme: "And now, that we may furnish with

some matter all / Tastes, we are going to try the super-

natural." (Works, p. 979) Two stanzas later he takes the

reader into his confidence in a delightfully dramatic burst

of familiarity:
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Grim reader! did you ever see a ghost?
No; but you have heard--I understand--be dumb!

And don’t regret the time you may have lost,
For you have got that pleasure still to come.

(p. 980)

Immediately after seeing, or thinking he has seen,

the figure of a ghostly friar prowling through the abbey

by night, Juan is understandably upset. His actions are

described in an exaggerated, farcical manner which still

has a great ring of truth to it. In the following passage,

Juan checks his sensory perceptions:

He rubb’d bis eyes, and they did not refuse
Their office; he took up an old newspaper;

The paper was right easy to peruse;
He read an article the king attacking,
And a long eulogy of "patent blacking."

This savoured of this world; but his hand shook.
(p. 983)

Much of this descriptive terror is meant to be

taken ironically, of course. Just how much is a matter

Byron leaves to the conjecture of the reader. The scene

next morning is one of contrasts. Juan himself is pale

and troubled, and all the others at the breakfast table

seem quite concerned except Lord Henry (and, as one no-

tices upon rereading, Lady Fitz-Fulke): "Lord Henry said

his muffin was ill butter’d." (p. 984) A few minutes

later, after more excited discussion by the others, having

by now "discuss’d his chocolate, / Also the muffin whereof

he complain’d," Lord Henry grows perceptive enough to re-

mark that Juan "had not got his usual look elate, / At
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which he marvell'd, since it had not rain'd." (p. 984)

Obviously Byron has made of him, for the time being at

least, a matter-of-fact comic foil to the supernatural

imaginings of the others.

The next evening* Juan awaits the appearance of

the phantom* trembling with excitement. Byron's descrip-

tive touches are examples of descending incongruity: "His

/Juan's 7 eyes were open* and (as was before / Stated) his

mouth. What open'd next?--the door." (p. 995) The ghost

appears briefly* then glides out. Determined to settle

the matter once and for all* Juan intercepts the spirit

in the hall and puts forth his arm to halt it: "Eternal

powers] / It touch'd no soul* nor body* but the wall."

(p. 996) Before revealing that Juan has touched the

shadow instead of the ghost* Byron breaks in with an

ironical comment on fear of the supernatural: "How odd*

a single hobgoblin's non-entity / Should cause more fear

than a whole host's identity." (p. 996) A closer inspec-

tion on Juan's part reveals his mistake* also some rather

startling things about the ghost:

A dimpled chin* a neck of ivory* stole
Forth into something much like flesh and blood;

Back fell the sable frock and dreary cowl*
And they reveal'd--alas .' that ever they should.*

In full* voluptuous* but not o*ergrown bulk*
The phantom of her frolic Grace--Fitz-Fulke.*

(p. 996)
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The comic denouement, with its overtones of rib-

aldry, and the spirit of robust fun throughout, make

Byron's burlesque distinctive and highly amusing. The

subtle hints given along the way and the obscurity of

some of the irony combine to make the piece worth numer-

ous rereadings. Here, as in many other instances in Don

Juan, Byron is playing a kind of intellectual peek-a-boo

with the reader. In his sterner moods, perhaps cat-and-

mouse would be a better description.

The final examples of Gothic satire to be considered

are those written by W. M. Praed. In his narrative poems

"Gog," "Lillian," "The Troubadour," "The Legend of the

Teufel-haus," "Lidian's Love," and others, the object is

neither serious verse nor outright burlesque, but something

between the two. Kenneth Allott-, in his introduction to

Praed's work, remarks that the intention is to entertain,

observing that: "The method is to juxtapose romantic and

ludicrous elements so that the narrative is a switchback

with humps and hollows for opposed moods." (Praed, Selected

Poems, p. xl) Whether lyrical or narrative, Praed's highly

polished.verses exhibit an exquisite balancing of wit and

sentiment. Many of his farcical overtones are achieved

through a skillfully absurd syllepsis, as in the following

example from "The Troubadour," where Praed describes the

burial of the hero's father, Sir Hubert:
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Sir Hubert's race was run;
As best beseems a warrior tall,
He died within his ancient hall;
And he was blest by Father Paul,

And buried by his son.

For twenty good miles round

Maiden and matron, knave and knight,
All rode or ran to see the sight;

Wild urchins cutting jokes and capers.
And taper shapes and shapely tapers.
The mighty barons of the land

Brought pain in heart and four-in-hand;
And village maids, with looks of woe,
Turned out their mourning and their toe.

The bell was rung, the hymn was sung,
On the oak chest the dust was flung;
And then beneath the chapel-stones,
With a gilt scutcheon o’er his bones,
Escaped from feather beds and fidget,
Sir Hubert slept with Lady Bridget.

(p. 21)

The next day the hero, young Vidal, decides to

travel to overcome his grief, and sets out from the castle,

"With a long dull journey all before, / And a short gay

squire behind him." (p. 24)

Another poem, "The Legend of the Teufel-haus," is

obviously written in imitation of Coleridge’s "Christabel."

The opening lines sound almost like a parody:

The way was lone, and the hour was late,
And Sir Rudolph was far from his castle gate.
The night came down by slow degrees
On the river stream, and the forest trees;
And by the heat of the heavy air,
And by the rustling of the woods,
And by the roaring of the floods,
In half an hour, a man might say,
The Spirit of Storm might ride that way.

(p. 53)
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A few lines later Praed skillfully combines

Gothic paraphernalia--call it not claptrap, in this in-

stance--with a superb example of descending incongruity

that is worthy of Byron:

At a lofty gate Sir Rudolph halted;
Down from his seat Sir Rudolph vaulted:
And he blew a blast with might and main.,
On the bugle that hung by an iron chain.
The sound called up a score of sounds;--
The screeching of owls* and the baying of hounds,
The hollow toll of the turret bell,
The call of the watchful sentinel,
And a groan at last, like a peal of thunder,
As the huge old portals rolled asunder,
And gravely from the castle hall

Paced forth the white-robed seneschal.

He staid not to ask of what degree
So fair and famished a knight might be;
But knowing that an untimely question
Ruffles the temper, and mars the digestion,
He laid his hand upon the crupper,
And said,--"You’re just in time for supper.’"

(pp. s^-55)

It is impossible not to detect a strong resemblance

to portions of Don Juan in the passage just quoted. There

are many others to be found in his work, yet it does not

seem very kind to either poet to try to make Praed into a

lesser Byron, as some critics have attempted to do. Re-

stricted as his scope and method may be, he is far more

than a carbon copy, and deserves a reputation in his own

right.



89

Conclusion

The time is far from ripe* in this paper,, for

drawing many conclusions regarding the humor of the Ro-

mantic Age as a whole. A few points have already emerged.,

however., and may be summarized briefly. First, when one

considers the narrow scope of the inquiry thus far, the

amount of parody and satire uncovered is surprisingly

large, indicating that simultaneous with the rise and

fall of romantic enthusiasm there was an undercurrent of

ridicule and skepticism. Most of the writers made sport

of the more superficial aspects of the movement, however,

with only Byron, apparently, catching both the real sig-

nificance and the fallibility of the romantic vision it-

self. As for the quality of the humor--much of it, par-

ticularly on the journalistic level, is obviously not

very good, and some of it is downright reprehensible.

On the other hand, there is many an allusion, many an

echo, many a quirk that will be found amusing by the

student of the period. And finally, there are some ex-

amples, notably in Byron’s work, but also in that of Jane

Austen, Thomas Peacock, and the Anti-Jacobins, of humor

that is timeless in its appeal, being at once a mixture

of fun, frolic, and insight into the non sequiturs of

life.



CHAPTER II

THE WORLD, THE FLESH, AND THE PRINCE REGENT

"Not without virtues was the prince. Who is?"

Leigh Hunt--The Story of Rimini

To observe when and in what manner a man laughs

is to learn a great deal about him. Similarly, to know

the objects and character of a nation's laughter is to

gain valuable insight into the thoughts and feelings of

the age--from the subtle but powerful undercurrents of re-

sentment and frustration to the ebullient overflowings of

enthusiasm and absurdity. Paradoxically, however, the

very topicality which makes a point of humor so much ap-

preciated in its own day is often the cause of its being

forgotten by succeeding generations. Nor can the attempt

to revive it ever be wholly successful; it tends to die

at the drop of a footnote. It is only by immersing one-

self in the study of an age, by reading and checking and

running down references until the whole period begins to

live in essence, that one can begin to appreciate much of

its humor. Even the scholar blessed with a sense of humor

will never be qualified to pass judgment on much that was
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originally funny, however, simply because it will not

draw his attention--the timely allusion which made it

once so delightful on the tongue and delicious to the ear

having been lost forever. Not all the references die,

however. Many of them survive for the reason that the

writer of Ecclesiastes noted: there is nothing new under

the sun. Although the follies of two ages may differ in

detail, they usually agree in substance.

To study topical humor is to learn with pleasure.

What, for instance, could be more pleasantly instructive

than the following extract from Warreniana? It is a take-

off of the "Historical Register" portion of The New Monthly

Magazine, and in addition to the expected references to

the popular success of Warren’s Blacking, alludes to a

number of other surprising occurrences:

March--
... Symptoms of modesty in Blackwood ’s

Magazine; utterly disbelieved by Mr. Hazlitt. Only
one novel from the author of Waverly....April--All
Fool’s day.--Mrs. Siddons did an abridgement of Para-
dise Lost, and left out the character of Satan, to

prove her abhorrence of Mr. Southey’s "Satanic School."
The Lord Chancellor came to a decision....May--Haydon
put forth his picture of the Raising of Lazarus, but

found it more difficult to raise the wind than to

raise the dead;...July-- ...
Three new cantos of Don

Juan published and proscribed according to 1aw....
August--...A good thing discovered in the Gentleman * s

Magazine....Novel of Frankenstein diabolized at the

English Opera House. A cockney met Lord Byron, and

having heard that he was a complete devil, was aston-

ished to find him only a man....November--Three square

yards of blue sky discovered within a mile of Eastcheap
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The crowd was incalculable.... December--
...

A true

statement discovered in Cobbett's Register.^

As one gets further into the humor of the day he

makes the acquaintance of many recognizable types with

oddly familiar diversions, a case in point being the

slang-talking young "swells" or "raws" who drive out of

town for the prizefights, dressed to a ridiculously fine

point of elegance and style, sporting handsome coaches

and spirited horseflesh, carrying several cases of cham-

pagne, iced and ready, "riding down" the drivers in slower

"rigs," using their whips to flick the hats off pedestrians,

and as a final evidence of their being in the "know," spit-

ting through their teeth, frequently, accurately, and far. 2

F. Deacon, Warreniana (l824), pp. 107-14.
2 The practice of long-distance spitting seems to

have been a fad, judging from the frequent references made
to it. John Masefield mentions it in his introduction to
J. H. Reynolds work, The Fancy, a work which refers not
to poetic fancy, but to the Sporting fancy,

"
and which

gives, among other things, a picture of prizefighting that

is reminiscent of Hazlitt's.
Coleridge, alluding to the "pass-time" or "kill-

time" furnished by the books of the circulating library,
adds a few others:

In addition to novels and tales of chivalry in

prose or rhyme., (by which last I mean neither rhythm
nor metre),, this genus comprises as its species, gam-

ing, swinging, or swaying on a chair or gate; spitting
over a bridge; smoking; snuff-taking; tete-a-tete

quarrels between husband and wife; conning word by
word all the advertisements of a daily newspaper in a

public house on a rainy day, &c. &c. &c. (Biographia
Literaria, I, 3^.)

92



93

One learns that the whole period was shot through

with a taste for boxing. In addition to Reynolds’ The

Fancy, there is Hazlitt’s essay, "The Fight," and a whole

series of works by Pierce Egan on pugilism and the sport-

ing scene. His "Boxiana," a series of journalistic sketches

which ran from 1818 to 1824, is well known, but his most

notable work appeared July 15, 1821, under the formidable

title of Life in London; or, The Day and Night Scenes of

Jerry Hawthorne, Esq., and his elegant friend, Corinthian

Tom, accompanied by Bob Logic, the Oxonian, in their Ram-

bles and Sprees through the Metropolis. The work was an

immediate success, and inspired a host of imitators. In

1828 Egan published a sequel entitled Finish to the Adven-

tures of Tom, Jerry, and Logic, in their Pursuits through

Life in and out of London, a work which in its treatment

of country sporting scenes anticipated in some ways the

Pickwick Papers of Dickens. In an effusion entitled "The

In his Whistlecraft poem, Hookham Frere makes a

similar observation, in a passage of gentle irony that
has too many edges to count:

And certainly they say, for fine behaving
King Arthur’s court had never met its match;

True points of honour, without pride or braving,
Strict etiquette for ever on the watch;

Their manners were refined and perfect--saving
Some modern graces which they could not catch,

As spitting through the teeth, and driving stages,
Accomplishments reserved for distant ages.

(The Works of John Hookham Frere, ed. W. E. Frere
(London, 1874), 11, 224.)



Sable School of Pugilism," William Maginn satirized the

public’s enthusiasm for boxing, phrasing his commentary

in the manner of art or literary criticism. In a burst

of critical theory, he alleges:

As in poetry and cookery, so is it in pugilism.
Milton, Wordsworth, Odoherty own pseudonym
at times7~-Glasse, M'lver, Rundle--Jem Belcher,
Scroggins, and the Gas-man, all equally ...

create

the taste on which they feed and are fed. The chopper
of Mendoza, the Game Chicken’s left-handed lounge </sic7
on the jugular, Belcher’s cross-buttock, and Randall’s
one-two--all created a taste in the public mind which

was not there before.

(Blackwood’s, VIII, 62)

Partly through the humor of the period one comes

to realize, or is reminded, if he already knew it, that

the age, for all its elegance and poetic fancy, was also

a low and violent one. Like Don Juan, on his first trip

to England, we are often brought up short in our musings.

Juan, newly arrived, is marvelling over the wonders of so

great a nation:

"Here laws are inviolate; none lay
Traps for the traveller; every highway’s clear;

Here--" he was interrupted by a knife,
With,--"Damn your eyes’ your money or your life .'"3

Juan draws his pistol in sudden rage, and kills

the highwayman in the best tradition of the melodramatic

plays and novels of the day. In a sympathetic parody of

Guy Steffan and Willis W. Pratt, Byron's
Don Juan: A Variorum Edition (Austin, 1957)* 111, 273.
Hereafter referred to as Variorum Ed.
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the "flash" language then current, Byron philosophizes,

through Juan, over the dead robber, and the reader gets

a fascinating glimpse into one other aspect of the many-

visaged age:

He from the world had cut off a great man,
Who in his time had made heroic bustle.

Who in a row like Tom could lead the van,
Booze in the ken, or at the spellken hustle?

Who queer a flat? Who (spite of Bowstreet’s ban)
On the high-spice so flash the muzzle?

Who on a lark, with black-eyed Sal (his blowing),
So prime, so swell, so nutty, and so knowing?^

(Variorum Ed., 111, 277)

Although the age was unproductive of great drama,

one senses the importance of playgoing as a pastime in

the zestful descriptions of Romantic critics like Hazlitt,

Hunt, and Lamb. The atmosphere of the crowded theater is

lightly but excellently portrayed in the imitation of

George Crabbe contained in Rejected Addresses. In this

poem, the crowd gradually file into the newly enlarged

pit of Drury, illumined on their way by the glow of "long

wax-candles, with short cotton wicks." Once there, they

"gape, and gaze, and wonder, ere they sit":

elucidates this bit of "pure" English as

follows:

"Ken," a house that harbors thieves; "spellken, n

the playhouse; "queer a flat," to puzzle or confound
a gulf, or silly fellow; "high toby-spice," robbery on

horseback; "flash the muzzle," to swagger openly;
"lark," fun or sport of any kind; "his blowing,

'
a

pickpocket’s trull; "so swell," so gentlemanly; "so
nutty," so strongly inclined. (Willis W. Pratt, Byron ’s
Don Juan: Notes on the Variorum Edition, IV, 219-20.)
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At first, while vacant seats give choice and ease,
Distant or near, they settle where they please;
But when the multitude contracts the span,
And seats are rare, they settle where they can.

Now the full benches to late-comers doom

No room for standing, miscall’d standing room.

Harki the check-taker moody silence breaks,
And bawling "Pit full'" gives the check he takes;
Yet onward still the gathering numbers cram,
Contending crowders shout the frequent damn,
And all is bustle, squeeze, row, jabbering, and jam.

(Rejected Addresses, pp. 140-4l)

Several strong hints as to what happened on stage

when the curtain went up have already been given. Cole-

ridge adds a few more touches in the following passage,

however, regarding heroes and stage effects. Commenting

on the melodramatic heroes, he says:

They browbeat lords, baronets, and justices of
the peace, (for they are as bold as HectorJ)--they
rescue stage coaches at the instant they are falling
down precipices; carry away infants in the sight of

opposing armies; and some of our performers act a

muscular able-bodied man to such perfection, that

our dramatic poets, who always have the actors in

their eye, seldom fail to make their favorite male

character as strong as Samson.

Speaking of the stage effects, he continues:

And what is done on the stage is more striking
than what is acted. I once remember such a deafening
explosion, that I could not hear a word of the play
for half an act after it: and a little real gunpowder
being set fire to at the same time, and smelt by all
the spectators, the naturalness of the scene was

quite astonishing.s

ss. T. Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, ed. J. Shaw

cross (London, 1939)> 11, 162-63. That modern theatrical
refinement, "smell-o-rama, is not new, apparently.
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What head so obtuse, as Scott would say, as not

to image forth pretty accurately an estimate of the drama

of the day, on the strength of the foregoing commentary

alone? Making a few allowances for prejudice and exagger-

ation on the part of the humorist, one can almost say that

the study of the humor of a period offers a short cut to

a knowledge of it. John Keats recognized the value of

such topicality in his fine, often humorous letters, and

tried to shape their contents to suit the tastes of his

correspondent. Writing to George and Georgiana Keats,

for example, he says:

Your next letter will be the key by which I shall

open your hearts and see what spaces want filling,
with any particular information--Whether the affairs
of Europe are more or less interesting to you—whether
you would like to hear of the Theatre ’s--of the bear
Garden--of the Boxers--the Painters--The Lecturers--

the Dress--the Progress of Dandyism--The Progress of

Courtship--or the fate of Mary Millar —being a full
and tr'es particular account of Miss M's ten Suitors
How the first tried the effect of swearing; the second
of stammering; the third of whispering;--the fourth

of sonnets-- ...°

And on he goes, in his whimsical, sociable way,

giving his brother and sister-in-law a full and generous

account of everything he thinks will interest or amuse

them in faraway America. Such humor is good evidence of

the point that Bergson makes in his Laughter, that humor is

a social attribute, and must be shared to be fully enjoyed.

°John Keats, The Letters of John Keats, ed. H. W.
Rollins (Cambridge, 29.

—



98

Many and varied are the sidelights and perspec-

tives which laughter casts across the face of an era.

At one end of the scale, for example, one comes across

the trifling but startling knowledge that the Romantic

Age, at least in its early years, had to survive a "yo-yo"

craze. Seamus MacCall, biographer of Thomas Moore, tells

us that Moore’s first attempt at verse, around 1790, was

an effusion on the fad, which was then called "quizzing."

People of all ranks, men, women, and children, could be

seen in the streets and public gardens, running the gad-

gets up and down the string as they walked about. 7 Even

the Duke of Wellington was a "yo-yo" addict in his youth,

having once "quizzed" through the whole sitting of a com-

mittee meeting in the Irish House of Commons. In all

fairness to the future Iron Duke, however, it must be re-

marked that he was then only an aide-de-camp, noted

chiefly for his frivolity and "vacant face." (MacCall,

Moore, p. 15)

At the other end of the scale, there are satirical

descriptions of men who had weightier, more expensive

7As Moore’s earliest attempt at verse (no title)
describes it:

The ladies, too, when in the streets, or walking
in the Green,

Went "Quizzing" on, to show their shapes and

graceful mien.

(Quoted by Seamus MacCall, Thomas Moore (Dublin,
1935), P- 15.)
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amusements, such as the transfer of Grecian marbles to

England, where people would know how to appreciate them.

Hookham Frere satirizes the practice in a digressive

passage in The Monks and the Friars, more familiarly

known as Whistlecraft, remarking of a Grecian temple which

has been removed to England:

Finer, they say, than all the things at Rome;
But here you need not pay a penny-piece;

But curious people, if they like to come,

May look at them as often as they please--
I’ve left my subject, but I was not sorry
To mention things that raise the country’s glory.

(Frere, Works, 11, 263)

Byron, in "The Curse of Minerva," directed at

Lord Elgin, who had shipped the "Elgin Marbles" from

Greece to England, is somewhat more outspoken. In a pas-

sage reminiscent of the devastating personal satire of

Dryden’s "MacFlecknoe," he has Pallas Athena pronounce

the following curse upon Elgin:

"First on the head of him who did this deed

My curse shall light,--on him and all his seed:

Without one spark of intellectual fire,
Be all the sons as senseless as the sire:

If one with wit the parent brood disgrace,
Believe him bastard of a brighter race.o

The foregoing examples were taken almost at random,

in order to give a hint of the scope and variety of the

phenomena touched on by the humor of the period. Since it

The Complete Poetical Works of Byron (Cam-
bridge, 1933), P- 270.
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obviously will be impossible to treat the myriads of

allusions which are available, further discussion will

have to be limited to frequently recurring, representa-

tive themes. One such, common to every age, is ridicule

of the elite.

High Society

Moore, Praed, and Byron are the primary chroniclers

of the doings of that group which Byron, in a startling

image, calls "that microcosm on stilts, / Yclept the Great

World." (Variorum Ed., 111, ln another of his many

references, he calls them the "twice two thousand,
"

bred

not to be "wise or witty," but rather, "to sit up while

others lie in bed, / And look down on the universe with

pity." (Variorum Ed., 111, 290)

Byron’s attitude in the foregoing references is

clearly scornful. That he can also be sympathetic toward

members of high society, pitying them in their shallowness

and perennial boredom, is shown in the final cantos of Don

Juan, where he presents ironic vignettes of the foibles

and vanities of the aristocratic classes of his day. His

picture of what they do with their time while house guests

at a country estate is memorable. For example, in an at-

tempt to combat ennui, "that awful yawn which sleep cannot

abate":
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The elderly walk'd through the library,
And tumbled books, or criticised the pictures,

Or saunter’d through the garden piteously,
And made upon the hot-house several strictures,

Or rode a nag which trotted not too high,
Or on the morning papers read their lectures,

Or on the watch their longing eyes would fix,
Longing at sixty for the hour of six.

(Variorum Ed., 111, 405-06)

Byron cannot long consider such a group with

sympathy, however. When they show up as gaudy tinsel

against the dark perspective of a stern world, he regards

them with ironic disdain, as when he interrupts his de-

scription of great society dinners to remark abruptly,

!:, Tis odd, but true,--last war the News abounded / More

with these dinners than the kill’d or wounded." (Variorum

Ed., 111, 383)

Against the stronger satire of Byron., many of the

witty effusions of Thomas Moore show up as superficial but

amusing trifles. In the following passage from his Two-

penny Post-Bag (1813), a collection of "intercepted letters

which Byron liked very much, he speaks through the Countess

Dowager of Cork, as she writes of her plans for a "snug

little rout" for some five hundred people. Her main prob-

lem, common to most hostesses of the day, is to secure

some extraordinary person or phenomenon as a drawing-card

to set all London agog. "As for having the Prince Regent,

that show is gone by," she says, and explains how lately

he and the Marchesa have taken to "whispering in doorways":
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Which--consid'ring, you know, dear, the size of the two

Makes a block that one's company cannot get through;
And a house, such as mine, with doorways so small,
Has no room for such cumbersome love-work at a11.9

In conclusion the Countess decides that probably

the best thing to procure would be a Russian with a name

as long as the alphabet, and says exultingly "Lord.' If he

would but, in character sup / Off his fish-oil and candles,

he'd quite set me up.'" (p. 155)

An even more sympathetic writer of vers de socie’te' 1

than Moore, W. M. Praed celebrates the vanities of the

well-to-do with a tender, ironic zest. He paints with

amused, loving care the drawing room society that idolized

Tom Moore’s own Irish Melodies, danced the quadrille at

Almack's, inspected prints at Colnaghi's, visited the Royal

Italian Opera in the Haymarket, and bought up the silk-

bound annuals with their pictures and tales of corsairs,

maidens, and swarthy banditti. His description of a fancy

ball typifies his witty enthusiasm. Having noted that such

balls are strange affairs, "made up of silks and leathers, /

Light heads, light heels, false hearts, false hair, / Pins,

paint, and ostrich feathers,
"

he remarks that here, "the

dullest Duke in all the town, / To-night may shine a droll

one."10

9Thomas Moore, The Poetical Works of Thomas Moore,
ed. A. D. Godley 1910), p. 15^.

10W. M. Praed, Selected Poems of Winthrop Mackworth
Praed, ed. Kenneth Allott (London, 1953)j P• 125.
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Not only were the balls themselves strange affairs;

some of the characters one met were startling also. Praed

tells of one dull young lady whom he met during a quadrille

"at Cheltenham, where one drinks one’s fill / Of folly and

cold water." She could talk on no subject save the one

which Peacock remarked had been from time immemorial the

alpha and omega of British conversation--the weather.

Having talked of novels, travel, the theater, all to no

avail, the poet becomes desperate in search of a congenial

topic:

Was she a Blue?--I put my trust

In strata, petals, gases;
A Boudoir-pedant? I discuss’d

The Toga and the Fasces;
A Cockney-Muse?--I mouth’d a deal

Of folly from Endymion;

A Politician?--it was vain,
To quote the Morning Paper;

The horrid phantoms came again,
Rain, Hail, and Snow, and Vapour.

(Praed, Selected Poems, p. 95)

The poet concludes by remarking that the desperate

man who married such a woman might just as well have mar-

ried a barometer.

Closely allied to the danger of getting a dull

young lady for a conversational partner, was the peril of

being exposed to the charms of an awkward young thing at

her first "coming out." Byron says of her that she is

"so much alarm’d that she is quite alarming," and goes on

to complain that she is:
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All Giggle, Blush; half Pertness and half Pout;
And glancing at Mamma, for fear there’s harm in

What you, she, it, or they, may be about,
The Nursery still lisps out in all they utter--

Besides, they always smell of bread and butter.

(Byron, Works, p. 445)

As for the marriages of the day, both Byron and

Praed , speaking no doubt from personal-experience, char-

acterize high society as being one vast marriage mart

where traps lie on every hand for the eligible bachelor.

"Are you rich, single, and 'your Grace?'" says Praed: "Be-

fore you launch your first new carriage, / The women have

arranged your marriage." (Selected Poems, p. 62) Byron,

on the same head, observes with conviction that in society,

"A young unmarried man, with a good name / And good fortune,

has an awkward part to play." (Byron, Variorum Ed., 111,

332.)

In addition to riding, walking about the gardens,

arranging marriages, and tumbling books in well-stocked

libraries, the English gentry amused themselves with pri-

vate musical and theatrical productions. Praed's "Private

Theatricals" is an amusing, warm-hearted plea by Lady

Arabella Fustian to her Brother, Lord Clarence Fustian,

expressing a need for his commanding presence, along with

various stage properties, costumes, and advice, in prepa-

ration for a proposed theatrical. The mood of excited

preparation is well captured and gracefully expressed in

the following stanza:
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Come, Clarence; it’s really enchanting
To look and listen to the rout;

We’re all of us puffing, and panting,
And raving, and running about;

Here Kitty and Adelaide bustle;
There Andrew and Anthony bawl;

Flutes murmur, chains rattle, robes rustle,
In chorus, at Fustian Hall.

(Praed, Selected Poems, p. 138)

Byron has summed up the private musical, with its

rage for Italian airs, in the following lines:

Oh.1 the long evenings of duets and trios’
The admirations and the speculations;

The "Mamma Mia’s.’" and the "Amor Mio's.’"
The "Tanti palpiti's" on such occasions.

(Byron,, Variorum Ed., p. 523)

One of Keats’s descriptions of the Leigh Hunt cote-

rie, to be discussed later, makes much the same point in

passing. Keats, incidentally, though he enjoyed small

groups of intimate acquaintances, had no patience with

high society en masse. In one of those amazingly compressed

and synthesized passages which he could write so well--this

one to Fanny Brawne--he says, regarding their activities,

should they marry:

God forbid we should what people call, settle--

turn into a pond, a stagnant Lethe....Better be im-

prudent moveables than prudent fixtures--Open my Mouth

at the Street door like the Lion’s head at Venice to

receive hateful cards, Letters, messages. Go out and

wither at teaparties; freeze at dinners; bake at

dances, simmer at routs. No my love, trust yourself
to me and I will find you nobler amusements, fortune
favouring. (Keats, Letters, 11, 138)

It is Praed's nostalgic tributes, however, like

his "Good-night to the Season," that one remembers most
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fondly in thinking of the doings of the "Great World."

The poem epitomizes the thoughts and feelings of a sensi-

tive young gentleman as he bids a temporary farewell to

the dances and "the fillings of hot little rooms
"

until

the beginning of another social season:

Good-night to the Season.’ ’tis over.’
Gay dwellings no longer are gay;

The courtier, the gambler, the lover,
Are scatter’d like swallows away

There’s nobody left to invite one,

Except my good uncle and spouse;

My mistress is bathing at Brighton,
My patron is sailing at Cowes;

For want of a better employment,
Till Ponto and Don can get out,

I’ll cultivate rural enjoyment
And angle immensely for trout.

(Praed, Selected Poems, p. 118)

The Literary Scene Apart from Romanticism

There was obviously a great deal of overlapping

between the social and the literary aspects of early nine

teenth-century England. Nowhere is this more true than

in the role that women played. James and Horace Smith,

in their parody "Drury's Dirge," made fun of the "Laura

Matilda's" of the day, the sentimental females who wrote

inane little poems in tribute to love and beauty. The

cloying sweetness, the alliteration carried to the ulti-

mate, the absurd imagery, and the sacrificing of sense to

smoothness are all parodied in the following two stanzas:



Lo.' from Lemnos limping lamely,
Lags the lowly Lord of Fire

Cytherea yielding tamely
To the Cyclops dark and dire.

Hark.1 the engines blandly thunder.
Fleecy clouds dishevell'd lie,

And the firemen, mute with wonder,
On the son of Saturn cry.

(Rejected Addresses, pp. 60-6l)

The pedantry and pseudo-literary theorizings of

the bluestockings are too well known to need much comment.

All the satirists ridiculed them, Byron varying his attacks

on Southey with intermittent blasts at "that tender tribe

who sigh o'er sonnets," the "Blues." (Byron, Variorum Ed.,

111, 294) In a satirical skit entitled "The Blues," he

has the host, Sir Richard Bluebottle, lament over the

"numerous, humorous, backbiting crew / Of scribblers,

wits, lecturers, white, black, and blue,
"

who are brought

home by his bluestocking spouse. (Byron, Works, p. 280)

In "Beppo," Byron lamented ironically the condition of the

"poor, dear Mussulwomen," who had no knowledge of chemistry,

metaphysics, and astronomy, had access to no circulating

libraries, lectures, nor art galleries, and had no oppor-

tunity for dabbling "(thank God for that.')" in mathematics,

as Lady Byron had done. (Byron, Works, p. 450) Probably

the consummation of Byron's grieved indictment of female

pedantry comes, however, in that devastating rhyme from

the first canto of Don Juan, where the poet says, "But--

107
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Ohi ye lords of ladies intellectual, / Inform us truly,

have they not hen-peck’d you all?" (Byron, Variorum Ed.,

ii, 33)

Thomas Moore also had a great deal to say of the

bluestockings. One of his best effusions is "A Blue Love-

Song," written in parody of Marlowe’s "Passionate Shep-

herd." The first few lines, which are the cleverest, get

around to squinting at Malthus and his theories of con-

trolled population:

Gome wed with me., and we will write.
My Blue of Blues, from morn till night.
Chas’d from our classic souls shall be

All thoughts of vulgar progeny;
And thou shalt walk through smiling rows

Of chubby duodecimos,
While I to match thy products nearly,
Shall lie-in of a quarto yearly.

(Moore, Works, p. 624)

A facet of the sub-literary world closely dependent

upon society and fashion for its material, was the news-

paper humor of the day. Lamb’s description in his essay,

"Newspapers Thirty-Five Years Ago,
"

is probably the best

account of what the journalistic jokester went through to

grind out his six witticisms a day. "The chat of the day,

scandal, but above all, dress,
11

says Lamb, "furnished the

material. Commenting on the difficulty involved, he

exclaims:

Lamb, The Life, Letters, and Writings of

Charles Lamb, ed. Percy Fitzgerald (London, ca. 1875) j IV7
79.
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0 those head-aches at dawn of day, ... No Egyptian
taskmaster ever devised a slavery like to that, our

slavery....(Half a dozen jests in a day, bating Sun-

days too,) why, it seems nothing.'.. .Reader, try it

for once, only for one short twelvemonth. (Lamb, Life,
Letters, and Writings, IV, 81-82)

The attitudes and practices of the critical jour-

nals of the period are familiar to every student of the

period, but I cannot forego mention of Byron’s shot, fired

off in passing, as it were, at two of the more prominent

reviews, wherein he tells us, very confidentially, that

"the Edinburgh Review and Quarterly / Treat a dissenting

author very martyrly." (Byron, Variorum Ed., 11, 142)

W. F. Deacon scouts these same practices in several of

his parodies in Warreniana, one of the better ones being

"A Letter to the Editor of Warreniana,
"

by the editors of

John Bull. In it they answer the charge of having attacked

the sanctities of private life by emphatically stating:

"We were never yet malicious; and as for attacking private

character, it is what we especially eschew. We should be

broken-hearted if we thought we could do so. We really

think we should." (Warreniana, p. 155) To add to the

irony, the letter is accompanied by some violently partisan

verse which attacks practically everybody with whom John

Bull disagrees.

Every age has its literary hacks., and the Romantic

Period was no exception. That ghost writers existed for

the convenience of the rich and powerful is indicated by
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the following epigrammatic quotation from Moore's poem,

"How to Write by Proxy": "One day, a Bishop, addressing

a Blue, / Said, "Ma'am, have you read my new Pastoral

Letters?" / To which the Blue answer'd--"No, Bishop, have

you?" (Moore, Works, p. 604)

As for the publishing business itself, it was a

thriving one, and formed a broad target for genial ridi-

cule like that of Moore. One such work of his is lengthily

entitled "Announcement of a New Grand Acceleration Company

for the Promotion of the Speed of Literature," and, among

other things, makes the observation that "a three-decker

novel, 'midst oceans of praise, / May be written, launch'd,

read, and--forgot, in three days.'" (Moore, Works, p. 672)

It is Byron, however, who gives one of the most

engaging pictures of the publishing business. Having been

asked by his publisher, the highly successful and extremely

busy John Murray, to write a tactful rejection of a medical

tragedy written by Dr. John Polidori (1795-1821), Byron

assumes the character of Murray in an epistolary poem en-

titled "Dear Doctor, I Have Read Your Play." It isn't

tactful, but it is instructive. After alluding in passing

(speaking as Murray) to the trouble he has had over

"Sotheby, with his damn’d Orestes / (Which by the way,

the old Bore’s best is)," Byron goes on to characterize

the buzz and bustle of Murray’s office in a description
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that is a veritable "who's who" of contemporary authors.

The opinions expressed are Byron's own, but doubtless the

character of the indefatigable Murray is well-represented

in the following extract:

I write in haste, excuse each blunder;
The Coaches through the streets so thunder.'
My Room's so full; we've Gifford here
Reading MSS., with Hookham Frere,
Pronouncing on the nouns and particles
Of some of our forthcoming Articles.

The Quarterly--Ah, Sir, if you
Had but the genius to review.'--
A smart Critique upon St. Helena,
Or if you only would tell in a

Short compass what--but to resume:

As I was saying, Sir, .. .

(Byron, Works, p. 231)

Having returned to the task at hand, the rejecting

of the manuscript, "Murray" concludes in the following-

manner :

My hands are full, my head so busy,
I'm almost dead, and always dizzy;
And so with endless truth and hurry,
Dear Doctor, I am yours,

John Murray.
(Byron, Works, p. 232)

The liveliness and humor Byron displays concerning

publisher and publishing business make it easy to deduce

why the authors of the day congregated in Murray's office

to read the poet's letters from abroad.

The Progress of Science and Learning

The ridicule of the bluestocking and of Malthus,

already noted, illustrates a portion of a broad tendency,
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that of satirizing the progress of science, invention,

and the spread of learning. It is curious to the modern

reader that in a humorous poem even the mere mention of

a recent scientific discovery was considered sufficient

cause for laughter. Thus, in "The Loves of the Triangles,
"

the Anti-Jacobin writers allude to Luigi Galvani’s recent

discovery that electricity could be generated by chemical

action, by having coy Mathesis (Mathematics) roll her eyes

while every tortuous nerve "thrills with Galvanic fires." l2

Byron also made a number of references to the effects of

galvanism on the nerves, as will be noted later.

The popularity of satirizing material progress is

well illustrated by the success of The High-gate Tunnel,

or the Secret Arch, a dramatic farce written by Horace

Smith just prior to Rejected Addresses. The work commemo-

rates an attempt to dig a tunnel which would allow travel-

lers to avoid the difficult and often dangerous ascent of

Highgate Hill. The project was looked upon with amusement

by a relatively unscientific age, and the farce itself en-

joyed a run of twenty-four nights. Atomistic concepts re-

garding the nature of the universe were made light of in

Rejected Addresses, in a take-off of Dr. Busby's transla-

tion of Lucretius, a magnum opus which was reviewed as

12Poetry of the Anti-Jacobin (Oxford, 1924), p. 107
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follows by one of the newspapers of the day, in the column

for births: "Yesterday, at his house in Queen Anne Street,

Dr. Busby of a still-born Lucretius." (Rejected Addresses,

p. 113) In a parody entitled "Architectural Atoms,
"

the

good Doctor is made to apply his Lucretian theories to the

construction of Drury:

I sing how casual bricks, in airy climb,
Encounter’d casual cow-hair, casual lime;
How rafters, borne through wondering clouds elate,
Kiss’d in their slope blue elemental slate,
Clasp’d solid beams in chance-directed fury,
And gave birth to our renovated Drury.

(Rejected Addresses, p. 114)

Regarding the value of the latest scientific dis-

coveries and inventions, Byron, in "English Bards and

Scotch Reviewers," remarks skeptically:

What varied wonders tempt us as they pass]
The cow-pox., tractors,, galvanism, and gas
In turn appear, to make the vulgar stare,
Till the swoln bubble bursts--and all is air.’

(Byron, Works, p. 243)

Some years later, in Don Juan, he was even more

caustic in his summary of the cross-purposes of science:

What opposite discoveries we have seen.’

(Signs of true genius, and of empty pockets.)
One makes new noses,l3 one a guillotine,

maker of "new noses" was an American quack,
Benjamin Charles Perkins, whose metallic "tractors, "

men-

tioned in "English Bards and Scotch Reviewers," were ad-

vertised to be a remedy for every disorder that flesh is

heir to, among the rest, red noses. Jenner’s still con-

troversial experiments with smallpox vaccination were the

antithesis to Congreve's rockets, which themselves were

not so deadly as frighteningly spectacular. Galvinism
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One breaks your bones, one sets them in their

sockets;
But vaccination certainly has been

A kind antithesis to Congreve’s rockets,
With which the Doctor paid off an old pox,

By borrowing a new one from an ox.

Bread has been made (indifferent) from potatoes;
And galvanism has set some corpses grinning,

But has not answer’d like the apparatus
Of the Humane Society’s beginning

By which men are unsuffocated gratis:
What wondrous machines have late been spinning.’

(Byron, Variorum Ed., 11, 91-92)

The substance of what Byron is saying in the pre-

ceding passage would seem to be the implied question,

still pertinent, "Does science know what it is doing?"

A few cantos later he makes a wry commentary on Newton's

being the only man since Adam who knew how to grapple with

a fall or an apple, and goes on to conclude ironically,

but prophetically, that ever since Newton's discovery,

"immortal man hath glow'd / With all kinds of mechanics,

and full soon / Steam-engines will conduct him to the

moon." (Byron, Variorum Ed., 11, 226)

How far the gap is between steam-power and pro-

creation depends, I suppose, on one's individual imagination,

was used to "set corpses grinning" in 1803 by Professor

Aldini, nephew of Galvini, the experiments being performed
on the body of a murderer. The Royal Humane Society,
founded in for the rescue of drowning person, were

provided with resuscitating apparatus. (See Willis W.

Pratt, Byron's Don Juan; Notes on the Variorum Edition

(Austin, 1957), IV, 38-39.)
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but Byron bridges it easily and effectively in the follow-

ing passage:

Mankind just now seem wrapt in meditation

On constitutions and steam-boats of vapour;
While sages write against all procreation,

Unless a man can calculate his means

Of feeding brats the moment his wife weans.

(Byron, Variorum Ed., 111, 325)

He refers of course to Malthus in the last lines.

In another place, with reference to the problem of over-

population and undernourishment, he laments the necessity

of emigration, "that sad result of passions and potatoes."

(Byron, Variorum Ed., 111, 472) Nevertheless, he plainly

does not approve of the cold-blooded theories of Malthus

on population control, remarking with savage irony that

syphilis could accomplish the same thing. Relative to

Lady Adeline Amundeville, whose views are rather tinged

with "blue," he asks, "Had Adeline read Malthus? I can’t

tell; / I wish she had: his book’s the eleventh command-

ment, / Which says 'Thou shalt not marry,' unless well,"

and a few lines later, reflecting on the whole problem,

concludes, "Certes it conducts to lives ascetic, / Or turn

ing marriages into arithmetic." (Byron, Variorum Ed., 111,

472)

Whatever Charles Lamb thought of the theories of

Malthus, he did not feel they made very satisfactory read

ing, as the following quotation will show. "I can read
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anything which I call a book*" he says* but adds* "There

are things in that shape which I cannot allow for such."

...
I confess that it moves my spleen to see these

things in books’ clothing perched upon shelves* like
false saints* usurpers of true shrines* intruders

into the sanctuary* thrusting out the legitimate
occupants. To reach down a well-bred semblance of
a volume* and hope it some kind-hearted play-book*
then* opening what "seem its leaves*

" to come bolt

upon a withering Population Essay. To expect a

Steele or a Farquhar* and find Adam Smith. To view

a well-arranged assortment of blockheaded Encyclo-
pedias (Anglicanas or Metropolitanas) set out in an

array of russia or morocco* when a tithe of that
good leather would comfortably re-clothe my shiver-

ing folios--
...

I never see these imposters but I

long to strip them* to warm my ragged veterans in
their spoils. (Lamb* Life* Letters* and Writings*
lII* 399-400)

I realize that the preceding passage could have

been quoted more briefly and still have made the point

that Lamb disapproved of Malthus* but I had not the heart

to cut it further. Possibly the hardest problem one

faces in such a work as this present study is the agony

of not including hundreds of favorite passages. At the

very best* one can only include a hint* a suggestion* a

mere sampling of what the period has to offer.

One of the most delightful onslaughts on Malthus*

however* is Thomas Hood’s "Ode to Mr. Malthus*" first pub

lished in the Comic Annual for 1832. In the poem* a be-

leaguered mother is trying to send her numerous children

off to play--I count fifteen of them* but I may have

missed one or two--so that she can read her Malthus. "I
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never can / Enjoy my Malthus among such a clan,
"

she con-

fides. After pointedly enumerating a number of indi-

viduals and classes that England could do without, she

concludes by saying to Malthus, with grim, almost grotesque

irony: "if I understand the thing you mean / We ought to

import the Cholera Morbus]" (Hood, Choice Works, p. 55^)

Several other writers, in addition to the ones

cited, took a skeptical view of the idea of progress, at

least in some of its manifestations. People are ever re-

luctant to accept change, of course, but from the fre-

quence and the vehemence of the protests made during the

Romantic Period, it would seem, and logically so, that the

concept of materialistic progress was anathema to the Ro-

mantic mind.ls Some of the writers, among them Byron and

Peacock, were mainly ridiculing the cross-purposes of the

new science and the evils of the industrial era, but even

Hood, The Choice Works of Thomas Hood

(New York, 1883), p. 551*
15

Blake was probably the first Romantic

to satirize contemporary science and learning. In his

highly amusing fragment of a burlesque novel., "An Island
in the Moon" (circa 1784-85)., he includes such characters

as Sipsop the Pythagorean, Inflammable Gass, Etruscan

Column, Obtuse Angle, and Quid the Cynic. According to

Obtuse Angle, "Phebus" was the "God of Physic, Painting,
Perspective, Geometry, Geography, Astronomy, Cookery,
Chymistry /sic/, Mechanics, Tactics, Pathology, Phrase-

ology, Theology, Mythology, Astrology, Osteology, Soma-
tology--in short, every art & science." (William Blake,
The Complete Writings of William Blake ..., ed. Geoffrey
Keynes (London, 1957 )/

_

P- 46.)
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in their attacks there is often a wistful aura of linger-

ing romanticism. It is Peacock who exhibits this trait

most significantly. In The Misfortunes of Elphin (1829)*

a satirical Welsh romance, he contrasts the ways of the

past with those of the present, to the discredit of the

latter period. Speaking of the ancient Welsh, he says;

They had no steam-engines, with fires eternal as

those of the nether world, wherein the squalid many,
from infancy to age, might be turned into component
portions of machinery for the benefit of the purple-
faced few. They could neither poison the air with

gas, nor the waters with its dregs: in short, they
made their money of metal, and breathed pure air, and

drank pure water, like unscientific barbarians.l°

Such a fine, inimitable piece of irony helps ex-

plain why Peacock can claim, even today, a small but de-

voted following of readers. He apparently never wavered

from the views expressed in the passage, for thirty years

later, in Gryll Grange (pub. serially in Fraser's Magazine,

i860; evidently composed not much earlier), he has one of

his characters deliver an even more definitive judgement

on science, one which aroused angry disapproval among

subsequent followers of Darwin, but which has been vindi-

cated only too convincingly in our own day; "Science is

an edged tool, with which men play like children, and cut

their fingers." After a long enumeration of the ills that

lo
Thomas Love Peacock., The Misfortunes of Elphin,

ed. Richard Barnett (London, 1894), p. 62.
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science has brought on, he concludes: "I almost think it

is the ultimate destiny of science to exterminate the

human race."l7

Travel

The Englishman loves his country with a kind of

critical devoutness, but he has always had a predilection

for travel, from Chaucer's day to the present. During

the momentary lulls in the war with Prance, and particu-

larly during the periods just before and after Waterloo,

the English gentry flocked abroad in astonishing numbers.

Byron, setting out for Lisbon in 1809* displays an ex-

uberance in his poem, "Lines to Mr. Hodgson," that is far

removed from the ennui of Childe Harold. The lines ring

with excitement and buoyancy:

We’re impatient,--push from shore.

"Have a care' that case holds liquor--
Stop the boat--I’m sick--oh Lord'"

"Sick ma'am, damme, you’ll be sicker,
Ere you’ve been an hour on board."

Thus are screaming
Men and women,

Gemmen, ladies, servants, Jacks;

Stuck together close as wax.—

Such the general noise and racket,
Ere we reach the Lisbon Packet.

(Byron, Works, p. 157)

Love Peacock,, Gryll Grange, ed. Richard
Garnett (London, 1895) * Hj 8-9.
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In addition to giving a fetching picture of what

travel must have been like during the period, the poem

gives a foretaste of the burlesque style that was to be

employed in Don Juan, particularly in the wild rhyme

Byron uses to reprimand the captain of the boat for pro-

viding such cramped quarters: "Jesus, / How you squeeze

us! 1 (Byron, Works, p. 157)

One important by-product of the travel-mania was

the plethora of travel books which were written, printed,

and devoured with staggering celerity. The method of the

author--if author is the proper term--is described by

Moore in his popular Twopenny Post-Bag (1813). In the

poem, ostensibly a letter from a publisher who is reject-

ing an author's manuscript primarily because it is not a

travel work, the publisher advises:

The trade is in want of a Traveller greatly--
No job, Sir, more easy--your Country once plann'd,
A month aboard ship and a fortnight on land
Puts your Quarto of Travels, Sir, clean out of hand.

(Moore, Works, p. 157)

The publisher then goes on to unfold an amusing

scheme for putting an author on the road to write his way

northward to meet Sir Walter Scott, who is proceeding

south from the Highlands, "doing" the picturesque towns

as he comes.

Five years later, Moore has Biddy Fudge write home

from Paris that her Pa is preparing, not a tale, a novel,
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or a romance--"Ye Gods, I would it were.’’ 1 says Biddy--

but rather a book of his travels in France. According

to the daughter, Fudge is writing the book:

At the special desire (he let out t’other day)
Of his great friend and patron, my Lord C-stl-r--gh,
Who said, "My dear Fudge--I forget the exact words,
And, it's strange, no one ever remembers my Lord's;
But 'twas something to say that, as all must allow
A good orthodox work is much wanting just now.

(Moore, Works, p. 458)

In 1824 Coleridge wrote a poem called "The De-

linquent Travellers," which makes some of the same allu-

sions Moore and Byron had been making in their satires.

Parts of the piece are a little diffuse, but the follow-

ing lines are crisp and amusing:

Keep Moving. 1 Steam, or Gas, or Stage,
Hold, cabin, steerage, hencoop’s cage--
Tour, Journey, Voyage, Lounge, Ride, Walk,
Skim, Sketch, Excursion, Travel-talk--
The law and fashion of the Age.
If you but perch, where Dover tallies,
So strangely with the coast of Calais,
With a good glass and knowing look.
You’ll soon get matter for a book.’l^

The foregoing lines are faintly suggestive of the

manner of Byron, although they lack his astringency and

command of rhetoric. Byron himself had already proclaimed

his disgust for the hordes of travel-scribblers in 1818,

in Don Juan, when he said:

*^S. T. Coleridge, The Complete Works of Samuel
Taylor Coleridge, ed. Ernest Hartley Coleridge (Oxford,
1912), I, 444.
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I won't describe; description is my forte,
But every fool describes in these bright days

His wondrous journey to some foreign court,
And spawns his quarto, and demands your praise.

(Byron, Variorum Ed., 11, 440)

Another by-product of the travelling urge, apart

from travel-books, was an increased interest in the char-

acter of the foreigner. This curiosity extended not only

to the ways of the Frenchman, Italian, and Muscovite, but

was also reserved for the Scotchman, the Irishman, and

the Welshman, still considered virtual foreigners by the

orthodox Englishman. In his letters, Keats recorded a

number of amusing and incisive observations on the Scotch

and Irish people, observations gleaned mostly from his

walking tour of Scotland. The well-known wit and clergy-

man, Sydney Smith--the Peter Pith of Byron's Don Juan--

drawing upon his experiences while living in Edinburgh,

directed many witticisms at the Scotch, among them the

observation that, "It requires a surgical operation to

get a joke well into a Scotch understanding. Their only

idea of wit
...

is laughing immoderately at stated inter-

vals. ,!l9

Lamb's characterization of the workings of the

Scotch mind is probably the best, however. In his essay,

Smith, The Wit and Wisdom of Sydney Smith
(New York, no copyright date, but apparently before 1900),
p. 6.
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"Imperfect Sympathies," having spoken of such whimsical

persons as himself, who, in the search for truth, are

content to "beat up a little game peradventure, and leave

it to knottier heads, more robust constitutions, to run

it down," Lamb remarks of the "true Caledonian":

His Minerva is always born in panoply.... You

never catch his mind in an undress.... The twilight
of dubiety never falls upon him. Is he orthodox--

he has no doubts. Is he an infidel--he has none

either.... You cannot hover with him upon the con-

fines of truth, or wander in the maze of a probable
argument.... Above all you must beware of indirect
expressions before a Caledonian. Clap an extin-

guisher upon your irony if you are unhappily blest
with a vein of it. Remember you are upon your oath.

...
I was present not long since at a party of North

Britons, where a son of Burns was expected, and hap-
pened to drop a silly expression (in my South British

way,) that I wished it were the father instead of the

son--when four of them started up at once to inform
me that "that was impossible, because he was dead."
(Lamb, Life, Letters, and Writings, 111, 222-24)

It was Paris, however, that proved most interest-

ing to the London traveller, and many a novice must have

experienced the same bewilderment and difficulties with

the language that perplexed Biddy Fudge on her first

journey there. Having reviewed the difficulty of keeping

straight such things as "fillets of roses, and fillets of

veal, / Things garni with lace, and things garni with

eel," not to mention "One's hair and one's cutlets both

en papillote,
" 2Q she gives up in rapturous despair:

20Biddy's aged suitor. Colonel Calicot, who even-

tually turns out to be nothing more romantic than a linen
draper, has his language difficulties with English, for
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Where shall I begin with the endless delights
Of this Eden of milliners, monkies, and sights--
This dear busy place, where there's nothing transacting
But dressing and dinnering, dancing and acting.

(Moore, Works, p. 467)

Biddy and her brother attend the opera, where he

indulges in one of his two chief interests in life, the

making of atrocious jokes and puns. As Biddy tells us,

admiringly: "Brother Bobby's remark, t'other night was a

true one;-- / 'This must be the music,' said he, 'of the

spears, / For I'm curst if each note of it doesn't run

through one.''" (Moore, Works, p. 467)

Apart from making bad jokes, Bob Pudge’s other

interest--eating--2 l
serves to introduce the next topic,

that of satirical reference to elaborate cookery.

Gastronomy

Bob's letters home are filled with praise of the

French cuisine. In one instance, pleading that, whatever

else the hand of time and of the victorious Allies may

bring forth, at least the cooks of France may be spared,

he rises to passionate heights:

after a lively evening, Biddy relates how he saw her safe

to her door in Rue Rivoli, "where his last words, as, at

parting, he threw / A soft look o'er his shoulders, were--

'How do you do.''" (Moore, Works, p. 487)
often combines the two pastimes. Looking at

a pond of goldfish, he remarks mercilessly: "Live bullion

... which, I think, / Would, if coin'd with a little mint

sauce, be delicious.' 1 " (Moore, Works, p. 485)
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Though many, I own, are the evils
... /the French/ have

brought us,

Though Royalty’s here on her very last legs,
Yet, who can help loving the land that has taught

Six hundred and eighty-five ways to dress eggs.
22

(Moore, Works, p. 477)

Byron occasionally liked to frolic with the exotic

terms of gastronomy, as when he observes of the "petit

puits d’amour," that, "Even sans ’confitures,’ it no less

true is, / There’s pretty picking in those 'petits puits.’

(Byron, Variorum Ed., 111, 486) More often, however, he

is philosophical in his approach, as when he muses over

a dish of partridges named in honor of a famous hero,

apostrophizes fame as is his wont, and concludes charac-

teristically: "But oh.’ ye modern heroes with your car-

tridges, / When will your names lend lustre e’en to par-

tridges?" (Byron, Variorum Ed., 111, 485); or else he

grows elemental, as when he remarks that he will not dwell

upon ragotfts or roasts, "although all human history at-

tests / That happiness for man--the hungry sinner.’-- /

Since Eve ate apples, much depends on dinner. " (Byron,

Variorum Ed., 111, 404) Byron’s many remarks, facetious

and otherwise, on the relationship between physical needs

and philosophical attitudes, indicate his profound aware-

ness of the importance metabolism plays in shaping one’s

nature.

pH 1

exact number mentioned by M. de la Reyniere-
'On connoTt en France 685 manferes diffe'rentes d'accomoder
les oeufs; sans compter que nos savans imaginent chaque
jour’ 1 " (Footnote to Moore, Works, p. 477)
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In The Monks and the Giants, or "Whistlecraft, ”

as it is often called, Hookham Frere takes an ironically

loyal, reactionary view toward French gastronomy, telling

the reader that in the days of King Arthur:

The bill of fare (as you may well suppose)
Was suited to those plentiful old times,

Before our modern luxuries'arose,
With truffles and ragotfts, and various crimes;

And therefore, from the original in prose
I shall arrange the catalogue in rhymes:

They served up salmon, venison, and wild boars

By hundreds, and by dozens, and by scores.

Hogsheads of honey, kilderkins of mustard,
Muttons, and fatted beeves, and bacon swine;

Herons and bitterns, peacock, swan and bustard,
Teal, mallard, pigeons, widgeons, and in fine

Plum-puddings, pancakes, apple-pies and custard:

And therewithal they drank good Gascon wine,
With mead, and ale, and cider of our own;
For porter, punch, and negus were not known.

(Frere, Works, 11, 222-23)

Frere’s ebullient humor, his shifting from hun-

dreds to dozens and back to scores, his concatenation of

honey and mustard and bustard, pigeons and widgeons,

apple-pies and custard, all appearing in an epic setting,

combine to give a delightful effect of incongruity. What

ever the attitudes expressed by the authors of the day,

however, whether playful, ironic, or sarcastic, it is

evident from their humor that--pale, ascetic idealism

notwithstanding--the subject of eating (and drinking) was

pretty important business during the Romantic Age.
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Religion and Clergymen

Although the relationship may not be at once

apparent, it requires only a slight shift in emphasis to

move from the subject of food to that of faith. Byron

recognized this connection in "Beppo, M
when he advised

his readers who were thinking of going to Italy, to lay

in stocks of "Ketchup, Soy, Chili-vinegar, and Harvey, /

Or, by the Lord.’ a Lent will well-nigh starve ye.
" (Byron,

Works, p. 441) If, however, you prefer to "dine in sin

on a ragotjt--" he says, then "dine and be d dJ I

don't mean to be coarse, / But that's the penalty, to say

no worse." (Byron, Works, p. 441)

Byron was not by any means the first Romantic to

satirize dogmatic religion,, however. Some three decades

earlier, Burns had ridiculed the Presbyterian kirk and

religion in devastating satires which are too well known

to need citing. In England during Byron's day, however,

it was the Catholics (as always) and (for the time being)

the Methodists, who came in for derision. In "Hints from

Horace" (l8ll), Byron could say to the Methodists, sus-

pected of having burned Drury: "Plays make mankind no

better, and no worse. / Then spare our stage, ye methodis-

tic men; / Nor burn damn'd Drury if it rise again." (Byron,

Works, p. 261) Coleridge, in "The Devil's Thoughts" (1799)*
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and Methodism. Describing how Satan meets an old acquaint

ance, Religion, at a Methodist meeting, Coleridge says of

her: "She holds a consecrated key, / And the Devil nods

her a greeting." (Coleridge, Works, I, 323)

Allied with the Methodistic enthusiasm, there was

a great surge of humanitarianism. As always, the impulse

was in some instances misguided and in many instances made

sport of. Mrs. Elizabeth Fry (1780-1845) was one of the

conspicuous reformers, organizing in 1817 an association

for improving the condition of women prisoners in Newgate

and for conducting religious services among them. In the

following passage from Don Juan, Byron is rallying the

lady on the preaching aspect of her ministry, while con-

centrating his real satire on those who more richly de-

serve it:

Oh Mrs. Fry? Why go to Newgate? Why
Preach to poor rogues? And wherefore not begin

With Carlton, or with other houses? Try
Your head at harden’d and imperial sin.

To mend the people’s an absurdity,
A jargon, a mere philanthropic din,

Unless you make their betters better:--Fy]
I thought you had more religion, Mrs. Fry.

(Byron, Variorum Ed., 111, 266)

Thomas Hood concentrates his wit more sharply on

the lady herself (and her teaching), in "A Friendly Epistle

to Mrs. Fry, in Newgate" (1825). In a tone of sweet irony

he begins by saying, "I like you Mrs. Fry] I like your name";

128
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goes on to gently reprove the Methodistic "creed and cry,"

which is "Fry forever"; and then proceeds to explain what

really grieves him, saying to the lady:

I like the pity in your full-brimm'd eye;
I like your carriage, and your silken grey,
Your dove-like habits, and your silent preaching;
But I don’t like your Newgatory teaching

(Hood, Choice Works, pp. 55-58)

The puns, the irony, and the underlying purpose

revealed in the preceding quotation are all characteristic

of Hood at his humorous best.

The Fudges in England (1835)., which is Moore’s

less-effective sequel to The Fudge Family in Paris, is

largely a satire on religious enthusiasm. In the later

work Biddy Fudge, now an old maid, has cause to bewail

the various talents, homiletic and otherwise, of an itin-

erant footman she has just hired. "Well my dear," she

says in her letter to a friend, "of all men, that Particu-

lar Baptist / At preaching a sermon, off hand, was the

aptest." In addition to his duties as footman, it seems:

"He preach’d in the parlour, he preach’d in the hall, /

He preach’d to the chambermaids, scullions, and all."

He also stole stuff from the kitchen and eloped with the

cook-maid, causing Biddy to lament:

When rogues are all pious., ’tis hard to detect

Which rogues are the reprobate, which the elect.

This man "had a call,
"

he said--impudent mockery]
What call had he to my linen and crockery?

(Moore, Works, pp. 690-91)
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The clergyman, whether orthodox or not, has al-

ways been a target for ridicule, for reasons (real or

imagined) of affectation or hypocrisy. William Cowper,

himself an infinitely religious man, satirized the vain,

thoughtless clergyman of his day by painting an unforget-

table portrait in The Task (1785):

Behold the pictureJ--Is it like?--Like whom?
The things that mount the rostrum with a skip,
And then skip down again; pronounce a text;
Cry--hem: and, reading what they never wrote,
Just fifteen minutes, huddle up their work,
And with a well-bred whisper close the scene.

123

Cowper had a great deal of sympathetic insight

into the problems a clergyman faced, but he enjoyed chaf-

fing his minister friends about them. In "The Yearly Dis

tress," written in 1779 to his friend, the Rev. William

Unwin, he good-naturedly satirizes the discomfort both

parson and parishoners undergo during payment of the

annual tithe, remarking in mock commiseration:

Oh, why are farmers made so coarse,
Or clergy made so fine!

A kick that scarce would move a horse

May kill a sound divine.

(Cowper, Works, p. 300)

Leigh Hunt, in his Table Talk, makes some gently

amusing observations on the comfortable clergyman who en-

courages the needy to be patient in their adversity. The

23
William Cowper, The Complete Poetical Works of

William Cowper, ed. H. S. Milford (Oxford, 1913)* p. 155



difference between the pleasant warmth and fancy of Hunt’s

satire and that of a neo-classic writer is instructive:

Take one of the clergymen, for instance, who have

been writing addresses of late to the poor, to advise

them to bear hunger and cold with patience. One of

these gentlemen sits down to his writing table, with

his feet on the rug, before a good fire, after an ex-

cellent breakfast, to recommend to others the endurance

of evils, the least part of which would rouse him into

a remonstrance with his cook or his coal-merchant,
perhaps destroy his temper, and put him in a state of
un-Christian folly.

After fussing about the "crick" in the window, and

remarking how "intolerably cold" the morning is, the clergy-

man goes for a ride and returns ready to "sink" from hunger.

"Dinner is brought in with all trepidation," Hunt tells

us, and the minister "does sink"--"that is to say, into

an easy chair; and fish, flesh, and fowl sink into him.
"

(Hunt, Table Talk, pp. 199-200)

William Maginn’s judgement on clergymen is snide

but amusing. He says tersely: "Show me the young lady

that runs after preachers--and I will show you one who

has no particular aversion to men." (Blackwood Is, XV, 636)

Sydney Smith, himself an excellent clergyman and

preacher, tells of the gentleman who, engaged in reviewing

a sermon of a noted divine, fell into a profound sleep

over it and could be revived only by attending to the rules

of the Humane Society, "flinging in the smoke of tobacco,

Leigh Hunt, Table-Talk (London, 1882), p. 199.
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applying hot flannels, and carefully removing the dis-

course itself to a great distance. (Sydney Smith, Wit and

Wisdom, p. l8)

Thomas Peacock, in Nightmare Abbey, depicts in the

Reverend Mr. Larynx a typical clergyman of the agreeable

sort. Not averse to anything, as long as it does not com-

promise the dye of his coat, he is always ready "for a

ride, a walk, or a sail, in the morning,--a song after

dinner, a ghost story after supper,--a bottle of port with

the squire, or a cup of green tea with his lady." (Peacock,

Nightmare Abbey, p. 25)

It is Keats’s judgement on parsons, however, which

is at once scornful, sympathetic, and incisive. Writing

to George and Georgiana in February, 1819, he describes

the consecration of a new chapel and burial grounds in

the following manner:

The Consecration was--not amusing--there were num-

bers of carriages, and
... e/ house crammed with

Clergy--they sanctified the Chapel--and it being a

wet day consecrated the burial grounds through the

vestry window. I begin to hate Parsons--they did not

make me love them that day--when I saw them in their

proper coulours —A Parson is a Lamb in a drawing room

and a lion in a Vestry--Tbe notions of Society will

not permit a Parson to give way to his temper in any

shape--so he festers in himself--his features get a

peculiar diabolical self sufficient iron stupid ex-

pression--He is continually acting. (Keats, Letters,
11, 63)

It would be difficult to imagine a more effective

passage of seemingly casual shorthand irony than the
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foregoing. Such remarks as the one which tells how the

burial grounds were consecrated through the window, or

the one describing diabolical iron stupid expressions

are excellent in their subtle implications.

The Political Scene

Political satire commonly makes poor reading after

it has been allowed to cool. It is either incomprehensi-

ble because the original allusions are lost, or lifeless

because the emotion-packed feelings which prompted its

writing have long since passed away. There was a vast

amount of political satire written during the period, but

for the reasons just stated, and because most of it had

no literary value to begin with, it is now largely for-

gotten. Because the field is much too vast to treat ex-

tensively in a work of this sort, I shall include only a

few of the better specimens, noting that a few of them

have already been cited, as for example, in the Anti-

Jacobin parodies. Even these, however, are not now re-

membered for their political content, but for other, more

enduring qualities.

The struggles of the British ministry to maintain

its power and equilibrium; the political maneuverings of

parties., factions., and candidates; the servile patriotism
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of some men and the progressive tendencies of others;

the official indifference to Catholic rights and the

needs of the poor--all combine to show up clearly against

the dark background of the French Revolution and England's

subsequent war.

The progress of the French Revolution from reason

to madness, and the change in viewpoint among several

British statesmen, among them Sheridan and Tierney, is

described by Coleridge in "Recantation," a poem in which

the Revolution is represented as an ox who begins to

frisk about and alarm the people of the neighborhood.

Thinking him demented, they goad him into real madness,

and then, paradoxically, think him only frolicsome and

begin to play about before him. The satire is directed

at those who accused Sheridan and Tierney of having re-

canted because they originally had favored the Revolution,

but had modified their opinion when the revolutionists

abandoned their early principles. The poem is a commen-

tary on the perverseness of public opinion. The following

stanza describes the moment of change, both for the ox and

for the crowd:

And so this Ox, in frantic mood,
Fac’d round like any Bulll

The mob turn’d tail and he pursued,
Till they with heat and fright were stew'd

And not a chick of all this brood

But had his belly full.’
(Coleridge, Works, I, 30l)
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In defending the statesmen, Coleridge is of course

also defending his own position and that of Wordsworth.

Coleridge came to be an admirer of Pitt and an

adversary of Petty and Fox, as the two following epigrams

will show. The first, called "The Taste of the Times"

(1806), bemoans the current rage for "talents premature,"

citing the popular claims that:

A Garrick we have had in little Betty--
And now we’re told we have a Pitt in Petty.'
All must allow, since thus it is decreed,
He is a very petty Pitt indeedi

[Coleridge, Works, 11, 970)

The second, "On Pitt and Fox," (1806), describes

how:

Britannia’s boast, her glory and her pride
Pitt in his country’s service lived and died:

At length resolv’d, like Pitt had done, to do,
For once to serve his Country, Fox died too.'

(Coleridge, Works, 11, 970)

Byron, on the other hand, was not a supporter of

Pitt, thought him now a resident of the nether

and blamed him for ruining the country financially, refer-

ring in Don Juan to "the Sinking Fund's unfathomable sea, /

That most unliquidating liquid, /which/ leaves / The debt

unsunk, yet sinks all it receives." (Byron, Variorum Ed.,

111, 548)

The poem, "Loyal Effusion," one of the Rejected

Addresses, satirizes William Thomas Fitzgerald (the "hoarse

25"as heaven-born Pitt can testify below." Byron,
"The Waltz," Works, p. 274.
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Fitzgerald" of Byron's "English Bards and Scotch Review-

ers"). The work parodies his servile, gross patriotism,

and in so doing characterizes numerous scribblers of the

day. In the concluding lines, Fitzgerald is made to say:

Bless every man possessed of aught to give;
Long may Long Tilney Wellesley Long Pole live;
God bless the Army, bless their coats of scarlet,
God bless the Navy, bless the Princess Charlotte;
God bless the Guards, though worsted Gallia scoff,
God bless their pig-tails, though they’re now cut off;
And, oh.’ in Downing Street should Old Nick revel,.
England’s prime minister, then bless the devil.’

Byron may well have had echoes of the foregoing

lines in mind some years later when he wrote, in "Beppo":

"England.’ with all thy faults I love thee still,"

I like the freedom of the press and quill;
I like the Habeas Corpus (when we’ve got it);

I like a parliamentary debate

Particularly when ’tis not too late.

I like a beef-steak, too, as well as any;
Have no objection to a pot of beer;

I like the weather, when it is not rainy,
That is, I like two months of every year.

And so God save the Regent, Church, and Kingi
Which means that I like all and every thing.

(Byron, Works, p. 446)

26
According to Horace Smith, Fitzgerald actually

sent in an address to the committee, of which the follow-
ing is an extract:

The troubled shade of Garrick, hovering near,

Dropt on the burning pile a pitying tear.

"What a pity," says Horace Smith, "that, like

Sterne’s recording angel, it did not succeed in blotting
the fire out for ever.’ That failing, why not adopt Gulli
ver’s remedy?" (Rejected Addresses, pp. 5-6.)
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If Byron was not remembering the earlier lines,

he certainly had seen numerous effusions like them, and

was satirizing their general manner.

The political shiftings of the Lake Poets were re-

garded as rank, turncoat machinations by the younger Ro-

mantics, and they did not hesitate to say so. Their state

ments are well known, several having already been cited,

but one, notable for its understatement and thinly-veiled

irony, comes from the pen of Hazlitt, in his article en-

titled "The Laureat," printed September 20, lBl3* in the

Morning Chronicle, wherein he defends a former attack on

Southey, saying that he certainly had anticipated that

worthy's appointment to the office, and admitting that

he "could not help indulging in a little pleasantry on

the occasion." "We believe," he continues, in the edi-

torial vein, "that even Mr. Southey's own friends /thus

separating himself from that choice group 7 will not hear

of his appointment without a smile." The irony becomes

heavier toward the end, and Hazlitt concludes by saying

that he does believe there are a few little inconsisten-

cies "between some of Southey's former writings and his

becoming the hired panegyrist of the court." 2 7 The irony

is not so deft or amusing as that of Byron on the same

Hazlitt, New Writings by William Hazlitt,
ed. P. P. Howe (London, 1925), 117 367



theme, but it illustrates a prevailing attitude among the

younger Romantics.

Lord Castlereagh was also universally unpopular

among the younger generation of poets. In addition to

the grim satire they levelled at him, the grimmest per-

haps being Byron’s references to his suicide ("Carotid-

artery-cutting Castlereagh"--Variorum Ed., 111, 254),

there was a great deal of mockery aimed at his dull

speeches and awkward metaphors. Moore, in a letter from

"Phil. Fudge" to "Lord C-st--r—gh,
"

has the former de-

scribe Paris as a demoralized metropolis, where "Kingship,

tumbled from its seat / ’Stood prostrate’ at the people's

feet." Not only that, but, "the level of obedience

slopes / Upward and downward, as the stream / Of hydra

faction kicks the beam.’" (Moore, Works, p. 459) Shelley,

in his Swellfoot the Tyrant, a heavy satire on George the

Fourth's treatment of Queen Caroline, causes one of the

King’s statesmen to say, "There’s something rotten in us;

for the level / Of the state slopes, its very bases topple;

/ The boldest turn their backs upon themselves.’" 2^

Much of Moore’s satire, though not all of it, tends

to be superficial, but even so his points are often well

made, since it is usually better for a satirist to be

Bysshe Shelley, The Complete Poetical Works
of Percy Bysshe Shelley (Cambridge, 1901), p. 286.
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funny and not very satirical, than satirical and not very

funny. This last defect, by the way, is common among

political satirists. Moore was seldom guilty of it, how-

ever, even when satirizing matters of international im-

portance. His awareness of the shaky foundations of the

peace in Europe in 1818, for example, is deftly revealed

in Phil. Fudge's letter to Castlereagh, an epistle filled

with unconscious irony on Fudge's part, as when he assures

his patron that Europe--

Thanks to royal swords

And bay I nets, and the Duke commanding--
Enjoys a peace which, like the Lord's,

Passeth all human understanding.
(Moore, Works, p. 460)

It took the Irish and the Catholic questions to

goad Moore into sincere, quietly outraged satire, as the

following passage from "A Pastoral Ballad by John Bull"

will reveal. Following the defeat of the Catholic Question

in the House of Commons in 1827, orders were sent out to

supply the garrisons in Ireland with five million additional

rounds of ammunition, just as a little precautionary meas-

ure. Moore's poem is a sarcastic commentary on the "wise

tenderness" of such a policy, an approach which resembles

that of husbands who sometimes choose to make love to their

wifes "through the medium of hemp and of phials." Speaking

in the guise of John Bull, Moore says of Ireland:
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She ask’d me for Freedom and Right,
But ill her wants she understood;--

Ball cartridges, morning and night,
Is a dose that will do her more good.

Thus ErinJ my love do I show--

Even W-ll t-n's self hath averr'd

Thou art yet but half sabred and hung.
And I lov’d him the more when I heard

Such tenderness fall from his tongue.
(Moore, Works, p. 596)

In Byron’s satire themes of political ridicule

are pervasive, and range from playful allusion to direct

onslaught. Representative of the playful variety are his

portrayals of Lord Henry as a great "electioneerer, "

"burrowing for burrows like a rat or rabbit," (Byron,

Variorum Ed., 111, and of the political and social

tensions mirrored in "The Vision of Judgement." The ameni

ties which pass between Satan and the Archangel are a good

example. Michael, bowing gracefully in Oriental style:

Turn’d as to an equal not too low,
But kindly; Satan met his ancient friend

With more hauteur, as might an old Castilian
Poor noble meet a mushroom rich civilian.

(Byron, Works, p. 289)

The essence of class and political consciousness

is distilled in the foregoing passage, particularly in the

compressed imagery of "mushroom rich civilian."

Probably the best political satire on the age,

however, is "The Age of Bronze," begun in December, 1822.

It achieves a sustained power and moral purpose which
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reveal how deeply Byron had been affected by Shelley’s

death a few months earlier. The poem is filled with

allusions a modern reader will not understand without a

commentary, but the work of running down the references

is well worthwhile. The most memorable passage, however,

Byron's searing indictment of the war profiteers of his

day, is crystal clear. It contains some of the best

rhetoric he ever wrote--rhetoric which Winston Churchill

was to echo more than a century later. Speaking of the

"inglorious Cincinnati" who stayed home and got rich

while others fought, Byron says:

Safe in their barns, these Sabine tillers sent

Their brethren out to battle--why? for rent]
Year after year they voted cent, per cent.,
Blood, sweat, and tear-wrung millions--why? for rent]

They roar’d, they dined, they drank, they swore they
meant

To die for England--why then live?--for rent]
The peace has made one general malcontent

Of the high-market patriots; war was rent]

Their love of country, millions all misspent,
How reconcile? by reconciling rent]
And will they not repay the treasures lent?
No: down with every thing, and up with rent]
Their good, ill, health, wealth, joy, or discontent,
Being, end, aim, religion--rent, rent, rent]

(Byron, Works, p. 306)

The Prince Regent

The fat, extravagant, immoral son of George 111,

both as Prince Regent and as George IV, probably drew down

more ridicule than any other phenomenon of the age. Although
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he had some virtues--as Leigh Hunt was pleased to record

of another prince--they were not of the kind to endear

him beyond an inner circle of interested acquaintances.

He had once been considered the "first gentleman of

Europe,
11

having in his younger days sung acceptably,

played on the violoncello, and danced agreeably, being

altogether gracious and engaging in manner, whenever such

conduct suited his fancy. As he grew older, however, his

coarseness increased, and his vast gaming debts, his end-

less expenses for construction and decoration of palaces

and pavilions, his two marriages and innumerable mistresses,

and his unseemly conduct toward his father--all combined

to make him so unpopular that he dared not go abroad except

incognito or surrounded by armed guards. The wisdom of

such prudence was substantiated in lBl7* when a hissing

mob clung to the wheels of his chariot and hurled stones

against the windows.

One of his first memorable acts following passage

of the Regency Bill on February 5* 181 l was to hold at

Carlton House on June 19 a of unprecedented extrava-

gance and bad taste. Shelley, referring to it in a letter

to Elizabeth Hitchener, written June 20, says:

What think you of the bubbling brooks and mossy

banks at Carlton House,--the alleges vertes, etc.?
It is said that this entertainment will cost £120,000.
...

How admirably this growing spirit of ludicrous



magnificence tallies with the disgusting splendours
of the stage of the Roman Empire which preceded its

destructioni29

The chalking of elaborate figures on ballroom

floors was much practiced during the Regency Period.

Thomas Moore, in one of his "intercepted letters" from

the "Twopenny Post-Bag," commemorates the practice in a

compliment addressed to one Strehli, a foreign artist

whom the Regent had patronized. "How quick thou daubest,

and how well,
"

says Moore in mock appreciation, but con-

cludes :

Shine as thou may *st in French vermilion,
Thou’rt best, beneath a French cotillion;
And still com’st off, whate’er thy faults,
With flying colours in a Waltz.

(Moore, Works, p. 158)

The Regent was a patron of other arts, too, es-

pecially those of the barber and tailor. Moore satirized

these tendencies also, speaking in one instance of:

29
B. Shelley, The Letters of Percy Bysshe

Shelley, ed. Roger Ingpen (London, 1915)* I, 99-100.
Shelley’s estimate of the cost of the F§te is doubtless
too high, being preceded by those telltale words

!,
it is

said," but the thing was a real extravaganza. According
to the Morning Chronicle for June 21, 1811, a canal of

"pure water" flowed from a silver fountain and ran along
a canal built on the "grand table,

"
which was more than

two hundred feet in length. Along the banks of the canal

were artificial mosses and aquatic flowers, and in its

"bubbling current, which produced a pleasing murmur,"
were seen to swim and sport "gold and silver fish, gudg-
eons, etc." In the midst of all this rural splendor "sat
his Royal Highness the Prince Regent, on a throne of
crimson velvet, trimmed with gold." (Quoted in a note,
Shelley, Letters, I, 99-100.)
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That awful hour or two
Of grave tonsorial preparation
Which, to a fond, admiring nation,
Sends forth, announc’d by trump and drum,
The best-wigg’d Pr-n-e in Christendom.

(Moore, Works, p. 150)

The impunity with which Moore could satirize the

Prince’s corpulence, his extravagance, his mistresses, in

fact, all his follies, has remained something of a puzzle

to scholars. Some have theorized that Moore’s popularity

and possession of influential friends were the reasons.

Other conjectures can be advanced, however. Moore’s at-

tacks were often too funny to sting very much, and the

Regent is said to have been amused by some of them. Ac-

cording to Harold Nicolson, every Englishman prides him-

self on having a sense of humor--of tolerating and appar-

ently enjoying ridicule of himself, up to a point, since

to do so is to demonstrate a feeling of self-confidence

and superiority.3o The Regent may have chosen to be

amused. If such was the case, he must have felt that

Leigh Hunt’s remarks about an "Adonis of fifty" were not

made in the best spirit of levity.

The changes which the Regent made, primarily for

his own amusement, in the accoutrements of household,

governmental, and military personnel are too numerous

Harold Nicolson, The English Sense of Humor and
Other Essays (London, pp. 53-44.
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to mention. Byron alludes to some of them in The

Waltz":

Blest was the time Waltz chose for her debut:

The court, the Regent, like herself were new;
New face for friends, for foes some new rewards;
New ornaments for black and royal guards;

New wars, because the old succeed so well
That most survivors envy those who fell;
New mistresses--no, old —and yet 'tis true,
Though they be old, the thing is something new;
Each new, quite new (except some ancient tricks),
New white-sticks, gold-sticks, broomsticks, all new sticks!

(Byron, Works, p. 276)

The Regent's fantastic pavilion at Brighton, begun

in 1784, and decorated in the oriental manner, came in for

a lion's share of ridicule. Even William Hone (1780-1842),

whose numerous attacks on the Prince tended heavily toward

invective, made fun of the Brighton Pavilion in a tone

lighter than was his habit, in a poem called "The Joss and

his Polly" (l820). According to Hone:

The queerest of all queer sights
I've set sight on;--

Is what d'ye-call-'t thing, here,
The Folly at Brighton.

The outside--huge teapots,
all drill'd round with holes,

Relieved by extinguishers,
sticking on poles:

The inside--all tea-things,
and dragons and bells,

The show rooms--all show,
the sleeping rooms--cells.

Inside, the "old fat Mandarin" himself sits: "His

mannikins round him, in tea-tray array, / His pea-hens
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beside him, to make him seem gay."3l In "The Legend of

the Teufel-haus," by Praed, Sir Rudolph comes across a

huge pavilion in the forest, wonderfully decorated in

the "Saracenic manner":

’Twas clothed with stuffs of a hundred dyes,
Blue, purple, orange, pink, vermilion;

In short it was the sweetest thing
For a weary youth in the wood to light on;

And finer far than what a king
Built up, to prove his taste, at Brighton.

(Praed, Selected Poems, p. 57)

The words, "to prove his taste," provide a subtle,

effective hit.

The Regent’s habit of prowling about the streets

incognito provides background for an amusing satire by

Moore called "Extracts from the Diary of a Politician. "

The politician relates an unnerving experience he has just

had:

Through M-nch-st-r Square took a canter just now--

Met the old yellow chariot,* and made a low bow.
This I did, of course, thinking 'twas loyal and civil,
But got such a look--oh ’twas black as the devil.’

*The incog. vehicle of the Pr--ce.

J
William Hone, Facetiae and Miscellanies (London,

(pages not numbered). This work is illustrated by
George Cruikshank, and is considered by a writer for the

DNB as being the "most interesting and permanently valuable
in the whole cycle of Cruikshankiana." (DNB, XXVII, 245.)
Hone’s part of the work has no great literary value, but
his political satires were probably the most popular of his

day, his Political House that Jack Built (l8l9)j running
through fifty-four editions, and several other works going
through twenty to thirty printings. Among other things, he
wrote a "Don Juan, Canto the Third," in 1819.
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How unlucky) incog, he was travelling about,
And I, like a noodle, must go find him out.

(Moore, Works, p. l68)

After reflecting, the politician makes the follow-

ing prudent resolution: "Mem.--when next by the old yellow

chariot I ride, / To remember there is_ nothing princely

inside." (Moore, Works, p. l68)

Moore also satirized the Regent's taste for elderly,

overweight mistresses. One such satirical reference is

made by Biddy Pudge to her friend Dolly, after finding out

that her aged suitor, Col. Calicot, is not a king in dis-

guise, as she had thought, but only a linen-draper. Her

father tries to comfort her by intimating that a Branden-

burgh--"(What is a Brandenburgh, Dolly?)" --would be no

great catch after all, since, as he says teasingly, there

is still the Prince Regent to be considered. "But," says

Biddy:

I stopp'd him with "La, Pa, how can you say so,
When the R-g--t loves none but old women, you know.'

Which is fact, my dear Dolly--we, girls of eighteen,
And so slim--Lord, he'd think us not fit to be seen.

(Moore, Works, p. 484)

The difficulties the Regent had over his two wives.,

Mrs. Pitzherbert and Queen Caroline, are well known. Al-

though Keats is not usually deemed a satirist, he has summed

up the situation rather well in a stanza of The Cap and

Bells. Speaking of the Emperor Elfinan (obviously George IV)

and his subjects, Keats says:
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They wept* he sin'd* and still he would sin on*

They dreamt of sin* and he sin'd while they slept;
In vain the pulpit thunder'd at the throne*
Caricature was vain* and vain the tart lampoon. 32

Even Shelley took a fling at the subject in Oedipus

Tyrannus, or Swellfoot the Tyrant, an ineffectual satire

that will be discussed under another head.

The obesity of the new monarch was often ridiculed.

Hunt did it* as we remember* and Hazlitt* writing some

years later* describes a ficticious conversation between

an artist and a philosopher on a similar theme. Having

had the artist come to the conclusion that fat men wear

tight clothes to keep down their "redundance of person*"

he has the philosopher rejoin: "Oh.' you mean the Adonis

air; no more of that: the topic was not safe fifteen years

ago!" (Hazlitt* New Writings* I* 84) Moore* in his poem*

"Reinforcements for Lord Wellington*
"

had a number of

facetious reasons why the Prince Regent should be sent

over to help the armies in Europe* among them* the cogent

observation that: "Though through narrow defiles he's not

fitted to pass* / Yet who could resist if he bore down

en masse?" (Moore* Works* p. 178)

The follies of George, both as Regent and King,

provided many opportunities for laughter, when the British

people could feel like laughing, but none perhaps was more

3 2
John Keats *

The Poetical Works of John Keats*
ed. H. W. Garrod 1959)., p. 315.



ridiculous than the occasion of his visit to Scotland in

August, 1822, accompanied by his friend, Sir William Curtis,

former lord mayor of London, and himself the butt of many

a jest in the newspapers and periodicals of the day. Dur-

ing the visit, George IV, in an effort to raise Scottish

loyalty to new heights, or perhaps only because he liked

exotic costumes, put on the Highland kilt, and to his own

surprise and the delight of those present and the whole

nation afterward, came bolt upon Sir William Curtis, who,

just as fat and foolish as his sovereign, had affected

the kilt himself. 33 Byron alludes to the incident several

times--once, in reference to Curtis, in "The Age of Bronze."

After reviewing the cosmic absurdities of the situation in

Europe he turns home to portray the follies there:

My muse 'gan weep, but, ere a tear was spilt,
She caught Sir William Curtis in a lilt!

She burst into a laughter so extreme,
That I awoke--and lo.‘ it was no dream!

(Byron, Works, p. 308)

He alludes to the entire incident, royal visit,

Scottish loyalty and all, in the famous passage in Don Juan

33The Gentleman's Magazine, XCII, part 11, p. 606,
commemorated the occasion by asking, in reference to Curtis:

And who is he, that sleek and smart one,
Pot-bellied pyramid of Tartan?

Deacon, in Warreniana, puts forth a wealth of de-

lightfully droll evidence that Curtis, in view of his Scotch
loyalty and affinity for Highland dress, must be the author
of the Waverly novels, (pp. 182-83)
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which begins: "Where’s Brummel? Dish'd. Where's / Long

Pole Wellesley? Diddled." Having ironically rung the

changes for the preceding eight years, Byron asks:

And where is "Fum" the Fourth, our "royal bird?"
Gone down, it seems, to Scotland to be fiddled

Unto by Sawney’s violin, we have heard:

"Caw me, caw thee"--for six months hath been hatching
This scene of royal itch and loyal scratching. 34

One of the best summaries of George the Fourth's

character and habits,, other than the admirable evaluation

by J. A. Hamilton in the DN8,35 is W. M. Praed’s anticipatory

"Epitaph on the late King of the Sandwich Islands," published

in the Morning Chronicle for August 3, 1825. It refers, in

reality, not to a Polynesian but to a Hanoverian monarch.

Praed's elegy is a minor masterpiece of wit and equivocation:

J
According to Moore, "Fum," the Chinese bird of

royalty, was a principal ornament at the Brighton Pavilion.
"Hum," the other bird of royalty, was also frequently used

as a nickname for George IV. "Caw me, caw thee," comes

from the old saying "'ka me ,/T.e., claw or scratch me 7 and
I'll ka thee,' in the sense of mutual flattery or service."
(From Willis W. Pratt, Notes to the Variorium Ed., IV, 231.)

qR
to Hamilton's summary in the DNB, XXI,

204:

There have been more wicked kings in English his-
tory, but none so unredeemed by any single greatness
or virtue. That he was a dissolute and drunken fop,
a spendthrift and a gamester, "a bad son, a bad husband,
a bad father, a bad subject, a bad monarch, and a bad

friend," that his word was worthless and his courage
doubtful, are facts which cannot be denied, and though
there may be exaggeration in the scandals about him,
...

there was not in his character any of that staple
of worth which tempts historians to revise and correct

a somewhat too emphatic contemporary condemnation.
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Well was he framed for royal seat;
Kind to the meanest of his creatures,

With tender heart, and tender feet,
And open purse, and open features;

In peace he was immensely gay,
And indefatigably busy:

Preparing gegaws every day,
And shows to make his subjects dizzy;

And drinking homilies and gin,
And chewing pork and adulation

And looking backwards upon sin,
And looking forwards to salvation.

(Praed, Selected Poems, pp. 280-8l)

After an exposition of the King's marital aberra-

tions, Praed concludes, with ironic emphasis:

His funeral was very grand,
Followed by many robes and maces,

And all the great ones of the land,
Struggling, as heretofore, for places.

(Praed, Selected Poems, p. 282)

In the preceding poem, the balance of sentiment

which colors and warms Praed’s best work is lacking, the

piece being a good example of the poet's satirical manner

when he is too coolly detached to care very much. His

clever words and rhymes, equivocations, and countless

syllepses make the epitaph amusing, frivolous, and alto-

gether appropriate to the object of its satire.

Conclusion

As one studies the satire of the Romantic Period,

he soon learns to expect certain things of certain writers

Praed, for example, will write on ballroom society, and be
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gay, witty, and a trifle sentimental. Moore will sati-

rize the Prince Regent, travellers, and, indeed numerous

things, and on nearly all of them save the Catholic Ques-

tion he will be good-humored, clever in his characteriza-

tion, and generally amusing. Hazlitt will be sarcasti-

cally ironic, Hunt pleasantly diffuse, Hood punningly

grotesque, and Peacock eccentric and pleasingly reaction-

ary. It is Byron who is unpredictable and fits no pattern,

except to be formidable when sufficiently aroused. In

sifting through a staggering amount of humor in preparation

for this work, I have come to realize more clearly than

ever, that, aside from other considerations, Byron far out-

strips the other satirists of his day in sheer depth of

resources alone. As those who have read him know, his

variety goes far beyond the confines of the few themes I

have mentioned. He satirized everything, even himself.

Praed and Moore are polished, witty, downright funny--

perhaps (for the sake of argument) as funny as Byron--for

the first few hundred lines. After that one begins to

see the joke coming and--surprise being probably the one

constant in all forms of humor--no longer feels quite so

amused. Any humor, of course, taken in sufficient quantity

at one sitting, tends to become a bit flat (another pitfall

for the historian of humor)), but the variety of Byron's

wit, with its intermingling of melancholy and passionate
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indignation, makes it hold up far longer than most. In

conclusion, therefore, for the reason of variety alone,

even apart from his rhetoric, his clarity, and his ele-

mental wit, Byron must be given the ascendancy.

In this final comparison of satirical talents I

have intentionally omitted Burns because his milieu was

so different from that of Byron. Pine as his satire is,

however, it cannot match Byron's in scope or variety. I

have omitted Lamb and Keats because they were not primarily

satirists, although the latter often wrote excellent satire

of the whimsical sort in his letters, as the following

passage will show. It provides, I think, a fitting note

on which to close this chapter. Writing to Georgiana Keats

in January, 1820, Keats rounds off a nonsensical passage

with the words "T wang dillo dee,
M

and goes on to say, in

explanation:

This you must know is the Amen to nonsense. I

know many places where Amen should be scratched out,
rubb'd over with pouce /pounce ij made of Momus's
little finger bones, and in its place "T wang-dillo-
dee," written. This the word I shall henceforth be

tempted to write at the end of most modern Poems
...

My lords Wellington, Castlereagh and Canning and many
more would do well to wear T wang-dillo-dee written

on their Backs instead of wearing ribbands in their

Button holes.

After remarking that many people would go sideways

along walls and quickset hedges,
,! to keep their "T wang

dillo dee" from showing, Keats concludes in a burst of cos-

mic laughter:



Some philosophers in the Moon who spy at our Globe as

we do theirs say that T wang dillo dee is written in

large Letters on our Globe of Eartb--They say the be-

ginning of the T is just on the spot where London

stands. London being built within the Flourish--wan
reach downward and slant as far as Tumbutoo in africa,
the tail of the G. goes slap across the Atlantic into

the Rio della Plata--the remainder of the Letters wrap

around new holland and the last e terminates on land
we have not yet discovered. However I must be silent,
these are dangerous times to libel a man in, much more

a world. (Keats, Letters, 11, 246-47.)
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CHAPTER III

THE HUMOROUS EGO

He talks of little but himself--! 1 faith

I see it now; a right broad target this
For ridicule.

T. G. Wainewright--Some Passages in
the Life, &c., of Egomet Bonmot, Esq.

"I asserted that the world was mad/'
exclaimed poor Lee, "and the world said
that I was mad, and confound them, they
outvoted me."

S. T. C., Biographia Literaria

Almost every critic of humor attempts to draw a

line somewhere in the past and say firmly, "This is where

modern English humor begins." What disturbs me is that

they all draw the line in different places. Some say the

change began with Addison and Steele, some with Cowper,

some with Lamb, some with Dickens, some with Chaucer.

(Some, generally Americans and not bona fide critics, say

it hasn't come yet.) Humor being what it is (and in the

final analysis that is just what it is), perhaps every

man is justified in drawing his own line, or at the very

least, in taking his choice among those already drawn.

On the strength of this last premise, I shall throw in my
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lot with E. V. Lucas, who says that humorous egoism, or,

to use an easier, though less precise term--whimsicality--

began with Cowper, blossomed with Lamb, and came to full

fruition with Dickens. l The first rustlings came with

Addison and Steele, but they passed up the excellent oppor-

tunity of being completely themselves, preferring instead

to cling to tradition and employ a "stalking horse." (Lucas,

p. 4l) Sterne, to be sure, is whimsical, but he isn't

really being himself (or so says Lucas, and I agree). Cer-

tainly it does appear that his primary aim is to play tricks

on his reader, his devices usually being a series of start-

ling poses which contain autobiographical references but

do not achieve the frank self-revelation of Cowper or Lamb.

Horace Walpole and Thomas Gray in their letters made humor-

ous references to their own activities and idiosyncrasies,

but the allusions were rather consciously prevented from

mingling with serious (and presumably more important) ob-

servations. It took the "divine chit-chat" of Cowper to

breach that wall of propriety which discouraged trivial

reference to self. Before his time, one did not write to

a mere acquaintance, much less to the world, and say, in

effect, "This is what I like, what I think, what I feel,

what I do, in my moments of slipper'd ease. My own

■*]
See E. V. Lucas, "The Evolution of Whimsicality,"

At the Shrine of St. Charles (London, 1934), pp. 40-57-
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individuality amuses, distracts, and altogether intrigues

me, and for that reason I think it will be interesting to

you." Cowper knew, perhaps instinctively, that what

pleased him was likely to please others--that familiarity

of the right sort begets not contempt, but affection and

trust. He was not ready to bare his soul to the world at

large, but his letters to his friends are models of effort

less ease--warm human epistles filled with amusing trifles

and bits of gossip which sparkle softly against the back-

drop of his strange morbidity.

To his beloved cousin, Lady Hesketh (nee Harriet

Cowper), he divulged his innermost feelings, his love for

her being a cousinly love, but rare in its depth and sin-

cerity. When she expressed a desire to help him by send-

ing gifts, he was understanding enough (and generous

enough) to reply: "Whensoever, and whatsoever, and in

what manner soever you please. " 2 A few lines later, he

gently satirized his own lack of acumen in matters of

practical economy, saying:

Of this I had full proof during three months that

I spent in lodgings at Huntingdon, in which time by
help of good management, and a clear notion of eco-

nomical matters, I contrived to spend the income of

a twelvemonth. (Correspondence, 11, 3^o)

Such restrained irony, such keeping of self in

perspective, accounts for much of Cowper’s charm. He is

p
Cowper, The Correspondence of William Cow-

per, ed. Thomas Wright (London, 1904), 11, 3^o.
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frank, detailed, sincere, and he never gushes. In his

earlier letters, he experimented a bit before he per-

fected his technique. In the following extract, written

a few years earlier than the one just quoted, he exhibits

a willing whimsey, but the effect is not completely suc-

cessful. Addressed to his friend, the Reverend John New-

ton, the letter is written in rhyme, but is not arranged

in metrical lines. A portion of it runs:

The news at Qney spelling of Olney/ is

little or none-y, but such as it is, I send it, viz.

Poor Mr. Peace cannot yet cease, addling his head

with what you said, and has left the parish church

quite in the lurch, having almost swore to go there

no more. (Correspondence, I, 328)

Here the necessity of rhyme, while occasionally

making for good nonsense (meaningful no doubt to the Rev.

Mr. Newton), has hampered the clarity and subtle distinc-

tions of Cowper's prose style. He often appended little

whimsical verses to his letters, however, and in this form

they are more successful. The following stanzas are typi-

cal. They conclude a letter to Newton and are addressed

to the minister's wife, urging her to send no more presents

of seafood until the price goes down. He says, in mock

remonstrance:

No lobster on earth.
That ever I saw,

To me would be worth

Sixpence a claw.



159

So, dear Madam, wait

Till fish can be got
At a reas'nable rate,

Whether lobster or not;

Till the French and the Dutch

Have quitted the seas,
And then send as much

And as oft as you please.
(Correspondence, I, 3^5)

Cowper's personal idiosyncrasies permeate his cor-

respondence., usually in a delightful manner. He is always

perfectly aware of himself, and knows exactly what he is

saying. For example, in speaking of Samuel Johnson’s un-

sympathetic appraisal of Milton, he remarks that Johnson

must have had no ear for the poetic harmony, since he had

very little to say on it, but talked rather of the unfit-

ness of the English language for blank verse. Cowper,

after praising the music of Paradise Lost--"lt is like that

of a fine organ; has the fullest and the deepest tones of

majesty, with all the softness and elegance of the Dorian

flute. Variety without end."--concludes his criticism of

the Doctor by exclaiming, with mock ferocity: "Oh. 1 I could

thresh his old jacket, till I made his pension jingle in

his pocket." (Correspondence, I, 165)

A keen sense of the absurd augmented Cowper’s

natural inclination to share his thoughts. He cherished ■

anecdotes like the following until he could pass them on

to his friends. Near the end of a chatty letter to William

Unwin he says: -
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I remember (the fourth and last thing I mean to

remember on this occasion) that Sam Cox, the counsel,

walking by the seaside as if absorbed in deep con-

templation, was questioned about what he was musing
on. He replied, "I was wondering that such an almost
infinite and unwieldy element should produce a sprat."
(Correspondence, I, 156)

I have said that Cowper did not bare his soul to

the world at large. He did, however, relax into some

measure of familiarity in many of his lighter poems. More-

over, he wrote articles on such "tremendous trifles" as

his pet hares, and published them in the periodicals of

the day. The following stanzas were published in The

Gentleman's Magazine for December, 1784, some months after

a prose description of the poet's rabbits had been printed

in the same periodical. The poem, entitled "Epitaph on a

Hare," describes how "Old Tiney, surliest of his kind,
"

had remained to his death a jealous, frisky, "wild Jack-

hare,
"

dining sumptuously on "wheaten bread, and milk, and

oats and straw," with an occasional "pippin's russet peel"

consumed by way of dessert. That failing, "slic'd carrots

pleased him well." In conclusion, the poet says, in a

tone of mixed amusement and melancholy:

Eight years and five round-rolling moons

He thus saw steal away,

Dozing out all his idle noons,
And ev'ry night at play.

I kept him for his humour' sake,
For he would oft beguile

My heart of thoughts that made it ache,
And force me to a smile.
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But now, beneath this walnut-shade
He finds his long, last home,

And waits in snug concealment laid,
'Till gentler Puss shall come.

He, still more aged, feels the shocks
From which no care can save,

And, partner once of Tiney's box,
Must soon partake his grave.

(Cowper, Poetical Works, pp. 352-53)

The sad reflections, expressed strongly in "Epi-

taph on a Hare," are characteristic of Cowper's underlying

mood even when his writings appear gayest. Like Byron, he

often laughed that he might not weep. In a letter to Un-

win, he describes his gratitude that such an innocent

piece of foolery as John Gilpin should have been welcomed

in a world so abounding in offensive wit. After some

penetrating comments on Swift’s love of "la bagatelle,"

in which he observes that the Dean’s wisdom, "whencesoever

it came, came not from above,
"

he concludes by confessing:

If I trifle, and merely trifle, it is because I

am reduced to it by necessity--a melancholy that noth-

ing else so effectually disperses, engages me sometimes

in the arduous task of being merry by force. And

strange as it may seem, the most ludicrous lines I

ever wrote have been written in the saddest mood, and

but for that saddest mood, perhaps had never been

written at all. (Correspondence, 11, 26-27)

Cowper 1 s letters have many attractive qualities

other than their humor. Their reflection of the poet’s

tenderness, his touching dependence on the affection of

his friends, his simple truthfulness and willingness to

communicate even his poor, strange morbidity--are all
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blended by a superb style to make them among the best in

the language. Not the least of their attractiveness,

however, is due to their imaginative, pleasantly egoistic

humor. The following passage, to my mind, epitomizes the

tendency, revealing at the same time a provocative fancy.

Rather than include several additional extracts by way of

illustration, I shall indulge in one quotation and rest

content. Writing to the Reverend John Newton, with whom

he collaborated on the Qlney Hymns, Cowper is bemused that

his time is always insufficient to do the many things he

wishes to do. While lost thus in thought, he gets a new

insight into the problems the long-lived patriarchs of

Biblical times must have faced.
!!
I have wondered 1' he

says:

...
at the patience of the Antediluvian world; that

they could endure a life almost millenary, with so

little variety as seems to have fallen their share.

It is probable that they had much fewer employments
than we. Their affairs lay in a narrower compass;
their libraries were differently furnished; philo-
sophical researches were carried on with much less

industry and acuteness of penetration, and fiddles,
perhaps, were not even invented. How then could

seven or eight hundred years of life be supportable?

Having mused a great deal on the question, and

been unable on former occasions to resolve it, Cowper

thinks he has the answer at last:

I will suppose myself born a thousand years before
Noah was born or thought of. I rise with the sun;
I worship; I prepare my breakfast; I swallow a bucket

of goats* milk, and a dozen good sizeable cakes. I



fasten a new string to my bow, and my youngest boy,
a lad of about thirty years of age, having played
with my arrows and stripped off all the feathers,
I find myself obliged to repair them. The morning
is thus spent in preparing for the chace, and it is

become necessary that I should dine. I dig up my

roots; I wash them; I boil them; I find them not
done enough, I boil them again; my wife is angry;
we dispute; we settle the point, but in the mean

time the fire goes out, and must be kindled again.
All this is very amusing. I hunt; I bring home the

prey; and with the skin of it I mend an old coat, or

I make a new one. By this time the day is far spent;
I feel myself fatigued, and retire to rest. Thus
what with tilling the ground and eating the fruit of
it, hunting and walking, and running, and mending old

clothes, and sleeping and rising again, I can suppose
an inhabitant of the primaeval world so much occupied,
as to sigh over the shortness of life, and to find at

the end of many centuries, that they had all slipt
through his fingers, and were passed away like a

shadow. (Correspondence, 11, 130-31)

One of Cowper's amusing tendencies as a letter

writer is his habit of becoming so involved in entertain-

ing gossip or whimsical fancy that he scarcely remembers

his basic message in time to include it, often crowding

it into a few brief remarks at the end, and sometimes

having to put it into a postscript. At the end of the

passage just quoted, for example, he says, "This by way

of introduction; now for my letter,
"

said letter requiring

less than a dozen lines to complete.

Since Hayley's revised Life of Cowper, with cor-

respondence added, did not appear until 1804, Charles Lamb

was thinking only of Cowper 1 s poetry in the letter to

Coleridge in December of 1798, wherein he spoke of Cowper's

''divine chit-chat." Certainly he could have used the term
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to characterize the limpid grace and unaffected egoism of

the letters, had he been acquainted with them.

Robert Burns, though preeminent in lyric poetry

and similarly excellent in humor and satire, did not have

the sophistication requisite for seeing all sides of his

ego and using it as a controlled vehicle for humor. His

letters, though not so good as his poems, do contain humor,

but of a far different sort from that of Cowper, and as

such will be discussed elsewhere. There are pleasant

touches of egoism in his poems, but the humor is primarily

exuberant, rather than ironic, as when he says, in his

"Epistle to J. Lapraik 1 :

I am nae poet, in a sense;
But just a rhymer like by chance.
An' hae to learning nae pretence;

Yet, what the matter?

Where'er my Muse does on me glance-,
I jingle at her. 3

In his "Address to the Deil," he comes closer to

irony, and is thoroughly amusing in his reference to "a

certain bardie." As he says:

An 1
nowj Auld Cloots, I ken ye’re thinkin,

A certain Bardie's rantin, drinkin,
Some luckless hour will send him linking

To your black Pit;

But, faith.' he'll turn a corner jinkin,
And cheat you yet.

(Works, p. l4)

Burns, The Complete Poetical Works of

Robert Burns 1397)j p. 45.
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There is a touch of bravado in most of Burn's

autobiographical references--a kind of poignant whistling

in the dark that makes us remember the hardships and weak-

ness he battled against. The coarseness of the peasant,

a pervasive undertone which gives strength to much of his

writing, especially the humor, is evident in such verses

as "A Poet's Welcome to his Love-Begotten Daughter." It

is doubtful taste to express the sentiments he writes of,

but one can hardly question their sincerity. In greeting

his little by-blow, the poet exclaims:

Welcome my bonie, sweet., wee dochter.'

Tho * ye come here a wee unsought for.,
And tho 1 your comin I hae fought for

Baith kirk and queir;
Yet., by my faith, ye're no unwrought for--

That I swear.'
(Works, p. 113)

Here the egoism is humorous by its very buoyancy,

but self is the impelling force rather than the object of

the laughter. Not that I would confine the term "humorous

ego" to self as the object only--certainly it is also the

means, and, in a sense, the compelling force of humor.

I do think, however, that the term ought to be applied

only to instances of wit and humor which reveal on the

part of the author a incisive consciousness of self--a

consciousness somewhat sophisticated if you will--which

not only allows him to perform with awareness on the themes

and vagaries of his own mind, but which also enables him



to play deftly and entertainingly on the ego of his

reader whenever he chooses. A bond of polite but trust-

ing familiarity must be established between author and

reader for this kind of humor to succeed. When it does

succeed, there is none more delightful.^

Coleridge, an admirer of Cowper, displays an

ability to laugh at himself that is surprisingly at vari-

ance with the generally accepted dictum that he knew every-

thing but his own mind. In much of his prose, particularly

in the Biographia Literaria, he reveals a keen awareness

of both his own shortcomings and those of others. In

rhyme he was not quite so successful, perhaps because he

never really tried to be, but even there he could take an

ironic look at himself. In an epigram written in an album

and first published in he says:

Parry seeks the Polar ridge,
Rhyme seeks S. T. Coleridge,
Author of Works, whereof--tho 1 not in Dutch--

The public little knows--the publisher too much.

(Poetical Works, 11, 972)

Better humor has been written, but the man who can

take such a punning squint at himself ought not to be called

who is genuinely funny in some of his humor,
particularly in the robust, Homeric vein of the Island in

the Moon, was egoistic enough, but had little genius for

the pleasant, familiar style. The vast difference that

lies between him and Cowper, with whom he could be compared
in some ways, is illustrated by the following ironic epigram,
which betrays a sardonic lack of trust in others: "I was

buried near this dyke, / That my Friends may weep as much

as they like." (Poetical Works, p. 217)
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humorless. In the more relaxed atmosphere of prose,

S. T. C. can be delightful, as in his description of an

all-purpose simile that flourished (and died) in the

school he attended as a boy. Having emphasized the dis-

criminating taste of his preceptor in the matter of rheto

ric and composition, Coleridge says:

Among the /forbidden/" similes, there was, I re-

member, that of the Manicheel fruit, as suiting
equally well with too many subjects; in which how-

ever it yielded the palm at once to the example of

Alexander and Clytus, which was equally good and apt,
whatever might be the theme. Was it ambition? Alex-
ander and Clytus.'--Flattery? Alexander and Clytus.'--
Anger? Drunkenness? Pride? Friendship? Ingratitude?
Late repentance? Still, still Alexander and Clytus.'
At length, the praises of agriculture having been

exemplified in the sagacious observation, that, had

Alexander been holding the plough, he would not have

run his friend Clytus through with a spear, this

tried and serviceable old friend was banished by
private edict in secula seculorum. (Biographia
Literaria, I, 5)

I cannot speak for others, but that passage

strikes me as humor, and of a conscious, well-managed

variety, at that. It must be admitted, however, that

Coleridge found it easier to laugh at his earlier self

than at the contemporary version. Some have said that

the real test of one's sense of humor is the ability to

laugh at one's trivial misfortunes at the time they oc-

cur. In the light of human nature, however, this seems

a stringent criterion. For most persons, I dare say,

even those generally credited with a sense of humor, the
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recollection of a personal embarrassment seems more risi-

ble than the experience did at the time.

Coleridge's description of his first literary

venture is detailed and amusing. Fresh from Jesus College,

Cambridge, he launched a subscription campaign for a pe-

riodical, The Watchman, whose modest purpose was, accord-

ing to the motto, that "all might know the truth, and that

the truth might make us free." (Biographia Literaria, I,

114) Beginning at Birmingham, he planned to make converts

(and subscribers) of every person who would listen. His

first attack was on a lean Calvinist whose dark, furrowed

face gave the appearance of one peering through a "used

gridiron." After listening impassively to a long harangue

on the virtues of The Watchman, the man inquired about

the cost, seemed satisfied on that score and appeared

ready subscribe, only to be balked at last by the size of

the periodical, which, though only thirty-two pages,

struck him as too much of a good thing--"Thirty and two

pages? Bless meJ why except what I does in a family way

on the Sabbath, that's more than I ever reads, Sir.' all

the year round." (Biographia Literaria, I, 116)

Realizing that his zeal has been misdirected.,

Coleridge tries elsewhere, and succeeds finally in sell-

ing a respectable number of subscriptions, only to have

most of them melt away after delivery of the first number.



169

He accepts these early misadventures with rare good

humor, at least in retrospect, and tells the following

anecdote to illustrate the final blow to his ego:

Of the unsaleable nature of my writings I had an

amusing memento one morning from our own servant girl.
For happening to rise at an earlier hour than usual,,
I observed her putting an extravagant quantity of

paper into the grate in order to light the fire, and

mildly checked her for her wastefulness; "la, Sir.’"
(replied poor Nanny) "why, it is only Watchmen."
(Biographia Literaria, I, 121)

A few paragraphs later, speaking of the suspicions

which he and Wordsworth incurred while residing at Nether

Stowey, Coleridge tells how a busy "sycophant" of the day,

anxious to inform on two such strange persons, was over-

heard, while discussing the "politics of the neighborhood,

to utter the following "deep remark": "As to Coleridge,

there is not so much harm in him, for he is a whirl-brain

that talks whatever comes uppermost; but that i

/Wordsworth/ he is the dark traitor. You never hear HIM

say a syllable on the subject.
" (Biographia Literaria, I,

122)

Referring to the activities of a government spy

who was sent to keep the two poets under surveillance,

Coleridge tells how the man repeatedly hid behind an em-

bankment (as was learned later) and listened to the poets'

conversations. What he heard made him apprehensive, for,

as Coleridge explains it:
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At first he fancied, that we were aware of our

danger; for he often heard me talk of one Spy Nozy,
which he was inclined to interpret of himself, and

of a remarkable feature belonging to him; but he was

speedily convinced that it was the name of a man who

had made a book and lived long ago. (Biographia
Literaria, I, 126-27)

Hearing nothing treasonable discussed, the man

eventually revealed himself and the cloak-and-dagger epi-

sode came to an end. These few extracts are evidence that

Coleridge possessed at least a minor flair for egoistic

humor.

Southey's most ambitious attempt at whimsey is

The Doctor, &c., the first notions of which were conceived

as early as 1805* but which was first published in seven

volumes from 1834 to 1847. A prose miscellany which he

intended to be a worthy successor to Burton's Anatomy of

Melancholy and Sterne's Tristram Shandy, it is crammed

with pedantic curiosities, scraps of information and wis-

dom lifted for the most part from his commonplace books.

In its sketchy, digressive, and sometimes charming narra-

tions of the youth and early manhood of one Dr. Dove, it

superficially resembles Sterne's best-known work, and in

some passages anticipates Holmes's Autocrat of the Break-

fast Table. Southey is not a skillful humorist, however.

As one of his editors, Jacob Zeitlin, has remarked, "He

goes about his task of creating wit with an elaborateness
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that looks like malice."s There are, however, some in-

stances of acceptable humor. Describing a bout with in

somnia, for example, he says:

I put my arms out of bed. I turned the pillow for

the sake of applying a cold surface to my cheek. I

stretched my feet into the cold corner. I listened
to the river, and to the ticking of my watch. I

thought of all sleepy sounds and all soporific things:
the flow of water, the humming of bees, the motion of

a boat, the waving of a field of corn, ...
At last

Morpheus reminded me of Dr. Torpedo’s divinity lec-

tures, where the voice, the manner, the matter, even

the very atmosphere, and the streamy candlelight were

all alike somnific; where he who by strong effort
lifted up his head and forced open the reluctant eyes,

never failed to see all around him fast asleep. Let-

luces, cowslip wine, poppy sirup, mandragora, hop
pillows, spider’s web pills, and the whole tribe of

narcotics, up to bang and black drop, would have

failed: but this was irresistible; and thus twenty
years afterdate I found benefit from having attended

the course.

Probably the main objection to Southey’s humor

is that he is more often exasperating than amusing as he

attempts to toy with his reader by withholding information,

springing surprises, and beginning ambitious narratives

which, in the manner of the modern "shaggy dog" story,

come to naught. In one of his many references to his own

garrulity, he says: "I am liberal of my inheritance, and

the public shall have the full benefit of it."

And here, if my gentle public will consider to
what profitable uses this gift might have been applied,

Southey, Select Prose of Robert Southey,
ed. Jacob Zeitlin (New York"] 1918), p. b5.

°Robert Southey, The Doctor, &c. (New York, 1864),
I, 24.
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the disinterestedness of my disposition in having
thus benevolently dedicated it to their service will

doubtless be appreciated as it deserves by their dis-
crimination and generosity. Had I carried it to the

pulpit, think now how I might have filled the seats
and raised the prices of a private chapel.’ Had I
taken it to the bar, think how I could have mysti-
fied a judge, and bamboozled a jury] Had I displayed
it in the senate, think how I could have talked
against time, for the purpose of delaying a division,
till the expected numbers could be brought together;
or how efficient a part I could have borne in the

patriotic design of impeding the business of a session,
prolonging and multiplying the debates, and worrying
a minister out of his senses and his life. (Southey,
The Doctor, &c., I, 66-67)

It is also possible to worry a reader., a fact

which Southey too often ignores. The irony of the passage

is not convincing enough to outweigh the obvious self-

pride. In a more successful attempt, after emphasizing

the importance of cause and effect in the history of men

and of nations (What if "William instead of Harold had

fallen in the Battle of Hastings; if bloody Queen Mary had

left a child.’"), Southey adds an amusing personal refer-

ence. "Another chance must be mentioned," he says:

One of my ancestors was, as the phrase is, out in a

certain rebellion. His heart led him into the field

and his heels got him out of it. Had he been less

nimble--or had he been taken and hanged, and hanged
he would have been if taken--there would have been no

ego at this day, no history of Dr. Daniel Dove. The

doctor would have been like the heroes who lived be-

fore Agamemnon, and his immortalizer would never have

lived at all. (Southey, The Doctor, &c., I, 197-98)

Whatever judgment the modern reader accords the

book--and it probably will be harsh--it ought to be re-

membered that it contains, in addition to everything
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else, Southey's memorable children's story "The Three

Bears." That alone is enough to make the opus worth men

tioning.

John Hookham Frere was more successful in playing

good-natured tricks upon the reader's patience. In prose,

it had been practiced already, by Fielding and by Sterne,

and abortively by Southey, but had not, I believe, been

attempted to any extent in English poetry. The method,

along with the meter, was adapted from the Italian mock-

heroic writers, Pulci and Berni in particular serving as

models. In two parts, In 1817 and 1818, Frere published

his four cantos of Whistlecraft. In a style made famous

shortly afterward by Byron, he tells the reader how much

trouble he has had in composing the opening canto, what

method he has followed (none at all, he says), and what

problems he has had in choosing an appropriate style:

I've tried three different ones within a while,
The Grave, the Vulgar, and the grand High-flyer;

All are I think improper, more or less,
I’ll take my chance amongst 'em--you shall guess.

(Frere, Works, 11, 262)

At the end of the second canto he takes leave re-

luctantly, with anxious solicitude for his Muse:

Poor soul.’ she’s had, I think., a tedious spell.
And ought to be consider'd for her pains,

And keeping of my company so long--
A moderate compliment would not be wrong.

(Frere, Works, 11, 244)

In the concluding remarks of the fourth canto,

Frere apologizes for stopping, since he has a great deal
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with the reader; all his notions, "being genuine gold,"

expand beneath the hammer and "multiply themselves a

thousand fold." But, business is business, so to speak,

and "this present copy must be sold: / Besides,--I prom-

ised Murray t'other day / To let him have it by the tenth

of May." (Frere, Works, 11, 273)

Throughout the poem there are numerous foretastes

of what was to come in Byron's "Beppo" and Don Juan. The

digressions, the frantic rhymes, even such descending

incongruities as the following are there: "My heart

sickens, and I drop my pen, / And am obliged to pick it

up again." 7 (Frere, Works, 11, 249)

Whistlecraft resembles Don Juan only as water re-

sembles wine, however. It is today known chiefly as the

poem which gave Byron the hint he needed to unlock his

full powers. If it be true that ideas belong to him who

uses them best, then Frere's method became indubitably

Byron's. It is he who makes full use of that latter half

of egoistic humor described earlier, the ability to use

the strength of one’s ego to play deftly and entertain-

ingly on the mind of another.

?Cf. Byron’s characterization of Juan’s father:

A better cavalier ne’er mounted horse.
Or, being mounted, e'er got down again.' 1

(Byron, Variorum Ed., 11, 26)
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Byron occasionally satirizes himself in earnest,

but he doesn't do it often, and I doubt that most of us

would want him to, for then he wouldn't be Byron. His

ego's epic, and is meant to be; we would be disappointed

if he began shuffling through a little cabinet of knick-

knack prejudices in the manner of Cowper or Lamb. His

familiarity sometimes borders on contempt, or seems to,

but he is able to make most persons enjoy it. I suppose

the easiest explanation of this apparent paradox would be

to say that people get tired of their own limited selves

and enjoy being influenced, even manipulated, by a power-

ful personality. I think too that underneath, where Byron

is concerned, there is a feeling of being in good hands in

spite of all the foolery.

Byron takes the reader into his confidence fre-

quently, but only so far, and on his own terms. Often his

apparent condescension is in reality an implied tribute

to the reader, delivered with a sly wink. Such is the

case in Canto I as he takes his leave in parody of the too

familiar style:

But for the present, gentle reader.' and

Still gentler purchaser.' the bard--that's I-

Must, with permission, shake you by the hand,
And so your humble servant, and good bye.’

(Byron, Variorum Ed., 11, 147)

It is implied also in such whimsical confidences

as the following which centers around a recalcitrant pronoun
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Which--as we say--or as the Scotch say whilk
(The rhyme obliges me to this; sometimes
Monarchs are less imperative than rhymes).

(Byron, Variorum Ed., 11, 456)

Here there is the trust that the reader will

understand, will indulge the poet his whimsey, and will

smile while he waits. Not everybody obliged in Byron’s

own day, but that is not to his discredit. He over-

stepped his bounds occasionally, perhaps, in his egoism,

but the matter becomes one of individual taste. Cer-

tainly the arrogance will appear too evident to some per-

sons in the following passage, which ends a digression

with the words:

But what’s this to the purpose? you will say.
Gent. Header, nothing; a mere speculation,

For which my sole excuse is--’tis my way.
(Byron, Variorum Ed., 111, 413)

There are echoes of arrogance (but funny ones)

in another of his apologies for digression:

But let me to my story: I must own,

If I have any fault, it is digression:
Leaving my people to proceed alone,

While I soliloquize beyond expression.

(Byron, Variorum Ed
., 11, 331)

Here he is seeing himself in ironic perspective,

however, for in the remaining half of the stanza he de-

flates hiw own grandeur with the remark that what the

world is missing while he takes time to digress is a loss

"not quite so great as Ariosto." His awareness of the

humorous implications of his strong ego is further revealed
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in such "confessions" as the following, which comes after

some threats about what he is apt to do to the editors

and reviewers of the day if they keep trifling with him.

"I think I know a trick or two, would / Turn their flanks, 1

he says, but hastens to close with a sweet reassurance

that is somehow not as comforting as it ought to be:

My natural temper’s really aught but stern,
And even my Muse’s worst reproof's a smile;

And then she drops a brief and modern curtsy,
And glides away, assured she never hurts ye.

(Byron, Variorum Ed., 111, 300)

However one reacts to Byron’s ego, his forthright

spontaneity is admirable, and is the sine qua non of Don

Juan. As Byron himself expressed it:

Of this I’m sure at least, there’s no servility
In mine irregularity of chime,

Which rings what’s uppermost of new or hoary,
Just as I feel the "improvvisatore."

(Byron, Variorum Ed., 111, 465)

Byron’s letters contain, as one would expect, no

small amount of humor. Much of it is wit--satirical and

incisive--but a good deal of fun lurks in the background

at the same time, as when the poet, concerned about the

printer’s careless handling of Don Juan, writes John Murray

some instructions on how to be a better publisher. They

scorch the very paper they are written on, but one still

senses a kind of burlesque levity in them. Byron isn’t

angry at Murray the person, but at Murray the publisher.

When Byron the letter-writer wished to sting an

acquaintance into action, he usually did so with minimum
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effort and maximum effect, using both irony and direct

statement to accomplish his purpose. He could also relate

an amusing anecdote as well as any, and did so quite often,

especially in his letters to Thomas Moore. Sometimes he

is pleasantly egoistic, as in the following passage, which

reminds one of Keats. Describing how he dined out recently

with a "larg-ish party" composed of Sheridan, Golman,

Douglas Kinnaird and others "of note and notoriety," he

says:

Like other parties of the kind, it was first silent,
then talky, then argumentative, then disputatious, then

unintelligible, then altogethery, then inarticulate,
and then drunk. When we had reached the last step of
this glorious ladder, it was difficult to get down

again without stumbling; and, to crown all, Kinnaird
and I had to conduct Sheridan down a damned corkscrew

staircase, which had certainly been constructed before
the discovery of fermented liquors, and to which no

legs, however crooked, could possibly accommodate them-

selves. We deposited him safe at home, where his man,

evidently used to the business, waited to receive him

in the ha11.5

Byron then narrates an amusing story of how Sheri-

dan ("Sherry") on another occasion, "fuddled and bewildered,"

lost his way and on being asked by the watchman to give his

name, answered "in a slow, deliberate, and impassive tone

'Wilberforce!l I1" (Byron, Letters and Journals, 111, 243)

Byron then closes with the comment: "My paper is full, and

I have a grievous headache,
"

referring perhaps to the effects

O

Lord Byron, The Works of Lord Byron; Letters and

Journals, ed. Rowland E. Prothero (London and New York,
1904), 111, 242-43.
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of his recent party. As these excerpts from the letters

indicate, he could use self as the object of humor, but

more often, however, it was the driving force.

W. M. Praed was moderately successful in adapting

the ironic digression to his own poetry, but he added

little to the method. One extract will suffice for illus-

tration. In the burlesque tale, "Lillian," having gotten

his heroine on the back of a dragon (with two dwarfs hold-

ing fast to the tail and the whole company soaring away

through the ether), Praed pauses whimsically before begin-

ning the next canto:

Fannyi--a pretty group for drawing;
My Dwarfs in a fright, and my Girl in an attitude,
Patting the beast in her sullen gratitude.
There;--you may try it if you will,
While I drink my coffee, and nib my quill.

(Praed, Selected Poems, p. 10)

Praed handles the device capably enough, but he

does not stamp it with more than a semblance of the in-

dividuality that Byron exerted over it. By its very de-

tachment, his ironic egoism often appears superficial.

His interest in self amounts more nearly to a disinterest,

if I may venture such a paradoxical observation. As he

says in evaluating his own art:

...
I make no claim

To inspiration or to fame;
The hopes and fears that bards should cherish,

I care not when they fade and perish;
I read political economy,
Voltaire and Cobbett, and gastronomy,



And when I would indite a story
Of woman’s faith or warrior’s glory,
I always wear a night-cap sable,
And put my elbows on the table,
And hammer out the tedious toil
By dint of Walker, and lamp-0i1.9

As noted in preceding chapters, Praed is best

when he blends sentiment and wit. "The Last Quadrille,"

one of his best short poems, in view of Praed's love for

a gay time, would seem to be at least semi-autobiographical,

since it represents the plea of a young man to his dancing

partner for one last dance. The first stanza is a model

of tender whimsey and classical grace:

Not yet, not yet;--it's hardly four;
Not yet,--we'll send the chair away:

Mirth still has many smiles in store;
And Love has fifty things to say:

Long leagues the weary sun must drive,
Ere pant his hot steeds o'er the hill;

The merry stars will dance till five;--
One more Quadrille,--one more Quadrille.'

The graceful beauty of the language is more ele-

vated than the situation demands, and the result is the

mildest kind of incongruity. In succeeding stanzas the

young man’s importunities become stronger and the tone

more personal, so that the effect becomes one of gently

farcical melancholy. The speaker, as he tells his com-

panion, has numerous things he wants to forget:

Praed, Selected Poems, p. 220. "Walker" evi-

dently refers to the Rhyming Dictionary of John Walker

(1732-1807). The third edition of the work was published
in London in 1819.

180



181

My book don't sell, my play don’t draw;
My garden gives me only weeds;

And Mr. Quirk has found a flaw--
Deuce take him,--in my title deeds:

My Aunt has scratched her nephew's name

From that sweet corner in her will:

My dog is dead, my horse is lame;--
One more Quadrille, one more Quadrille.'

(Praed, Selected Poems, pp. 140-4l)

Many of Praed's lighter poems have just such an

autobiographical tendency--a restrained nostalgia that is

at once amusing and a little haunting in implication.

Sir Walter Scott’s awareness of the "smokability"

of his own high-romantic style has been mentioned earlier.

He liked also on occasion to indulge in an idle chat with

his reader on other matters. His gentle, rambling egoism

at such times compares favorably with that of Hunt or

Lamb. In Waverly, about to begin the description of a

great stag hunt in the Highlands, he invites his reader

to pause a moment and consider the various alternatives

open to the author. He begins with a question:

Shall this be a long or a short chapter?--this
is a question in which you, gentle reader, have no

vote, however much you may be interested in the con-

sequences; just as you may (like myself) probably
have nothing to do with the imposing of a new tax

excepting the trifling circumstance of being obliged
to pay it.... Let me therefore consider. It is true,
that the annals and documents in my hands say but

little of this Highland chase; but then I can find

copious materials for description elsewhere.

Scott then begins an affectionate catalogue of his

various sources:

There is old Lindsay of Pitscottie ready at my elbow,
with his Athole hunting, and his "lofted and joisted
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palace of green timber; with all kind of drink to
be had in burgh and land, as ale, beer, wine, muscadel,
malvaise, hippocras, and aquavitae; with wheat-bread,
main-bread, ginge-bread, beef, mutton, lamb, veal,
venison, goose, grice, capon, coney, crane, swan, par-
tridge, plover, duck, drake ..." (Waverly, p. 199)

And on he goes,
x

a la Whistlecraft. "Besides," he says,

"might I not illuminate" with particulars drawn from other

sources?--sources such as Taylor the Water Poet's descrip-

tion of "hunting in the braes of Mar," where, "Through

heather, mosse, 'mong frogs, and bogs, and fogs, / 'Mongst

craggy cliffs, and thunder-batter'd hills, / Hares, hinds,

bucks, roes, are chased by men and dogs." "But without

further tyranny over my readers," he says, in conclusion:

I shall content myself with borrowing a single inci-

dent
...

and so proceed in my story with all the

brevity that my natural style of composition,, par-
taking of what scholars call the periphrastic and

ambagitory, and the vulgar the circumbendibus, will

permit me. (Waverly, p. 200)

Scott's manner is not quite so limpid as that of

Cowper nor so allusive as that of Lamb, but it is alto-

gether pleasant in its meandering way. The risible as-

pects of both his own and the reader's ego are recognized,

and the cheerful humor, while partaking freely of the n
cir

cumbendibus,
"

is yet completely controlled.

It is almost axiomatic that the greatest writers

do not make the most enjoyable reading--enjoyable, that

is, in the sense of giving relaxed pleasure. They are

too bracing, make too many demands on the reader, force
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him above his intellectual station, so to speak. Shakes-

peare, the Greek dramatists, Milton--one feels too humble

in their presence to be altogether at ease. They are the

Olympian gods, and one feels more at home with household

deities.

One of the pleasantest of the fireside divinities

is Leigh Hunt, a writer of talent, though not of genius,

who partook of almost every Romantic tendency, and had

the misfortune to be overshadowed in every field. Some

of his best essays compare favorably with those of Lamb,

however, and on at least one occasion, in a poetry-writing

bout with Keats and Shelley he outdid them both, producing

the worthy sonnet, "The Nile." Perhaps his most consist-

ent achievement is his pleasant humor. His mild egoism

is so genuine, so self-indulgent, and so thoroughly amus-

ing that one glides imperceptibly from laughing with him

to laughing at_ him, but always with affection. His little

faults (those antitheses of greatness) are part of the

reason one enjoys him. His is a gentle coming-round na-

ture and reminds us, as another has said, of firesides

and chimney-corners.

His essay on the rigors of 'Getting Up on Cold

Mornings" is one of his best in the humorous vein. The

mixing of "I" and "we" is characteristic and deliberate. 10

10See his essay, "I and We,
"

Leigh Hunt's Literar;

Criticism (New York, 1956)* pp. 208-14.
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(So are the puns):

Some people say it is a very easy thing to get
up of a cold morning. You have only, they tell you,
to take the resolution; and the thing is done. This

may be very true; just as a boy at school has only
to take a flogging, and the thing is over. But we

have not at all made up our minds upon it; and we

find it a very pleasant exercise to discuss the matter,
candidly, before we get up. This, at least, is not

idling, though it may be lying. It affords an excel-

lent answer to those who ask how lying in bed can be

indulged in by a reasoning being,--a rational creature.

How? Why, with the argument calmly at work in one's
head, and the clothes over one's shoulder. Oh--it is

a fine way of spending a sensible, impartial half-

hour
.

11

Such egoism is by no means selfish. On the con-

trary, the reader is urged to share in the experience as

much as possible.
M
on opening my eyes," says Hunt, still

in bed, "the first thing that meets them is my own breath

rolling forth, as if in the open air, like smoke out of a

chimney. Think of this symptom." (Woods, p. 899; under-

lining mine) Here follows one of those inimitable dia-

logues between the recumbent author and his faithful serv-

ant, who prepares his cold, starched collar, airs his shirt,

reheats his shaving-water, and so on, while the master

lies abed and meditates:

I now cannot help thinking a great deal--who can?--

upon the unnecessary and villanious custom of shaving:
it is a thing so unmanly (here I nestle closer)--so
effeminate (here I recoil from an unlucky step into

the colder part of the bed). (Woods, p. 900)

1 English Poetry and Prose of the Romantic Movement
3

ed. George Benjamin Woods(Chicago, Atlanta, Dallas, and

New York, 1950), P- 899-
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In conclusion, Hunt, still incumbent ("a happy

word, by-the-bye"), cites the bearded geniuses of the

past, extolls the virtues of not shaving, and ends with

a tribute to the poet Thomson, who "used to lie in bed

till noon, because he said he had no motive in getting

up." (Woods, p. 900)

Portions of an even funnier essay on much the

same theme., called "Beds and Bedrooms.,
"

are cast in dra-

matic form. Having extolled the lordly prerogative of

simply lying in bed while others are sitting up, "and

nobly doing some duty or other," the author proceeds to

a description of more refined pleasures: the calling on

a servant to perform some slight duty, such as to "bring

us our white wine whey, or lamp, or what not,
11

or merely

"to answer some question for the mere pleasure of answer-

ing it." "Who*s there?" says the reclining author, ring

ing the bell, and the answer comes:

"Me, sir; Mrs. Jones."
"Oh, I beg your pardon, Mrs. Jones: I merely rang

to know if you were up."
"Dear me, yes, sir, and likely to be this hour."

(Aside and happy)--"Poor soul. 1 "

"It*s Mr. Jones’s club-night, sir."
("Poor woman. 1 Capital pillow this.1 ")
"And it’s a full hour’s walk from the Jolly Gar-

deners.’ "

("Poor Jones. 1 Very easy mattress. 1 ") Aloud--"Bless

me, that’s a bad business; and it rains, doesn’t it,
Mrs. Jones?"

"A vile rain, sir, with an east wind."
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("Poor creaturei...Poor Jones") Whew goes the

wind; patter go the windows; rumble goes a coach; to
sleep go 1. 12

In addition to such amusing sketches, Hunt made

an admirable translation of "Ver-Vert: Or, the Parrot of

the Nuns," a gay little story from the French of Gresset.

It is included in Men, Women, and Books, and is well worth

reading.

Numerous critics have spoken of the almost infi-

nite variety with which Charles Lamb was to cram the nar-

row compass of his writings. They have spoken of the dark

forces which forever menaced his life., making him cling to

the known and cherish the familiar. They have praised his

kindliness, his wit, his integrity, his devotion to his

beloved sister, Mary. They have drawn again the touching

picture of the two walking arm-in-arm, weeping, on their

way to the asylum. They have noted how Lamb’s playfulness

could turn to firm indignation when the occasion demanded,

and have recognized beneath his whimsey a strong, exqui-

sitely balanced sanity. The critics have said all these

things (and more), and have been right. Yet such are the

diversities of his character and manner, strictured though

they were by harsh necessity, that there is always room

for one more estimate.

1 p
Leigh Hunt, Men, Women, and Books (London, 1876),

pp. 68-69.
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J. B. Priestley, in his book., English Humour,

says many fine things about Lamb, one of the finest be-

ing the memorable phrase: "He can talk of books like one

who has read them by the light of a solitary candle in a

great darkness. An instant later., however, he says of

Lamb, "He walked out of his tragedy freed for ever from

all conventionality, hollow pretence, egoism." (p. 140)

I can agree on all counts save the last, and even there,

if I understand the sense in which Mr. Priestley uses the

term, I must defer to his judgment. Both "egoism" and

"egotism," symbolic as they are of such vast, intricate

phenomena, are apt to be misunderstood, but I take it he

means egoism in the callous, care-nothing-for-others sense

of the word, also, perhaps in its egotistic, or boasting

connotation. The distinction between the terms, as I see

it (or at least as I use it), turns chiefly on the egoist,

callous or kindly, being possessed of inner resources which

make him a kind of world within himself, while the egotist,

rarely a likeable individual, may be nothing more than an

empty boaster.

In the kindly sense, especially when humorous con-

notations are added, the term egoist stands for a harmless

person of depth and character who is perceptive enough to

B. Priestley, English Humour (London, 1930),
p. 140.
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know his resources, wise enough to know his limitations,

witty enough to phrase them both in appropriate language

and simile, and generous enough to share them. In this

latter sense, if the interpretation be allowed to stand,

Charles Lamb was an egoist. Socrates said "Know thyself";

Lamb believed him. Pope said that the proper study of

marking was man; Lamb took the dictum literally, and

adapted it to mean a_ man--himself. It was this knowledge

of self--augmented by an acquaintance with books, stimu-

lating friends, and the multiform realities of London--

that made him able to write, not on infinite subjects, but

with infinite variety.

In his essays, Lamb treats himself as he would a

friend: "Poor fellow," he seems to say, "he has his faults,

but he means well, and I like him." In "The Old and the

New Schoolmaster," in a passage that is not entirely ex-

aggeration, he confesses:

In every thing that relates to science I am a

whole Encyclopedia behind the rest of the world. I

know less geography than a school-boy of six week’s
standing.... I do not know whereabout Africa merges
into Asia; whether Ethiopia lie in one or other of

those great divisions; nor can form the remotest con-

jecture of New South Wales., or Van Diemen’s Land... I

have no astronomy.... I guess at Venus only by her

brightness; and if the sun on some portentous morn

were to make his appearance in the West, I verily be-

lieve, that while all the world were gasping in appre-
hension about me, I alone should stand unterrified,
from sheer incuriosity and want of observation.

In explanation of his limited interests,, Lamb

says:
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Not that I affect ignorance; but my head has not many

mansions, nor spacious; and I have been obliged to
fill it with such cabinet curiosities as it can hold
without aching. (Lamb, Life, Letters, and Writings,
111, 209-10)

Lamb knew what Mark Twain was to learn and practice

half a century later--that the humor of self-ridicule is

even more timeless than the ridicule of others, especially

if it be done sympathetically. When I read such humor I

say to myself, in effect, "Here is a good man, perhaps

even a great man, who has as many faults as I have, and

look at him: he is remembered, he is loved, he is listened

to"; and I go away feeling better, and return to his writ-

ings, not in years, nor yet in months, but first chance I

get. In this, Ido not think lam unique.

How many persons, for example, have felt a kinship

with Lamb in his explanation of how he had no "ear for

music?" The failure is not one of an indifferent spirit,

he assures us, saying:

I even think that sentimentally I am disposed to

harmony; but organically I am incapable of a tune.

I have been practising "'God Save the King" all my life;
whistling and humming it over to myself in solitary
corners; and am not yet arrived, they tell me, within

many quavers of it. Yet hath the loyalty of Elia never

been impeached. (Life, Letters, and Writings, 111, 191)

How many irresolute individuals have been made to

feel a little "peculiar," when they contrast themselves

to the hardier, better-balanced specimens which seem to

surround them? Will they not take unto themselves Lamb's
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explanation of why he cannot like Scotchmen? The fault

lies partly within himself, he assures us, in "imperfect

Sympathies" (l82l):

There is an order of imperfect intellect (under
which mine must be content to rank) which in its
constitution is essentially anti-Caledonian. The
owners of the sort of faculties I allude to have
minds rather suggestive than comprehensive.... They
are content with fragments and scattered pieces of

Truth. She presents no full front to them--a fea-
ture or side-face at the most. Hints and glimpses,

germs and crude essays at a system, is the utmost

they pretend t0.... The light that lights them is

not steady and polar, but mutable and shifting: wax-

ing and again waning.... They delight to impart their

defective discoveries as they arise, without waiting
for their full development. They are no systemizers,
and would but err more by attempting it. (Life,
Letters, and Writings, 111, 221-22)

What he is describing, of course, is one aspect

of the Romantic mind.

There are special groups for whom Lamb has special

meaning--those who like books, those who love good food,

those who have poor relations, those who are bachelors

and have married friends--the list could be extended, and

every theme mentioned would call up a smile of recognition

To his fellow-bachelors (and to the married persons who

care to listen), Lamb says, again not altogether in ex-

aggeration :

Nothing is to me more distasteful than that entire

complacency and satisfaction which beam in the counte-

nances of a newly-married couple,--in that of the lady
particularly: it tells you that her lot is disposed
of in the world: that you can have no hopes of her.

It is true I have none: nor wishes either, perhaps;
but this is one of those truths which ought, as I said



before, to be taken for granted, not expressed
(Life, Letters, and Writings, 111, 338)

In order to emphasize that there are a few grains

of prejudice in Lamb's make-up, try discussing the fore-

going passage, and the essay from which it came, with a

group of young women, single or married--it matters not

which. College teachers who do so find the results in-

structive
.

Without doubt Lamb's best-known essay is "A Dis-

sertation on Roast Pig." In order to see the charm which

self-revelation adds to the humor, contrast the part about

80-bo and his burned fingers with the latter portion of

the sketch, where narrative gives way to autobiographical

whimsey. The first part is good, the last is better.

Speaking of the good things he loves to distribute among

his friends, Lamb says:

I love to taste them, as it were, upon the tongue of

my friend. But a stop must be put somewhere. One

would not, like Lear, "give every thing." I make my
stand upon pig. Methinks it is an ingratitude to

the giver of all good flavours to extra-cbmiciliate,
or send out of the house slightingly (under pretext
of friendship, or I know not what,) a blessing so

particularly adapted, predestined, I may say, to my
individual palate.--It argues an insensibility.l^

Lamb’s quaint style, which provides new pleasure

with every phrase--almost with every word —accounts in

Letters, and Writings, 111, ln "Grace
Before Meat," Lamb says: "There is a physiognomical charac-

ter in the taste for food. C--/Coleridge ?7 holds that a

man cannot have a pure mind who refuses apple dumplings."
(111, 291)

191
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part for his superiority over lesser writers of the fa-

miliar essay. Only by dwelling carefully on every word

does one get the full flavor. The echoes of several

styles--archaic, quizzical, colloquial, grand--add sug-

gestiveness to his humor. In "The Convalescent," he mixes

several, beginning with the Biblical:

He lies pitying himself, honing and moaning to

himself; he yearneth over himself; his bowels are even

melted within him, to think what he suffers; he is not

ashamed to weep over himself.

He is altogether such an one as ourselves, for:

"He is forever plotting how to do some good to himself;

studying little strategems and artificial alleviations."

He becomes, in his hour of debility, an egoist in the

grand style:

To the world’s business he is dead. He understands

not what the callings and occupations of mortals are;

only he has a glimmering conceit of some such thing
when the doctor makes his daily call: and even in the

lines on that busy face he reads no multiplicity of

patients, but solely conceives of himself as the sick

man.

When his condition has improved to mere convales-

cence, contrast the careless demeanor and behavior of his

attendants:

...
the unceremonious goings in and out (slapping of

doors, or leaving them open) ...
How convalescence

shrinks a man back to his pristine stature'

But will not the doctor’s "still lingering visita-

tions" revive the sick man’s "dream of greatness?" Not so,
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says Lamb, for, "how is he too changed with every thing

else l --

Can this be he--this man of news--of chat--of anec-

dote--of every thing but physic--can this be he who

so lately came between the patient and his cruel

enemy, as on some solemn embassy from Nature, erect-

ing himself into a high mediating party?--PshawJ
’tis some old woman. (Life, Letters, and Writings,
IV, 20-23)

'

The better one knows Lamb and his work the less

one feels inclined to make a formal evaluation. Similarly,

one comes to read more in the letters than in the essays,

not because the essays are inferior, but because the

letters seem a step closer to the man himself. "He is

not," says Priestley, "an author charging posterity with

a regiment of works; he is simply Charles Lamb for ever

making more and more friends.
11 (English Humour, 138)

Most of Lamb’s readers will agree.

In their efforts to build a system, critics often

make sweeping statements that will not hold up under close

scrutiny. James R. Caldwell, in his essay, "The Solemn

Romantics," after dismissing most of the humor of the pe-

riod as "intended mirth," says that the Romantics had an

"active hostility to the comic view." By way of illustra-

tion, he observes that such hostility "is dramatized in

John Keats’s angrily throwing Don Juan to the deck of the

Maria Crowther. nl s it is indeed dramatized, but it is not

James R. Caldwell, "The Solemn Romantics,
"

Studies
In the Comic: University of California Publications in Eng-
lish (Berkley, 1941), VIII, No. 2, p. 252.
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exemplified in the action. To take Keats’s act out of

its context and make it representative, either of him or

the age, is the grossest kind of misrepresentation.

Keats was desperately, mortally ill at the time, on a long,

sad journey he hadn’t wanted to make. He had just been

exposed to the rigors of a violent storm at sea, and was

reading, just prior to hurling the book to the deck, By-

ron’s description of storm and shipwreck. I suggest that

he was hardly in a condition to appreciate any treatment

of such a catastrophe, especially Byron’s burlesquing of

it.

In further support of his case,, Caldwell analyzes

some of the grosser attempts by the Romantics to produce

humorous poetry (Peter Bell, for example), and says: "We

may conclude that Shelley, Wordsworth, Coleridge, and

Keats, would not, rather than could not write at once

wittily and well." (p. 257) Such a statement is partly

right, but I wonder if Caldwell had read Keats’s letters,

or even all of his poetry. Keats’s poem, "A Song of My-

self," is a pretty good example of "acute nonsense," it

seems to me. Written while the poet was on his walking

tour of Scotland, it was included in a letter to his

young sister, Fanny Keats. The opening lines obviously

allude to the disapproval the budding poet had incurred

from his former guardians--and still Fanny’s--the Abbeys:
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There was a naughty Boy
A naughty boy was he

He would not stop at home
He could not quiet be--

He took
In his Knapsack
A Book
Full of vowels
And a shirt

With some towels--
A slight cap
For night cap--
A hair brush*
Comb ditto*
New Stockings
For old ones would

Split o.'
This Knapsack
Tight at 's back
He revetted close

And followe'd his Nose
To the North
To the North

And follow'd his nose

To the North—

(Keats* Letters* I* 312-13)

His letters from Scotland are filled with humorous

observations. Writing to Georgiana 1 s mother, he speaks

humorously of his longing for good food, a craving which,

considering his recurring sore throat and growing exhaus-

tion, must have been less funny than he portrays it.

"Sometimes when I am rather tired," he says:

I lean languishingly on a Rock, & long for some famous

Beauty to get down from her Palfrey in passing,* ap-

proach me with--her saddle bags--& give me--a dozen

or two Capital roast beef sandwiches--(Letters, I, 360)

A few months later, after returning home violently

ill, he writes to George and Georgiana that he has seen

Georgiana's mother recently, saying, "She was well, in
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good Spirits and I kept her laughing at my bad jokes--"

(Letters, I, 392) Bad jokes or not, and I suspect they

were not bad at all, these are not the writings of a man

"actively hostile to the comic view."

Keats's very whimsicality is evidence of a play-

ful, imaginative egoism which he loved to share with his

friends. Writing to Charles Dilke in September, 1818, he

affects a grave pomposity, saying:

I have a Mind too well regulated to proceed upon
any thing without due preliminary remarks--you may
perhaps have observed that in the simple process of

eating radishes I never begin at the root but con-

stantly dip the little green head in the salt--that
in the Game of Whist if I have an ace I constantly
play it first--So how can I with any face begin
without a dissertation on letter writing--(Letters,
i, 367)

Though he could, as he has told us, effectively

lose himself in the identities of others, Keats was also

keenly aware of himself. Admittedly, however, it was

generally self in relation to others. He had his shift-

ing moods of passion and melancholy, in addition to those

of wit and whimsey, and he worried about their effects on

his friends. Writing to Benjamin Bailey he says:

I carry all matters to an extreme--so that when

I have any little vexation it grows in five Minutes

into a theme for Sophocles--then and in that temper
if I write to any friend I have so little selfposses-
sion that I give him matter for grieving at the very
time perhaps when lam laughing at a Pun. (Letters,,
I, 340)



Keats's humor is extensive and varied. lam

dealing here only with that which revolves around the

whimsical use of first person. Even here there is great

variety. The quizzical imagery of the following, in addi-

tion to being thoroughly Keatsian, has overtones of

Shakespearean irony. Writing to John Hamilton Reynolds,

he advises that he has of late adopted a healthier, more

deliberate outlook on the affairs of the world, saying:

I have of late been moulting: not for fresh

feathers & wings: they are gone, and in their stead
I hope to have a pair of patient sublunary legs. I
have altered, not from a Chrysalis into a butterfly,
but the Contrary, having two little loopholes, whence
I may look out into the stage of the world. (Letters,
11, 128)

The closer the bond between Keats and his corres-

pondent, the more he allows his pen to frisk. (His

letters to Fanny Brawne are understandable exceptions,

but there is some humor in them, as noted in a previous

chapter.) His letters to his brothers and sisters (count-

ing Georgiana) are among his most delightful. Writing to

the Keatses in America, he tells them of Mrs. Dilke's two

cats, one of which, and one only, makes regular visits to

see him. Puzzling over the matter, he says:

The Cat is not an old Maid herself--her daughter
is a proof of it--I have questioned her--I have look’d

at the lines of her paw--I have felt her pulse--to no

purpose--Why should the old Cat come to me? I ask

myself--and myself has not a word to answer. It may

come to light some day; if it does you shall hear of

it. (Letters, 11, 29)

197
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A number of critics have cited such passages as

the following as evidence of Keats’s sybaritic tendencies

In so doing they have failed to take into account his

sense of humor. Keats adapted his style and viewpoint to

suit the needs of his correspondent, and in the following

extract from a letter to his younger sister, who still

endures the domination of the Abbeys, he is obviously in-

tent on amusing her girlish fancy. "I should like now,"

he says:

.. . to promenade round your Gardens--Apple tasting-
pear-tasting--plumb-judging--apricot nibbling--peach
scrunching--Nectarine-sucking and Melon carving. I

have also a great feeling for antiquated cherries

full of sugar cracks--and a white currant tree kept
for company--I admire lolling on a lawn by a water-

lillied pond to eat white currants and see gold fish;
and go to the Pair in the Evening if I’m good--There
is no hope for that—one is sure to get into some mess

before evening. (Letters, 11, 149)

Even Keats’s chaotic spelling, capitalization, and

punctuation (carefully preserved in modern editions of the

letters) are in part a reflection of his perceptive whimsi-

cality. Some of the peculiarities are accidental, but

many of them are for effect. Keats knew that an author

loses much of his individuality on paper, and he strove

to combat this coldness in every way possible. His recog-

nition of the problem and his ability to overcome it are

best revealed in his own words. In an irresistible passage

to George and Georgiana, he says:
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Writing has this disadvantage of speaking--One
cannot write a wink, or a nod, or a grin, or a purse
of the Lips, or a smile —0 law.’.. . but in all the
most lively and titterly parts of my Letter you must
not fail to imagine me as the epic poets say—now

here, now there, now with one foot pointed at the

ceiling, now with another--now with my pen on my

ear, now with my elbow in my mouth. (Letters, 11,
205)

Here the humor results partly from a bubbling

spirit--0 law’--and partly from what Isaac Barrow calls

"a scenlcal representation of persons or things." In the

buoyancy of the movement, one is apt to overlook some of

the subtleties. It was only at a second reading that I

caught the imagery of "elbow in my mouth," buried as the

phrase originally was in a much longer context. Others

are doubtless more perceptive than I, but I am persuaded

that the very subtlety of Keats’s humor has prevented even

some critics from appreciating it. They approach him pre-

disposed for other things, they read him hurriedly or

carelessly, and taking upon themselves the privilege of

judging for all of us, they flatly, or at best equivocally,

deny him the ability to write humor. In so doing they re-

veal more about themselves than they do about Keats.

Even Shelley, whom Caldwell mentions as having

once told Hogg that he was convinced there could be no

"entire regeneration of mankind" until laughter was "put

down," exhibits in some of his letters, if not a sense of

humor, at least some redeeming touches of lightness.
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Writing to Peacock from Geneva, he adopts a tone reminis-

cent of Hunt, though more lyrical, and finishes the inter-

lude with an ironic comment on his own flight of fancy.

"The shrines of the Penates," he tells Peacock:

. . . are good wood fires,, or window frames intertwined
with creeping plants; their hymns are the purring of

kittens, the hissing of kettles; the long talks over
the past and dead, the laugh of children, the warm

wind of summer filling the quiet house, and the pelt-
ing storm of winter struggling in vain for entrance.
In talking of the Penates, will you not liken me to
Julius Caesar dedicating a temple to Liberty?
(Shelley, Letters, 11, 505)

For once--and it happens more often in the letters

than in the poetry--the white radiance of eternity is suf-

fused with a warm glow of humanity, and leavened with a

touch of humor. Something of the same tone pervades the

poem, "Letter to Maria Gisborne," which will be discussed

in a later chapter. Shelley’s humor comes seldom, however,

and is often of a rueful nature. Some two years after

writing the preceding passage, he addresses Peacock in a

more somber mood:

Time flows on, places are changed; friends who

were with us, are no longer with us; yet what has

been seems yet to be, but barren and stripped of life.

See, I have sent you a study for "Nightmare Abbey."
(Letters, 11, 593)

The humor is hardly pervasive, but it is there,

and ought not to be ignored. Whether Shelley had any ink-

ling that he really was providing a model for Peacock or

not, his willingness to accept Scythrop as a portrayal of

himself reveals something of a sense of humor.
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Conclusion

Perhaps more than any other period in English

history, the Romantic Age served as a transition from the

wit of laughing at_ to the humor of laughing with. Cowper,

Lamb, and Keats are the main contributors to the new humor,

that of a pleasant, whimsical egoism in which familiarity,

tenderness, freakish fancy, and surges of melancholy are

mingled. Cowper’s principal gifts were guileless humor

and a limpid style; Lamb's a lovable, carefully-wrought

eccentricity; and Keats's a buoyant, perceptive whimsi-

cality. Implicit in the writings of each is the sharing

of self--a normal outgrowth of intuitive romanticism.

Byron stands outside the main stream of these

developments. Ego was part of his humor, and aided him,

as we have seen, in loosening the bonds of poetic conven-

tion, but his laughter, paradoxically, looks backward to

satirical wit and forward to modern skepticism. He tended

in his final works to deal with ironic realities in pref-

erence to fanciful whimseys.

Style is an important factor in egoistic humor.

It must above all be distinctive. The writings of both

Lamb and Cowper are polished to perfection, but they

differ one from another in their excellence. Cowper ’s

is unaffectedly clear; Lamb's is jam-packed with piquant
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allusion. In a sense, the styles of Byron and Keats

represent the other side of the egoistic coin. They have

been accused, with some justification, of carelessness--

Byron in his poetry; Keats in his letters. The careless-

ness in both cases is more apparent than real. Both

writers were reaching for ultimate freedom of expression--

Byron as the improvvisatore, sketching the world exactly

as it goes, and Keats the irrepressible correspondent,

trying to make his reader visualize a dozen whimsicalities

at once. Spontaneity is the watchword, and a polished,

formal style would hardly have accomplished it. It is in

the matter of style, perhaps, more than anything else that

Hunt and Scott fall below the first eminence. Both are

cheerfully, genuinely humorous, but they are too diffusive

to make a distinctive impression. One remembers the gen-

eral mood, but few of the particulars. Coleridge, too,

in his humorous prose, suffers slightly from the same weak

ness. If brevity be the soul of wit, then significant

style is the essence of humor.

The authors of the period, far from writing "in-

tended mirth," made real contributions toward a humor that

was to become unmistakably, inimitably British--the whimsi

cal, nonsensical laughter of friendly egoism.



CHAPTER IV

THE HUMORLESS EGO

"Which verse shall Wordsworth ever blush
to own?"

Joseph Cottle--"Epistle to Lord Byron"

The humorless ego manifests itself chiefly in

three ways: by entirely ignoring what is risible; by be-

ing unintentionally funny; and by attempting to be humor-

ous and failing. Popular opinion notwithstanding, it is

not a crime, per se, to lack a sense of humor. There

are times when a keen sense of the ludicrous might hinder

more than help the artist. The exalted poetry of the

Psalms or the sustained flights of Paradise Lost would

hardly have been possible if laughter had kept intruding.

It is not recorded that Christ ever laughed. Absence of

levity implies that a man is in real earnest, and makes

what he has to say command respect. Even in simple nar-

ration a humorless approach lends verisimilitude--Robinson

Crusoe would scarcely be so convincing if Defoe had peppered

his story with seventeenth-century bons mots.

The humorless writer had better mind what he is

about, however. The moment his imagination falters or his

203
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attention wanders, he is apt to step on a verbal banana

peel and go skidding into the depths of bathos. The

loftier his aspirations have been, the more ridiculous

his descent, and, unfortunately, one or two such falls

can outweigh a whole season of steady performance; a

dozen almost counterbalance a reputation. And if, as

sometimes happens, the victim be so unwise as to insist

that he did not either fall--his doom is sealed.

Unconscious Humor

The many parodies and satires on Romanticism sug-

gest that the writings of the period are a rich mine of

unconscious humor. Such inadvertent levity reveals itself

in many ways, whether in the smug self-righteousness of

"The Old Man’s Comforts," by Southey (parodied so effec-

tively by Lewis Carroll’s "Father William"), or in the

blind loyalty of Southey’s "A Vision of Judgment," es-

pecially when the poet has the angels marvelling at the

wonders of Georgian England. It lurks in the excessive

emotion of Coleridge when, forsaking the tone of the pa-

tient apologist, he asserts that a parodist, in addition

to being a greater blockhead than the original writer, is

a "malignant coxcomb to boot." Such lapses, even when

only momentary, reveal the humorless ego at work. While
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Coleridge could be witty and humorous, judging from con-

temporary accounts, unconscious humor was inherent in

his very manner. Keats thought so, for speaking of a

meeting he once had with the older poet, he says:

I walked with him at his alderman-after dinner

pace for near two miles I suppose In those two Miles

he broached a thousand things--let me see if I can

give you a list--Nightingales, Poetry—on Poetical
sensation--Metaphysics--Different genera and species
of dreams--Nightmare--a dream accompanied by a sense

of touch--single and double touch--A dream related--
Pirst and second consciousness--the difference ex-

plained between will and Volition--so my /for man/7
metaphysicians from a want of smoking the second
consciousness--Monsters--the Kraken--Mermaids--

southey believes in them--southeys belief too much

diluted--A Ghost story--Good morning--I heard his

voice as he came towards me--I heard it as he moved

away--I had heard it all the interval—if it may be

called so. (Keats, Letters, 11, 88-89)

The passage reveals not only a great deal of un-

conscious humor on Coleridge's part, but also much con-

scious, excellent humor by Keats. If his description be

accurate--and who can doubt it?--how could the world keep

a straight face when such a man as S. T. C., lovable

though he was, announced solemnly in verses to an ass:

"I hail thee Brother--spite of the fool's scorn]" (Cole-

ridge, Poetical Works, I, 75) Nevertheless, one has to

admire the way he anticipated and classified his detrac-

tors
.

Even Byron, in his early writings, occasionally

lost control of his sentiment and fell victim to unconscious
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humor. In "The Tear," for example, after an extended

lament in rocking-horse meter, he says:

Ye friends of my heart, ere from you I depart,
This hope to my breast is most near:

If again we shall meet in this rural retreat,
May we meet, as we part, with a Tear.

When my soul wings her flight to the regions of night,
And my corse shall recline on its bier,

As ye pass by the tomb where my ashes consume,
Oh! moisten their dust with a Tear.

(Byron, Poetical Works, p. 115)

As might be expected, poets customarily make such

mistakes when they are very young. Coleridge was in his

early twenties when he wrote "To a Young Ass," Byron only

eighteen when he wrote "The Tear." At twenty-one* surrounded

by the seething, poverty-stricken England of 1817, Keats

could exclaim rapturously in a sonnet: "Happy is England.'"

What he meant, of course, was "Happy is Keats." A few

lines later he admits to a few personal desires, saying:

"Yet do I sometimes feel a languishment / For skies Italian,

and an inward groan / To sit upon an Alp as on a throne."!

In Qtho the Great, written two years later, Keats's lack

of dramatic experience sometimes allowed him to come closer

to burlesque than tragedy. The sudden, impassioned death

The Poetical Works of John Keats (London,
1959)* p. 41. The effect of groaning to be seated on an

Alp is reminiscent of Charles Lamb's quip on being told
that eight people had dined at the top of the spire in

Salisbury Cathedral. "They must have been very sharp
set,' 1 he observed. (Lamb, Life* Letters, and Writings,
11, 240.)



of Ludolph at the end of the play is a good example. In

the following quotation from the concluding scene, a page

has just brought word that Ludolph’s sweetheart, Auranthe,

is dead. The situation is one of high tragedy; the hand-

ling is merely ludicrous:

Ludolph. She’s dead (Staggers and falls into their

arms.

Ethelbert. Take away the dagger.
Gersa. Softly; so.’
Otho. Thank God for thati
Siegfred. I fear it could not harm him.

Gersa. No.’--brief be his anguishJ
Ludolph. She’s gone--I am content--Nobles, good nighti

We are all weary--faint--set ope the doors--

I will to bedi To-morrow-- (Dies.

THE CURTAIN FALLS.
(Keats, Poetical Works, pp. 304-05)

Although it out-Shakespeares Shakespeare to end a

play with such a vengeance, the mistakes are reflections

of a positive approach. As he did in Endymion, Keats has

plunged right in, rather than wait around on the bank,

taking tea and comfortable advice.

One of the most quizzable of the Romantics was

Leigh Hunt. His Story of Rimini (l8l6) is a treasure-house

of unconscious humor. The abrupt incongruity of "Not with-

out virtue was the Prince. Who is?" has already been

noted. 2 Although the reading was not in the original ver-

sion, Hunt saw fit to include it in the 1844 revised

2
Leigh Hunt, The Poetical Works of Leigh Hunt, ed

Thornton Hunt iB6o), p. Hereafter cited as

Hunt, Poetical Works (i860).
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edition of his poetry. There were, however, plenty of

slips in the original. Whatever his merits personally,

Hunt's poetic self is never quite heroic. He lacks the

requisite singleness of vision; his nobler impulses are

forever having little second thoughts about the matter.

Thus, when he describes the beautiful Francesca as seen

by the admiring throng of lesser mortals, he says:

What need I tell of lovely lips and eyes,
A perfect waist, and bosom's balmy rise?
There's not in all that crowd a gallant being,
Whom if his heart were whole, and rank agreeing,
It would not fire to twice of what he is,
To clasp her to his heart and call her his. 3

Hunt's domestic chattiness frequently intrudes

into his poetry. For example, in the third canto of Rimini

Francesca sits all in a tremble in the summer house., read-

ing a love story. Paulo approaches softly, tenderly. The

moment is fraught with romance. "May I come in?" he

breathes. Francesca looks up, presses her heart, and

lilts, "0 yes,--certainly." "There's wont to be," says

Hunt hurriedly, "at conscious times like these, / An af-

fectation of a bright-eyed ease." (Hunt, Works (1832),

p. 67)

Wordsworth's output of unconscious humor is sig

nificant enough to merit separate treatment. For the

Hunt., The Poetical Works of Leigh Hunt

(London, 1832), p. 8. Hereafter cited as Hunt, Works

(1832).
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moment it is perhaps sufficient to observe that even the

best writers occasionally execute a startling glissade

down Mount Parnassus, hauling up at bottom with a thump

that would be frightening if it were not so amusing.

Attempted Humor

The third aspect of humorless ego, attempting to

be funny and not quite succeeding, has little to recommend

it, either as humor or as art. It does, however, often

provide an interesting revelation of the author's character.

Moreover, in a negative way it may shed light on what does

constitute good humor. For example, in Cowper's "Report

of an Adjudged Case not to Be Found in any of the Books"

(1780), one detects an over-nicety of wit and an excessive

much-making over trifles:

Between Nose and Eyes a strange contest arose*
The spectacles set them unhappily wrong;

The point in dispute was as all the world knows*
To which the said spectacles ought to belong.

So Tongue was the lawyer* and argued the cause

With a great deal of skill* and a wig full of learning
While chief baron Ear sat to balance the laws*

So fam'd for his talent in nicely discerning.

After hearing lawyer Tongue's decisive argument

that the spectacles must belong to Nose, since they are ob-

viously shaped to sit there, his lordship Ear decides

against Eyes, decreeing:
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That whenever the Nose put his spectacles on

By day-light or candle-light--Eyes should be shut.'
(Cowper, Poetical Works, pp. 308-09)

While easily recognizable as a satire on the blind

ness of law and the opportunism of lawyers, the piece is

too labored and intricate to be effective, proving the

wisdom of Max Eastman's statement that laughter dies by

the sweat of its brow.

Humorous egoism is altogether charming when under

control. When it gets out of hand the results are agoniz-

ing. When Burns wrote Charles Sharpe in 1791 under a

pseudonym, he doubtless intended to affect a blase', off-

hand knowledge of the world. What he achieved instead was

a simpering affectation that bordered on insolence. Speak

ing to Sharpe in the guise of a poor ballad-maker, he

says:

It is true, Sir, you are a gentleman of rank &

fortune, & I am a poor devil; you are a feather in
the cap of society, & I am a very hobnail in his

shoes; yet I have the honor to belong to the same

Family with you, & on that score I now address you.

... By our common Family, I mean, Sir, the Family of

the Muses.--I am a Fiddler & a Poet; & you, I am told,
play an exquisite Violin, & have a standard taste in

the belles lettres.--The other day a brother Cat-gut
gave me a charming Scots air of your composition.--If
I was delighted with the tune, I was in raptures with

the name you have given it; & taking up the idea, I

have spun it into the three stanzas inclosed.--Will

you allow me, Sir, to present you them, as the dearest

offering that a misbegotten son of Poverty & Rhyme has

to bestow?^-

Burns., The Letters of Robert Burns, ed.

J. De Lancey Ferguson (Oxford, 1931)* 11, 70-71*
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Whether heavy irony is intended or not., Burns

does not bring the effect off well. All the bowing and

scraping becomes a sneering reflection on himself rather

than on Sharpe. The likelier assumption is that he af-

fects an air, not of satiric irony, but of extravagant

whimsey, and fails to make it effective.

Keats exhibits a similarly precocious mood in a

letter to Taylor and Hessey on March 16, 1817. He is

perhaps more justified than Burns, since he is obviously

discomfited because he has had to borrow money, and speaks

flippantly to cover his embarrassment. "My dear Sirs,"

he says:

I am extremely indebted to you for your liberality
in the Shape of manufactu/r7ed rag value L2O and shall

immediately proceed to destroy some of the Minor Heads
of that spr/i7ng-headed Hydra the Dun — To conquer
which the Knight need have no Sword, Shield Cuirass
Cuisses Herbadgeon spear Casque, Greves, Pauldrons

Spurs Chevron or any other scaly commodity; but he
need only take the Bank of Faith and Cash of Salvation,
and set out against the Monster invoking the aid of no

Archimago or Urganda--. (Keats, Letters, I, 146-47)

(Rereading the passage makes me think that it does

have an irrepressibility about it that could pass for humor

Still—there is great deal of straining for effect in it.)

Keats’s trivial lines in praise of "Women, Wine,

and Snuff,
"

are hardly tasteful enough to be genuinely

amusing, although they do reveal a sense of boyish fun:

Give me women, wine and snuff

Until I cry out "hold, enough.’
"
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You may do so sans objection
Till the day of resurrection;
For bless my beard they aye shall be

My blessed Trinity.
(Keats, Poetical Works, p. 441)

In "The Cap and Bells," Keats tried to affect the

Byronic digression, but with little success. For instance,

while the Emperor's page, Eban, is journeying by carriage

across town, Keats breaks the narration to remark philo-

sophically of the coach:

.. . Ah, thou filthy hack.1
Whose springs of life are all dried up and dead,
Whose linsey-woolsey lining hangs all slack;
Whose rug is straw, whose wholeness is a crack;
And evermore thy steps go clatter-clitter;
Whose glass once up can never be got back,
Who prov'st with jolting arguments and bitter,

That I tis is of modern use to travel in a litter.
(Keats, Poetical Works, p. 322)

The passage may have had relevance for the poet’s

cab-traveling contemporaries, but it could scarcely have

been hilarious even to them. "Linsey-woolsey lining" has

a humorous sound, though it is not as good as the "linsey-

woolsey galligaskins" with which Washington Irving capari-

soned his Knickerbocker Dutchmen.

Both Keats and Hunt enjoyed writing sketches which

allude to further adventures by characters from the English

novels. (Nathaniel Hawthorne was to revive the practice

a few years later.) In a letter to Richard Woodhouse in

September of 1819* Keats says:



213

Have you seen old Bramble yet--they say he’s on

his last legs--The gout did not treat the old Man
well so the Physician superseded it, and put the

dropsy in office, who gets very fat upon his new em-

ployment, and behaves worse than the other to the
old Man... I suppose Mrs. Humphrey persists in a big-
belley--poor thing she little thinks how she is
spo/i/lrg; the corners of her mouth--and making her nose

quite a piminy. (Keats, Letters, 11, 175)

I speak only for myself, of course, but such humor

strikes me as pointless and mawkish, although there is

some interest provided by the allusions to works of en-

joyable fiction. Hunt's essay, "A Novel Party," is a

similar treatment, being a sociable gathering of all the

eminent characters from the eighteenth-century novel--

the Vicar of Wakefield, Humphrey Clinker, Mr. and Mrs.

Thomas Jones, Mrs. Slipslop, Tristram Shandy, Parson Adams,

Roderick Random, and so on through the gallery. The piece

is mildly clever, but that is about all, the whole thing

having the appeal of a waxworks museum.

The attempt to spin one idea out too long is a

common mistake in unsuccessful humor. This happens in

Hunt’s narrative called, "The Day of the Disasters of Car-

fington Blundell, Esquire." It describes the hapless ad-

ventures of a selfish, well-dressed fop who loses his

purse, has his clothes spattered with mud, is ridiculed

by crowds in the street, and, as a final blow, through a

hoax is sent huge quantities of expensive goods he never

ordered. The theme is meant to be a witty variation on
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"pride goeth before a fall*" but the ridicule palls long

before the piece is ended. Such wit might have served

well for a crisp anecdote* but it is hardly suited to

Hunt’s meandering treatment. Moreover* the whole idea

of the satire* presumably funny in the heyday of the

beau* seems now only petty.

The humorous egoist may be compared to a musician.

When he is in tune* the effect is pleasant* but if his

ear betrays him* or he plays the wrong notes* he excites harsh

laughter or creates ill will among his listeners. For ex-

ample* in his essay* "On Washerwomen*" Hunt had a good

subject* but would have produced a much better sketch had

he not adopted a tone of supercilious annoyance. Instead

of entering sympathetically into an account of the foibles

and absurdities of washerwomen* as Lamb would have done-

witness his treatment of chimney-sweeps--he adopts the

attitude that they must have been created for the sole

purpose of annoying well-bred ladies and gentlemen. There

is something of the tongue-in-cheek attitude in his com-

plaints* but not enough to convince one that he is not

also genuinely irritated. As he says:

To think., for instance* of that laborious and

inelegant class of the community--Washerwomen* and of

all the hot* disagreeable dabbling* smoking* splash-
ing* kitcheny* cold-dining* anti-company-receiving
associations* to which they give rise. What can be

more annoying to any tasteful lady or gentleman* at
their first waking in the morning* than when that
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dreadful thump at the door comes, announcing the tub-
tumbling viragoes, with their brawny arms and brawling
voices?s

What could be more annoying?--perhaps having to

do the washing oneself. No doubt, the passage has humor

and good description, but the egoism becomes too indulgent

toward self and callous toward others to be fully success-

ful.

Even Lamb sometimes spun his folly almost too

fine. That qualifier--almost--is important, however; I

am not sure he ever actually goes over the edge. He comes

close, though, in one of his letters to the actress, Fanny

Kelly. Requesting the use of her free theater passes

(made of bone or ivory, and known colloquially as "bones"),

he says:

Dear Miss Kelly,
If your Bones are not engaged on Monday night,

will you favor us with the use of them? I know, if

you can oblige us, you will make no bones of it; if

you cannot it shall break none betwixt us. We might
ask somebody else, but we do not like the bones of

any strange animal.

After observing that they might have requested

Miss Tver's "--they must be ivory--" if she had not re-

cently married a "Mr. XXX, and become bone of his bone,

Lamb says, "if you cannot, God rest your bones," and

closes, admitting that he has come to the end of his

Hunt, The Essays of Hunt, ed. Arthur Symons
(London, 1910), p. 120.
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"bon-mots ."6 it requires a sure touch to handle so much

punning on one word. A lesser writer would have lapsed

into mere silliness; Lamb verges on the frantic, but re-

mains in control.

Lamb's egoism is always acceptable, but it grew

better with practice. In the following extract, taken

from a letter to Manning in February, 1806, he tells how

an acquaintance has sent a gift of brawn--that ground-up,

simmered-down concoction made from the head and feet of

a hog. The subject is admittedly less tractable than that

of roast pig, but Lamb's gastronomical descriptions show

room for improvement. "Richard knew my blind side when

he pitched upon brawn," he says, adding:

'Tis of all my hobbies the supreme in the eating way.
He might have sent sops from the pan, skimmings,
crumpets, chips, hog’s lard, the tender brown judi-
ciously scraped from a fillet of veal (dexterously
replaced by a salamander) /a utensil for browning
meats/, the tops of asparagus, fugitive livers, run-

away gizzards of fowls, the eyes of martyrd pigs,
tender effusions of laxative woodcocks, the red spawn
of lobsters, leveret’s ears, and such pretty filchings
of cooks; but these had been ordinary presents, the

every-day courtesies of dishwashers to their sweet-

hearts. Brawn was a noble thought. (Lamb, Life,

Letters, and Writings, 11, 219)

Perhaps so, but roast pig is nobler.

As noted earlier, Robert Southey occasionally put

his "pen of all work" to humorous employment, where he was

£

Lamb, The Portable Charles Lamb, ed. John

Mason Brown (New York, 19W77~P^T^^7^~
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applauded then and forgotten now. His sonnet, "To a

Goose," is typical of his attempts to affect the humorous

ego. Addressing the fowl in mock heroic style, he says:

If thou didst feed on western plains of yore;
Over some Cambrian mountain's plashy moor;
Or find in farmer's yard a safe retreat
From gipsy thieves, and foxes sly and fleet;
If the gray quills, by lawyer guided, trace
Deeds big with ruin to some wretched race,
Or love-sick poet's sonnet, sad and sweet,
Wailing the rigor of his lady fair;
Or if, the drudge of housemaid's daily toil,
Cobwebs and dust thy pinions white besoil,
Departed Goose] I neither know nor care.

But this I know, that we pronounced thee fine.
Season'd with sage and onions, and port wine. 7

Although by no means execrable, the sonnet is

hardly light, imaginative, or very funny. Aside from the

joke’s being labored and a trifle obvious, the whimsey

suffers a trifle from the flatly declared lack of sympathy

evinced in the statement, "I neither know nor care." One

need only reflect on what Lamb or even Hunt could have

done with the same subject to perceive the difference be-

tween humorous and humorless egoism.

Grouped under the title of "Nondescripts," an apt

title chosen by Southey himself, are such heavy effusions

as "Snuff" (1799):
... Ohi how it tingles up

The titillated nose, and fills the eyes
And breast, till in one comfortable sneeze

The full-collected pleasure bursts at last.’

(Southey, Poetical Works, p. 172)

Southey, The Complete Poetical Works of

Robert Southey (New York, i860), p. 119• Hereafter cited

as Southey, Poetical Works.
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Another is a heavy satire called "The Pig" (1799).

It points out the swinish elements in human nature, and

opens with a thrust at the Jewish race:

Jacob! Ido not like to see thy nose

Turn'd up in scornful curve at yonder Pig.
It would be well, my friend, if we, like him,
Were perfect in our kind!—And why despise
The sow-born grunter?—He is obstinate,
Thou answerest; ugly, and the filthiest beast

That banquets upon offal.--Now, I pray you,
Hear the Pig's Counsel....

(Southey, Poetical Works, p. 173)

What follows is a satire somewhat resembling

Shelley’s Swellfoot, but much more frivolous, a jeu d'esprit

defending swinehood against manhood. The collection in-

cludes also the well-known "Cataract of Lodore" (1818),

which, if one remembers Southey's sub-title, "Described in

Rhymes for the Nursery," isn't bad at all. At that, how-

ever, it is a tour de force too long sustained. One wonders

whether a child's attention could be held through the whole

catalogue of "Whizzing and hissing, / And dripping and

slipping, /And hitting and splitting," etc. (Southey, Po-

etical Works, p. 175)

Another of the nondescripts was published in 1827,

when, in order to repudiate Richard Porson's alleged

authorship of "The Devil's Thoughts" (Coleridge, 1799).,

Southey expanded his friend's poem from seventeen to fifty-

seven verses and renamed it "The Devil's Walk." Shelley

had also written a poem called "The Devil's Walk," and had
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circulated it as a broadside in 1812. All three works,

except for a sprightly stanza here and there, are tiresome

variations on the same formula--"The Devil saw ..." and

"The Devil thought it was ..." The poems are so nearly

alike, echoing one another almost word for word in some

stanzas, that no one of the three can be rated best.

Southey's version, however, by reason of being the longest,

can perhaps be accounted the worst.

The Laureate’s "March to Moscow" (1813), strains

heavily for cleverness, but for the most part never achieves

it. Telling how the Russians fought the French, Southey

recites the jawbreaking names that evidently moved Byron

to parody in Don Juan:

And Platoff he play’d them off,
And Shouvaloff he shovell’d them off,
And Markoff he mark’d them off,
And Krosnoff he cross'd them off,
And Tuchkoff he touch'd them off,
And Boroskoff he bored them off, ...

(Southey, Poetical Works, p. 483)

And so—after dozens of lines of the same stuff, does

Southey.’

Although such humor seems heavy to the modern

reader, earlier generations found Southey moderately hilari-

ous. In the History of English Humour (1877)* mentioned

earlier as being a treasure of absurdity in its own right,

the Reverend A. G. L'Estrange has only praise for Southey's
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he comments on his "rich variety of verbal humor," citing

as evidence one of the interchapters which begins with

the word "Aballiboozobanganorribo." (L'Estrange, History

of English Humour, 11, 17l) Also noted are the following

proposed distinctions between the masculine and feminine

forms of certain words:

The troublesome affection of the diaphragm which

every person has experienced is to be called accord-

ing to the sex of the patient--He-cups or She-cups.
...

In the Objective use., the word becomes Hiscups
or Hercups and in like manner Histerrics should be

altered into Herterics--the complaint never being
masculine. (L'Estrange, History of English Humour.,
ii, 171-72)

Southey's felicitous use of such words as "Chick-

pick, Hen-pen, Cock-lock, Duck-luck, Turkey-lurkey, and

Goosey-loosey" in his nursery humor is also duly recorded

(11, 171)

One of the difficulties in judging an author's

humor comes from not always being able to tell which part

's lack of critical acumen is shown by
his devoting eleven pages to Southey and only nine to

Lamb. Chaucer, however, fares even worse, getting only
three pages. "No doubt at the time he was thought witty,"
observes the Reverend, but adds that "scarcely any part
of Chaucer’s writings would raise a laugh at the present
day, though they might a blush." He then cites such of-

fending works as the Wife of Bath's tale, "January and

May," and the "Marchant’s Tale." He makes no mention of

"The Miller's Tale" or "The Reeve's Tale." (History of

English Humour (London, 1877)* I* 224-25.) All this adds

up, I am afraid, to a wry commentary on the wisdom of try-
ing to evaluate humor.
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is intentional humor, and which part unconscious. For

example, Coleridge's "To a Young Ass," mentioned earlier,

is usually considered unintentionally funny. A look at

the concluding lines of an earlier version makes one not

so sure, however. Describing the land where "high-soul'd

Pantisocracy shall dwell," the poet says:

Mirth shall tickle Plenty’s ribless side,
And smiles from Beauty’s Lip on sunbeams glide,
Where Toil shall wed young Health that charming Lass’
And use his sleek cows for a looking-glass--
Where rats shall mess with Terriers hand-in-glove
And Mice with Pussy's whiskers sport in Love.

(Coleridge, Poetical Works, I, 75)

The lightness of the concluding lines suggests

that Coleridge was toying with a playful approach. The

trouble of course comes from his ambivalence. A young ass

constitutes a quite proper subject for light, amusing

verse, perhaps even for serious poetry, but Coleridge ap-

parently couldn't make up his mind to write either. Nor

does he include enough irony to blend the moods success-

fully. Had he written the whole poem in the mood of the

last six lines, he still might have had no masterpiece,

but he would have escaped a deal of embarrassing criticism.

Some of Coleridge’s effusions are as questionable

in taste as those of Southey. In "The Nose" (1799)*

thought to be a satire directed at William Gill, Lord Mayor

of London in 1788, he lumbers heavily through his metrical

paces. "A Nose.’ a mighty Nose I sing.’" he exclaims, adding
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I saw when from the turtle feast

The thick dark smoke in volumes rose’
I saw the darkness of the mist

Encircle thee, 0 Nose.'
Shorn of thy rays thou shott'st a fearful gleam

(The turtle quiver’d with prophetic fright)
Gloomy and sullen thro 1 the night of steam:--

So Satan's Nose when Dunstan urg'd to flight,
Glowing from the gripe of red-hot pincers dread
Athwart the smokes of Hell disastrous twilight shedJ

(Coleridge, Poetical Works, I, 8-9)

In extenuation, it must be remembered that Cole-

ridge was seventeen when he wrote the verses. Two years

later, in "A Mathematical Problem" (1791); he anticipated

the Anti-Jacobin 1 s "Loves of the Triangles." His work,

however, is obscure and pointless by comparison. In the

second stanza, for instance, he says:

From the centre A. at the distance A. B.

Describe the circle B. C. D.

At the distance B. A. from B. the centre
The round A. C. E. to describe boldly venture.

(Third postulate see.)
And from the point C.

In which the circles make a pother
Cutting and slashing one another,

Bid the straight lines a journeying go.
(Coleridge, Poetical Works, I, 22)

Bid them all you wish; they won't go. Nor will

the third postulate be of any help, even if you find it.

Whimsey is amusing, especially when subtle, but not when

supersubtie. Coleridge delighted in such wit that verged

on the metaphysical. In "Lines to Thomas Pool" (1796),

recalling the good times they once enjoyed together, he

exclaims:
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How many tales we told I what jokes we made,
Conundrum, Crambo, Rebus, or Charade;
Aenigmas that had driven the Theban mad,
And Puns, these best when exquisitely bad;
And I, if aught of archer vein I hit,
With my own laughter stifled my own wit.

(Coleridge, Poetical Works, 11, 977)

Coleridge was serious in his theory about puns.

In his "Omniana" of 1836, speaking of different forms of

egotism, he says:

Appetite without moral affection
... --(in plain

English, mere lust,)--is the basest form of egotism,--
and being infra human, or below humanity, should be

pronounced with the harsh breathing zr.e., of the Greek

language/, as he-goat-ism. 9

Though he apparently never profited from the lesson,

Coleridge got his comeuppance for bad verse at the age of

eighteen, in consequence of writing and reciting a jeu

d'esprit entitled "My Godmother's Beard":

So great the charms of Mrs. Mundy,
That men grew rude a kiss to gain:

This so provok'd the dame that one day
To Pallas chaste she did complain.

Nor vainly she address'd her prayer,
Nor vainly to that power applied;

The goddess bade a length of hair

In deep recess a muzzle hide:

Still persevere] to love be callous]
For I have your petition heard]

To snatch a kiss were vain (cried Pallas)
Unless you first should shave your beard.

(Coleridge, Poetical Works, 11, 976)

Some years after the recital Coleridge prefaced

the verses by writing, "I lost a legacy of fifty pounds

Taylor Coleridge, The Table Talk and Qmniana
of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, ed. T. Ashe (London, l8S4),
P. 357.
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for the following epigram on my godmother’s beard, which

she had the barbarity to revenge by striking me out of

her will." (Coleridge, Poetical Works, 11, 977) Consider-

ing the quality and content of the lines, he was lucky to

escape with only monetary loss.

It is impossible to draw a consistent portrait of

Coleridge's humor. Like his serious poetry, it runs the

gamut from the exquisite to the mildly detestable. In

spite of the blind egoism manifested in the preceding epi-

sode, he could on occasion laugh at himself, as remarked

earlier. In 1797* under the pseudonym of Nehemiah Higgin-

bottom, he sent to the Monthly Magazine three sonnets in

ridicule of the style of his own poems and those of Charles

Lloyd and Charles Lamb. The best of the three parodies,

entitled "On a Ruined House in Romantic Country," is good

nonsense verse with a gently ribald ending:

And this reft house is that which he built,
Lamented Jack.' And here his malt he pil’d,
Cautious in vain.’ These rats that squeak so wild,
Squeak, not unconscious of their father's guilt.
Did ye not see her gleaming thro’ the glade?
Belike, ’twas she, the maiden all forlorn.

What though she milk no cow with crumpled horn,
Yet aye she haunts the dale where erst she stray’d;
And aye beside her stalks her amorous knight’
Still on his thighs their wonted brogues are worn,
And thro’ those brogues, still tatter’d and betorn,
His hindward charms gleam an unearthly white;
As when thro' broken clouds at night's high noon

Peeps in fair fragments forth the full-orb'd harvest-moon.’ lo

(Coleridge, Poetical Works, I, l8)

concluding image of the tattered brogues
(breeches, in this instance) is beautifully counterpointed
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Shelley

It is generally held that Shelley's writing is

rarely humorous, and that his two or three ambitious at-

tempts at satire are notable failures. While this may be

true, they are worth analyzing, if only to see why they

failed.

Mary Shelley’s note on "Peter Bell the Third"

(l8l9) gives an indication of the nature of the poem and

provides at the same time a clue to its weakness. "This

poem," she says:

...
was written as a warning--not as a narration of

the reality. He was unacquainted personally
with Wordsworth or with Coleridge (to whom he alludes
in the fifth part of the poem) and therefore, I repeat,
his poem is purely ideal. (Shelley, Poetical Works,

P. 259)

"His poem is purely ideal"--being Shelley’s it

would almost have to be, and therein lies a great part of

the trouble. Not being grounded on solid reality, it fur-

nishes too few recognizable hits to be good satire. Shelley

seems to have enjoyed writing the piece, however, finding

by a well-known example of unconscious humor written by "A
Housemaid Poet," who says:

0 Moon, when I gaze on thy beautiful face

Careering along through the boundaries of space,
The thought has often come into my mind

If I ever shall see thy glorious behind.

Xjo 0
Quoted by D. B. Wyndham Lewis and Charles/in The Stuffed
Owl (New York, 1930), p. 12.
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in it a kind of escape valve for his zealous fancy. In

his dedication to Thomas Brown, Esq. (Tom Moore), dated

December 1, 1819, speaking under the pseudonym, "Miching

Mallecho," he says:

Let me observe that I have spent six or seven

days in composing this sublime piece; the orb of my
moon-like genius has made the fourth part of its revo-

lution round the dull earth which you inhabit, driving
you mad, while it has retained its calmness and its

splendor, and I have been fitting this its last phase
"to occupy a permanent station in the literature of

my country."
Your works, indeed, dear Tom, sell better; but

mine are far superior. The public is no judge, pos-

terity sets all to rights. (Shelley, Poetical Works,

pp. 259-60)

The humor of the dedication, while a little af-

fected, is good. The prophetic, double-edged irony of the

final statement is especially provocative. Shelley may

or may not have been altogether jesting in the prediction,

but he was speaking truth.

His remarks in the prologue about the three Peter

Bells are well known--that of Reynolds being the "ante-

natal Peter,
" that of Wordsworth being the "body of a

double soul,
" and that of his own composition being he

who had "o’er the grave been forced to pass." (Shelley,

Poetical Works, p. 260) Some of the lines are striking,

though scarcely humorous:

Peter the First was Peter

Smugger, milder, softer, neater,
Like the soul before it is

Born from that world into this.
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The next Peter Bell was he,
Predevote, like you and me,
To good or evil as may come;
His was the severer doom,--
For he was an evil Cotter,
And a polygamic Potter.
And the last is Peter Bell,
Damned since first our parents fell,
Damned eternally to Hell--

Surely he deserves it well]
(Shelley, Poetical Works, p. 260)

The lines are striking, but one of the biggest

problems in the satire has already begun to crop up--the

obscurity. One is often unsure just where it is aimed,

or, for that matter, exactly what it is. At times it

seems a burlesque on satire itself, i.e., a satire serv-

ing more for pastime than weapon. Some of the plainer

references to Peter in Hell are meant to apply to Words-

worth, but the relationship between Peter and his maker

is never made clear. Speaking of Peter (and evidently

of Wordsworth), Shelley says:

He had as much imagination
As a pint-pot;--he never could

Fancy another situation,
From which to dart his contemplation,

Than that wherein he stood.

In the next stanza Shelley gives way to his real

admiration:

Yet his was individual mind,
And new-created all he saw

In a new manner, and refined

Those creations, and combined

Them, by a master-spirit's law.



In the next he makes perhaps his most perceptive

observations on Wordsworth:

Thus--though unimaginative--
An apprehension clear, intense,

Of his mind's work, had made alive
The things it wrought on; I believe

Wakening a sort of thought in sense.

(Shelley, Poetical Works, pp. 264-65)

Shelley then makes his strongest, most telling

accusation against Wordsworth, in lines that are at once

direct, suggestive, and amusing:

But from the first 'twas Peter's drift
To be a kind of moral eunuch;

He touched the hem of Nature's shift,
Pelt faint--and never dared uplift

The closest, all-concealing tunic.
(Shelley, Poetical Works, p. 265)

"Peter Bell the Third" is perceptive in spots (e.g.,

the description of Wordsworth's "thought in sense"), but

the poem as a whole is uneven. Moreover, in order to be

effective, the darts of satire must not only be sharp, but

well-aimed. Except when he writes in a mood of savage,

righteous indignation, as in "England in l8l9" ("An old,

mad, blind, despised and dying king"), Shelley launches

his satire in the same whimsical, ineffectual way he set

adrift his little message-bearing boats in earlier years.

Having all things under his sights, in reality he has none;

he shoots at everything, and brings down nothing. Keats's

"Cap and Bells" suffers from a similar diffusion of purpose.

Though different in tone, both poems are also weakened by

228
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an attempt to blend nonsense and satire, a thing very

difficult to do, since satire, whether light or heavy,

gentle or savage, gains much of its effect from being

based on easily recognizable, undeniable fact. There is,

of course, in good nonsense an underlying logic which a

skillful writer can adapt to satire--Lewis Carroll, Gil-

bert and Sullivan, even Keats the letter-writer did it

admirably.

Sometimes Shelley's allusions are clear and un-

mistakable, but then, shorn of their haloof Shelleyan

mysticism, they often emerge as commonplace observations.

Speaking of Peter Bell, he says:

He had also dim recollections
Of pedlers tramping on their rounds;

Milk-pans and pails; and odd collections

Of saws and proverbs; and reflections
Old parsons make in burying grounds.

(Shelley, Poetical Works, p. 266)

This passage is reminiscent of satire--a great deal

of it, in fact--but it isn ’t satire. It is too innocuous.

To be sure* Byron speaks of much the same things, but what

a difference in the way he speaks of them.' Either he in-

corporates them in a rich parody such as "Churchill’s

Grave,” or, impelled by an outraged sensibility, he fires

them off in a pronouncement apprising the world of one

William Wordsworth's consummate stupidity in writing

Peter Bell.
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Probably the most memorable touch in Shelley’s

"Peter Bell" is his observation on Coleridge:

He was a mighty poet--and
A subtle-souled psychologist;

All things he seemed to understnad,
Of old or new--of sea or land--

But his own mind--which was a mist.
(Shelley, Poetical Works, p. 266)

Having himself a mind misty enough to refract all

the colors of the Platonic spectrum, Shelley was able to

understand the metaphysical aspirations of Coleridge,

even while satirizing his limitations.

The final stanzas of the poem exhibit humor, but

even here there is a vital flaw. Speaking of Peter’s

condemnation, which is to write and speak forever with

unutterable dullness, Shelley says:

Peter was dull—he was at first

Dull--oh, so dull--so very dull.’
Whether he talked, wrote, or rehearsed —

Still with this dulness was he cursed--

Dull--beyond all conception--dull.
(Shelley, Poetical Works, p. 270)

The printer's boy., folding the pages of Peter’s verse,

falls asleep; the hired reviewers, hardened to such tasks,

lapse into weary dreams; and even the bailiff is afraid

to come near the place where Peter dwells. The effect of

the description, while amusing, is also soporific and scarely

conducive to dynamic humor. A person may cry himself to

sleep, may cry in his sleep; but to enjoy a good laugh, he

needs to be awake.
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Writing to Fanny Imlay in December of 1812,

Shelley says:

If all my laughs were not dreadful, Sardonic

grins, disgraceful to the most hideous of Cheshire

cats, I should certainly laugh at two things in your
letter. (Shelley, Letters, I, 370)

Although the description is exaggerated—Shelley could

and did laugh pleasantly--it might well have served as

motto for his Oedipus Tyrannus, or Swellfoofc the Tyrant,

begun in August of 1820 and transmitted to Horace Smith

for anonymous publication the same year. Living near

Pisa at the time, Shelley had been reading with disgust

the accounts of George IV, Queen Caroline, and the "Green

Bag." Overhearing a drove of swine grunting and squealing

outside his window, he associated the noises with the

croakings of the chorus of frogs in Aristophanes, and the

moment being, as Mary Shelley says, one of "merriment,"

he conceived a satirical drama on the political happenings

in England, with pigs to serve as chorus--and Swellfoot

was begun. Unfortunately, the farce proper is not so

merry as its beginnings had augured. Much of the humor

(if it may be called that) is too fierce and grotesque to

be amusing. In its sardonic drollery it reminds one of

certain portions of Ibsen’s Peer Gynt. Both in design and

execution, however, Shelley's work falls far beneath the

wit and complexity of the Norwegian fantasy. Still, in

some of the scenes there is a marked resemblance in mood

and incident.
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Probably the neatest thrust in the work comes

when lona (Queen Caroline) is faced with the ordeal of

taking a magic potion which is supposed to vindicate the

innocent and eradicate the guilty. A chorus of protest

arises from the pigs, who represent the masses. Speaking

as one voice, they shout:

I vote Swellfoot and lona

Try the magic test together;
Whenever royal spouses bicker,
Both should try the magic liquor.
(Shelley, Poetical Works, p. 293)

Needless to say, the test is not applied. In the

end, emerging triumphant over husband and political op-

pressors, the Queen mounts the back of a Minotaur (John

Bull), and with her faithful pigs serving as beagles,

rides to the hounds o'er ditch and brier, in full pursuit

of all the enemies of liberty.

Though brief, Horace Smith’s judgement on Oedipus

Tyrannus is one of the best. Speaking later of Shelley’s

request to have the work published anonymously, he says:

Though I thought it unworthy of Shelley’s genius,
which was little adapted to satire, and still less to

political pleasantry, I complied with the request,
little suspecting the dilemma in which it would in-

volve me. 11

The dilemma to which he refers was his having to

burn the published copies of Swellfoot at the aroused

by Arthur H. Beavan, James and Horace

Smith (London, 1899)* p. 176.
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insistence of the Society for the Suppression of Vice--

vice, as well as nearly everything else during the period,

being measured by political standards. It is amusing and

instructive to consider the morals of an age whose higher

echelons condoned a George IV and became outraged over a

Don Juan.

In view of Shelley’s facetious prologue to "The

Witch of Atlas"--that fanciful work written August 14, 15*

and l 6 of 1819--it would seem that many of the interpre-

ters may have too elaborately serious. Among other things,

the prologue is a witty apology to Mary Shelley for the

poet’s having failed to include enough human interest in

the poem. Referring to Wordsworth's poetry, Shelley says:

My Witch indeed is not so sweet a creature

As Ruth or Lucy, whom his graceful praise
Clothes for our grandsons--but she matches Peter,

Though he took nineteen years, and she three days,
In dressing. Light the vest of flowing metre

She wears; he, proud as dandy with his stays,
Has hung upon his wiry limbs a dress

Like King Lear’s "looped and windowed raggedness."
(Shelley, Poetical Works, p. 273)

Not only does the prologue make jocose reference

to Wordsworth's Peter Bell, but the poem itself wears an

air of prankish eccentricity. Some of the images,, though

much transformed, are suspiciously reminiscent of Peter

Bell also. For example, Shelley says of the Witch of

Atlas, that:



She had a boat which some say Vulcan wrought
For Venus, as the chariot of her star;

But it was found too feeble to be fraught
With all the ardors in that sphere which are,

And so she sold it, and Apollo brought
And gave it to this daughter; from a car

Changed to the fairest and the lightest boat

Which ever upon mortal stream did float.

(Shelley, Poetical Works, p. 277)

The language and imagery are overdone, and are

probably meant to be absurd. Such a mood is reflected in

the genesis of the Witch's boat. Cupid, described as being

"like a horticultural adept,
"

planted a seed, fanned it

with his wing, and nourished it until it grew into a large

gourd out of whose rind "Love scooped this boat, and with

soft motion / Piloted it round the circumfluous ocean."

(Shelley, Poetical Works, p. 277) Surely the description

of how the Witch seats herself in the boat is meant to be

absurd:

She led her creature to the boiling springs
Where the light boat was moored, and said,

"Sit here]
"

And pointed to the prow and took her seat

Beside the rudder with opposing feet.

(Shelley, Poetical Works, p. 277)

Moreover, there are numerous touches of the gro-

tesque, as when the Witch calls forth from a "cavern

gaunt," such figures as "Centaurs and Satyrs, and such

shapes as haunt / Wet clefts, and lumps neither alive nor

dead, / Dog-headed, bosom-eyed, and bird-footed." (Shelley,

Poetical Works, p. 274) Although such grotesque descriptions
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are admittedly not very funny, they may have been intended

as wry humor.

Considering the facetious introduction, the touches

of grotesque drollery--if drollery it be--and especially

in view of the generous sprinklings of faintly ludicrous

imagery and dissonant music, things which Shelley, possessed

of one of the surest lyrical touches in English literature,

would hardly have done accidentally, it is logical to sup-

pose that in "The Witch of Atlas" he was flying a few play-

ful circles around Wordsworth. If such is the case, "The

Witch" is better satire than "Peter Bell the Third," since

the wit, though not much clearer, is more subtly amusing,

the mood more playful, and the poetic imagination much

finer. In addition, it has the merit of being far more

characteristic of Shelley. Those who wish to look for an

extended allegory in the poem may do so, but it is perhaps

not necessary, in view of Shelley's admission that it was

a mere exercise of fancy, written in three days. At that,

it is not only better than "Peter Bell the Third," but is

better than Peter Bell, which took somewhat longer in com-

position.

The temptation to generalize and dogmatize is well-

nigh irresistible. Shelley's aversion to coarse jesting

has been affirmed. Horace Smith, who knew him well, said:

"Though the least effeminate of men, so far as personal
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and moral courage were concerned, the mind of Shelley

was essentially feminine, some would say fastidious in

its delicacy." (Beavan, James and Horace Smith, p. 17l)

A fellow collegian observed:

Shelley was actually offended, and, indeed, more

indignant than would appear to be consistent with the

singular mildness of his nature, at a coarse and awk-

ward jest, especially if it were immodest or uncleanly;
in the latter case, his anger was unbounded, and his

uneasiness pre-eminent. (Beavan, James and Horace

Smith, p. 171)

Yet Shelley, it ought to be remembered, was not

offended by Don Juan, but remarked that it set Byron, "not

only above, but far above, all the other poets of the day,"

adding in conclusion: "every word is stamped with immor-

tality." (Shelley, Letters, 11, 894) Nor does he seem

overly fastidious or delicate in his letter of December 13,

1812 to Hogg, wherein he celebrates the departure of Miss

Elizabeth Hitchener from the Shelley household. "She is

an artful, superficial, ugly, hermaphroditical beast of

a woman," he says, and continuing the tirade, remarks,

"My astonishment, at my own fatuity, inconsistency, and

bad taste was never so great, as after living four months

with her as an inmate....What would Hell be, were such a

woman in Heaven?" he concludes. (Shelley, Letters, I, 387)

Such a reaction is hardly typical, of course. Generally

he was amiable--even otherworldly, in a special sense of

the word--though not perhaps the ineffectual angel some
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have tried to make him. Byron's estimate, while too

broad and too brief to sum up Shelley the man, serves

of
admirably to characterize the limitations/Shelley as a

satirist: "He had a most brilliant imagination, but a

total want of worldly wisdom." (Beavan, James and Horace

Smith, p. 177)

One of Shelley's funniest little poems was written

when he was eight or nine. Except for the unconscious

humor--which Shelley the mature artist almost never lapsed

into--the verses illustrate what another poet has observed,

that the child is father to the man. Titled simply,

"Verses on a Cat," the lines run:

A cat in distress,
Nothing more, nor less;

Good folks, I must faithfully tell ye,
As I am a sinner,
It waits for its dinner

To stuff out its own little belly.

You would not easily guess

All the modes of distress

Which torture the tenants of earth;
And the various evils

Which like so many devils,
Attend the poor souls from their birth.

Some a living require,
And others desire

An old fellow out of the way;
And which is the best

I leave to be guessed,
For I cannot pretend to say.

One wants society,
Another variety,

Others a tranquil life;
Some want food,
Others, as good,

Only want a wife.
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But this poor little cat

Only wanted a rat,
To stuff out its own little maw;

And it were as good
Some people had such food,

To make them hold their jaw.'
(Shelley, Poetical Works, p. 5^7)

Wordsworth

Wordsworth's many lapses into unconscious humor

are well known, even famous, but most of them are amusing

enough to bear retelling. The early editions of his poems

abound with them. "We are Seven" (1798) is a good ex-

little child, dear brother Jem, / That lightly

draws its breath," etc. (Wordsworth, Poetical Works, p. 72)

Although coined by Coleridge in allusion to a mutual friend,

the phrase was allowed to stand until ridicule forced its

abandonment in later editions. Others, almost as absurd,

remained in all their triteness, as when the little Maid,

speaking of her dead brother and sister, says:

Their graves are green, they may be seen,
The little Maid replied,
Twelve steps or more from my mother's door,
And they are side by side.

My stockings there I often knit,
My kerchief there I hem;
And there upon the ground I sit,
And sing a song to them.

(Wordsworth, Poetical Works, p. 73)

Children talk better poetry than that. The pain-

fully accurate descriptions of "The Thorn" are no better:



Not five yards from the mountain path,
The Thorn you on your left espy;
And to the left three yards beyond,
You see a little muddy pond
Of water--never dry
Though but of compass small, and bare
To thirsty suns and parching air. 12

(Wordsworth, Poetical Works, p. 75)

Another poem, "Anecdote for Fathers" (1798), in

addition to the usual minutiae of a laborious preface,

has a stanza that reads like perfect parody:

"Now little Edward, say why so:

My little Edward, tell me why,"--
"I cannot tell, I do not know."--

"Why, this is strange," said I.

(Wordsworth, Poetical Works, p. 7^)

When Wordsworth with serious mien and earnest tone

says to us, in "The Last of the Flock" (1798), "I have not

12AS is pretty generally known, the concluding
couplet originally read:

I've measured it from side to side;
'Tis three feet long and two feet wide.

Henry Crabb Robinson, speaking of the poet's defense of

the lines, says: "On my alluding to the lines--"Three feet

long and two feet wide," and confessing that I dared not

read them aloud in company, he said, "They ought to be

liked." (Robinson, Diary, Reminiscences, and Correspondence,
ed. Thomas Sadler (London and New York, 1872) , T, 252.)
Cited hereafter as Robinson, Diary.

Byron takes cognizance of this poem (and these

lines) in a canceled preface to Don Juan, apparently written

late in 1818. After criticizing the dramatic machinery of

the piece, he quotes the description of the accurately meas-

ured pond and remarks that he has forgotten the rest. "Let
me be excused," he says, "from being particular in the de-

tail of Such things as this is the Sort of writing which has

superseded Pope in the eyes of the discerning British Public."
(Byron, Variorum Ed., 11, 3)* In a n earlier fragment, he

cites the same lines in a similar spirit of burlesque, ex-

plaining that he can quote no further because he found the

verses pasted to his portmanteau, and in attempting to turn
them, tore the page away.

239



240

often seen / A healthy man, a man full grown, / Weep in

the public roads alone," we are inclined to think, "Well

neither have we," and wonder what else he has on his mind.

When we are then told that the poet has met such a man,

and "on English ground," to boot--that "his cheeks with

tears were wet: / Sturdy he seemed, though he was sad./

And in his arms a Lamb he had"--we may scarcely have pres-

ence of mind left to question the specious logic of "Sturdy

he seemed, though he was sad," or to wonder about the or-

ganic relevance of "English ground." (Wordsworth, Poetical

Works, p. 85) Similarly, in "Andrew Jones" (18OO), when

the poet tells us confidentially, "I hate that Andrew

Jones; he’ll breed / His children up to waste and pillage,"

and goes on to say, "I wish the press-gang or the drum /

With its tantara sound would come, / And sweep him from

the village,
" the confession is so abrupt that we are in-

clined to suspend judgement until we can hear Andrew’s

side of the story. (Wordsworth, Poetical Works, p. 259)

Wordsworth had a genius for choosing prosaic

middle-class names for his characters to bear up under-

Betty Foy, Andrew Jones., Simon Lee, Alice Fell, and Martha

Ray, to name a few. As a last resort, the names could have

been omitted. Generally they serve no purpose, save that

of convenient but not felicitious rhyme.l3

names and rhymes, heightened only a trifle,
are often used in parody, where they properly belong. For
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Such simplified explanations of Wordsworth's ab-

surdities are entertaining, partly true, and much in

vogue. In essence they hold that he had no sense of

humor, said absurd things unconsciously, and by ignoring

or even defending such lapses, made them even more absurd.

This simplified approach begins to break down, however,

on the borderlands of such works as "Resolution and Inde-

pendence,
" "Expostulation and Reply," and "Goody Blake and

Harry Gill." In the strange expanses of "Peter Bell," and

"The Idiot Boy," it breaks down altogether. Much of Words-

worth's poetry hovers so perplexingly between the serious

and the ridiculous that it is often impossible to know how

to take him. The philosophizings of the old leech-gatherer,

for example, in "Resolution and Independence" (l802) have

been cited as examples of unconscious humor. A closer ac-

quaintance with Wordsworth, however, and a knowledge of

his unaccountable drolleries, make one not quite so sure

of that view. Often his thoughts are not our thoughts,

nor his laughter our laughter. John E. Jordan, in an

article on Wordsworth's humor, cites a number of evidences

from the poet's life and writings in support of the theory

that he was being consciously, though not skillfully,

example, the authors of Rejected Addresses (l8l2) exclaim

with mock rapture, in "The Beautiful Incendiary": "Who
would not slavery hug, / To pass but one exquisite hour /
In the arms of Elizabeth Mugg?" (p. 9l).
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humorous in such works as "Goody Blake and Harry Gill"

(1798), where, according to Jordan, he is practicing a

demonic, Charles Addams type of The following

passage from the poem would seem to lend support to the

view:

Oh I what's the matter? what's the matter?
What is 't that ails young Harry Gill?
That everemore his teeth they chatter,
Chatter, chatter, chatter still.'
Of waistcoats Harry has no lack,
Good duffle grey, and flannel fine;
He has a blanket on his back,
And coats enough to smother nine.

(Wordsworth, Poetical Works, p. 77)

Harry is of course suffering from the curse called

down on him by old Goody Blake in consequence of his re-

fusal to allow her to gather a few twigs for her fire. A

similarly droll effect, though milder, may have been aimed

for in "The Idiot Boy" (1798). After remarking that the

poem was composed "almost extempore, not a word corrected,"

Wordsworth says: "In truth, I never wrote anything with

some much glee." (Wordsworth, Poetical Works, p. 86)

The whole episode has a farcical, mock-heroic air about

it, and however much we disapprove of the "burr, burr" of

the idiot boy, we ought to allow Wordsworth the prerogative

of having been whimsical rather than serious in his efforts

In his credo, intuition was the only reliable guide; to

l 4
John E. Jordan, "Wordsworth's Humor," PMLA,

LXXIII (March, 1958), 89.
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explain was to weaken, perhaps misinform--the dictum was

to apply to humorous as well as serious expression. Part

of the trouble is that hardened by the numerous pontifi-

cations on his lack of humor, we approach him with too

much bias to appreciate his laughter. Whatever our reac-

tions, however, it is plain that on occasion he does in-

tend to be funny, as in the lines describing Betty Foy’s

encounter with the Doctor. She is so disturbed by the

old man’s irate remarks that she forgets to tell him of

Susan Gale, who by this time has had to begin her recovery

unassisted: "This piteous news zr.e., the Doctor’s remarks/

so much it shocked her / She quite forgot to send the Doc-

tor." (Wordsworth, Poetical Works, p. 89) The rhyme is

surely meant to be humorous. Obvious too is the relish

the poet takes in his mock-heroic suggestions as to what

Johnny may have been doing all this time:

Perhaps, and no unlikely thought.'
He with his Pony now doth roam

The cliffs and peaks so high that are,
To lay his hands upon a star,
And in his pocket bring it home.

The phrasing is inept in spots, but the tone is clearly

good-humored. A moment later the poet invokes the Muses

whimsically:

0 gentle Muses’ let me tell

But half of what to him befell;
He surely met with strange adventures.
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0 gentle Muses.' is this kind?
Why will ye thus my suit repel?
Why of your further aid bereave me?

And can ye thus unfriended leave me,
Ye Muses’ whom I love so well?

(Wordsworth, Poetical Works, p. 90)

When Betty finds the pony lazily cropping grass,

and her boy sitting peacefully astride him, her reaction

is believable and amusing: "She darts, as with a torrent’s

force, / She almost has o’er turned the Horse, / And fast

she holds her Idiot Boy." (Wordsworth, Poetical Works,

P. 90)

Thus it may be granted that the characterizations

are realistic and consistent, the situation absurd., and

the general treatment one of burlesque irony. Why, then,

does the work fall short of effective humor? A few reasons

are obvious. Crabb Robinson quotes Hazlitt as saying that

Wordsworth "had a pride in deriving no aid from his subject"

(Robinson, Diary, I, 252), an observation hardly disputable,

and one especially applicable to "The Idiot Boy." There is

in English literature a long tradition of making "fools,"

"simpletons," "innocents," and the like, to serve as ve-

hicles for humor. In Waverly, for example, Scott uses an

"innocent" named Davie, to provide pleasant humor. Davie,

however, is no idiot, and is never called one. Even Shakes-

peare would have had trouble creating an aura of warm

whimsey around a character flatly denominated "idiot,"
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though he probably could have done it. Wordsworth

couldn’t. Moreover, the tone of the poem is not sus-

tained; the author deviates from humorous sympathy, as

in descriptions of Johnny’s delight, to more dubious ef-

fects like the "burr, burr, burr." Although written on

a touchy subject, the poem could have been handled effec-

tively; it would have taken a better comic flair than

Wordsworth’s to do it, however.

Peter Bell has been so much belabored that I am

reluctant to discuss it here. Since the work does, how-

ever, form a primary axis around which any interpretation

of Wordsworth’s humor must revolve, it must be considered,

if only briefly. Secondary evidence, such as Hazlitt’s

description of how Wordsworth once recited the poem in a

solemn, impressive manner, suggests that it should be taken

seriously.ls Internal evidences, however, such as the ef-

fect of jocularity in the introduction and the droll in-

congruities of the poem proper, indicate that Wordsworth

was trying to strike at least a quasi-humorous tone. Al-

though the opening lines, "There’s something in a flying

horse, / There’s something in a huge balloon," etc. (p. 97) j

were parodied savagely, a few contemporary reviewers caught

15
I am indebted to Jordan in his article, "Words-

worth’s Humor" (p. 90), for this information. Either the

poet in his recital or Hazlitt in his description could
have been affecting irony, however.
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a touch of intentional lightness in them. Not only the

language but also the method of the introduction suggest

humorous intent. The poet having begun in medias res,

with Peter raining down furious blows on the poor animal

who is to figure so conspicuously in the story, the listen

ing Squire interrupts to demand an explanation. His inter

ruption, and the poet's answer, certainly sound farcical,

and are probably meant to be:

"Hold.*" cried the Squire, "against the rules

Of common sense you’re surely sinning;
This leap is for us all too bold;
Who Peter was, let that be told,
And start from the beginning."

--"A Potter, Sir, he was by trade,"
Said I, becoming quite collected;
"And wheresoever he appeared,
Pull twenty times was Peter feared

For once that Peter was respected."
(Wordsworth, Poetical Works, p. 99)

The poet further reveals, surely with some sense

of the ridiculous implications, that Peter had "a dozen

wedded wives," adding for emphasis: "But how one wife

could e'er come near him, / In simple truth I cannot tell.

(Wordsworth, Poetical Works, p. 100) The behavior of the

ass is described in a kind of demonic drollery. Unable

to budge the animal from the spot where he lies gazing

down into a stream, Peter becomes intimidated by the

strange actions of the beast and the weird stillness of

the scene:
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Only the Ass, with motion dull,
Upon the pivot of his skull
Turns round his long left ear.

Thought Peter, What can mean all this?
Some ugly witchcraft must be here’
--Once more the Ass, with motion dull

Upon the pivot of his skull
Turned round his long left ear.

(Wordsworth, Poetical Works, p. 10l)

A moment later, when Peter discovers why the Ass will not

stir, that he is keeping watch over his drowned master,

his fear is increased and becomes absurdly grotesque:

"Meet Statue for the court of Fear] / His hat is up--and

every hair / Bristles and whitens in the moon]" (p. 103)

When Peter attempts to draw the man’s body out of the

water, the Ass suddenly rises and becomes the very picture

of gratitude, acting more like a puppy than a donkey:

"While Peter o’er the river bends, / The little Ass his

neck extends, / And fondly licks his hands." (p. 103) A

few stanzas later the Ass reverts to his former status,

the poet remarking:

Let them whose voice can stop the clouds,
Whose cunning eyes can see the wind,
Tell to a curious world the cause

Why, making here a sudden pause
The Ass turned round his head, and grinned.

(Wordsworth, Poetical Works, p. 106)

Not being one whose voice can stop the clouds, your

ordinary reader is forced to demur at this point. Peter

grinned back at the Ass, showing his teeth in "jocose defi-

ance," but that is almost no help. Whimsey is a legitimate,

excellent source of humor, and much practiced in the Romantic
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period, but when Wordsworth determines to be as whimsical

as he can, few there be who can trace him out.

The sudden shiftings from stark realism to obscure

mysticism, from grim absurdity to sentimental pathos, from

flippant drollery to heavy moralizing--all mixed rather

than blended, and rather lumpily at that--account in part

for the poem's failure to achieve effective humor (or any-

thing else, consistently). Most of the happenings, especially

the supernatural occurrences and Peter's final conversion, are

about as predictable and explainable as the fallings of gi-

gantic helmets, bleedings of statues, and weepings of por-

traits in the early Gothic novels. It must never be for-

gotten, however, that, whether dramatic, poetic, or humorous

in manifestation, one element of Romanticism was the gro-

tesque. Wordsworth's failure in Peter Bell comes not from

the presence of the supernatural and grotesque, but from

his mishandling of them. Not really having decided whether

he wants to hit a note of terror, humor, puzzlement, didac-

ticism, or mere entertainment, he tries to hit them all

simultaneously, and comes up with a weird cacophony. As

mentioned earlier, controlled awareness is the sine qua non

of good whimsical humor. An air of seeming abandon is one

thing, that of genuine bewilderment quite another. If the

reader suspects that his would-be humorist has really lost

control, he becomes too uneasy to be amused.
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To conclude the matter (though not to settle it),

it can be affirmed that Peter Bell, while not very funny,

does evince a partly humorous intent. "Quasi-humorous"

seems almost the term to use, but it isn’t adequate. Per-

haps nothing is. I have taken the attitudes of Wordsworth’s

contemporaries strongly into account in my consideration

of the poem, and may have been unduly influenced by them.

Satire and contemporary criticism often misunderstand the

purpose of an artist. The reaction to Peter Bell was unusu-

ally strong, but even today, when the eccentric, the gro-

tesque, even the naturalistic are received as a matter of

course, the poem still remains an enigma.

Two of Wordsworth's chief interpreters* De Selin-

and

court/Raymond D. Havens* have pointed out that there are

traces of "mild humor" scattered throughout his writings.

An inspection of these touches* however* reveals that in

most of them the egotistical sublime (to use Keats's term)

shows through to the detriment of the levity. A typical

citation is the description in The Prelude* where Words-

worth* reminiscing over his university days* illustrates

his high regard for Milton by saying:

...
0 temperate Bard.'

Be it confest that, for the first time, seated

Within thy innocent lodge and oratory,
One of a festive circle, I poured out

Libations, to thy memory drank, till pride
And gratitude grew dizzy in a brain
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Never excited by the fumes of wine
Before that hour, or since.

(Wordsworth, Poetical Works, p. 142)

The single phrase, "or since," while morally com-

mendable, brings the humor to a freezing halt. The at-

tempts at humorous egoism in the letters are likewise apt

to be heavy, or humorous in the wrong way. For example,

after indulging in a mild pleasantry or two in a letter

to the clergyman, Francis Wrangham, urging him to be a man

of sentiment, and "gallant without being a man of gallantry,

Wordsworth breaks off abruptly to say, "This is unaccount-

able, and, I fear, inexcusable levity, farewell."l6 The

result is gently amusing, but we smile at, not with, such

a cautious humorist.

As late as 1885, the President of the Wordsworth

Society, Lord Houghton, could speak of "that one great de-

ficiency in the faculties of Wordsworth--a total want of

the sense of humour." This is too strong, of course. A

moment later his Lordship qualifies the statement, perhaps

unconsciously, by saying:

I do not think that the lines of Peter Bell, which

were ...
cited as examples of almost comic verse, could

have been written by any man with a strong sense of

humor.l7

lo
William and Dorothy Wordsworth, The Letters of

William and Dorothy Wordsworth, ed. Ernest De Selincourt
{"Oxford, 1937) /11, 599.

Knight,, ed., Wordsworthiana (London and

New York, 1889)., p. 200.
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He is precisely right--no man with a strong sense

of humor could have written them. It took a singularly

high-minded individual with a faltering sense of humor to

do it.

Conclusion

It is hardly debatable that even the best wits of

the period were humorless at times. Only Shelley and

Wordsworth, however, were at once so good at serious po-

etry and so poor at written merriment. For them the term

"humorless ego" is aptly descriptive. Their escape from

the anomalies of life came, not in thrusts of wit and

quirks of fancy, as it did for Byron, Keats, and Lamb, but

in lofty visions of perfectibility. Coleridge was meta-

physician enough to indulge in systems also, and as a re-

sult his humor is far from consistent. Keats, like Shelley,

found escape in lyrical beauty, but he had also a livelier,

earthlier fancy which sought expression in absurd comedy

and delightful nonsense. Southey and Hunt attempted what

came uppermost, sometimes succeeding and sometimes not,

though Hunt was by far the better humorist.

Neither Wordsworth nor Shelley was apparently much

concerned about writing humor. Were it not for their rare

attempts at levity, it would be wrong to even think of meas-

uring them by standards of jocularity. Applicable to these
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failures--and the two poets did not always fail, as two

or three illustrations in subsequent chapters will indi-

cate--are Frank Moore Colby’s remarks on the conscious

pursuit of humor. "It is the commonest thing in the

world," he says,

to hear people call the absence of a sense of humor

the one fatal defect. No matter how owlish a man is

he will tell you that. It is a miserable falsehood,
and it does incalculable harm.... The only really
fatal thing is the shamming of humor when you have

it not.lo

While these are sound observations, perhaps no

person, least of all a Shelley or a Wordsworth, ought to

be denied the privilege of indulging in a few experiments

Frank Moors Colby., "The Pursuit of Humor., Iffl~

aginary Obligations (New York, 1905)* P* 284.



CHAPTER V

THE RIBALD AND THE ROBUST

"I shall betake myself to a subject ever fertile
of themes

...
in short, may it please your Lordship,

I intend to write BAUDYJ" Robert Burns—Letter to
Robert Maxwell, December 20, 1789.

Traditionally the Romantic Period is thought of

as a time when pale, big-eyed poets with gossamer hair and

even more gossamer imaginations wrote bewitchingly of

mountains, lakes, birds, small flowers, and their own mys-

tic visions. Such a concept ignores, among other things,

a strong vein of boisterous humor which leavened the social

intercourse of the day, brightening many a bachelor dinner

and repeatedly finding its way into rich, rollicking litera

ture. Typically British, such humor was not without prece-

dent—there had been Chaucer, Shakespeare, Smollett, Field-

ing, and Sterne, to name a few of its eminent creators.

There was no reason for such a vigorous tradition to perish

on the threshold of Romanticism. It didn't. It emerges

in the earthy humor of Burns, in the scathing, lusty wit

of Byron, in the brawling fun of Hookham Frere and the ro-

bust irony of Peacock. It combines with grotesquery in the

253
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writings of Blake, Lamb, Keats, and Hood. Occasionally,

in Cowper, it foregoes its ribaldry completely and still

manages to achieve a robust, and even earthy vigor. In

order to discuss these various manifestations, I have

grouped them, despite overlappings, according to their

ribaldry, grotesquery, and rollicking humor.

Ribaldry

Although some of the reasons why Indecency should

provoke laughter are psychologically beyond our ken,

others are fairly obvious. Restrained by the mind-forged

manacles of church, state, and social convention, driven

by sexual desires and inhibited by fear, modesty, con-

science, ego--term it what you will--the individual finds

release from frustration in gusts of laughter, the more

explosive the better. Without entering the labyrinth of

moral implications, where every man is a light (or is it

a darkness?) unto himself, one can nevertheless perceive

clearly that some kinds of indecency are healthier than

others. There is a vast difference between a Rabelaisian

roar and a pornographic snigger. The former purges away

frustration, the latter augments lust. One is characteris

tically enjoyed in company, the other indulged in privacy.

Ribaldry is best served by strong, direct statement, sa-

laciousness by innuendo. With a few exceptions, the
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British way, from Chaucer to Smollett, has been the ro

bust way.

William Blake* his innocent lyrics and mystical

prophecies notwithstanding* is no exception. His volatile

wit and temper usually vented themselves in explosive

marginalia* probably his most acrid epigrams being those

on Sir Joshua Reynold's "Discourses" (ca. 1808) ("This

man was hired to depress Art*" he says* on the title page.)

Earlier* however* in 1784 or 1785, his comic energies

found a more ambitious expression in An Island in the Moon*

a little-known burlesque fragment to which he gave no

title but which begins* "In the Moon is a certain Island."

As in Gulliver's Travels* the island bears an unmistakable

resemblance to the England of the author’s day. The tone

of the satire is Swiftian at times* but in its collection

of odd personages it anticipates Peacock. Included are a

number of recognizable caricatures: Inflammable Gass the

Wind-finder is Joseph Priestley; Etruscan Column is Josiah

Wedgewood; Sipsop the Pythagorean is thought to be Erasmus

Darwin; and Quid the Cynic is probably an extravagant por-

trait of Blake himself. Others include Steelyard the

Lawgiver* who may represent William Godwin; Gibble Gabble*

a caricature of Priestley's wife; and a host of more ob-

scure but just as amusing personages such as Obtuse Angle*

Scopprell* Tilly Lally* Mrs. Sinagain* and Miss Gittipin

(i.e.* "get-up-in" the world).
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Blake’s comic flair and psychological Insight

make the scenes at once mirthful and thought-provoking--

a blend of nonsense, insight, and colloquial artistry

that perfectly burlesques his milieu. Everyone talks and

nobody listens. The first theme for discussion is Vol-

taire, and the disputants almost come to blows in their

dialectic. In subsequent chapters the discussion turns

to surgery, which is presented in burlesque horror-evi-

dence of Blake’s indignation and acute social conscious-

ness. Much of the work, however, is gay farce. Many of

the philosophizings, especially those of the Lawgiver (God-

win), are ironically grave and pointless; there are numer-

ous songs caricaturing the pastoral and sentimental verse

of the day; there are also drinking songs; there are hi-

larous failures by Wind-finder to show off his scientific

paraphernalia; there is a gossipy scene where Miss Gitti-

pin talks headlong of balloon hats, and Vauxhall and

Ranelagh, and coaches and beaux, and all sorts of amuse-

ments a young lady might be interested in sampling, and

here these stuffy old philosophers sit, forever talking

of books; there are extravagant predictions by Quid (Blake)

of poetic accomplishments that will outdo Shakespeare; and,

finally, permeating most of the farce, there is ribaldry.

In one chapter, for instance, the philosophers, Quid, Suc-

tion, Sipsop, and a few others, finding themselves relatively
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alone, decide to get drunk. The shorthand descriptiveness

of what follows is anticipatory of Keats in his more reck-

less moments:

"I say, this evening we'll all get drunk--I say-
dash] an Anthem, an Anthem]" said Suction.

"Lo the Bat with Leathern wing,
Winking & blinking,
Winking & blinking,
Winking & blinking,
Like Doctor Johnson."

Quid. "'Oho', said Dr. Johnson

To Scipio Africanus,
'lf you don't own me a Philosopher,
I'll kick your Roman Anus'."

Suction. "'Aha', To Dr. Johnson

Said Scipio Africanus,
'Lift up my Roman Petticoat

And kiss my Roman Anus'."

"And the Cellar goes down with a step." (Grand
Chorus.)

"Ho, Ho, Ho, Ho, Ho, Ho, Ho, Hooooo, my poooooor
siiides] I should die if I was to live here.'" said

Scopprell. l

A short while later, Quid burlesques the sentimental

ballads of the day by singing:

"Hail Matrimony, made of Love,
To thy wide gates how great a drove

On purpose to be yok'd do come]

Widows & maids & youths also,
That lightly trip on beauty's toe,
Or sit on beauty's bum."

(Blake, Complete Writings, p. 56)

Blake, The Complete Writings of William
Blake, ed. Geoffrey Keynes (New York, 1957)7" P• s^• Cited

hereafter as Blake, Complete Writings.
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Miss Gittipin protests such irreverence toward

matrimony, and after another drinking song the party

comes to an end. In the final chapters the fragment

takes on a more serious tone, suggesting that Blake had

by then let off enough steam to keep from exploding. Al-

though overshadowed by his achievements in other genre,

the little work stands out as an indication of his wit

and vivacity.

In the years which followed, his vehemence found

outlet in sublimer rages, but it is wrong to assert, as

some critics have done, that the work is uncharacteristic

It is highly characteristic. Blake was complex; he con-

tained multitudes. In his Note-Book (ca. 1793)* there are

the satiric ribaldry and Homeric laughter of "Let the

Brothels of Paris be Opened," a searing indication of

Blake’s interest in the French Revolution and his hatred

of those who opposed its early principles. The poem re-

lates to the period when Marie Antoinette is alleged to

have said of the staving masses, "Let them eat cake."

Blake's version runs:

"Let the Brothels of Paris be opened
With many an alluring dance

To awake the Pestilence thro 1 the city/ 1
Said the beautiful Queen of France.

The King awoke on his couch of gold.,
As soon as he heard these tidings told:

"Arise & come,, both fife & drum,
And the Famine shall eat both crust & crumb.
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Then he swore a great & solemn Oath:
To kill the people I am loth,

But if they rebel, they must go to hell:
They shall have a Priest & a passing bell.

"

Then old Nobodaddy aloft
Parted & belch'd & cough'd,
And said., "I love hanging & drawing & quartering
Every bit as well as war & slaughtering.
Damn praying & singing,
Unless they will bring in
The blood of ten thousand by fighting or swinging."

(Blake, Complete Writings, p. 891)

The cosmic irony of the reference to "old Nobodaddy"

is evidently a burlesquing of the conventional concept of

a deity who lends himself so admirably to the patronage of

war that both sides can pray for bloody, conclusive vic-

tory--the kind of deity and religion ridiculed by Mark

Twain in his satire entitled "The War Prayer."

Blake had definite ideas about poetry, painting,

religion, and everything else. Moreover, his animosity

had a low boiling point. Having listened to Friedrich

Klopstock*s Messias as read and interpreted by Hayley,

either from the manner of the interpreter or the poetry,

he conceived a disgust for Klopstock that found relief in

wild, egoistic scatology. Contained in the Note-Book of

1793.> the untitled verses have never been published in

their entirety, some of the lines being indecipherable,

and others apparently too shocking. The following version

omits only the indecipherable passages:

When Klopstock England defied.
Uprose 'William Blake in his pride;
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For old Nobodaddy aloft
Farted & Belch'd & cough'd;
Then swore a great oath that made heaven quake,
And call'd aloud to English Blake.
Blake was giving his body ease

At Lambeth beneath the poplar trees.
From his seat then started he,
And turned him round three times three.
The Moon at that sight blush'd scarlet red,
The stars threw down their cups & fled,
And all the devils that were in hell
Answered with a ninefold yell.
Klopstock felt the intripled turn,
An all his bowels began to churn.
And his bowels turned round three times three,
And lock'd in his soul with a ninefold key,
That from his body it ne'er could be parted
Till to the last trumpet it was farted.
Then old Nobodaddy swore

He ne'er had seen such a thing before,
Since Noah was shut in the ark
Since Eve first chose her hellfire spark,
Since 'twas the fashion to go naked,
Since the old anything was created,
And so feeling, he beg'd me turn again
And ease poor Klopstock's ninefold pain.

/four lines illegible/
If Blake could do this when he rose up from shite,
What might he not do if he sat down to write?

(Blake, Complete Writings, pp. 186-87)

A good question, but one perhaps better left un-

answered. Here again, although the utterance is more

shocking than usual, the basic attitude is Blakeian. All

through his poetry, even in some of the "Songs of Innocence,

there is a white-hot irony, held in check but humming like

a dynamo. Every so often it builds up voltage enough to

fire off a bolt of sarcasm or grotesquery, as in "The Ever-

lasting Gospel" (ca. 1818), where the poet, describing how

Christ could have gone free had he only submitted to his

accusers with "Christian Ease," says:
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He had only to say that God was the devil,
And the devil was God, like a Christian civil:
Mild Christian regrets to the devil confess
For affronting him thrice in the Wilderness;

If he had been Antichrist, Creeping Jesus,
He ’d have done anything to please us--

Gone sneaking into Synagogues,
And not us’d the Elders & Priests like dogs,
But Humble as a Lamb or Ass

Obey’d himself to Caiaphas.
(Blake, Complete Writings, pp. 751-52)

One soon realizes that in Blake, as in Shakespeare

(who was more objective), coarseness is often one aspect

of sensitivity. The savage irony and ribald grotesquery

are negative impulses of a perceptive mind that sees the

weeds as well as the flowers.

The same observation holds true for Robert Burns,

although in his case the assessment is complicated by a

century and a half of warfare between moralist and bar-

dolater. The manner in which Calvinist Scotland has hugged

the poet to her bosom is a paradox at once amusing and dis-

turbing. The reason for the acceptance is at least two-

fold--there is the romanticized Burns, writer of "The

Cotter's Saturday Night" and "A Red, Red Rose." He is

enshrined in ladies’ hearts and Burns Societies around

the world. Then there is the earthy, elemental Burns,

author of "The Jolly Beggars," "Tam O'Shanter," "Holy

Willie's Prayer," and dozens of ribald poems and bawdy

songs. He survives as humanity in reaction to iron-shod

morality. Some of what he wrote and what he did appears
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reprehensible, but the degrading practices of the Scottish

kirk of his day must be thrown into the counterbalance.

The strictures of the Scotch Calvinists were not only

harsh, but illogical. Women acused of infidelity were

lashed naked through the streets, a practice hardly calcu-

lated to refine morality. One clergyman habitually stood

in the path after Church, and with a cudgel turned back

those sinful enough to attempt a Sunday stroll. Religious

spies ("holy beagles") were everywhere, trying to catch

anyone so reckless as to cook, sweep the house, or smile

on the "Lord’s day." Keats, touring Scotland in 1818,

commented on the difference in the behavior of Irish girls

and Scottish lasses. Writing of an Irish chambermaid at

the inn where he is lodging, he says:

She is fair, kind and ready to laugh, because she

is out of the horrible dominion of the Scotch kirk--
A Scotch Girl stands in terrible awe of the Elders —

poor little Susannas--They will scarcely laugh--they
are greatly to be pitied and the kirk is greatly to
be damn’d.... These kirkmen have done Scotland harm--

they have banished puns and laughing and kissing (ex-
cept in cases where the very danger and crime must

make it very fine and gustful. (Keats, Letters, I,
319)

As usual, Keats has effortlessly touched the heart

of the matter. There Is every evidence that not only

laughing and kissing, but every sort of illicit love be-

came, if not fine, at least gustful under the dominion of

the kirk, since harshness always begets rebellion. The
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young women seem to have been scarcely less easy in vir-

tue than the men; promiscuity carried little stigma in

the popular mind, and chastity little virtue. In rural

Scotland a convenient folkway developed whereby young men

and women married only if the woman became pregnant.

Burns both saw and felt these damaging effects of

brutal repression, and like many another, he too rebelled. 2

Whether he became more or less promiscuous than his com-

peers is hardly important, however, it being scarcely

relevant to speculate, as some have done, that perhaps he

was only guilty of possessing a disconcerting gift for

fertilization. (He sired at least fourteen children, five

of them known to be legitimate.) Neither is casting stones

at him a very safe practice. Wordsworth, who said that

the line, "vices laid him low," ought to have concluded

Burn's epitaph, was, as Cyril Pearl remarks, "able to look

down on the proligenous Burns from the moral eminence of

the man who had sired only one bastard." (Pearl, Bawdy Burns,

p. 129)

Even before his troubles with the kirk began over

his affair with Jean Armour (1786), Burns satirized the

"tent-preachings" of his day in "The Holy Fair" (1785)., a

2For an enlightening analysis of Burns's rebellion

against the kirk, see Cyril Pearl, Bawdy Burns, the Chris-

tian Rebel (London, 1958)• Cited hereafter as Pearl, Bawdy
Burns.
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gatherings. In the company of "three hizzies"Fun,
"

"Superstition, "
and "Hypocrisy," the poet visits the

Mauchline "Holy Fair," where he notes, in addition to the

"stampin," "jumpin," and "eldritch squeel and gestures"

of the preachers under the tent, a great deal of drinking

and love-making on the periphery. Having commemorated all

in farcical, effective verse, he concludes:

How monie hearts this day converts

O' sinners and o' lasses.'
Their hearts o' stane, gin night are gane

As saft as onie flesh is:

There's some are fou o’ love divine;
There’s some are fou o' brandy;

An' monie jobs that day begin,
May end in houghmagandie

Some ither day. 3

Although not published until after Burns’s death,

"Holy Willie’s Prayer" is his most powerful satire against

Calvinism. Ostensibly the supplications of one William

Fisher, a religious informer himself once brought before

the kirk for drunkenness, the prayer is a masterpiece of

unconscious egoism and hypocrisy. What makes it so devas-

tating is the basic truth that lies beneath the portrayal

of what is scarcely an exaggeration of Calvinism in its

most bigoted form. Having admitted his promiscuity in

Burns, The Complete Poetical Works of

Robert Burns (Boston, 18'97 ) 3PP •
11-12. Cited hereafter

as Burns, Poetical Works.
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lurid detail, excusing it on the grounds of it being a

thorn in the flesh to keep him from otherwise o’erweening

pride, and having prayed energetically for the destruction

and damnation of his oppressors (mainly Burns's friend,

Gavin Hamilton, who has just bested him in a session be-

fore the kirk), Willie concludes:

But Lord, remember me and mine

Wi' mercies temporal and divine,
That I for grace an* gear may shine

Excell'd by nane;
And all the glory shall be Thine--

Amen, AmenJ
(Burns, Poetical Works, p. 110)

Burns aptly characterized the attitude when he

called it "spiritualized bawdry." (Burns, Poetical Works,

p. 109) Not all his indecencies rise to such levels of

objectivity, however. Writing to John Arnot in April,

1736, he gives a mocking account of his troubles with the

kirkmen. Relative to the institution of marriage, he

says:

My mouth watered deliciously, to see a young

fellow, after a few idle, common-place stories from

a gentleman in black, strip & go to bed with a young

girl, & no one durst say, black was his eye; while I,
for just doing the same thing, only wanting that cere-

mony, am made a Sunday’s laughing-stock, & abused like

a pick-pocket.

After giving a figurative account of the seduction, wherein

he alludes to the storming of bastions, the taking of cita-

dels, etc., he concludes:

Already the holy beagles, the houghmagandie pack, begin
to snuff the scent, & I expect every moment to see
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them cast off, & hear them after me in full cry
(Burns, Letters, I, 28-30)

In a letter written in January, 1787., after he

had been a few weeks in Edinburgh, Burns describes to

John Ballantine the reaction of his landlady, a "hale,

well-kept widow of forty five,
"

to the activities of some

"Daughters of Belial" who inhabit the floor immediately

above. Speaking of the situation, Burns says:

As our floors are low and ill-plaistered, we can

easily distinguish our laughter-loving, night-rejoicing
neighbors--when they are eating, when they are drink-

ing, when they are singing, when they are &c., my

worthy Landlady tosses sleepless & unquiet, "looking
for rest but finding none," the whole night.--Just now

she told me, though by the by she is sometimes dubious
that I am, in her own phrase, "but a rough an' roun'
Christian" that "We should not be uneasy and envious

because the Wicked enjoy the good things of this life;
for these base jades who, in her own words, lie up

gandygoin with their filthy fellows, drinking the best

of wines, and singing abominable songs, they shall one

day lie in hell, weeping and wailing and gnashing
their teeth over a cup of God's wrath.'" (Burns,
Letters, I, 67-68)

Burns's scatological satire called "Death and Dr.

Hornbook" (written about 1785)* was directed at a certain

John Wilson, a grocer who, dispensing simple drugs and

perhaps even simpler medical advice, happened to air his

medical views in Burns's presence. In the satire, Death

is personified as bemoaning Hornbook's miraculous skills,

saying plaintively:

"See, here's a scythe, an' there's a dart,

They hae pierc'd monie a gallant heart;



267

But Doctor Hornbook wi' his art

An' cursed skill*
Has made them baith no worth a fart*

Damn'd haet they'll kill.'"

Explaining the Doctor's modus operandi* Death continues

by remarking:

"Ev’n them he cannot get attended*
Altho' their face he ne’er had kend it*
Just shit in a kail-blade an' send it*

As soon's he smells 't
Baith their disease and what will mend it*

At once he tells ’t."
(Burns* Poetical Works* p. 58)

According to a story which has been questioned*

but which seems logical enough* the poem excited so much

ridicule that Wilson was forced to close up shop and move

to another town.

One of the bawdiest of Burns’s satires is his

ballad on the Duke of Brunswick* commonly known by its re-

frain* "Poor bodies hae naething but mowe" (179*0. Prompted

by his early enthusiasm for the French Revolution and his

disdain for royalty* Burns fires off a blast so scorching*

ridiculous* and universal that even the bowdlerizing George

Thomson* recipient of the letter that contained it* com-

mented sadly* "What a pity this is not publishable." (Burns*

Letters* ll* 251) In a few short stanzas* Burns vigorously

emphasizes that making love is better than making war.

He also makes the point that the activity furnishes sport

for even the most exalted personages* and at the same time

is about all there is left for the poor man to do:
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When princes & prelates & het-headed zealots

All Europe hae set in a lowe,
The poor man lies down, nor envies a crown,

And comforts himself with a mowe.--

Chorus:

And why shouldna poor folk mowe, mowe, mowe,
And why shouldna poor folk mowe:

The great folk hae siller, & houses & lands,
Poor bodies hae naething but mowe.--

By sea & by shore.' the Emp-r-r swore,
In Paris he'd kick up a row;

But Paris sae ready just leugh at the laddie

And bade him gae tak him a mowe.--

And why &c.--

But truce with commotions & new-fangled notions,
A bumper I trust you'll allow:

Here's George our gude king & Charlotte his queen
And long may they tak a gude mowe.'

(Burns, Letters, 11, 250-51)

Burns wrote a great deal more ribaldry, partly in

rebellion against restraint, partly from sheer earthy ex-

uberance. There are bawdy passages in many of his best

satires, including the anarchistic "Jolly Beggars" (pub.

1799)., and there are hints of it in such merry works as

"Tam O’Shanter" (1791). It even peeps through the whimsi-

cal humor of the song, "I’m O’er Young to Marry Yet" (1788),

wherein the young lady says to her suitor:

Hallowmass is come and gane
The nights are lang in winter, Sir,

And you an 1 I in ae bed--

In trowth I dare not venture, Sir’

Fu' loud and shrill the frosty wind

Blaws through the leafless tirmner, Sir,
But if ye come this gate again,

I’ll aulder be gin simmer, Sir.

(Burns, Poetical Works, p. 203)
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It is apparent that ribaldry was as much a part

of Burns as lyricism. Whatever our feelings about it,

it is there, and not to be ignored.

Well-meaning commentators like E. V. Lucas have

fostered the interpretation that Charles Lamb was a "Saint

Charles." He was a lovable human being, but no saint.

In contrast to the attitude revealed in "Dream Children"

may be weighed the irritable directness of his letter to

Edward Moxon in 1833* where, speaking of a sick child who

has robbed him of sleep by its crying, he says simply,

"The little bastard is gone." (Lamb, Life, Letters, and

Writings, 11, 405) In 1806, writing to no less personage

than Wordsworth, he gives a strikingly fundamental descrip-

tion of two ladies, saying:

A ludicrous thought struck me. These two Ladies
have both, as you may have seen, great bxttxms. I
fancied upon their first meeting and salutation,
while the Ladies were bowing and kissing, the two
bxttxms saluting and doing the honour of a first

meeting independently; as I have seen, or fancy to
have seen, when two great Ladies have met on a coun-

try visit, their two housekeepers at the same instant

in the store-room saluting and doing equal courtesies
in separate formality. 4

Byron’s laughter Is more often risque" than ribald,

but it does not lack in vigor. In "Beppo" (1817)* he sati-

rizes Catholic prohibitions as Burns had ridiculed the re-

strictions of the kirk, saying:

Lamb, The Portable Charles Lamb (New York,
1949), p. 117.



Some weeks before Shrove Tuesday comes about,
The people take their fill of recreation,

And buy repentance, ere they grow devout,
However high their rank or low their station,

With fiddling, feasting, dancing, drinking, masquing,
And other things which may be had for asking.

(Byron, Poetical Works, p. 440)

In his references to indecency, he makes frequent

use of understatement. Describing Beppo's wife, he says

that she, "Although her manners show'd no rigour, /Was

deem'd a woman of the strictest principle / So much as

to be thought almost invincible." (Byron, Poetical Works,

p. 443) In presuming to detect such subtle allusions as

this last, one puts himself in the situation of the young

lady who complained of her escort's having whistled "dirty

songs all evening. The allusions become broader in Don

Juan, however, and the mirth more vigorous. The bedroom

episode of Canto I is riotous, with Donna Julia and her

maid huddling in fright and the husband and his cohorts

looking everywhere for a Juan who, apparently, is non-

existent. They even look under the bed, as Byron tells

us: "Under the bed they search'd, and there they found-- /

No matter what--it was not that they sought." A moment

later he remarks, again with understatement, "'Tis odd,

not one of all those seekers thought, / And seems to me

almost a sort of blunder, / Of looking in_ the bed as

well as under." (Byron, Variorum Ed., 11, 101)

270
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Another risque' episode is Byron's description of

the slumber-party of Canto V, where all the young ladies

of the harem seem strangely eager to be the bedfellow of

the newest arrival, Juanna (Juan in a woman's disguise,

though not by cboice--not at first, at least). The Mother

of the Maids selects the charming, voluptuous Dudu:

"Who’s quiet, inoffensive, silent, shy,
And will not toss and chatter the night through.

What say you, child?"--Dudh said nothing, as

Her talents were of the more silent class.

(Byron, Variorum Ed., 111, 30)

The episode is a masterpiece of dramatic irony

that makes it one of the funniest in the entire poem.

There is, for example, just the gentlest touch of burlesque

in the characterization of Dudu: "But she was a soft land-

scape of mild Earth, / Where all was harmony and calm and

quiet, / Luxuriant, budding; cheerful without mirth."

(Byron, Variorum Ed., 111, 32) Byron has been accused of

treating the episode with sniggering innuendo. Such an

accusation loses much of its sting when one reflects that

the same methods applied to some other theme would be

called understatement, a favorite technique with Byron in

all his satire. Moreover, the references are about as

robust and mirthful as they could be, short of Rabelaisian

directness. Without such ironies as Dudu's narration of

her dream about the bee, and Juanna's complaisant willing-

ness to overlook the inconvenience of being awakened by
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all the noise indeed, without the subtle puzzlement over

just how much the whole crew of merry maidens are aware

of--the episode would degenerate into mere crudity.

Juan's encounters with her "frolic Grace--Fitz-

Fulke," have already been discussed, but they are a

further example of Byron's ability to combine vigor and

allusiveness. Knowing human nature well enough to realize

the power of suggestion, he adopts the method of the

Italian lady whom he quotes in Canto IX. Pressed by an

Englishwoman to explain the "actual and official" duties

of a "Cavalier servente," she says, "Lady, I beseech you

to suppose them." (Byron, Variorum Ed., 111, 208)

Keats's ribaldry, like his other expressions of

humor, is vivid, buoyant, and funny. Writing from Scot-

land to his brother Tom in 1818, he rips off an excellent

little satire commemorating the gadflies which infest

Scotland, saying:

The gad fly he hath stung me sore

0 may he ne’er sting you.’
But we have many a horrid bore

He may sting black and blue.

Has any here an old grey Mare

With three Legs all her store.,
0 put it to her Buttocks bare

And Straight she’ll run on four.

Is there a Man in Parliament
Dumfounder'd in his speech

0 let his neighbor make a rent

And put one in his breech.
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0 Lowther how much better thou

Hads't figured to'ther day
When to the folks thou mad'st a bow

And hadst no more to say

If lucky gad fly had but ta'en
His seat upon thine A--e

And put thee to a little pain
To save thee from a worse.s

(Keats, Letters, I, 33^-35)

Writing to James Rice from Devon in the same year,

Keats is even more lively in his untitled verses about

Rantipole Betty:

Over the hill and over the dale,
And over the bourn to Dawlish--

Where Gingerbread Wives have a scanty sale
And gingerbread nuts are smallish--

Rantipole Betty she ran down a hill
And kik’d up her petticoats fairly
Says I I'll be Jack if you will be Gill--
So she sat on the Grass debonnairly—

Here's somebody coming, here’s somebody coming.'
Says I 't is the Wind at a parley

So without any fuss any hawing and humming
She lay on the grass debonnai^r/ly--

Here's somebody here and here’s somebody there

Say’s I hold your tongue you young Gipsey.
So she held her tongue and lay plump and fair

And dead as a venus tipsy--

0 who wouldn’t hie to Dawlish fair

0 who wouldn’t stop in a Meadow

0 ho/ would not rumple the daisies there

And make the wild fern for a bed do--
(Keats, Letters, I, 256-57)

B. Forman identifies the reluctant orator as

William Lowther, second Earl of Lonsdale, who contested
a seat for the County of Westmorland with Lord Brougham
in 1818. Wordsworth campaigned actively for him.
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Whoever says Keats could not write at once wittily

and well in verse obviously is forgetting this poem. It

has a reckless verve and nonsensical acuteness which char-

acterize him at his vigorous best. The communicativeness

is excellent; such lines as "plump and fair / And dead as

a venus tipsy" could scarcely be more fraught with impli-

cation.

In another letter to Rice, written in 1819, Keats

relates a startlingly crude story that in its combining

of ribaldry and grotesquery may perhaps serve as a transi-

tion to the next section of this chapter. According to

Keats, a man and his wife approach a shallow river. The

woman being pregnant, the man pulls off shoes and socks

and ferries her across. Strange longings being common to

pregnant women, this wife is overcome by the strangest

ever heard of. Spying her husband's shapely foot, she

desires a slice to eat. Keats must tell the rest:

He being an affectionate fellow and fearing for the

comeliness of his child gave her a bit which he cut

off with his Clasp Knife--Not satisfied she asked an-

other morsel--supposing there might be twins he gave
her a slice more. Not yet contented she craved an-

other Piece. "You wretch cries the Man, would you
wish me to kill myself? take that.'" Upon which he

stabb'd her with the knife, cut her open and found

three children in her Belly two of them very com-

fortable with their mouth's shut, the third with its

eyes and mouth stark staring open. "Who would have

thought it" cried the and pursued his

journey--. (Keats, Letters, 11, 236)
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"Brown has a little rumbling in his Stomach this

morning--" says Keats by way of closing the letter.

Grotesquery

Not everyone (including Brown, apparently) has a

taste for grotesque humor. Nevertheless it existed, even

abounded, in the Romantic Period. Some of the more no-

torious failures of Southey, Coleridge, Wordsworth, and

Shelley are traceable in part to its influence. Perhaps

no humor is harder to control, since attempts at the gro-

tesque easily become grotesque attempts, as in Peter Bell

and Oedipus Tyrannus. In skillful hands, however, it be-

comes a powerful weapon for satire. In his Island in the

Moon, for example, Blake becomes Swiftian in his descrip-

tion of the horrors of surgery:

"Ah.*" said Sipsop, "I only wish Jack Tearguts had
had the cutting of Plutarch. He understands anatomy
better than any of the Ancients. He'll plunge his

knife up to the hilt in a single drive, and thrust

his fist in.... He does not mind their crying, tho'
they cry ever so. He'll swear at them & keep them
down with his fist, & tell them that he'll scrape
their bones if they don't lay still & be quiet. '

"Hang that," said Suction; "let us have a song."

Then Quid the Cynic follows with a song that caustically

delineates the genealogy of surgery and ends by describing

how guts were first discovered. (Blake, Complete Writings,

pp. 50-51)

Burns is lighter and more amusing in his farcical

"Address to the Deil" (1786), in which he ridicules the
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superstitions of his countrymen. Describing an encounter

he once had with "Auld Nickie-Ben," he says:

The cudgel in my nieve did shake,
Each bristl'd hair stood like a stake:
When wi' an eldritch, stoor "quaick, quaick,"

Amang the springs,
Awa ye squatter'd like a drake,

On whistling wings.

The amused irony grows into gargantuan whimsey a few stan-

zas later:

Then you, ye auld, snick-drawing dog.'
Ye cam to Paradise incog,
An' play'd on man a cursed brogue

(Black be your fa'.')
An' gied the infant world a shog,

'Maist ruin 'da'.

The poem concludes with the memorable invitation to the

devil to take some thought for himself, since, as the poet

says:

Ye aiblins might--I dinna ken —

Still hae a stake:

I'm wae to think upo' yon den,
Ev'n for your sake.'

(Burns, Poetical Works, p. 14)

The grotesque humor in "Tam O'Shanter" (1791) is

even stronger, Tam's high jinks among the warlocks and

witches being as unforgettable as his bousings at the

nappy with Souter Johnny. In "Willie Wastle" (1788), rustic

humor is mingled with bizarre wit in the description of

Willie's wife:

She has an e'e (she has but ane),
The cat has twa the very colour,

Five rusty teeth, forbye a stump,
A clapper-tongue would deave a miller;
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A whiskin beard about her mou,
Her nose and chin they threaten ither:

Sic a wife as Willie had,
I would not gie a button for her.

(Burns, Poetical Works, p. 244)

Without attempting to draw up a whole case, it

may be remarked that such gross ridicule of women and

matrimonial ties, while drawn from folk tradition, never-

theless may owe something to the brutal restraints of the

kirk mentioned earlier.

James and Horace Smith, in Rejected Addresses (l8l2),

parody the grotesque tales of Monk Lewis in a poem called

"Fire and Ale." Their take-off scarcely exaggerates the

farcical horror of the originals:

The Fire King, one day, rather amorous felt;
He mounted his hot copper filly;

His breeches and boots were of tin, and the belt

Was made of cast iron, for fear it should melt

With the heat of the copper colt's belly.

Sure never was skin half so scalding as his. 1
When an infant I twas equally horrid;

For the water, when he was baptised, gave a fizz,
And bubbled and simmer’d and started off, whiz

As soon as it sprinkled his forehead.

(Rejected Addresses, pp. 95-96)

The verses are rather more grotesque than funny,

but they illustrate a trend of the period. In "The Rash

Conjurer" (1805), Coleridge blends jawbreaking words and

bizarre imagery to evoke another slightly heavy mood of

grotesque whimsey, but there is some humor. By a series

of weird Hebraistic incantations, the conjurer in the

poem calls up a host of imps and devils, among them
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Lucifer's Dam. As Coleridge describes her, she is

Riding astride

On an old Black Ram
With Tartary stirrups, knees up to her chin,
And a sleek chrysom imp to her Dugs muzzled in,--

"Gee-up, my old Belzy! (she cried,
As she sung to her suckling cub)

Trit-a-trot, trot.’ we'll go far and wide
Trot Ram-Devil! Trot! Belzeybub!"
Her petticoat fine was of scarlet Brocade,
And soft in her lap her Baby was lay'd
With his pretty Nubs of Horns a-

sprouting,
And his pretty little Tail all curly-twirly—

Appalled by what he has called up, the conjurer

asks the demons to please get down. Lucifer's Dam per-

versely misinterprets the meaning of "down," crying:

"We do it.' we do it.' we all get down.'
But we take you with us to swim

or drown.’

Down a down to the grim Engulpher.'
11

Down in the sulphurous Pit, the conjurer repents

of his incantations:

"Cabbalists! Conjurers’ great and small,
Johva Mitzoveh Evohaen and all.’
Had I never uttered your jaw-breaking words,
I might now have been sloshing down Junket and Curds,

Like a Devonshire Christian
But now a Philistine.’

(Coleridge, Poetical Works, I, 399-^00)

In Don Juan, Byron frequently achieves grotesque,

even macabre humor, as in his narration of the cannibalism

of the shipwreck survivors. It isn't all meant to be humor

ous, of course, but there is no ignoring the sardonic in

his description of how the seamen have perished one by one,
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from thirst, from cold, from heat, "But chiefly by a

species of self-slaughter, / In washing down Pedrillo

/Juan's tutor/
7

with salt water." (Byron, Variorum Ed.,

I, 210) As in Blake and Burns, however, such apparent

callousness may be interpreted as the violent reaction of

sensitivity. Similarly, the mingled wit and terror of

the following lines reveal Byron’s disgust for war. De-

scribing the siege of a Turkish city, he says, "Three

hundred cannon threw up their emetic / And thirty thousand

musquets flung their pills / Like hail, to make a bloody

diuretic." (Byron, Variorum Ed., 111, 117) Not a pretty

image, to be sure, but neither is war. Seriously reflected

upon, these lines alone are enough to upset one’s tradi-

tional concept of the Romantic Age.

Lamb often blended wit and melancholy in his writ-

ings; sometimes he added a touch of the grotesque as well.

In the opening lines of the following passage from "New

Year’s Eve" (l82l), he sounds like Donne:

Whatsoever thwarts, or puts me out of my way,

brings death into my mind. All partial evils, like

humours, run into that capital plague sore.... Some

have wooed Death; but out upon thee, I say, thou

foul, ugly phantom] I detest, abhor, execrate, and

(with Friar John) give thee to six score thousand

devils.

Further on in the same essay, he manages to achieve

a more humorous attitude, but the laughter is wry. Speaking



280

of the "impertinent familiarities inscribed on your ordi-

nary tombstone," he says:

Every deadman must take it upon himself to be

lecturing me with his odious truism, that "Such as

he now is I must shortly be." Not so shortly, friend,
perhaps, as thou imaginest. In the mean time lam

alive. I move about. lam worth twenty of thee.

Know thy betters] (Lamb, Life, Letters, and Writings,
111, 178-79)

Speaking of Lamb's occasional tendency toward the

morbid and bizarre, Hunt praises the "ever-willing soci-

ability" of his humor, but adds: "Now and then, as if he

would cram into one moment the spleen of years, he would

throw out a startling and morbid subject for reflection,

perhaps in no better shape than a pun." (Hunt, Table-Talk,

pp. 153-54)

Some of Lamb’s most fantastic minglings of the

whimsical and the grotesque occur in "A Dissertation on

Roast Pig" (l822), as, for example, in his description of

the roasting process, when he says of the pig:

Behold him, while he is "doing"--it seemeth rather
a refreshing warmth than a scorching heat that he is

so passive to. How equably he twirleth round the

string.’--Now he is just done. To see the extreme sensi

bility of that tender age] he hath wept out his pretty
eyes--radiant jellies—shooting stars.

A moment later, in extenuation of the sacrifice of one so

young and innocent, he says, "Wouldst thou have had this

innocent grow up to the grossness and indocility which too

often accompany maturer swinehood?" (Lamb, Life, Letters,
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an-d Writings, in, 332-33) By such mischievous dialectic,

he provides a delicate counterbalance to the grotesquery.

W. M. Praed often achieved bizarre humor in his

verse-tales. Probably his best work in the vein is "The

Devil's Decoy" (1828), sometimes called "The Red Fisherman."

The poem tells of an Abbot, who, coming down to the river

to fish, sees a tall man seated on a three-legged stool,

putting together his reel and rod. Realizing that the

fisherman is Satan, the horrified Abbot watches him select

a lure that glitters like a diadem and fizzes when it

strikes the water. Almost immediately Satan draws out the

hunchbacked Duke of Gloucester. He casts the lure again,

and a moment later the Abbot's own brother lies flopping

on the bank. Several other persons who have enjoyed Satan's

special patronage fall prey to one lure or another, and

are hauled out unceremoniously. Finally the Abbot himself

leaps in and is hooked, but by crossing himself devoutly

manages to break free. Never again will he preach with

his former articulation, however, for as Satan says, clos-

ing up his tackle box and striding away:

Fair luck to the Abbot, fair luck to the shrineJ

He hath gnawed in twain my choicest twine;

Let him swim to the north, let him swim to the south,
The Abbot will carry my hook in his mouth.'

(Praed, Selected Poems, p. 51)

The resemblance of Shelley's grotesque drolleries

in Oedipus Tyrannus to those of Peer Gynt has been mentioned
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The final chorus, sung by lona and the Swine, is reminis

cent of Robert Herrick's "The Hag." Pursuing the des-

poilers of the land, they sing:

Tally-ho! tally-ho!
Through rain, hail, and snow,
Through brake, gorse, and briar,
Through fen, flood, and mire,

We go, we go!

Tally-ho. 1 tally-ho.'
Through pond, ditch, and slough,
Wind them, and find them,
Like the Devil behind them.'

Tally-ho, tally-ho.'
(Shelley, Poetical Works, p. 297)

The most inveterate practicioner of the grotesque

in the period, however, was Thomas Hood. He wrote dozens

of horrific pieces, both in prose and verse, but one or

two will serve for illustration. In "Faithless Nelly Gray:

A Pathetic Ballad" (1826), he combines punning with horror

to produce bizarre humor:

Ben Battle was a soldier bold,
And used to war's alarms;

But a cannon-ball took off his legs,
So he laid down his arms.

Fitted out with wooden legs, Ben attempts to renew

his courtship of Nelly Gray. He is rebuffed:

"Before you had those timber toes,
Your love I did allow;

But then, you know, you stand upon

Another footing now!"

Realizing that he can no longer wear his shoes upon

his feats of arms
;

"
Ben Battle is so depressed that he
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hangs himself, thus, for the second time in life, "en-

listing in the Line." 6

"Mary’s Ghost" (1827) is even more shocking. It

is the posthumous lament of a young lady whose rest has

been disturbed. In a plaintive explanation to her erst-

while sweetheart, she says:

The body-snatchers they have come,
And made a snatch at me;

It’s very hard, them kind of men

Won’t let a body be.’

Describing bow she has been scattered all over

the city in the interest of medical progress,, the young

lady’s ghost concludes by saying, philosophically:

Don't go to weep upon my grave,
And think that there I be;

They haven't left an atom there

Of my anatomie.

(Hood, Choice Works, pp. 192-93)^

Hood, The Choice Works of Thomas Hood (New
York, 1883), pp. 17-4-75* Cited hereafter as Hood, Choice

Works.

Until the passage of the Anatomy Bill in 1832,
only the bodies of executed criminals could legally be dis

sected. Since the value of anatomical study had long been

recognized, demand often outran supply, and bands of pro-
fessional body snatchers, or "resurrectionists," as they
came to be called, made almost nightly raids on freshly-
filled graves. For a thorough discussion of the practice,
see Charles Hagelman, "Medical Influence in 'lsabella,'"
John Keats and the Medical Profession, unpublished Ph.D.

dissertation, University of Texas, 1956, pp. 210-66.

Hagelman points out that the final lines of Keats's ear-

lier mentioned verses on "Women, Wine, and Snuff" (see
p. 212 of this dissertation) probably contain a play on

words. Originally scribbled on the back of a copybook,

while Keats was a medical student at Trinity College, they
contain the opening invocation of the three pleasures,
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To infuse the ghost of a dismembered body with

colloquial appeal is no mean accomplishment, but Hood

succeeds in doing it. Rather than quail before life’s

incongruities, even the terrible ones, he preferred to

attack them openly and wrest humor from them.

followed by the poet's remark that he will accept them
"sans objection / Until the day of resurrection," possibly
alluding to the practice cited above. The final couplet
contains a more obvious pun; "For bless my beard they
aye shall be /My beloved Trinity." (Keats, Poetical

Works, p. 441)
Hagelman also points out that Southey wrote in

1798 a farcical "parody" entitled "The Surgeon's Warning,"
a kind of burlesque anticipation of Browning's "The Bishop
Orders his Tomb," in that the anatomist is dying surrounded

by his colleagues and fears that he will be anatomized;

"That rascal Joe would be at me I know, / But, zounds, let

him spare me now I" Some of the verses approach the clever

grotesqueries of Hood;

All kinds of carcasses I have cut up,
And now my turn will be;

But, brothers, I took care of you;
So pray take care of me.

They do. When the Surgeon is dead, soldered up
in a lead coffin, and buried with a triple watch set to

guard the grave, the resurrectionists come, bribe the

watchers, and exhume the anatomist and put him in a sack;

So they carried the sack a-pick-a-back,
And they carved him bone from bone;

But what became of the Surgeon’s soul

Was never to mortal known.

(Southey, Poetical Works, pp. 475-76)

Southey can be quite good at grotesquery, and

this piece is one of his lightest and funniest in the

vein.
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Rollicking Humor

The distance between the grotesque and the

rollicking is not so great as one might first imagine,

since a similar energy underlies both. There is an af-

finity, for example, between the rustic vigor of "Willie

Wastle" and the reckless abandon of "Willie Brew’d a Peck

o'Maut," even a degree of similitude between the boister-

ous "Tam O'Shanter" and the more innocent "John Gilpin"

of William Cowper. Known formally as "The Diverting His-

tory of John Gilpin," this latter work created quite a

stir of approval when it appeared in 1782, and is still a

lively, entertaining poem. The plot is simplicity itself.

John Gilpin, a "citizen of London town," mounts his trusty

steed, hangs a jug of wine on either side for ballast, and

gallops off to join his family in Edmonton, ten miles away

It soon develops, however, that he has bestridden, not a

horse, but perpetual motion. Cowper's description could

hardly be sprightlier:

Away went Gilpin, neck or nought;
Away went hat and wig.'--

He little dreamt, when he set out,

Of running such a rig]

The wind did blow, the cloak did fly,,
Like streamer long and gay,

Till loop and button failing both,
At last it flew away.
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' The dogs did bark, the children scream'd,
Up flew the windows all;

And ev'ry soul cried out--Well done.'
As loud as he could bawl.

This last stanza is reminiscent of Chaucer's ro-

bust description of the hue and cry that sets up when

the Fox carries off Chanticleer in "The Nun's Priest's

Tale." On reaching Edmonton, Gilpin fain would stop,

but he cannot. As horse and rider go thundering through,

wife and children cry out:

Stop, stop, John GilpinJ--Here's the house--

They all at once did cry;
The dinner waits, and we are tir’d:

Said Gilpin--So am I!

Gilpin's horse runs on through Edmonton and all

the way to Ware, the place where Gilpin had bought him.

Once there, he is immediately startled by the bray of an

ass, and gallops off the way he came. The enthusiastic

villagers cheer Gilpin on, thinking he runs a race:

And so he did--and won it too.'--

For he got first to town;
Nor stopp'd till where he had got up

He did again get down.

Having finally got his hero safely back on the

ground, the poet concludes:

Now let us sing--Long live the king,
And Gilpin long live he;

And when he next doth ride abroad,
May I be there to see. 1
(Cowper, Poetical Works, pp. 3^B-51)
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The simple but skillful rhythms, the ludicrous

images, and the spirit of genuine fun combine to make the

piece a good example of guileless humor.

Wordsworth's "The Waggoner," composed in 1805 and

published in 1819, is probably the poet's most successful

attempt at light humor. Briefly, the plot concerns the

misadventures of one Benjamin, a commercial waggoner who

loves the convivial cup only too much, and has sworn off

in order to keep his job. Falling in with a sailor who is

returning from the wars, he is enticed to stop off at an

inn, gets drunk, arrives home at sunrise, and is fired for

his misbehavior. The story is told sympathetically, in a

mock-heroic style that, for once, is tolerably consistent.

A few passages will illustrate the essence of the

humor. Driving his wagon through the Lake country on a

wild, stormy night, Benjamin discovers the sailor, who

along with his family and the inevitable ass, is camped by

the roadside. When he urges them to break camp and follow

him, they are understandably glad to do so. The description

is ironic.

The Sailor gathers up his bed,
Takes down the canvas overhead;

And, after farewell to the place,
A parting word, though not of grace,

Pursues, with Ass and all his store,
The way the Waggon went before.^

Poetical Works, p. Cited hereafter

in this chapter by page number.
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At twelve midnight, passing through Wytheburn,

Benjamin spies the village inn ablaze with light, and

suddenly remembers that it is "Merry Night" in the village

And Benjamin is wet and cold,
And there are reasons manifold
That make the good, tow'rds which he's yearning,
Look fairly like a lawful earning.

(p. 33^)

All this is a little ambiguous, but it means he

believes he will have a drink. His fall is consummated

when the sailor arrives and urges that they join the merry-

making. The description of the tavern scene which follows

is excellent, the tone being quite different from Words-

worth's usual manner:

What bustling--jostling--high and low.'
A universal overflow]
What tankards foaming from the tap!
What thumping--stumping--overhead!
The thunder had not been more busy:
With such a stir you would have said.
This little place may well be dizzy!
'Tis who can dance with greater vigour-
'Tis what can be most prompt and eager;

As if it heard the fiddle's call*
The pewter clatters on the wall;
The very bacon shows its feeling.
Swinging from the smoky ceiling!

A steaming bowl, a blazing fire,
With greater good can hear desire?

All care with Benjamin is gone--

A Caesar past the Rubicon*
(p. 335)

When Benjamin and the sailor have become thoroughly

drunk, they prepare to set forth once more. Their maudlin

friendship is well portrayed:
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And then, what rapture in their hearts.’
What tears of rapture, what vow-making,
Profound entreaties and hand-shaking.’
What solemn, vacant interlacing,
As if they’d fall asleep embracing.’

(p. 336)

Benjamin suggests tying the ass (who is pulling

a wheeled replica of Nelson’s Vanguard) to the rear of

the wagon, alongside his own mastiff who serves as watch-

dog. The deed is done and the entourage moves off, "the

Vanguard following close behind,
"

as Wordsworth says pun-

ningly. Trouble soon breaks out, however, with the mastiff

("ill-conditioned carl’") snarling defiance at the ass.

The fray is soon settled:

The Ass, uplifting a hind hoof,
Salutes the Mastiff on the head;
And so were better manners bred,
And all was calmed and quieted.

(p. 337)

The diction is crisp, the description vivid, and

the humor good in this last passage. On reaching home,

still befuddled by drink, Benjamin suffers the disgrace

mentioned earlier, mastiff and horses are left without a

master, and the piece is ended. Although the work is no

"Tam O’Shanter," a poem with which its author liked to com-

pare it, it does exhibit a better controlled and more robust

humor than Wordsworth customarily achieved.

One of the most vigorous burlesques of the period

is a work cited earlier, though not by its full title, a

portion of which runs: Prospectus and Specimen of an Intended
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National Work by William and Robert Whistlecraft, of Stow-

Market, in Suffolk, Harness and Collar-Makers (1817-18).

It is easy to see why the poem, written by Hookham Frere,

is usually called Whistlecraft, or, in allusion to its

main episode, The Monks and the Giants. The whole work

is vigorously entertaining, but perhaps three passages will

serve to impart its robustious flavor. Describing a feast

in King Arthur's day, Frere says:

The noise and uproar of the scullery tribe,
All pilfering and scrambling in their calling,

Was past all powers of language to describe—

The din of manful oaths and female squalling:
The sturdy porter huddling up his bribe,

And then at random breaking heads and bawling,
Outcries, and cries of order, and contusions,
Made a confusion beyond all confusions.

(Frere, Works, 11, 223)

In relating Sir Tristram's leadership of an expe-

dition to search out and vanquish the Giants who have been

ravaging the countryside and threatening a monastery,

Frere presents him as being denser per square inch than

any other knight in Christendom. The party having arrived

at a scene of recent pillage, Frere says:

Sir Tristram understood the Giants' courses--

He felt the embers, but the heat was out--

He stood contemplating the roasted horses,
And all at once, without suspense or doubt,

His own decided judgement thus enforces--

"The Giants must be somewhere here about.'"
(Frere, Works, 11, 231)

Sir Tristram then unintentionally leads the track-

ing party in a circle, but in the finest British tradition
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and embarks upon another scheme.

One of the digressions of the poem centers around

the wishes of the Monks for a set of bells for their

monastery. They have waited long and devoutly: time drags

on--no bells. Wishes become desire, desire becomes ob-

session. Danger clouds the horizon; the Giants may descend

at any moment. The Monks don't care. They want bells.

Finally they get them, install them, and go into an orgy

of bell-ringing. Frere had best describe it:

Unhappy mortals! ever blind to fate!

Unhappy Monks! you see no danger nigh;
Exulting in their sound and size and weight,

From morn till noon the merry peal you ply
The belfry rocks, your bosoms are elate,

Your spirits with the ropes and pulleys fly;
Tired, but transported, panting, pulling, hauling,
Ramping and stamping, overjoy'd and bawling.

(Frere, Works, 11, 248)

Human nature rides its hobbyhorse like a boisterous

Uncle Toby in those last lines of pure fun.

Keats also had a fine sense of burlesque. He re-

veals it, along with his usual provocative fancy, in his

lines,
M
on Mrs. Reynold's Cat" (l8l8). In his closing

tribute to the old warrior, he says:

Nay, look not down, nor lick thy dainty wrists —

For all the wheezy asthma—and for all

Thy tail's tip is nick'd off--and though the fists

Of many a maid have given thee many a maul,

Still is that fur as soft as when the lists

In youth thou enter'dst on glass-bottled wall.

(Keats, Poetical Works, p. 422)

291
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His sense of the ridiculous ranged from cats to

mountains. In a letter written from Scotland (l8l8) to

his brother Tom, he describes the difficulties of climbing

Ben Nevis. Reflecting that an extremely fat lady once

managed it, with the help of her servants (a process which

reminds him of Sisyphus), he composes a dialogue which he

imagines to have taken place between Lady and Mountain.

The Lady addresses the Mountain pertly. Adjusting his

spectacles for a better look, the Mountain thunders back,

"Good heavens Lady how the gemini / Did you get here? 0

I shall split my Sides’ / I shall earthquake." (Keats,

Letters, I, 355-58) The Lady, realizing her mistake, be-

comes abruptly conciliatory at the thought of earthquakes.

Deciding to teach her a lesson, Ben Nevis rumbles to his

neighbor: "Red crag, there lies beneath my farthest toe /

A vein of Sulphur—go dear Red Crag go--/ And rub your

flinty back against it--budgeJ
" To the Lady he roars,

"Dear Madam I must kiss you, faith I must.' / I must embrace

you with my dearest gust.'" Faced with this frightening

prospect, the Lady faints, and Ben Nevis, mollified at

last, wraps himself in clouds and goes back to sleep. The

Lady awakes, and helped by her servants, descends with

some haste, until finally, "Safe on lowly ground she

blessed her fate / That fainting fit was not delayed too

late." (Keats, Letters, I, 355-57) Although something
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of a tour de force, the poem is gustful and imaginative.

Who but Keats would ever have thought of it?

Probably the most underrated author of the period

is Thomas Love Peacock, though of late he seems to have

been attracting more attention among critics. He deserves

not only to be remembered, but to be studied. Although

Nightmare Abbey (l8l8) is his best-known work, The Misfor-

tunes of Elphin (1829) contains his masterpiece of charac-

terization--Prince Seithenyn ap Seithyn Saidi, known in

the Triads of the Isle of Britain (which Peacock quotes in

his motto for Chapter II) as one of "the three immortal

drunkards" of British history. Such a reputation is not

lightly come by, anywhere; in Britain it argues superhuman

powers and heroic dedication. Peacock has taken the bare

outlines of two Welsh legends, one of them about Seithenyn,

and clothed them with a glow of romanticism, preserving

at the same time a rich, realistic irony.

Commissioned to watch over the embankment that

keeps back the sea, Seithenyn holds the exalted office of

Lord High Commissioner of Royal Embankment, but, as Peacock

says, "He executed it as a personage so denominated might

be expected to do: he drank the profits, and left the em-

bankment to his deputies, who left it to their assistants,

who left it to itself." 9 From Teithrin, who being young

Love Peacock, The Misfortunes of Elphin

(London, 1894), p. 20. Cited hereafter as Peacock, Elphin.
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and eager keeps his end of the embankment in excellent

shape, Prince Elphin learns that Seithenyn's sector is

crumbling from neglect. The two men visit Seithenyn’s

castle, to have a closer look at his supervisory methods.

They find Commissioner and subjects in the midst of a

lusty drinking song, and it is some moments before they

can attract the host’s attention. When the last chorus

has ended, however, he perceives them and starts up, roar-

ing, "You are welcome all four,
" to which Elphin answers,

"We thank you: we are but two." "Two or four," says

Seithenyn, with a flourish of his tankard, "all is one";

as indeed it is, with him. (Peacock, Elphin, p. 27)

Forever awash in seas of grog, he has only the

haziest notion of what is going on, but he argues on minor

particulars with all the dialectic he can muster, phrasing

his statements with precise care, so that no one will sus-

pect him of being drunk. Confronted with the charge that

the embankment is crumbling and the sea about to overwhelm

the kingdom, he gives the time-honored, benevolent reply

that elderly men, conservative by nature, rubbed on by

experience, flattered by high position, and soothed by

excellent food and drink, are forever giving to impatient

youth. "Decay," he says, "is one thing, and danger is an-

other,
"

adding:

Everything that is old must decay. That the embankment

is old, I am free to confess; that it is somewhat rotten
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in parts, I will not altogether deny; that it is any
the worse for that, Ido most sturdily gainsay. It
does its business: it works well: it keeps out the
water from the land, and lets in the wine upon the

High Commission of Embankment. Cupbearer, fill."

Teithrin points out that, all dialectic to the contrary,

the wall is falling apart. "That is the beauty of it,"

says Seithenyn:

Some parts of it are rotten, and some parts of it are

sound.... The parts that are rotten give elasticity to

those that are sound: they give them elasticity, elas-
ticity, elasticity.” (Peacock, Elphin, pp. 29-30)

Peacock's novels are close kin to drama. The comic

effectiveness of Seithenyn in a stage production can well

be imagined, especially in his thick-tongued repetition of

"elasticity," a term which evidently fascinates him. There

is something Falstaffian in his gusto and rascality. His

drunkenness is an ideal drunkenness. He waves his cup and

all disagreeables are resolved; beauty and philosophy at-

tend his meditations, benevolence his actions. Walls may

crumble and seas may rage; such things are mere imperti-

nences to a philosopher.

Unfortunately, that very night the wall does

crumble and the sea comes roaring through the breach.

Dimly perceiving that all is not well, Seithenyn catches

up his sword, and flourishing it above his head and roar-

ing, "Show me the enemy, show me the enemy.'" walks off

into the torrent and disappears. In the original legend,

he was drowned, but Peacock, realizing the worth of what
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he had created, spares the old fellow’s life and incorpo-

rates him, drunk as ever, into the latter half of the

narrative. When he shows up, twenty years after his sup-

posed death, his acquaintances require an explanation.

Seithenyn tells them he owes his life to his good fortune

in having emptied so many liquor barrels. As he explains

it:

When I jumped into the sea, the sea was just mak-

ing a great hole in the cellar, and they were floating
out by dozens. I don’t know how I managed it, but I

got one arm over one, and the other arm over another:
I nipped them pretty tight; and though my legs were

under water, the good liquor I had in me kept me warm.
I could not help thinking--as I had nothing else to
think of just then that touched me so nearly—that if
I had left them full, and myself empty, as a sober man

would have done, we should have all three--that is, I
and the two barrels, have gone to the bottom together,
that is to say, separately; for we should have never

come together, except at the bottom, perhaps, where no

one of us could have done the other any good. (Peacock,
Elphin, p. 102)

In his affectation of sober clarity, Seithenyn may

attenuate his arguments a trifle, but his reasoning is im-

peccable. Even a Prohibitionist should find a chuckle in

such delightful incongruity. Keeping forever a tankard

or two away from sobriety may not be the way to beat the

game in real life, but it works for Seithenyn. Flourish-

ing his cup and crying, "Gwin o eur: wine from gold. 1 "
he

goes reeling through one of the funniest novels Peacock

ever wrote, and whoever reads it will have that call and

its echo, "Cupbearer, fill,
"

ringing in his ears for some

time to come.
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Conclusion

Influences both traditional and contemporary are

traceable in the strong humor of the period. The fierce

fooleries of Blake are at once Swiftian and Hogarthian,

as well as carrying overtones of Smollett. Keats was an

admirer of all his lusty predecessors--Chaucer, Shakes-

peare., the Tribe of Ben, Fielding, Smollett. He quotes

with approval some of the nastier grotesqueries of Burton,

remarking what an effect they would have, "pop-gunned at

the pit" in a modern comedy. (Keats, Letters, 11, 191-92)

Lamb was an admirer of Burton, Donne, and a number of more

obscure writers. Along with Coleridge and Hazlitt, how-

ever, he was ardently an admirer of William Hogarth, whom

he ranked in some respects next to Shakespeare in his

ability to portray naked reality. Lord Byron draws on

Swift, Dryden, and Pope for precedent in his vigorous sa-

tire; on Shakespeare, Sterne, and a host of others in his

ribaldry. Behind Burns stand a whole series of vigorous,

bawdy Scotch poets, among them Dougal Graham, a kind of

travelling salesman and composer of scatalogical "chapbooks,

and the more sophisticated but nevertheless earthy Allan

Ramsay. Finally, it must be remembered that the Romantics

were immersed in the weird atmosphere of Walpole, Beckford,
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Kotzebue, and Radcliffe, a company whose tendencies they

sometimes espoused, sometimes burlesqued, but never quite

escaped.



CHAPTER VI

THE ROMANTIC SENSE OF HUMOR

"Man is the only animal that laughs and weeps;
for he is the only animal that is struck with the

difference between what things are, and what they
ought to be." William Hazlitt--Lectures on the
English Comic Writers.

Like romanticism itself, the romantic sense of

humor is more easily illustrated than defined. Neverthe-

less, it is quite as distinctive in its way as other ex-

pressions of the romantic imagination. Although no single

example can illustrate all its traits, there is a passage

in "Tam O’Shanter" which goes a long way toward capturing

its essence. Pilled with good ale, charmed by the gracious

fellowship of landlord, landlady, and Souter Johnny, Tam

has just reached the airy headlands of inebriety where,

according to William James, man is "made for the moment

one with truth." 1 Burns’s description is a mingling of

humor, sadness, fancy, tenderness, and beauty:

Care, mad to see a man sae happy,
E’en drown’d himsel amang the nappy.

James, The Varieties of Religious Experi-

ence: A Study in Human Nature l New York, "19037 j P- 3^7.
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As bees flee hame wi ’ lades o’ treasure,
The minutes wing’d their way wi' pleasure:
Kings may be blest but Tam was glorious,
O'er a' the ills o' life victorious.'

But pleasures are like poppies spread:
You seize the flow'r* its bloom is shed;
Or like the snow falls on the river,
A moment white--then melts for ever;
Or like the borealis race,
That flit ere you can point their place;
Or like the rainbow’s lovely form

Evanishing amid the storm.
(Burns, Poetical Works, p. 9l)

About the only important traits of romantic humor

missing are egoism, nonsense, and touches of grotesquery.

This last quality manifests itself later in the work,

however, and the image of Care drowning himself in the

nappy gives eighteenth-century personification a fanciful,

almost nonsensical twist. Probably the most palpably ro-

mantic quality is the air of melancholy beauty which per-

vades the description, serving not so much for contrast

as for emphasis and enrichment of the humor. It is this

blending rather than contrasting of wit and beauty,

tenderness and incongruity, romance and realism which

characterizes romantic humor, shutting out, at the same

time, much of the laughter of Blake, Byron, and, indeed,

of Burns himself.

Beauty and Laughter

In the passage from "Tam O'Shanter,
11

touches of

beauty and sentiment enrich and transfigure a poem otherwise
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filled with earthy vigor. Many times, however, the oppo-

site takes place, with a stroke of humor serving to human-

ize and intensify the beauty and emotion of a more ethe-

real poem. Such delicate modulations are among the

pleasantest effects the period has to offer. Meant to

provoke a smile, at most a chuckle, they peep out so shyly

and unexpectedly that they are often overlooked. It has

been said of Keats, for example, that he achieved no humor

in his best poetry. Such a judgment is questionable.

In his poem "Fancy, "
for instance, it seems to me a deli-

cate touch of humorous reality when in the midst of cata-

loguing the pleasures of variety he says quietly:

Where’s the face

One would meet in every place?
Where's the voice, however soft,
One would hear so very oft?

(Keats, Poetical Works, p. 214)

Other interpretations are of course possible, but

it hardly seems likely that Keats the poet can ever be

completely divorced from Keats the lively companion and

letter-writer. Lord Houghton, speaking of the poet's

winter at Hampstead in 1817-18, says that he passet}/ gaily

enough among friends," adding:

His society was much sought after, from the delightful

combination of earnestness and pleasantry which dis-

tinguished his intercourse with all men. There was no

effort about him to say fine things, but he did say
them most effectively, and they gained considerably
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by his happy transition of manner. He joked well or

ill, as it happened, and with a laugh which still
echoes sweetly in many ears. 2

For the perceptive reader, that laughter has lost

none of its sweetness, particularly when it lightens a

passage of earnest poetry. One of its most exquisite

manifestations comes in the "Ode to Melancholy," in the

final three lines of the second stanza. In its entirety

the verse reads:

But when the melancholy fit shall fall

Sudden from heaven like a weeping cloud,
That fosters the droop-headed flowers all,

And hides the green hill in an April shroud;
Then glut thy sorrow on a morning rose,

Or on the rainbow of the salt sand-wave,
Or on the wealth of globed peonies;

Or if thy mistress some rich anger shows,
Emprison her soft hand, and let her rave,

And feed deep, deep upon her peerless eyes.
(Keats, Poetical Works, p. 220)

One of the finest touches in the poem, this blending

of deepest melancholy, beauty, and gentle humor is remins-

cent of the English Metaphysical Poets.

The touchstone to romantic humor is sensitivity--a

lively feeling for the tiny, the innocent, the unfortunate,

the unloved among earth’s creatures. In its serious as-

pects it finds expression in such works as Burns’s "To a

Mouse," and in its lighter moods in such lines as Cowper’s

"Epitaph on a Hare." I have even wondered if Keats in his

2Taken from a note in The Letters of John Keats,

ed. M. B. Forman (London, 19527*p. 90.
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poem, To Autumn," may not have intended to provoke a

gentle smile over the innocence of the bees, when he de-

scribes how more and still later flowers have been set

budding, "Until," as he says of the bees, "they think

warm days will never cease." (Keats, Poetical Works,

p. 219) Obviously a tender irony is intended. Whether

it will be amusing depends upon the reader. Probably it

is going too far to conjure up a vision of the bees, like

so many Seithenyns in microcosm, quaffing their nectar in

heedless disregard of consequence. The image is too

slight for that. Still, touched lightly in passing and

exquisitely diminished, something of that effect may have

been intended. Such humor is faint, admittedly, but it

is not weak. It achieves all that it sets out to do, in

this case the providing of one more touch of balance toward

making "To Autumn" one of the serenest poems in the lan-

guage .

3

3]Sfot quite so fine, perhaps, because not so subtle

nor so infused into noble poetry, are some of the fanciful

touches in Shelley's "Witch of Atlas." Nevertheless, a

gentle dramatic irony is hinted at in the description of

the timid lovers who are influenced by the prankish Witch:

And timid lovers who had been so coy

They hardly knew whether they loved or not,
Would rise out of their rest, and take sweet joy,

To the fulfilment of their inmost thought;
And when next day the maiden and the boy

Met one another, both, like sinners caught,
Blushed at the thing which each believed was done

Only in fancy--till the tenth moon shone.

(Shelley, Poetical Works, p. 282)
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Keats was keenly aware of the chief quality that

distinguishes humor from wit. As early as lBl7* writing

to Tom and George, he characterizes the difference. Re-

marking that he has recently dined with Horace Smith and

his brothers, along with several other wits of the day,

he says, "They only served to convince me, how superior

humour is to wit in respect to enjoyment--These men say

things which make one start, without making one feel."

(Keats, Letters, I, 193) for him (as for others of the

Romantics), the way to poetic laughter lay primarily

through the feelings. Suitably restrained, such humor

is not at all out of place in serious poetry. Touches

of it appear in "The Eve of St. Agnes," thought by many

to be Keats’s best work. There is a hint of the comical

in the alarmed reactions of old Angela when she discovers

Porphyro’s presence, especially when he calmly says, "Ah,

Gossip dear, /We’re safe enough; here in this arm-chair

sit, / And tell me how--" He gets no further, for Angela

bursts out, "Good Saints’ not here, not here; / Follow

me, child, or else these stones will be thy bier."

(Keats, Poetical Works, p. 198) In the description of

the flight of the lovers down the stairs, through the

In their naivete’ the lovers are reminiscent of

the bees in Keats’s poem, and their actions are delineated

with a kind of ambivalent sympathy. In the final stanzas,

Shelley sets all to right by getting them happily married.
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long halls, and out the groaning door, there is much of

the serious, much of the dramatic. There is also, per-

haps, a touch of humor:

She hurried at his words, beset with fears,
For there were sleeping dragons all around,
At glaring watch, perhaps, with ready spears.

The arras, rich with horsemen, hawk, and hound,
Flutter'd in the besieging wind's uproar;
And the long carpets rose along the gusty floor.

Like phantoms, to the iron porch they glide;
Where lay the Porter, in uneasy sprawl,
With a huge empty flaggon by his side:
The wakeful bloodhound rose, and shook his hide,
But his sagacious eye an inmate owns.

(Keats, Poetical Works, p. 206)

The dangers are real, but the intensifying into

"dragons,
"

and the movements of the long carpets rising

along the floor are likely to excite a nervous, shivery

laughter in the reader. Warmer humor--just a touch, ad-

mitted ly--may be intended in the depiction of the drunken

porter’s sprawl and of the sagacious bloodhound in his

loose hide. This last image perhaps gains an unintended

emphasis for the modern reader acquainted with the dogs

of James Thurber. Even so, the mournful visage of a

bloodhound should be a trifle amusing in any age.

Most of the strokes of humor in Keats’s serious

poems are faint, even tender in their irony. Not all,

however. Occasionally they can be brisk, as in the son-

net, "On the Sea," when he interrupts his soothing, sinu-

ous description of the calmness of sea and sand to cry
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Feast them on the wideness of the Sea." (Keats, Poetical

Works, p. 365) That brisk admonition comes like a brac-

ing whiff of salt air. What reader of Keats's letters

would deny that a jocular good humor infuses the utter-

ance, its tang invigorating the whole poem? The demands

of meter, though sometimes tyrannical, hardly require the

use of "eye-balls." The vigorous image is just as Keatsian

as the more sensuous figures.

In his not published until 1851 but

composed largely of materials published much earlier in

various periodicals, Leigh Hunt noted a characteristic

blending of comedy and pathos in Lamb’s humor, saying:

Lamb’s essays, especially those collected under

the signature of Elia, will take their place among
the daintiest productions of English wit-melancholy,
--an amiable melancholy being the ground-work of them,
and serving to throw out their delicate flowers of

wit and character with greater nicety. (Hunt, Table-

Talk, p. 15^)

Lamb himself was keenly aware of the effect. In

his well-known essay on "Poor Relations," after gradually

shifting his ground from the ludircous to the melancholy,

he remarks:

Upon a subject which I began with treating half

seriously, I do not know how I should have fallen on

a recital so eminently painful; but this theme of poor

relationship is replete with so much matter for tragic
as well as comic associations, that it is difficult to

keep the account distinct without blending. (Lamb,
Life, Letters, and Writings, 111, 396)

306
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In "Dream Children; A Reverie" (l822), he mingles

fancy, melancholy, beauty, and innocent laughter. The

passage wherein he describes to little John and Alice the

goodness of their great-grandmother Field is representative,

"So good indeed," he says,

that she knew all the Psaltery by heart, ay, and a

great part of the Testament besides. Here little
Alice spread her hands. Then I told what a tall, up-
right, graceful person their great-grandmother Field
once was; and how in her youth she was esteemed the
best dancer, (here Alice's little right foot played
an involuntary movement, till, upon my looking grave,
it desisted,) the best dancer, I was saying, in the

county, till a cruel disease, called a cancer, came,
and bowed her down with pain; but it could never bend
her good spirits, or make them stoop, but they were

still upright, because she was so good and religious.
(Lamb, Life, Letters, and Writings, 111, 295-96)^

A few moments later he impishly describes to the

children the meditative pleasures of his own youth, saying:

I had more pleasure in these busy-idle diversions than

in all the sweet flavours of peaches., nectarines, and

such-like common baits for children. Here John slyly
deposited back upon the plate a bunch of grapes, which,
not unobserved by Alice, he had meditated dividing with

character sketching would seem to owe a debt

to the so-called "School of Sensibility" which flourished

in the latter half of the eighteenth century, led by
writers such as Henry Mackenzie (The Man of Feeling, 1771)
and Oliver Goldsmith (The Vicar of Wakefield, 1766). The

sweetness and pathos of these works now more often pro-

voke the indulgent smile than the pitying tear, but their

sentiment appealed to the sensitive Romantics, Mackenzie,
for example, being one of Burns's favorite authors. In

the character drawings of Coleridge, Lamb, and Hunt, es-

pecially those cited later in this chapter, it is almost

as though they took a page from the novel of sensibility
and dashed it with zestful, redeeming humor.
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her, and both seemed willing to relinquish them for
the present as irrelevant. (Lamb, Life, Letters, and

Writings. 111, 297)

In their blending of wit and sentiment, the grace-

ful lyrics of W. M. Praed sometimes approach romantic humor,

although whether they ever achieve it is another matter.

Little currents of chill irony mingle with warm flashes

of sentiment and sparkles of wit, giving them a pleasantly

superficial effect reminiscent of Moore. Nevertheless,

in the evocative descriptions of his best vers de societe*,

there is a hint of romantic amusement. In "The Belle of

the Ball-Room" (1831), describing what is now termed a

"summer romance," he says:

Our love was like most other loves;--
A little glow, a little shiver,

A rose-bud, and a pair of gloves,
And "Fly not yet" upon the river;

Some jealousy of some one's heir,
Some hopes of dying broken-hearted;

A miniature, a lock of hair,
The usual vows, and then we parted.s

We parted—months and years rolled by;
We met again four summers after;

Our parting was all sob and sigh;
Our meeting was all mirth and laughter:

For in my heart’s most secret cell

There had been many other lodgers;
And she was not the Ball-Room’s Belle.,

But only Mrs. Something Rogers.
(Praed, Selected Poems, p. 93)

In spite of the obvious lightness of the tone,

the studied nonchalance of such lines as "Our parting was

s"Fly not yet" was a popular song of the day,
written by Moore.
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all sob and sigh,
"

one detects an undertone of sadness

concerning the incongruities of life. "You'll Come to

Our Ball" (1829), is even more studied in its pleasant

effects, being the letter of a young lady to her sweet-

heart, who has gone away to the university, fallen in

love with a Blue, and slipped considerably in his morals.

Even so, in spite of the archness of the theme, a few of

the lines distill a surprising amount of tragicomedy, as

the final line of the following quotation will illustrate:

You'll find us all changed since you vanished:
We've set up a National School;

And waltzing is utterly banished;
And Ellen has married a fool..

(Praed, Selected Poems, p. 136)

For as long as fools are able to find mates, suit-

able or otherwise (and we really don't know, in Ellen's

case), such lines will have relevance.

The grotesquery of the period has already been

discussed, but one additional quality may be mentioned,

the tendency of the Romantics to juxtapose it with beauty.

Hogarth seems to have been their chief model, and in their

interpretations of him they romanticized quite freely.

In his essay "On the Genius and Character of Hogarth"

(l8ll), Lamb says:

Another line of eternal separation between Hogarth
and the common painters of droll or burlesque subjects,,
with whom he is often confounded, is the sense of

beauty, which in the most unpromising subjects seems
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never wholly to have deserted him. (Lamb, Life,
Letters, and Writings, IV, 300)

He then quotes Coleridge, who in describing a

scene of comical absurdity he once witnessed says:

Hogarth himself never drew a more ludicrous dis-
tortion

...nor was there wanting beside it one of
those beautiful female faces which the same Hogarth,
in whom the satirist never extinguished that love of
beauty which belonged to him as a poet, so often and

gladly introduces as the central figure in a crowd

of humourous deformities, which figure (such is the

power of true genius) neither acts nor is meant to
act as a contrast, but diffuses through all and over

each of the group a spirit of reconciliation and
human kindness; and even when the attention is no

longer consciously directed to the cause of the feel

ing, still blends its tenderness with our laughter."
(Lamb, Life, Letters, and Writings, IV, 300-01)

How valid these statements are as interpretations

of Hogarth., it is not for the moment pertinent to inquire;

what is important is to recognize the insight they furnish

into Romantic concepts of humor. Beauty in the midst of

absurdity, deformity, acting not as a contrast, but dif-

fusing a spirit of kindness and reconcilitation throughout--

these are touchstones recognized by Coleridge and Lamb.

To them may be added various other modulations of sadness

and fancy. Lamb’s invocation to Death, in "New Year’s Eve,"

and his touches of flippant grotesquery in "A Dissertation

on Roast Pig" are logical extensions of the Hogarthian

manner. It is questionable whether Coleridge was very

often successful in fusing the humorous and the bizarre,

but the weird beauties of "The Ancient Mariner" and "Christa

bel" may owe something to the Hogarthian blend of beauty
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and deformity. The clever minglings of the graceful and

the fantastic in Praed’s narrative poems derive in part

from the tradition (chiefly through Coleridge), and even

the horrific-sentimental productions of Hood are an ulti-

mate extension of it.

The Real and the Ideal

If beauty, melancholy, and deformity can be mingled

in a spirit of reconciliation as Coleridge suggests, then

a tolerant blending of idealism and realism ought also to

be possible. In a passage anticipatory of George Meredith’s

benign Comic Muse, Lamb says, in his same essay on Hogarth:

All laughter is not of a dangerous or soul-hardening
tendency. There is the petrifying sneer of a demon
which excludes and kills Love, and there is the cordial

laughter of a man which implies and cherishes it. What

heart was ever made the worse by joining in a hearty
laugh at the simplicities of Sir Hugh Evans or Parson

Adams, where a sense of the ridiculous mutually kindles
and is kindled by a perception of the amiable.... What

unkindly impression is left behind, or what more of

harsh or contemptuous feeling....when we quietly leave

Uncle Toby and Mr. Shandy riding their hobby-horses
about the room? (Lamb, Life, Letters, and Writings,

IV, 312)

In the humor Lamb alludes to, although idealism

is often gently ridiculed, the satire is so genial, so

bound up with love and tolerance, that it sublimates

rather than destroys. There is none of the fierceness of

Byron, in what some have called a "fallen idealism," none

of that strong realism which he so effectively contrasts
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to spirituality in Don Juan. Rather there is a smiling

perception of both the real and the ideal, and a tolerant

recognition of the validities and defects of each view.

Burns is notable for the realistic vigor of his

humor, but seated next to a Miss Ainslie in church one

day, and perceiving her beginning to search for a text

directed by the preacher against impenitents, he composed

the following lines, which strike a fair balance between

realism and idealism:

Fair maid, you need not take the hint,
Nor idle texts pursue;

'T was guilty sinners that he meant,
Not angels such as you.

(Burns, Poetical Works, p. 185)

Byron achieves a similar effect in Don Juan (and

a rare one, for him), in one of his portrayals of Aurora

Raby. Describing the cool luminescence of her character,

he speaks of her as being,

Radiant and grave--as pitying man's decline;
Mournful —but mournful of another's crime,

She look'd as if she sat by Eden's door,
And grieved for those who could return no more.

(Byron, Variorum Ed., 111, 476)

A spirit of amused tolerance is inherent in much

of Cowper's writing, although at times it has a slight

edge. Writing to the Reverend John Newton in November of

1783, he describes in detail the chastisement of one

Billy Raban, a young man who has stolen some ironwork

from Griggs, the butcher. Tied to the back of a cart, he
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is whipped by the beadle, who has filled his hand with

red ochre and draws the whip through it after every

stroke, so that he appears to make gashes on the culprit’s

back, but in reality hurts him very little. The constable

perceives what is going on, and applies his cane to the

back of the too merciful beadle. After a few moments of

this double flogging, an Amazonian young woman takes up

the cause of the beadle, and pulling the constable back-

wards by his cane, slaps his face resoundingly. Closing

his lively description, Cowper remarks, in extenuation

for its having taken up more space than he had intended,

"I could not forbear to inform you how the beadle threshed

the thief, the constable the beadle, and the lady the

constable, and how the thief was the only person concerned

who suffered nothing." (Cowper, Correspondence, 11, 124)

There is irony in the passage, of course, but also the re-

signed tolerance of an idealist coming to terms with reality

In the prose of Coleridge, Hunt, and Lamb, this

genial ambivalence most often takes form in a character

sketch, either of themselves or of some acquaintance.

Coleridge’s account of his early literary misadventures

is a case in point. In much the same manner he relates a

leisurely anecdote of an old clergyman with similar liter-

ary aspirations who published at his own expense two large

volumes on a new theory of Redemption. After sharp
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denunciation by a nameless critic, the work dropped

rapidly into oblivion, but the old man, living far out

in the country, was unaware of its fate, apart from a

knowledge of the one criticism already mentioned:

Well.' (he used to exclaim,) in the second edition,
I shall have an opportunity of exposing the ignorance
and the malignity of the anonymous critic. Two or

three years however passed by without any tidings from
the bookseller, who had undertaken the printing and

publication of the work, and who was perfectly at
his ease, as the author was known to be a man of large
property.

Finally the old clergyman writes for his accounts. In a

few days they are presented by a representative of the

printing house, in person. The old gentleman totals up

the various items. All seem quite reasonable. Indeed,

one item, the "selleridge,” seems too reasonable. "Bless

me.' says the old fellow,

Only three guineas for the what d'ye call it--the

selleridge? No more, Sir, replied the rider. Nay
but this is too moderatei rejoined my old friend.

Only three guineas for selling a thousand copies of

a work in two volumes? 0 Sir.' (cries the young

traveller) you have mistaken the word. There have

been none of them sold; they have been sent back from

London long ago; and this £3.35. is for the cellaridge,
or warehouse room in our book cellar. (Coleridge,
Biographia Literaria, I, 113-1-4)

To the old gentleman's credit, he told the story

with relish to all his acquaintances (presenting them, at

the same time, with a complimentary copy of the cherished

work).
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In his sketch, "The Old Gentleman," Leigh Hunt

diffuses a similar glow of tolerance throughout his de-

tailed description of the foibles of a well-bred but

crotchety old man. The characterization is excellent,

"if alone after dinner," says Hunt,

his great delight is the newspaper; which he prepares
to read by wiping his spectacles, carefully adjusting
them on his eyes, and drawing the candle close to him,
so as to stand sideways betwixt his ocular aim and the

small type. He then holds the paper at arm's length,
and dropping his eyelids half down and his mouth half

open, takes cognisance of the day's information.

(Hunt, Essays, p. 36)

It is Lamb, however, who is the master of such

character sketching. In his attitude toward the foibles

of mankind there is a comfortable flexibility that antici-

pates Dickens. He allows men their crotchets, and still

affirms their respective sparks of divinity. Is a man a

chronic borrower? Lamb makes him epic. In "The Two Races

of Men," describing a magnificent borrower he has known,

he who "anticipated no excuse and found none," he draws

this conclusion:

When I think of this man,--his fiery glow of heart,
his swell of feeling,--how magnificent, how ideal he

was; how great at the midnight hour; and when I com-

pare with him the companions with whom I have associ-

ated since, I grudge the saving of a few idle ducats,
and think that I am fallen into the society of lenders

and little men. (Lamb, Life, Letters, and Writings,

111, 169) "

As delineated by his pen, chimney, sweeps become,

not the blackened innocents of Blake's poetry, but mischievous,
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likeable., soot-covered urchins who are nevertheless

worthy of Jem White’s yearly banquets. In describing

this fantastic feast., Lamb concentrates on the humor of

the situation., but underneath and beyond the shoutings

and the drolleries one hears the still, sad music of hu-

manity. In another of his sketches, "Captain Jackson,"

he gently caricatures his old friend’s absurd pretensions

to magnificence--his meagre table, spread forth with an

air as though a monarch were to dine; the noble songs that

cheered the feeble foamings of the thin ale; the cracked

voices of daughters and spinet--all are observed with

amused sympathy. "Sacred, and by me never-to-be-violated,

secrets of Poverty," says Lamb. "Should I disclose your

honest aims at grandeur, your makeshift efforts of mag-

nificence?" In answer to his own question, he concludes,

"A veil be spread over the dear delighted face of the

well-deluded father." (Lamb, Life, Letters, and Writings,

IV, 31)

One of the essayist's favorite subjects for amia

ble satire was his good friend, George Dyer, an idealist

who never stumbled into a well while looking for stars,

but who did walk out of Lamb's cottage at Islington one

Sunday morning and march straight into the river that

ran along before the gate. He was back out in a moment,

an angel not too much damaged by his ordeal. Although
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Lamb did not witness the scene (it was told to him by

Mary, who had seen it from the kitchen window), he as-

sumes narrative omniscience and describes it in his es

say "Amicus Redivivius" (1823). Narrating the descent

of the dreamer into the waters, he says:

A spectacle like this at dusk would have been

appalling enough; but in the broad, open daylight, to
witness such an unreserved motion towards self-

destruction, in a valued friend, took from me all

power of speculation.... I remember nothing but the

silvery apparition of a good white head emerging;
nigh which a staff (the hand unseen that wielded it)
pointed upwards, as feeling for the skies. (Lamb,
Life, Letters, and Writings, IV, 62)

For the sake of a better story,, he then repre-

sents himself as having rescued Dyer* a literary license

his genial friend would have been the last to condemn.

More than twenty years earlier., writing to Thomas Manning

(l800), he exhibits the same tolerant irony regarding

Dyer’s hobbyhorses. After noting that Coleridge and Words

worth have "contrived to spawn a new volume of lyrical

ballads, which is to see the light in about a month," he

adds:

George Dyer too, that good-natured heathen, is more

than nine months gone with his twin volumes of ode,
pastoral, sonnet, elegy, Spenserian, Horatian, Akensi-

dish, and Masonic verse. Clio prosper the birthi it

will be twelve shillings out of somebody's pocket....
Well, God put it into the hearts of the English gentry
to come in shoals and subscribe to his poems, for He

never put a kinder heart into flesh of man than George
Dyer's.' (Lamb, Life, Letters, and Writings, 11, 177)
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Such tender irony can hardly be denominated sa-

tire, it so cherishes the object of its amusement. Per-

haps Lamb's finest description in the vein, a timeless

piece of tragicomedy, is contained in a letter to Cole-

ridge written in October of 1800. Speaking of the death

of an acquaintance and minor poet of the day, he says:

I suppose you have heard of the death of Amos
Cottle. I paid a solemn visit of condolence to his

brother, accompanied by George Dyer...l went, tremb-

ling to see poor Cottle so immediately after the
event. He was in black; and his younger brother was

in black. Everything wore an aspect suitable to the

respect due to the freshly dead.

In a short time, Dyer, who is always eager to

discuss literature of any kind, mentions Joseph Cottle's

recently published book, Alfred. "This was Lethe to

Cottle,
"

says Lamb, "and his poor face, wet with tears,

and his kind eyes brightened up in a moment. Now I felt

it was my cue to speak,
"

so I ventured to suggest, that I perceived a con-

siderable improvement he had made in his first book

since the state in which he first read it to me.

Joseph, who till now had sat with his knees cowering
in by the fireplace, wheeled about, and with great
difficulty of body shifted the same round to the

corner of a table where I was sitting, and first

stationing one thigh over the other, which is his

sedentary mood, and placidly fixing his benevolent

face right against mine, waited my observations. At

that moment it came strongly into my mind, that I had

got Uncle Toby before me, he looked so kind and good.
...I felt my cue, and strong pity working at the root,
I went to work.
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with praise, only qualifying it a bit to strengthen the

effect and heighten the relish, Lamb asks:

Did Ido right? I believe I did.... For all the rest
of the evening Amos was no more heard of, till George
revived the subject.... Poor Cottle, I must leave
him, after his short dream, to muse again upon his
poor brother, for whom I am sure in secret he will
yet shed many a tear. (Lamb, Life, Letters, and Writ-

ings, I, 407-09)

The pathetic pretensions of humanity always roused

both Lamb’s sympathy and his laughter. Writing to Henry

Crabb Robinson in 1826, he tells of a recent visit to see

Randal Norris, a friend he has known since his Christ’s

Hospital days. The old man is dying. "in him I have a

loss the world cannot make up," says Lamb. "Old as lam

waxing, in his eyes I was still the child he first knew

me. To the last he called me Charley. I have none to

call me Charley now." From the world of pathos contained

in this last statement, he moves quietly to a tone more

humorous but no less kind. Remarking that the old man,

although he was a librarian, knew nothing of letters, Lamb

adds that he nevertheless had "a pride of literature about

him from being amongst books." Describing the old fellow’s

affectation of scholarship, he says that he can never for-

get:

the erudite look with which, when he had been in vain

trying to make out a black-letter text of Chaucer in

the Temple Library, he laid it down and told me that--

319
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in those old books, Charley, there is sometimes a

deal of very indifferent spelling"; and seemed to
console himself in the reflection.' (Lamb, Life,
Letters, and Writings. 111, 28)

Literary historians have speculated over John

Lamb's apparent refusal to shoulder his portion of the

family burden. In his portraits of him as "James Elia/'

Lamb casts an idealized softness over the character of

his brother, noting his shortcomings with amusement.

For example, in "My Relations" (l82l), he says, "It is

pleasant to hear him discourse of patience--extolling it

as the truest wisdom--and to see him during the last seven

minutes that his dinner is getting ready." Describing the

effects of spending three-quarters of an hour in a coach

while it is waiting to fill up with passengers, Lamb ef-

fectively traces the crumbling of his brother's patience:

He wonders at your fidgetiness;;"where could we be

better than we are, thus sitting, thus consulting?"
"prefers, for his part, a state of rest to locomo-

tion, "--with an eye all the while upon the coachman,--
till at length, waxing out of all patience, at your

want of it, he breaks out into a pathetic remonstrance

at the fellow for detaining us so long. (Lamb, Life,
Letters, and Writings, 111, 247-48)

As mentioned in an earlier chapter,, Lamb not only

extended his tolerance toward others, but reserved some

for himself as well. Indeed, whimsical egoism can hardly

thrive in a man who splits hairs between fact and fancy,

discipline and impulse. In his subtle blendings of tears
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and laughter, his fusion of the real and the ideal, Lamb

typifies the best humor of the age.

One of the most delicate drolleries that Shelley

ever wrote exhibits much the same perception of opposites.

I refer to his preface to "Julian and Maddalo" (written

in 1819* published in 1824). Julian is of course Shelley,

and Count Maddalo is Byron. The prefatory evaluations of

both are extremely acute, but the one of Shelley is per-

haps the more amusing, being at once a criticism and a

defense of his own idealism. "Julian," he says,

is an Englishman of good family, passionately attached
to those philosophical notions which assert the power
of man over his own mind.... Without concealing the

evil in the world he is forever speculating how good
may be made superior. He is a complete infidel and a

scoffer at all things reputed holy; and Maddalo takes

a wicked pleasure in drawing out his taunts against
religion. What Maddalo thinks on these matters is

not exactly known.

The irony becomes even more subtle in the final lines of

the paragraph:

Julian, in spite of his heterodox opinions, is conjec-
tured by his friends to possess some good qualities.
How far this is possible the pious reader will deter-

mine. Julian is rather serious. (Shelley, Poetical

Works, p. 152)

The last phrase, coming almost as an afterthought,

is a masterpiece of understatement. The entire passage,

in the delicacy of its irony, reminds one of Peacock, and

in its subtle mingling with more serious matters, is remi-

niscent of Keats. It is altogether worthy to stand as a
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preface to the beauty and easy familiarity of the opening

lines of the poem, lines which anticipate the evocative

descriptiveness of Browning.

Keats's amiable perceptions of human frailty have

already been illustrated in part by such sketches as the

description of his walk with Coleridge, or in the conclu-

sion that "Twangdillo dee" would fitly characterize the

doings of mankind round the world. Perhaps no man, not

even Lamb, saw through his friends more keenly. His com-

mentaries on their absurdities are brisker than those of

the essayist, but no less sympathetic. Writing to his

brothers in January of 1818, while he was still in the

Hunt coterie but becoming aware of its limitations, he

describes a quarrel that has arisen between Haydon and

Hunt, saying:

The quarrel with Hunt I understand thus far. Mrs.

H. was in the habit of borrowing silver of Haydon,
the last time she did so, Haydon asked her to return

it at a certain time--She did not--Haydon sent for it

Hunt went to expostulate on the indelicacy &c. they
got to words & parted for ever--All I hope is at some

time to bring them all together again—Lawk.1 Molly

there’s been such doings. (Keats, Letters, I, 205)

In December of the same year, writing to George and

Georgiana, he exhibits an even defter comic flair. Speaking

of his literary acquaintances, he says,

I shall insinuate some of these Creatures into a

Comedy some day--and perhaps have Hunt among them—

Scene, a little Parlour--Enter Hunt--Gattie—Hazlitt-

Mrs. Novello--011ier—Gattie) Ha J Hunt* got into your
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new house? Ha! Mrs. Novello seen Altam and his Wife?

/a domestic tale" (1818) by Charles Ollier/ Mrs. N.
Yes (with a grin) its Mr. Hunts isn't it? Gattie.
Hunts' no ha! Mr. Olier I congratulate you on the

highest compliment I ever heard paid to the Book.
Mr. Haslit, I hope you are well. (Hazlitt--yes Sir,
no Sir--Mr. Hunt (at the Music) La Biondina &c /MrJ
Hazlitt did you ever hear this--La Biondina &c—Haz-
litt--0 no Sir--I never—olier--Do Hunt give it us

over again--divino--Hunt when does your Pocket Book
come out--/Hunt/ What is this abso/r/bs me quite? 0

we are sp/E/nning on a little, we shall floridize
soon I hope--Such a thing was very much wanting-
people think of nothing but money-getting--now for

me I am rather inclined to the liberal side of things
I am reckoned lax in my Christian principles--& & & &c-

-(Keats, Letters, 11, 14)

The sketch, its subtlety intensified by the quirk-

ish spelling and punctuation, is a perfect vignette of a

literary milieu, and shows what Keats might have done in

a comedy of manners, had he been spared the time. Although

he was a lover of sensuous beauty, as his poems show, his

letters reveal an absorbed interest in people as well.

Writing to Benjamin Bailey in March of 1818, he observes,

"Scenery is fine--but human nature is finer." (Keats,

Letters, I, 242) His letters to George and Georgiana are

filled with observations on human nature-retailed in

anecdotes, sketches, and choice bits of gossip. Writing

to Georgiana in January of 1820, while George is visiting

in England, he apologizes for having so little news, say-

ing that he never goes anywhere. "My pen is no more garu-

lous /sic/ than my tongue," he remarks, adding:

Any third person would think I was addressing myself

to a Lover of Scandal. But we know we do not love
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scandal but fun, and if Scandal happens to be fun

that is no fault of ours. (Keats, Letters, 11, 242)

The scandal that Georgiana received from her

brother-in-law (whose letters contained more news than

his opening apology suggests) was likely to be lively,

amusing, even farcical, but scarcely harsh or unsympa-

thetic. Writing to Bailey in January of 1818, apropos of

Haydon’s quarrels with Reynolds and Hunt, he says,

Men should bear with each other--there lives not the

Man who may not be cut up, aye hashed to pieces on

his weakest side. The best of Men have/cr portion of

good in them--a kind of spiritual yeast in their

frames which creates the ferment of existence--by
which a man is propell'd to act and strive and buffet

with Circumstance. (Keats, Letters, I, 210)

The statement admirably characterizes the tolerant

spirit of Romantic Humor, which takes man to be neither

wholly angel nor animal, but rather a confused, ambivalent

creature who does perhaps the best he can, in view of the

circumstances.

The Spirit of Affirmation

In spite of its mingled emotions and attitudes,

romantic laughter possesses many positive qualities, rang-

ing from quiet, cheerful teasing to buoyant, almost bois-

terous fancy. Dry wit, cold sarcasm, devastating ironies

have little place in its merriment. Often gentle but

never feeble, it comes into its own in correspondence,
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where it can entertain, encourage, and perhaps on occa-

sion, even inspire. It is often filled with fiction,

invention, fancy. In its quieter moments it is smilingly

pleasant, in its heartier moods, irresistibly cheerful.

Cowper's letters to his dearest friends are models

of the quiet variety. Writing to his cousin, Lady Hesketh,

a few months before she came to live near him (1786), he

refers teasingly to their habit of exchanging gifts, usu-

ally of foodstuffs. "I know well, my cousin," he says,

"how formidable a creature you are when you become once

outrageous."

No sprat in a storm is half so terrible. But it is
all in vain. You are at a distance, so we snap our

fingers at you. Not that we have any more fowls at

present. No. no; you may make yourself easy upon that

subject. The coop is empty, and at this time of year
cannot be replenished. But the spring will soon be-

gin to advance. There are such things as eggs in the

world, which eggs will, by incubation, be transformed,
some of them into chickens, and others of them into

ducklings. So muster up all your patience...we shall

out it to the trial. (Cowper, Correspondence, 11,

446-47)

Lamb too achieves the teasing vein with effortless

grace. In a letter written to Dorothy Wordsworth in 1819,

following a visit of Wordsworth's son, he gives a pleasant

appraisal of the boy, noting that in matters of expression,

"William Minor," as he calls him,

seemeth to keep aloof from any source of Imitation,,
and purposely to remain ignorant of what mighty poets
have done in this kind before him; for, being asked
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if his father had ever been on Westminster Bridge,
he answered that he did not know.' (Lamb, Life,
Letters, and Writings. 11, 138)

Writing in 1831 to his old friend, George Dyer,

he cautions him regarding his failing eyesight, telling

him not to go "poring into Greek contractions, and star-

gazing upon slim Hebrew points." "You have vision enough,"

he adds consolingly,

to discern Mrs. Dyer from the other comely gentle-
woman who lives up at staircase No. 5; or, if you
should make a blunder in the twilight, Mrs. Dyer has
too much good sense to be jealous for a mere effect
of imperfect optics. (Lamb, Life, Letters, and Writ-
ings, 111, 5-6)

Shelley could also be affectionate and graceful

in correspondence. Referring to his drama, The Cenci,

in a letter to Leigh Hunt in 1819, he says:

I have written something, and finished it, differ-

ent from anything else, and a new attempt for me;
and I mean to dedicate it to you. I should not have
done so without your approbation, but I asked your

picture last night, and it smiled assent. (Shelley,
Letters, 11, 713)

Shelley seems to relax into warm familiarity such

as this most often with Hunt and Maria Gisborne., and to a

lesser degree, with Thomas Peacock. He becomes downright

playful in his teasing, and is the more attractive for it,

in such trifles as the following, written to Maria Gisborne

in May, 1820. "I wonder what makes Mary think her letter

worth the trouble of opening—" he begins,
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except, indeed, she conceives it to be a delight to
decipher a difficult scrawl. She might as well have
put, as I will--

My Dear Sir,,
?9? J I I

Yours, etc.

(Shelley, Letters, 11, 7^o)

He then finishes his own message, consisting of an

appeal to Maria to keep up her journal, a brief lyrical

observation, and a promise to write a longer letter in a

day or two. The note is a pleasant mingling of lightness

and sincerity. Some two months later he wrote an even

more engaging epistle in a similar but more ambitious vein,

his versified ’’Letter to Maria Gisborne." In its poetic

fancy, graceful familiarity, and sprinklings of delicate

wit, it somewhat resembles the "chit-chat" of Cowper, but

the thought and imagery are at the same time distinctively

Shelley's. He begins by describing a "harmonious disarray"

of objects which surround him in the workshop where he is

having a steam-powered boat constructed. From a bowl of

quicksilver, "that dew which the gnomes drink," the cata-

logue ranges to the cogs, cones, screws, and "forms of un-

imaginable wood / To puzzle Tubal Gain and all his brood."

Next come descriptions of such pleasing trivia as the

following:

A heap of rosin,, a queer broken glass
With ink in it; —a china cup that was
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What.it never will be again, I think,
A thing from which sweet lips were wont to drink
The liquor doctors rail at--and which I
Will quaff in spite of them--and when we die
We’ll toss up who died first of drinking tea,
And cry out,--heads or tails? where'er we be.

(Shelley, Letters, 11, 79^)

One cannot but smile at the harmless rebellion of

a man who will drink his tea, no matter what the conse-

quences. Other engaging descriptions follow--such minute,

distinct portrayals as "Near that </T.e., near the broken

china cup 7 a dusty paint box, some odd hooks, / A half-

burnt match, an ivory block, three books." In their

clarity, such word pictures resemble technically perfect

still lifes--the kind one longs to touch, to see if they

may not be real. For once Shelley has his eye precisely

on what he is describing, and the resultant charm makes

us wish he had done it more often.

As the lines flow on, the imagery focuses on less

concrete matters, but loses none of its accuracy. Shelley’s

characterizations of his contemporaries are memorable, the

most famous being his appraisal of Coleridge: "A hooded

eagle among blinking owls." (Shelley, Letters, 11, 797)

Less incisive, but no less representative are the comments

on Hunt: "And there is he with his eternal puns, / Which

beat the dullest brains for smiles, like duns / Thundering

for money at a poet's door." (Shelley, Letters, 11, 797-

98)
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Shelley next promises Maria that she will see

-English Peacock" and his Welsh-born wife (The Gisbornes

were visiting in England)— the "cameleopard" matched with

the "milk-white Snowdonian Antelope," as he calls them,

in a graceful compliment to the wife and a humorous com-

mentary on Peacock's tall, thin physique. In the lines

following, he praises Peacock's "fine wit," which "makes

such a wound the knife is lost in it," thus paying tribute

to the man's effortless, penetrating irony. After then

discussing Hogg and Horace Smith, and wishing that they

all could come together, he invites Maria to spend the

following winter with the Shelleys. Describing the pleas-

ures they will enjoy, he says:

We will have books, Spanish, Italian, Greek,
And ask one week to make another week
As like his father, as I’m unlike mine.
Which is not his fault, as you may divine.

Though we eat little flesh and drink no wine,
Yet let's be merry: we'll have tea and toast;
Custards for supper, and an endless host

Of Syllabubs and jellies and mince-pies,
And other such lady-like luxuries,--
Feasting on which we will philosophize.'
And we shall have fires out of the Grand Duke's wood,
To thaw the six weeks' winter in our blood,
And then we'll talk; —what shall we talk about?

Oh.' there are themes enough for many a bout

Of thought-entangled descant;--as to nerves—

With cones and parallelograms and curves

I've sworn to strangle them if once they dare

To bother me--when you are with me there.

(Shelley, Letters, 11, 800)

The entire letter,, but especially the last passage,

carries an air of cozy warmth and easy familiarity, a
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delicate concreteness, a sense of fun, and a typically

romantic undertone of sadness (also subtle, ironic wit,

as in the oblique reference to his father). Blended by

the lyric skill of a Shelley, the qualities make delight-

ful reading.

Buoyant, Perceptive Fancy

A sprightly fancy accounts for the liveliest,

most affirmative romantic humor. It appears most often

in Keats, usually in an exuberant, slightly unpruned form.

It is a wedding of joy to amusement. One catches it in

transition in such poems as '’Lines on the Mermaid Tavern,
"

a work which can scarcely be called humorous, but which

is nevertheless filled to bursting with cheerful fancy.

In the letters, the mixture of fun and fancy is more

varied, ranging from delicate nonsense to broad humor.

At its playful best, it is apt to occur in any letter to

any of the Keatses. For example, writing to his sister

Fanny in April, 1819, Keats remarks in passing, "I suppose

this fine weather the lambs tails give a frisk or two ex-

traordinary--when a boy would cry huzza and a Girl 0 my.'

a little Lamb frisks its tail." (Keats, Letters, 11, 52)

A few days later, writing to the George Keatses, he gives

Georgiana, who has recently borne her first child, some

entertaining advice on how to take care of herself.
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Advising her how best to deal with breakfast, Keats

says:

I advise you to eat your full share--but leave off
immediately on feeling yourself inclined to anything
on the other side of the puffy--avoid that for it
does not become young women--After you have eaten
your breakfast—keep your eye upon dinner--it is the
safest way—You should keep a Hawk's eye over your
dinner and. keep hovering over it till due time then
pounce taking care not to break any plates--While
you are hovering with your dinner in p/r7ospect you
may do a thousand things--put a hedgehog into

George 1 s hat--pour a little water into his rifle-
soak his boots in a pail of water--cut his jacket
round into shreds like a roman kilt or the back of

my grandmothers stays--sow off his buttons. (Keats,
Letters, 11, 92-93)

A bit nonsensical, for advice, but better than

most, at that--especially to a lonely young wife recently

transplanted from England to Kentucky.

The same innocent vein of burlesque fancy is seen

in Cowper's portrayal of life among the Antediluvians.,

noted earlier (pp. 162-63)* and in the heartier fooleries

of "John Gilpin." It merges with Peacock's wit and irony

in such creations as Seithenyn. In Hunt it is often al-

most unalloyed in its exuberance. His little sketch en-

titled "On the Graces and Anxieties of Pig-Driving," is

a minor masterpiece of genial burlesque, one whose spirit

remains in the memory long after the precise details have

been lost. Describing the superb skills of a pig-driver

he has recently watched in action, Hunt says:

Had he originated in a higher sphere he would have

been a general., or a stage-manager., or, at least., the
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head of a set of monks. Conflicting interests were

his forte; pig-headed wills, and proceedings hope-
less. To see the hand with which he did it.' How

hovering, yet firm; how encouraging, yet compelling;
how indicative of the space on each side of him, and
yet of the line before him; how general, how particu-
lar, how perfect] No barber's could quiver about a

head with more lightness of apprehension; no cook's
pat up and proportion the side of a pasty with a more
final eye.^

The description of the pigs is equally good. De-

scribing how they are charmed and kept in one huddle by

the pig-driver, he says:

There they stuck (for their very progress was a kind
of sticking)... laying their heads together, but to

no purpose.... Much eye had they to their left leg;
not a little anticipative squeak and sudden rush of

avoidance. (p. 211)

In contrast to the talents of this masterful

drover. Hunt then cites the inferior genius of another

whom he once saw conducting a solitary pig through the

streets toward market. As Hunt apprehends the situation,

the way has been long and tedious, the pig individualistic

nay-~even obstinate. The destination is now near at hand,

however, and the drover's head is busy with visions of

foaming ale and boastings of the morning's work. Still,

he is no simpleton. Realizing that the situation is yet

precarious, the way fraught with unknown dangers, he does

not allow himself to become careless. A dog rushes out;

from Essays, English and American, ed.

Raymond MacDonald Alden (Chicago, Atlanta, and New York,
19X8), pp. 210-11. Cited merely by page numbers in the

references immediately following.



333

somehow disaster is averted. Man and pig are now enter-

ing the last thoroughfare; sensing triumph, the man

hovers even more carefully over his quirkish charge--"a

pig with all the peculiar turn of mind of his species,"

as Hunt reminds us--an animal:

irritable, retrospective; picking objections, and
prone to boggle; a chap with a tendency to take
every path but the proper one, and with a sidelong
tact for the alleys.

He bolts’

He 's off J--Evasiterupiti
"Oh," exclaimed the man, dashing his hand against

his head, lifting his knee in agony, and screaming
with all the weight of a prophecy which the spectators
felt to be too true--"He 1 11 go up all manner of
streets l (p. 212)

"Poor fellow.1 "
concludes Hunt. "We think of him now some-

times, driving up Duke Street, and not to be comforted in

Barbican." (p. 212)

It is difficult, perhaps impossible, to say just

where such impish humor merges into nonsense, since both

varieties of laughter derive from a common source lively

imagination and a zest for living. Even punning, as done

by the Romantics, takes on a heartier feeling than is

customary. "A pun," says Lamb, in the essay on "Distant

Correspondents" (1822), "hath a hearty kind of present

ear-kissing smack with it; you can no more transmit it in

its pristine flavour than you can send a kiss." (Lamb,

Life, Letters, and Writings, 111, 304) Transfigured by

his imagination, a pun can become a thing of beauty.
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Speaking of the pleasures he and Mary enjoy between her

attacks of insanity, he once said, "Then we forget we

are assailable; we are strong for the time as rocks;--

’the wind is tempered to the shorn Lambs.'" (Lamb, Life,

Letters, and Writings, 11, 431)

Sometimes, instead of playing with words, such po-

etic fancy clothes itself in humorous simile, as when Hunt

says succinctly, "An air played on the bagpipes, with that

detestable, monotonous drone of theirs for the bass, is

like a tune tied to a post." (Hunt, Table-Talk, p. 93)

In its wilder flights, it may put on the extravagance of

Lamb’s letter to his friend Thomas Manning, written Christ-

mas Day, 1815. Manning has been in China, Lamb thinks,

quite long enough: "Empires have been overturned, crowns

trodden into dust, the face of the western world quite

changed," he writes.

Your friends have all got old--those you left blooming;
myself, (who am one of the few that remember you,)
those golden hairs which you recollect my taking a

pride in, turned to silvery and grey. Mary has been

dead and buried many years: she desired to be buried

in the silk gown you sent her.... Coleridge is just
dead, having lived just long enough to close the eyes
of Wordsworth, who paid the debt to nature but a week

or two before. (Lamb, Life, Letters, and Writings,

11, 244-45)

The next day, Lamb wrote another letter explaining

that the first message was a hoax. Probably they both ar-

rived in China on the same packet. Likely the boat had
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never carried any other messages quite like them. When

one remembers how little the essayist cared for distant

places, except as they furnished grist for his imagination,

the motivation for such quirkish epistles becomes clearer.

In Distant Correspondents, "
Lamb pretends to be writing

an acquaintance in New South Wales, and in addition to

saying that puns cannot be transmitted (it's a wonder he

didn't say transported) to such faraway places, has a

number of pertinent observations on the colony's being a

veritable dumping-ground for criminals. "Sometimes," he

says, "you seem to be in the Hades of Thieves. I see

Diogenes prying among you with his perpetual fruitless

lantern." Pursuing the subject of thievery a bit further,

he wonders:

The kangaroos--your Aborigines—do they keep their

primitive simplicity un-Europe-tainted, with those

little short fore puds, looking like a lesson framed

by Nature to the pickpocket! Marry, for diving into

fobs they are rather lamely provided a priori; but if

the hue and cry were once up, they would show as

fair a pair of hind-shifters as the expertest loco-

motor in the colony. (Lamb, Life, Letters, and Writ-

ings, 111, 305)

Returning to humanity once more, he next wants to know

whether there is much difference between the son of a

thief and a grandson. "Where does the taint stop?" he

asks. "Do you bleach in three or four generations?"

(Lamb, Life, Letters, and Writings, 111, 306) In such

sketches, irony fuses with puckish fancy.
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The humorous fancy probably reaches its zenith

in the nonsense of Keats. He is always quick and provoca-

tive, whether describing the adventures of a "naughty boy"

who ran away to Scotland, exulting in the joys of "plumb-

judging and "peach-scrunching, "
or asking his reader to

imagine him "now here, now there, now with one foot pointed

at the ceiling, now with his elbow in his mouth." "Ever

let the fancy roam," he says in his poem, and he does just

that, not only in his serious poetry, but perhaps even

more so in his laughter. Some of the resultant catalogues,

especially in his earlier letters, are chaotic, but they

contain the essence of creative incongruity. "There you

are," he says, writing in 1817 to Jane and Mariane Reynolds

at Hampstead:

among Sands Stocks Stones Pebbles Beaches Cliffs Rocks

Deeps Shallows Weeds ships Boats (at a distance)
Carrots--turnips Sun Moon and Stars and all those sort

of things--here I am among Colleges, Halls Stalls

plenty of Trees thank God--plenty of Water thank

heaven--plenty of Books thank the Muses —plenty of

Snuff--thank Sir Walter Raleigh.... I'm on the Sofa,
Buonopa/r7te is on the Snuff Box--but you are by the

you bathe--you walk--you say how

beautiful--find out resemb/Tan/ces between rocks and

dancing Masters--fireshovels and telescopes--Dolphins
and Madonas--which word by the way I must acquaint you
was derived from the Syriac and came down in a way

which neither of you I am sorry to say are at all capa-

ple /for capable/ of comprehending. (Keats, Letters,
I, 149-50)

Such a charming concatenation of nonsense, antici-

patory of Lewis Carroll, is in no way- harmed by chaotic
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spelling and eccentric capitalization. If anything, it

is helped by them. The last lines represent the kind of

affectionate teasing mentioned earlier. As he matured,

his nonsense grew more perceptive, but it retained always

an air of burlesque fun. Writing to James Rice in 1818,

he remarks that all his writings from Devon ought to be

especially filled with wit and learning, since Milton is

said to have dwelt there for a time before writing his

reply to Salmasius. According to legend, says Keats, the

great poet "for on/e/ whole Month rolled himself, for

three whole hours /per day?/ in a certain meadow hard by

us--where the mark of his nose at equidistances is still

shown." (Keats, Letters, I, 254) Not a nettle sprang up

in that meadow for seven years, Keats adds.

In "The Cap and Bells," although the nonsense ob-

scures and sometimes obliterates the satire, it occasion-

ally achieves graceful phrasing and amusing imagery. The

description of Hum’s method of drinking claret is typical

of the better passages:

And ere one lively bead could burst and flit,
He turn’d it quickly, nimbly upside down,
His mouth being held conveniently fit

To catch the treasure: "Best in all the town.’"

He said, smack’d his moist lips, and gave a pleasant
frown.

(Keats, Poetical Works, p. 328)

Keats always seems to wax lyrical over claret.

Writing to Fanny Keats in May of 1819, he rhapsodizes:
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0 there is nothing like fine weather, and health,
and Books, and a fine country, and a contented Mind,
and Diligent habit of reading and thinking, and an

amulet against the ennui--and, please heaven, a little
claret-wine cool out of a cellar a mile deep--with a

few or a good many ratafia cakes--a rocky basin to
bathe in, a strawberry bed to say your prayers to
Flora in, a pad nag to go you ten miles or so; two or
three sensible people to chat with; two or th/r/ee
spiteful folks to spar with; two or three odd fishes
to laugh at and two or three numskuls to argue with —

instead of using dumb bells on a rainy day—

After then dashing off several lines of good nonsensical

verse, he takes his leave of Fanny by saying,

Good bye I've an appoantment--can't stop pon word--

good bye--now dont get up--open the door myself--go-o-od
bye—see ye Monday

J— K—-

(Keats, Letters, 11, 56-57)

The references to Flora and to claret wine "cool out

of a cellar a mile deep,
"

resemble some of the images of

"Ode to a Nightingale," as various critics have pointed out.

Another of his tributes to claret could have been insinu-

ated into a comedy of manners quite as easily as his de-

scription of the Hunt coterie. It is contained in a letter

to George and Gerogiana (February, l8l9). "Now I like

Claret," he says,

whenever I can have Claret I must drink it--‘t is the

only palate affair that I am at all sensual in....

For really ' t is so fine--it fills the mouth one’s

mouth with a gushing freshness--then goes down cool

and feverless—then you do not feel it quarreling with

your liver--no it is rather a Peace maker and lies as

quiet as it did in the grape--then it is fragrant as

the Queen Bee; and the more ethereal Part of it mounts

into the brain, not assaulting the cerebral apartments
like a bully in a bad-house looking for his trul and
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hurrying from door to door bouncing against the waist-

coat; but rather walks like Aladin about his own en-

chanted palace so gently that you do not feel his step.
(Keats, Letters, 11, 64)

The last image might also be used to characterize

much of Keats’s humor. Some of it has a lyrical, enchanted

quality that vies with all but his best poetry. If anyone

ever wrote poetic humor, whether versified or not, it was

he. Still, there is another side to his laughter, and

that is his perceptive realism, which somehow is yet allied

with his fancy. What could be more vigorous and at the

same time so fanciful as his description of a Scottish

country dance? Writing to Tom Keats in July of 1818, he

says,

We were greatly amused by a country dancing school,
holden at the Tun, it was indeed "no new cotillon fresh
from France." No they kickit 8c jumpit with mettle

extraordinary, 8c whiskit, 8c fleckit, & toe’d it, 8c

go’d it, 8c twirld it, 8c wheel’d it, Sc stampt it, 8c

sweated it, tatooing the floor like mad; The differenc/e/
between our country dances 8c these Scotch figures, is

about the same as leisurely stirring a cup o’ Tea and

beating up a batter pudding. (Keats, Letters, I, 307)

If Keats’s graceful tributes to claret wine would

form excellent dialogue in a comedy, then some of his almost

impressionistic descriptions of Scotland would fit perfectly

into a modern novel. Nothing is elaborated, everything is

hinted at in such passages as the following, but humor and a

great many other qualities are present. Again writing to

Tom, he says:
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Last. night some Whisky Men sat up chattering
Gaelic till I am sure one o’clock to our great annoy-
ance--There is a Gaelic testament on the Drawers in
the next room--White and blue China ware has crept
all about here--Yesterday there passed a Donkey laden
with tin-pots--opposite the Window there are hills in
a Mist--a few Ash trees and a mountain stream at a

little distance--They possess a few head of Cattle--
If you had gone round to the back of the House just
now--you would have seen more hills in a Mist--some
dozen wretched black Cottages scented of peat smoke
which finds is /Tor its/7

way by the door or a hole in
the roof--a girl here and there barefoot There was

one little thing driving Cows down a slope like a mad
thing-- (Keats, Letters, I, 339)

The figure of that "little thing driving Cows down

a slope like a mad thing," a trivial impression dashed off

in a moment, apparently, haunts the memory when mightier

images and loftier passages have been long forgotten. Pur-

suing her cows and never catching them, in a lesser and

more amusing way she is as timeless as the youth of the

Grecian urn, striving for his kiss and never receiving it

(an innocent figure itself, by the way, which has been

known to call up a reflective smile).

In its vigor, its insight, and its cheerfulness,

Keats’s humor is among the most delightful of the age. One

always ends up wondering what he might have accomplished,

given the time.

Conclusion

The laughter of the Romantic Period is not surpris-

ingly different from that of other ages. Much of it is
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derivative from the Swiftian, Popeian tradition; some of

it anticipates the whimsical manner of Dickens, Lewis

Carroll, Gilbert and Sullivan, and other Victorian humor-

ists. In some of its traits, it epitomizes the English

romantic spirit. It is this essence that I have tried to

present in this final chapter. Obviously there have been

many overlappings and omissions, also decisions based, by

necessity, on personal taste. I have purposely attempted

no hard and fast distinction between wit and humor, mainly

because Ido not think it can be done. There are recog-

nizable extremes, however, and I have tried to point out

some of them. In its fancy, Romanticism leans toward wit,

in its geniality, toward humor; in its best laughter it

blends both.

Probably the easiest way to visualize a distinctly

Romantic laughter is to take the accepted traits of seri-

ous Romanticism--individualism, idealism, imagination,

love of beauty and melancholy, love of tiny things, spirit

of revolution, penchant for the supernatural--and simply

adapt them to the absurd and incongruous.

Of the Romantics--a 11 of whom., including Wordsworth,

wrote humor--probably the most representative are Hunt,

Lamb, and Keats. To Cowper goes much of the credit for

introducing the manner. Peacock is the most underrated

author of the age, but along with Burns, Byron, and lesser
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writers such as Moore and Praed, he belongs primarily in

another camp. In contrast to Lamb's laughter, the humor

of Keats, though often mentioned in passing, has lain

relatively unexplored. This seems rather surprising.

Although not so controlled nor so polished as that of the

essayist, his humor has qualities which strongly compen-

sate. His comic flair would probably have become better

controlled--apparently was becoming so--prior to his

final illness. As it stands, however, in its spontaneity

and effortless fancy, it is altogether worthy. His laugh

ter, and indeed that of his age, still echoes sweetly to

those who are willing to listen.
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