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Chronology of Cowper’s Life





	Year
	Age
	Life




	1728
	
	John Cowper, DD., Rector of Great Berkhamstead, chaplain to George II, marries Ann Donne




	  
	  
	  



	1731
	
	15 November, Cowper born




	  
	  
	  



	  
	  
	  



	1737
	6
	12 November, mother dies. At Revd William Pittman’s school in Markyate Street, Bedfordshire




	  
	  
	  



	1739–40
	8–9
	Living with Mrs Disney, an eminent oculist, having developed an eye complaint




	  
	  
	  



	
1742
	11
	Enters Westminster School, 10 April




	  
	  
	  



	  
	  
	  



	1745
	14
	Translates an elegy (now lost) by Tibullus, poet of the Italian countryside




	  
	  
	  



	1747
	16
	Last year at Westminster. Friends include Vincent Bourne, a fifth-form master whose Latin poems Cowper will translate; also Charles Churchill, the satirist; Robert Lloyd, the poet; George Colman the Elder, the dramatist; Walter Bagot and Sir William Russell




	1748
	17
	Leaves Westminster. After several months at Berkhamstead Cowper is admitted to the Middle Temple. First extant poem written: ‘On the Heel of a Shoe’, modelled on Philips’s Splendid Shilling




	  
	  
	  



	1750
	19
	Articled with Mr Chapman of Holborn. Spends time with his cousins at the house of his uncle, Ashley Cowper, in Southampton Row




	  
	  
	  



	
1752
	21
	Visits Norfolk. Falls in love with cousin Theodora (died 1824), and she with him. Ashley Cowper’s hopes for a better match eventually lead him to forbid their meeting (1755). Theodora never marries




	1753
	22
	Enters Chambers in Middle Temple




	  
	  
	  



	1754
	23
	Called to the bar




	  
	  
	  



	1756
	25
	Writes five papers for Colman’s Connoisseur




	1757
	26
	Enters Inner Temple. Translates two satires of Horace




	  
	  
	  



	1759
	28
	Made Commissioner of Bankrupts, at £60 a year




	1760–3
	29–32
	Inactive years in Inner Temple. Cowper reads, writes only occasionally and earns no money




	  
	  
	  



	1762
	31
	Translates Cantos vi-viii of Voltaire’s Henriade for Smollett’s edition





	
1763
	32
	Offered Clerkship of Journals of House of Lords by Ashley Cowper. The stress caused by the prospect of public examination brings about mental breakdown. Attempts at suicide. Brother removes him to Dr Cotton’s asylum at St Albans




	1763–5
	32–4
	At St Albans. Experiences evangelical-style conversion. Moves into lodgings in Huntingdon, and then to the home of the Revd Unwin




	  
	  
	  



	1766
	35
	Living with the Unwins. Begins to write a Memoir. Financed by friends, including Theodora and her sister Harriet, now Lady Hesketh. Takes up gardening




	1767
	36
	Revd Unwin killed in riding accident. Moves with Mrs Unwin to Orchard Side, Olney where the ex-slave trader turned evangelical, John Newton, was curate




	  
	  
	  



	1770
	39
	Brother John Cowper dies, leaving a small legacy




	  
	  
	  



	1771
	40
	Encouraged by Newton, Cowper begins the Olney Hymns




	  
	  
	  



	1772
	41
	Becomes engaged to Mary Unwin




	1773
	42
	Another breakdown occurs. Moves into Newton’s vicarage, is treated by Dr Cotton, attempts suicide. The engagement is broken off





	
1774
	43
	After a gradual recovery, Cowper moves back to Orchard Side. Takes in pet hares




	1775-80
	44-9
	Living in seclusion at Olney




	  
	  
	  



	  
	  
	  



	  
	  
	  



	1779
	48
	Olney Hymns published




	  
	  
	  



	1780
	49
	Writes ‘Verses on a Goldfinch’, ‘The Nightingale and Glow-worm’. Begins Progress of Error and Truth. Takes up sketching and carpentry




	1781
	50
	Anti-Thelyphthora published anonymously. Completes Table Talk and Expostulation. Meets Lady Austen who would prompt the first book of The Task




	1782
	51
	Publishes Poems by William Cowper, of the Inner Temple, Esq. Writes John Gilpin, published anonymously in the Public Advertiser. Writes The Colubriad




	1783
	52
	The Taskis begun





	
1784
	53
	The Task completed by October. Tirocinium written. Translating Homer. Friendship with Throckmortons of Weston Underwood




	1785
	54
	The Task published by Joseph Johnson; warm critical response




	1786
	55
	Moves to Weston Lodge. Publishes Specimens and Proposals for the Homer




	1787
	56
	Cowper suffers another mental collapse




	  
	  
	  



	1788
	57
	Continues to live at Weston. Writes anti-slavery verses. Revising the Iliad: starts to translate the Odyssey




	  
	  
	  



	1790
	59
	Writes ‘On the Receipt of my Mother’s Picture’. Visited by his young cousin, John Johnson




	  
	  
	  



	1791
	60
	Homer published: Cowper receives £1000. Mrs Unwin struck with paralysis




	1792
	61
	Mrs Unwin suffers second stroke. Abbott and Romney paint Cowper’s portrait. Visits William Hayley at Eartham, Sussex




	  
	  
	  



	1793
	62
	Writes ‘To Mary’. Mental health deteriorating





	
1794
	63
	Final breakdown begins




	  
	  
	  



	  
	  
	  



	1795
	64
	With Mrs Unwin and John Johnson, Cowper visits Mundesley in Norfolk




	  
	  
	  



	1796
	65
	At East Dereham. Mrs Unwin dies




	  
	  
	  



	1797–9
	66–8
	Remains at East Dereham, revising Homer




	  
	  
	  



	  
	  
	  



	1799
	68
	Writes ‘Montes Glaciales’ and ‘The Castaway’




	1800
	69
	Translates some of Gay’s Fables. Dies on 25 April. Buried East Dereham








Chronology of his Times





	Year
	Literary Context
	Historical Events



	1727
	Dyer, Grongar Hill

	George I dies. George II succeeds to the throne. Newton dies




	
	Gay, Fables

	



	
	Pope and Swift, Miscellanies

	



	1728
	Gay, Beggar’s Opera

	




	
	Pope, Dunciad (i–iii)

	



	
	Swift, A Modest Proposal

	



	1730
	Fielding, Tom Thumb

	




	
	Thomson, Seasons

	



	
	Goldsmith born

	



	1731
	Defoe dies

	




	
	Pope, Epistle to Burlington

	



	1733
	Pope, Essay on Man (i–iii), Epistle to Bathurst

	Walpole’s Excise Scheme




	1734
	Pope, Epistle to Cobham

	




	1735
	Pope, Epistle to a Lady, Epistle to Arbuthnot

	Copyright Act




	1737
	Green, The Spleen

	Licensing Act subjects plays to censorship by Lord Chamberlain. Queen Caroline dies. Prince of Wales heads opposition




	
	Shenstone, Poems on Various Occasions

	



	1739
	Hume, Treatise of Human Nature

	War with Spain




	1740
	Richardson, Pamela

	War of Austrian Succession

	




	1741
	Arbuthnot et al., Memoirs of Scriblerus

	




	
	Fielding, Shamela

	




	
1742
	Collins, Persian Eclogues

	Walpole resigns: Carteret in ministry




	
	Pope, The New Dunciad (Book IV of revised work)

	



	
	Young, The Complaint, or Night Thoughts

	



	
	Fielding, Joseph Andrews

	



	1743
	Blair, The Grave

	George II present at England’s victory at Dettingen




	
	Pope, The Dunciad (final version)

	



	1744
	Pope dies

	Carteret falls: Pelham ministry. France declares war on England




	
	Akenside, The Pleasures of Imagination

	




	1745
	Swift dies

	Charles Edward Stuart (the Young Pretender) winsBattle of Prestonpans




	
	Akenside, Odes on Several Subjects

	



	
	Thomson, Tancred and Sigismunda

	



	1746
	Blair dies

	Charles Edward defeated at Culloden




	
	Collins, Odes

	



	1747
	Gray, Ode on Eton College

	British naval victories against France




	
	Richardson, Clarissa

	



	
	T. Warton, Pleasures of Melancholy

	



	1748
	Thomson dies, Castle of Indolence published

	Peace of Aix-la-Chapelle




	
	Cleland, Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure

	



	
	Hume, Philosophical Essays concerning HumanUnderstanding

	



	
	Smollett, Roderick Random

	



	1749
	Fielding, Tom Jones

	




	
	Johnson, Vanity of Human Wishes

	




	
1751
	Sheridan born

	Prince of Wales dies




	
	Fielding, Amelia, Late Increase of Robbers

	



	
	Gray, Elegy

	



	
	Smollett, Peregrine Pickle

	



	1752
	Chatterton born

	Clive takes Trichinopoloy




	
	Lennox, Female Quixote

	



	
	Smart, Poems on Several Occasions

	



	1753
	Hogarth, Analysis of Beauty

	




	
	Richardson, Sir Charles Grandison

	



	
	Smollett, Ferdinand Count Fathom

	



	1754
	Crabbe born

	Pelham dies; Newcastle minstry. War against French in America




	
	Fielding dies

	



	1755
	Fielding, Voyage to Lisbon

	Lisbon earthquake




	
	Johnson, Dictionary

	



	1756
	Godwin born

	Seven Years War begins




	1757
	Blake born

	Admiral Byng shot




	
	Burke, Philosophical Enquiry into the Sublime and the Beautiful

	



	
	Dyer, The Fleece

	



	
	Gray, Odes

	



	1759
	Burns born

	Fears of invasion




	
	Mary Wollstonecraft born

	



	
	Collins dies

	



	1760
	Beckford born

	George II dies. George III succeeds to the throne




	
	Goldsmith, Chinese Letters begun

	



	
	Sterne Tristram Shandy (i–ii)

	



	
	Smollett, Sir Launcelot Greaves (-1761)

	



	1761
	Churchill, The Rosciad

	Pitt resigns




	1762
	Churchill, The Ghost (i–iii)

	Bute ministry





	
1763
	Shenstone dies

	Peace of Paris. Wilkes publishes North Briton No. 45; arrested




	
	Smart, Song to David

	



	1764
	Radcliffe born

	Wilkes barred from House of Commons




	
	Churchill dies; The Candidate published

	



	
	Hogarth dies

	



	
	Goldsmith, The Traveller

	



	1765
	Percy, Reliques

	Stamp Act taxes American colonies.




	
	Walpole, Castle of Otranto

	Rockingham’s ministry




	1766
	Anstey, New Bath Guide

	Stamp Act repealed. Chatham ministry




	
	Goldsmith, Vicar of Wakefield

	



	
	Smollett, Travels through France and Italy

	



	1767
	Edgeworth born

	Grafton Ministry.




	
	Jago, Edge-Hill

	



	1768
	Sterne dies

	Wilkes sentenced for libe




	
	Goldsmith, The Good Natured Man

	



	
	Gray, Poems

	



	1770
	Akenside dies

	North ministry




	
	Chatterton dies

	



	
	Wordsworth born

	



	
	Burke, Thoughts on the Present Discontents

	



	
	Goldsmith, The Deserted Village

	



	1771
	Gray dies

	Spain cedes the Falkland Islands to Britain




	
	Smart dies

	



	
	Smollett dies

	



	
	Scott born

	



	
	Mackenzie, Man of Feeling

	



	
	Smollett, Humphrey Clinker

	



	1772
	Coleridge born

	




	1773
	Goldsmith, She Stoops to Conquer

	Boston ‘tea party’




	
	Mackenzie, Man of the World

	




	
1774
	Goldsmith dies

	First Congress of American colonies




	
	Southey born

	



	
	Chesterfield, Letters to his Son

	



	
	Kelly, School for Wives

	



	1775
	Austen born

	Battles of Lexington, Concord, and Bunker Hill




	
	Burke, Speech on Conciliation with the Colonies

	



	
	Johnson, Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland; Taxation no Tyranny

	



	
	Sheridan, The Rivals

	



	1776
	Gibbon, Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire i (finished 1788)

	American Declaration of Independence




	
	Smith, Wealth of Nations

	



	1777
	Chatterton, Rowley Poems

	Burgoyne surrenders at Saratoga




	
	Sheridan, A Trip to Scarborough

	



	1778
	Hazlitt born

	Pitt dies. France allies with America. Britain declares war on France




	
	Burney, Evelina

	



	1779
	Garrick dies

	Britain at war with Spain; siege of Gibraltar




	
	Johnson, ‘Lives’

	



	
	Sheridan, The Critic

	



	1780
	Crabbe, The Candidate

	Gordon riots




	1781
	Crabbe, The Library

	Cornwallis surrenders at Yorktown




	
	Rousseau, Confessions

	



	1782
	Burney, Cecilia

	




	
	Gilpin, Observations on the River Wye

	



	1783
	Blake, Poetical Sketches

	Fox-North coalition. Pitt the Younger’s Ministry. Peace of Versailles




	
	Crabbe, The Village

	




	
1784
	Johnson dies

	India Act




	1785
	De Quincey born

	




	
	Peacock born

	



	
	Boswell, Tour to the Hebrides

	



	1786
	Beckford, Vathek

	




	
	Burns, Poems

	



	1787
	Wollstonecraft, Thoughts on the Education of Daughters

	Warren Hastings impeached. Association for Abolition of Slave Trade formed. US Constitution signed




	1788
	Byron born

	Warren Hastings on trial. George III’s ‘madness’




	
	Collins, Ode on the Popular Superstitions of the Highlands

	



	1789
	Blake, Songs of Innocence

	Bastille taken. Declaration of the Rights of Man




	
	White, Natural History of Selborne

	



	1790
	Blake, Marriage of Heaven and Hell

	




	
	Burke, Reflections on the French Revolution

	



	1791
	Boswell, Life of Johnson

	French King escapes, but recaptured at Varennes




	1792
	Shelley born

	Warren Hastings acquitted.Austria declares war on France




	
	Wordsworth in France

	



	
	Gilpin, Essays on Picturesque Beauty

	



	
	Wollstonecraft, Vindication of the Rights of Women

	



	1793
	Clare born

	Louis XVI and Marie- Antoinette executed; the Terror; Marat murdered; Robespierre in power. France and Britain declare war




	
	Blake, A Vision of the Daughters of Albion; America

	



	
	Wordsworth, Descriptive Sketches

	




	
1794
	Gibbon dies

	Danton and Robespierre executed; Terror ends




	
	Blake, Songs of Experience; Europe; Book of Urizen

	



	
	Godwin, Caleb Williams

	



	
	Radcliffe, The Mysteries of Udolpho

	



	1795
	Boswell dies

	Bonaparte in Italy. British troops evacuated from Continent




	
	Keats born

	



	
	Blake, Book of Los

	



	
	Lewis, Ambrosio, or The Monk

	



	1796
	Burns dies

	




	
	Burney, Camilla

	



	
	Coleridge, Poems on Various Subjects

	



	1797
	Burke,Wollstonecraft and Walpole die

	Battles at Cape St Vincent and Camperdown




	
	Radcliffe, The Italian

	



	1798
	Coleridge, Fears in Solitude, France, an Ode, and Frost at Midnight

	Nelson defeats Bonaparte at Aboukir Bay




	
	Wordsworth and Coleridge, Lyrical Ballads

	



	1799
	Campbell, The Pleasures of Hope

	




	1800
	Coleridge, Poems

	Battles of Alexandria, Hohenlinden, Marengo




	
	Edgeworth, Castle Rackrent

	





Introduction

When Marianne Dashwood (Sense and Sensibility) insists that to read Cowper without animation is the stigma of a dull soul, one wonders whether Jane Austen was not scoring a cheap shot at the expense of her heroine’s tender, if rhapsodic, affections. In fact, there are frequent invitations in Cowper’s poetry to indulge those fine feelings for which Marianne voiced such enthusiasm. Moreover, in Mansfield Park, when Fanny Price (surely a spirit of approved temperance) quietly laments the scars that proceed from landscape ‘improvement’, she is allowed to summon Cowper as a witness: ‘Ye fallen avenues, once more I mourn your fate unmerited’ (The Task, I, 338–9). The lines refer to one of Cowper’s favoured walks at Weston Underwood, but Fanny could have quoted, with equal or greater effect, from ‘The Poplar Field’ where Cowper plays upon the same elegiac refrain of nostalgia and loss.

Early reviewers had applauded Cowper for his humanity and his sentiment, and drew attention to the freshness of his emotional landscapes. They were responding to a new world of feeling – by turns affectionate, melancholic, enthusiastic, and always personal. Such qualities in the man (two biographies had been published in 1803), and in the poetry, go some way to explaining his attraction for Austen. There was much that she might admire in his conservatism. There was a steadiness in Cowper’s descriptions of pious and civilised domesticity, and a wisdom in his moral opposition to fashionable existence in the metropolis. At the same time, there was an insistence on the ‘heart’s’ affections having a currency equal to the ‘head’s’ good sense. Cowper’s cameos of rural life are touched by a tenderness and imaginativce warmth that frequently borders on the sentimental. When Marianne bids a tearful adieu to the trees surrounding her home at Norland, she could be imagined clutching a volume of Cowper’s verse to her breast. The scene is recorded in silence by Austen, partly to point up the comedy of Marianne’s effusiveness, but also perhaps because Austen read from the same book.

Historically, Cowper occupies the ground that the Augustan writers had given up to the ‘age of sensibility’. By education and temperament he was faithful to tradition, and, in many ways, acknowledges his literary inheritance, even when modifying it. However, the character of his poetry, which sustained his popularity after the publication of The Task (1785), was, above all, the richness of its emotional colouring. Cowper never lost his instinct for moral and doctrinal instruction, but he was also sympathetic to the growing conviction that the reader should be brought to feel what was right rather than simply be argued into submission. In the late eighteenth century ideas such as these stood in at the birth of the new ‘man (and woman) of feeling’. They also began to influence the ways in which readers were expected to respond to, or ‘appreciate’ poetry: and Cowper, himself, declared for the age when he wrote to Mary Unwin’s son in 1782: ‘persons of much sensibility are always persons of taste; a taste for poetry depends indeed upon that very article more than upon any other’.

The ‘tender sentiment’ for which Cowper was justly famous is often associated with the broadly humanitarian impact of his coreligionists in the Methodist movement. It receives its most obvious expression in the four ‘anti-slavery’ poems of 1788. They were taken up enthusiastically by the abolitionists, although, as poetry, it might be argued that they suffered from being too precisely tailored to a radical agenda. These poems, together with a ‘Sonnet to William Wilberforce, Esq.’, are the voice of public conscience, but they are also part of an insistent cadence of indignation in the face of inhumanity that echoes through the fabric of the work. Cowper opens the second book of The Task (1–47), for instance, with a broadside against racist oppression that clearly has British imperial policy in its sights. He perceives a depth of prejudice that runs deeper than mere profiteering:



[Man] finds his fellow guilty of a skin

Not colour’d like his own.





Cowper is sensitive to the hypocrisy that legally frees a slave fortunate enough to step on British soil, yet endorses the trade. He is also specifically critical of the mercantile greed that fuelled the expansion of empire:



Is India free? and does she wear her plum’d

And jewell’d turban with a smile of peace.

Or do we grind her still?

(The Task, IV, 28–30)





Although it should be noted that he was somewhat less sympathetic to the colonies in North America. Perhaps worst of all, as Cowper laments to John Newton, himself a one-time slaver, the perpetrators of these barbarities describe themselves as Christians (letter of 30 October 1784). Less brutal, but in some ways more poignant, is the tale of Omai, the South Sea Islander (The Task, I, 620–77), who was brought to England in one of Captain Cook’s ships, lionised, presented to George III, and eventually returned to his native Tahiti. Cowper treats the ‘gentle savage’ with sympathy, but it is immediately noticeable that he has no interest in subscribing to the growing vogue for the ‘noble savage’. In fact, his comments on ‘the favour’d isles… plac’d remote/From all that science traces, art invents/Or inspiration teaches’ suggest that Cowper is more than a little sceptical regarding the claims of romantic primitivism (see also the gypsies of Book I, 557–91). Omai’s ignorant simplicity is used to highlight the glittering soullessness of European civilisation, which in turn infects him with a sad dissatisfaction when he is returned, a victim of fashionable whim, to his ‘homestall thatch’d with leaves’. Cowper uses his story as an exemplum and the coda is of a piece with his general observations on imperial exploitation:



We found no bait

To tempt us in thy country. Doing good,

Disinterested good, is not our trade.





It is a moral fable, but the solitary figure of Omai, gazing out to sea in hopes of spotting a British sail, is coloured by Cowper’s sensitivity to the Tahitian’s suffering. As he wrote to John Newton on 6 October 1783: ‘We brought away an Indian, and having debauched him, we sent him home again to communicate the infection to his country; fine sport to be sure, but such as will not defray the cost.’

Cowper’s voice of protest is a blend of the theological and the political. It varies from the intonations of biblical prophecy to the scathing irony of an outraged citizen. In the third book of The Task (290–351) Cowper offers an eloquent and painful vision of a countryside defiled by the pitiless cruelty of man’s addiction to bloodsports. It is both a desecration and an offence against humanity’s supposedly rational nature:



Detested sport,

That owes its pleasure to another’s pain;

That feeds upon the sobs and dying shrieks

Of harmless nature…





It was this capacity for sympathy that most put Cowper in touch with the temper of the times. It is especially apparent in his treatment of the animal kingdom. Here, if anywhere, he is vulnerable to accusations of sentimentality, and a simple checklist of titles might suggest a hint of whimsy: ‘On a Spaniel Called Beau’, ‘The Retired Cat’, ‘Epitaph on a Hare’, ‘On the Death of Mrs Throckmorton’s Bulfinch’, etc. It is rare, however, for these poems to lapse into the mawkish or coy. They are pieces that often provide a revealing biographical dimension, which Cowper surely legitimises by the way that he draws attention to himself in the poetry. Sometimes, in a manner reminiscent of Thomas Gray, the verses are buoyed up by an attractive self-mockery. In his poem to the spaniel Beau, a slightly self-righteous Cowper takes the animal to task for murdering birds. The dog cites nature in his defence, and concludes with a tart observation on what may be Cowper’s own preoccupation with his ineffectual life in retreat. The poet seen from below:
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