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The poet as a legend: ‘Chatterton receives the Cup of Poison from the Spirit of Despair’, by John Flaxman, circa 1790.
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I thought of Chatterton, the marvellous Boy,


The sleepless Soul that perished in his pride …




 





Wordsworth, ‘Resolution and Independence’ (1802) 
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Author’s Note





In quoting from Chatterton’s Rowley poems I have been faced with the problem of their pseudo-medieval language – under which, in the opinion of Edmund Gosse, his true poetic character is concealed ‘as the body of the cuttlefish lies hidden by the profusion of its own ink’. They can be appreciated, in his view, and that of many others, only when the preposterous spelling and wilful archaisms are stripped away. Other critics, Chatterton’s biographer Meyerstein among them, hold the opposite view: to tamper with Chatterton’s poems, even to alter the spelling, is to deface his genius.


My sympathy is with the purists, but the archaisms can present a barrier to the general reader. In this book I have steered a middle course – quoting the poems in their original form wherever their meaning is clear, using modernized spelling, and occasionally replacing archaisms (usually from Chatterton’s own glossary), when they are hard to follow. I quote an example of Chatterton’s antique style at its most obscure:






Al downe in a Delle a merke dernie Delle


Wheere Coppys eke Thighe Trees ther bee


There dyd hee perchaunce Isee


A Damoselle askedde for ayde on her Kne…








The modern adaptations of the Rowley Poems are based on those of H. D. Roberts in the 1906 edition of Chatterton’s poems. The principal source for the originals has been Tyrwhitt’s edition of 1777, but they can be found most conveniently in The Complete Works of Thomas Chatterton, edited by Donald S. Taylor in association with Benjamin B. Hoover, published in 1971. 
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Prologue





In 1770 the poet Thomas Chatterton, starving, and defeated in his struggles to succeed as a writer, took poison in his garret room. He was buried in a pauper’s grave. Within a few years he had become a legend. Caught up in the dawning Romantic Movement he became a symbol of some of its most powerful preoccupations – suicide, the cult of youth, above all Neglected Genius. He was a stone in the pond; the ripples widened through Romantic art and literature.


He was only seventeen when he died. Of all the Romantic poets who died young he was the first and the youngest. What would he have become if he had lived? He was a prodigy almost without equal in the history of literature. Rimbaud, who abandoned poettry at the age of nineteen, is the nearest parallel. But would Chatterton’s precocity have burnt itself out, or might he have developed, as his admirers suggest, to become the greatest of the English Romantic poets? None of his successors – Wordsworth, Coleridge, Shelley, Keats – produced comparable work at the same age.


The question can never be answered. But had Chatterton lived to middle age, however valuable for English poetry, he would never have achieved the mythical renown that he won by his early death.


He was born into the Age of Reason. The Romantic Movement had scarcely begun to stir, the French Revolution, its supposed turning-point, was almost twenty years away when he died. At a time when the influence of Pope was still dominant and the ‘virtues of good prose’ were those demanded of poetry, his poems, with their imaginative freedom, their bold return to the Gothic past, sounded a prophetic note.


The best of them were forgeries. They were, claimed Chatterton, the work of Thomas Rowley, a fifteenth-century monk, discovered among the documents in the medieval church of Saint Mary Redcliffe, Bristol. It was the age of Ossian and literary impostures. Ignored in Chatterton’s lifetime, they became the focus of furious controversy after his death. Were they or were they not medieval? The argument raged for twenty years.


Born out of the publicity surrounding the forgery controversy, the legend of Chatterton himself soon eclipsed it, given an impetus by two important circumstances.


The first was his rejection by Horace Walpole, to whom he had applied, unsuccessfully, for patronage. His subsequent suicide could be laid, though quite unjustly, at Walpole’s door. The juxtaposition of scornful aristocrat and starving genius was seized upon by the press. Chatterton’s reputation grew as Walpole’s was blackened.


Secondly Goethe’s The Sorrows of Werther, with its justification of romantic suicide, had captured the imagination of Europe and inspired a host of sentimental imitations. Chatterton’s suicide (though it took place four years before the book was published) had a fine Wertherian ring, and interpreted thus became a sensational ingredient of Sir Herbert Croft’s Wertherian novel Love and Madness, a noted bestseller of the 1780s.


By the time the forgery controversy had died down Croft’s sentimental view of Chatterton, echoed in poems, prints and paintings, had become the accepted one, and Chatterton’s image as a martyred genius was established. His forgeries, hitherto much censured, now became the blueprint for the young Shakespearean forger, William Henry Ireland.


With the turn of the century his myth took on another dimension as the beauty and originality of his poetry began to be appreciated by his poetic legatees. To Wordsworth, Coleridge, Southey, Shelley and above all Keats, who dedicated ‘Endymion’ to his memory, Chatterton was a source of inspiration not only as a symbol but as a poet.


The death of Keats marked the end of Chatterton’s poetic influence, but his legend continued to snowball. 1835 saw the first night of Alfred de Vigny’s Chatterton, one of the high spots of the French Romantic Theatre, its pale proud hero illustrating the theme of the poet’s perpetual victimization by society, a society whose increasing materialism was the fruit of the Industrial Revolution. The play began a craze for suicide à la Chatterton. Those were the days, said Theophile Gautier, when poets really did starve in their garrets, and ‘you could hear the crack of solitary pistol shots in the night’.


Vigny’s plea for Chatterton had been a plea for all poets at odds with the world, his subsequent withdrawal to his ivory tower a symptom, despite his plea, of the growing division between poet and public. His play was the apogee of the Chatterton myth in Europe – but Leoncavallo’s opera Chatterton, written forty years later and based on Vigny’s play, showed its staying power.


In England the morbid aspect of the Chatterton story had a particular attraction for the Pre-Raphaelites, crystallized in Henry Wallis’s famous painting ‘Chatterton’, now in the Tate Gallery. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, in his later years, acquired a passion for Chatterton, identifying with him in his sense of persecution, and dedicating one of his loveliest sonnets to his memory. ‘Who is the English poet,’ enquired the cynical Count Fosco, villain of Wilkie Collins’s The Woman in White, ‘who has acquired the most sympathy, who makes the finest subject of all for pathetic writing and pathetic painting? … That nice young man who started life by forgery and ended it with suicide – your dear, romantic, interesting Chatterton.’


As nineteenth-century Romanticism faded, the image of Chatterton faded too, his last appearance a super-natural intervention as the poet Francis Thompson, drug-ridden and destitute, prepared to commit suicide beneath the arches of Covent Garden. In this century, outside the Romantic Movement, yet linked to it by his feeling for Chatterton, the poet E. H. W. Meyerstein, Chatterton’s biographer, has been a lonely champion of his genius.


Today the Chatterton myth has lost its power. The big questions of the Romantic Movement—what is the poet’s role in society? what is society’s responsibility to the poet? – are still unsolved, but in England at least they have lost their edge. Poets may face hardship for the sake of their art but it is unlikely that they will starve. The social conditions which defeated Chatterton no longer exist so starkly.


Chatterton’s poetry, too, is all but forgotten. There are a few poems in anthologies – one in the Oxford Book of English Verse, one in the Oxford Book of Ballads; a collected edition of his work has just been published. But, except to specialists, his work is little known. The medieval deception, which agitated eighteenth-century antiquarians and delighted lovers of the Gothic, now works against him. With their archaic language and barbarous spelling the Rowley poems look as hard to read as Beowulf – without the justification of antiquity. But if the nettle of their antique style is grasped, their freshness and beauty emerge, foreshadowing the work of the later Romantic poets as primitive Italian painting foreshadows that of the Renaissance. The devotion of Keats and Coleridge, so movingly expressed in their own poetry, is explained; and the core of the Chatterton myth, his poetic genius – without which the Romantic trappings would be irrelevant – is seen to be true.
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Bristol Childhood







In all his shepen gambols and child’s play


In every merry-making, fair or wake


I kenned a purpled light of wisdom’s ray


He ate down learning with the wastle cake;


As wise as any of the aldermen,


He’d wit enough to make a mayor at ten.


THOMAS CHATTERTON: ‘The Story of William Canynge’





Eighteenth-century Bristol was an unpropitious background for a poet. It was a pushing, intensely commercial town, counting itself second only to London in civic dignity, its traditional prosperity newly augmented by the profits from the slave trade. Rich merchants, neither cultured nor aristocratic, were the ruling class. In architecture it was still largely medieval with narrow streets and stinking gutters. The calm elegance of nearby Bath seemed far away. Masts of ships crowded the busy harbour; ship building was a major industry. Shops were clamorous with the noise of the trades carried on behind their fronts – braziers, smiths and coopers, tallow candlestick makers and clothiers. ‘The very parsons of Bristol’, complained one writer, ‘think of nothing but trade and how to turn the penny.’


Into this hive of business activity Thomas Chatterton was born, in November 1753. His father, a schoolmaster, had died two months before, from causes which are unknown. He was a talented and vital man with interests unusual for his class and time – antique coins, the occult sciences, the works of the magician Cornelius Agrippa. He was also an accomplished musician who sang in the choir of Bristol Cathedral. He had composed an anthem for his own funeral and in a lighter vein had set his own verses to a tune for three voices, celebrating a local tavern: 






Since now we are met and resolved to be jolly


And drink our Good Liquor to drown Melancholy


Then pass it about, my brave boys, never fear


There’s Meat, Drink and Clothes in good Ale and strong Beer.


While Zealots and Fools with their Factions do grapple


They taste not the joys which are at the Pineapple.








He was not thought to have been a good husband.


On his death Mrs Chatterton, who was barely twenty, was left almost penniless. With her baby and an elder daughter, Mary, to support, she set up house with her mother-in-law, taking in sewing and running embroidery classes to make ends meet.


Her son was a difficult child, moody, and at first considered so backward that his dame school dismissed him as unteachable. But at the age of six he started to read under his sister’s guidance, ‘falling in love’ with the illuminated capitals in an old music folio of his father’s. From then on, scorning modern print, and using a black-letter Bible as his first text book, he became an avid and omnivorous reader, whose curiosity ranged from heraldry and English antiquities to music, metaphysics, mathematics and astronomy. He haunted the Bristol bookshops and circulating libraries.


Through the recommendation of the local vicar a place was found for Chatterton at Colston’s Hospital, a charity school for boys destined to become apprentices, and here he was sent as a boarder at the age of eight. The education was confined to English and accounts, a commercial training only being the aim of the founder, along with the inculcation of sound High Tory and Church of England principles. The boys wore the medieval garb of the bluecoat school, with long surcoats and yellow stockings, and their heads were shaven in a tonsure. In this archaic attire, and in the ancient buildings of the school, once a Carmelite priory, lay perhaps the first seeds of Chatterton’s identification with a fifteenth-century monk, ‘the gode preeste Thomas Rowley’.


Chatterton’s eagerness for knowledge was quickly dashed by the limited and unimaginative curriculum. His sister recalled his gloom on arrival at the school; however, she went on to say, ‘We remarked he was more cheerful after he began to write poetry.’


At the age of ten, Chatterton’s first known poem was published in the local paper, and at just eleven he wrote a ‘Hymn for Christmas Day’, whose seven stanzas, never faltering into childishness, would not disgrace the English Hymnal.






Almighty framer of the skies


O let our pure devotion rise


Like incense in thy sight.


Wrapt in impenetrable shade


The texture of our souls were made


Till thy command gave light …








At the same age a satire, ‘Apostate Will’, provided an early taste of the reverse or scurrilous side of his nature. A turncoat preacher is observed with a beady eye:






He was a preacher and what not


As long as money could be got;


He’d oft profess with holy fire


‘The labourer’s worthy of his hire.’








Chatterton’s education, externally uneventful, ended at the age of fourteen when he left Colston’s School. On the same day he was indentured to John Lambert, a Bristol attorney, for seven years, the school authorities paying the fees. It was a good place. Most of his fellow pupils had been apprenticed to lowlier trades – grocers, smiths, carpenters and the like. The work of legal copying was light, often taking no more than two hours of the day, and he was free on Sundays and for a few hours every evening. Chatterton, however, chafed under his position, loathing the mechanical work and humiliated at having to eat with the servants and sleep with the pot boy. His master set the footman to keep an eye on him; when he found Chatterton writing poems in the office he would tear them up and fling them in the fire with a cry of ‘there is your stuff’.


Lambert himself took little notice of him. He roused himself once to strike him – when he was discovered to be the author of an abusive anonymous letter to his former headmaster – and on another occasion came in on him sitting up late at night, trying to raise spirits from a book of magic. For the rest he remembered him as ‘sullen, uncommunicative and visibly contemptuous of others’.


Outside the attorney’s office Chatterton cut a more dashing figure. He found friends in a little group of fifteen- and sixteen-year-olds, mostly apprentices like himself. They met to discuss politics and literature, and though inevitably ill-educated and provincial in outlook, they fancied themselves as daring satirists and commentators. Nor were they unsuccessful. Their contributions, though seldom paid for, appeared under imposing pseudonyms in the Bristol papers, and sometimes in the London press as well. The local belles, Miss Rumsey and Miss Hoyland, were the subject of elegant addresses by Chatterton, which also found their way into print:






Once more the muse to beauteous Hoyland sings;


Her graceful tribute of harsh numbers brings


To Hoyland! Nature’s richest, sweetest store,


She made an Hoyland and can make no more …








Other ladies, less respectable, inspired scraps of obscene doggerel, which shocked Chatterton’s Victorian biographers and even now would be considered precocious in a sixteen-year-old. Chatterton’s companions were leading him, not unwillingly, into bad ways.


But these temptations and occupations were froth on the surface of his life. They could only be diversions to the boy, already conscious of his genius and obsessed by the dream of the past, which drove him to unremitting work, eating little and sleeping less because, as he said, he did not mean to make himself more stupid than God had intended him to be. The apprentice scribbled in the corner and in the idle hours at Lambert’s office the world of Thomas Rowley took shape.
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Canynge, Rowley and Saint Mary Redcliffe







As onn a hylle one eve sittynge


At oure Ladie’s Chyrche mouche wonderynge,


The counynge handieworke so fyne


Han well nighe dazeled mine eyne;


Quod I; some counynge fairie hande


Yreer’d this chapelle in this lande;


Full well I wote so fine a syghte


Was ne yreer’d of mortall wighte …


THOMAS CHATTERTON: ‘Onn Oure Ladie’s Chyrche’





The church of Saint Mary Redcliffe, Bristol, had been described by Queen Elizabeth I as ‘the fairest, goodliest and most famous parish church in England’. Its Gothic minster dominated Redcliffe Hill, where the Chatterton family had its lodgings. For Chatterton, born within the sound of its bells, it was a familiar place from earliest childhood. He would wander for hours in its shadowy interior, studying the medieval tombs and effigies, the intricate stone carvings, the heraldic bearings in the stained-glass windows. As a schoolboy he attended evensong there daily, the vaulted roof dim in the candlelight, choir and organ deepening the sense of Gothic mystery. On summer days he would read in the graveyard, propped up against a tomb; and sometimes he would stretch himself out in the meadows nearby and ‘fix his eyes upon the church and seem as if he were in a kind of trance or ecstasy’. It was a passion which would find its deepest expression in his poetry.


For several generations the Chatterton family had been associated with Saint Mary’s in the office of sexton, and Mrs Chatterton’s brother was the present incumbent. Thanks to this relationship Chatterton’s father had been given permission to remove old records and parchments, considered to be useless, from the muniments room, when the chests containing them had been cleared. He had used them to cover school-books and prize Bibles, and after his death his wife kept the remainder to do duty as spills and thread papers. From such menial uses her son later rescued them, carrying them off to the lumber room which was his only refuge at home, where he would shut himself up mysteriously with inks, charcoal and ochre.


In 1768 the great event of the autumn in Bristol was the opening of the New Bridge. Shortly afterwards, Felix Farley’s Journal, the principal newspaper of the town, published an account of ‘the Mayor’s first passing over the Old Bridge, taken from an old manuscript’. The description, with picturesque allusions to ‘master Mayor, mounted on a white horse, dight with sable trappings, wroughte by the Nunnes of Saincte Kenna with Gould and Silver’ and to ‘Preestes and Freeres, all in white Albs, making a most goodlie showe’ aroused great interest. The bearer of the transcript, Thomas Chatterton, a sixteen-year-old apprentice, was questioned as to the provenance of the original, and after threats and cajoling admitted that it was one of those taken by his father from the muniments room in Saint Mary Redcliffe. It was in fact his own composition: the first appearance of the so-called Rowley forgeries.


To William Barrett, a local surgeon and antiquarian, who was embarked on an ambitious history of Bristol, the news of this store of hitherto unknown material was hugely exciting. Before long he and two credulous friends, Henry Burgum and George Catcott, were in touch with the youth, who to their delight was able to provide them with transcripts from other, equally notional, originals. Saint Mary’s coffers, it appeared, were as inexhaustible as the widow’s cruse. Now and then a scrap of ancient parchment, covered with crabbed medieval writing, or a heraldic drawing (the fruit of Chatterton’s hours in the lumber room) would provide visible proof of the wonders they had contained.


To Burgum, a pewterer of lowly origins, Chatterton presented his researches into the noble lineage of the De Bergham family, resplendent with a forged coat of arms and the quarterings of distinguished ancestors: ‘Azure, three hippopotames naisant Or; Argent, three fermoulxes sable; Or between a fess dancetty sable, two cat a mountains ermine.’ This pedigree, dismissed by a disgusted critic as ‘a great coat of arms and a string of rubbish, indescribably ignorant and impudent’, was swallowed whole by Burgum, who complacently tipped the boy five shillings.






Gods! What would Burgum give to get a name


And snatch his blundering dialect from Shame


What would he give to hand his Memr’y down


To time’s remotest boundary – a Crown.








commented Chatterton sourly.


George Symes Catcott, Burgum’s partner, was a well-known Bristol eccentric, who had scaled a church steeple for a bet and preserved all his old teeth in a box labelled, ‘My teeth to be put in the coffin when I die’. He wore a cornelian ring in memory of Charles I, a monarch he mourned and revered. Chatterton’s medieval discoveries were of just the sort to delight his grasshopper brain, and since Barrett’s chief interest was in documents and drawings relating to his history, it was for Catcott that Chatterton first produced his pseudo-antique poetry, in the character of Thomas Rowley, priest, poet and citizen of fifteenth-century Bristol.


Chatterton’s Rowley poems, the bane of eighteenth-century scholars and the delight of nineteenth-century Romantics, are his chief claim to fame. They were not written to order. The Rowley cycle had been largely conceived before his gullible patrons came on the scene. One poem at least was composed as early as eleven years old – this, on the evidence of a schoolfellow to whom Chatterton showed his eclogue ‘Eleanor and Juga’, ‘going down Horse Street, near the school, during the summer of 1764’. The fiction of their medieval origins may have started as a sardonic joke against his elders, in which he became too involved to escape, or it may have been a deliberate plan to draw attention to his poetry – poetry which would have been ignored as the work of a mere apprentice. At any rate, spurred on by the interest of the amateur antiquarians, the web of deception became a positive tapestry, and the Rowley poems were released in tantalizing fits and starts against an elaborate background of ancient letters, documents and drawings – with learned footnotes by their editor and discoverer, T. Chatterton.


The scene was Bristol, during the reign of Edward IV, the chronicler Thomas Rowley, and the principal character an actual historical personage, William Canynges Mayor of Bristol, whose effigy lay in Saint Mary Redcliffe, and whose benefactions had helped to build the church. In Chatterton’s saga his undoubted virtues were magnified. He was a Maecenas, a merchant prince, patron of art, literature and the Church, whose crowning achievement had been the rebuilding of Saint Mary’s,






The pride of Bristowe and the westerne lande.








Eager for the enlightenment of Bristol he had gathered round him a circle of poets and painters with names culled from tombstones or the realms of fancy: John O’Iscam, Sir Tybalt Gorges, Bishop Carpenter and others. Chief among these phantom characters was the secular monk, Thomas Rowley, a poet whose reputation rivalled that of Chaucer, and Canynge’s* confessor and dearest friend.


Rowley’s poems and memoirs praised Canynge’s munificence, and Saint Mary Redcliffe, its embodiment in stone and symbol of grace:






But nowe the worde of Godde ys come


Borne of Mayde Marie toe brynge home


Mankynde hys shepe


Them for to kepe


In the folde of hys heavenlie Kyngedome







Thys Chyrche which Canynge he dyd rear


To be dispente in Prayse and Prayer


Mennes souls to save


From ’vowrynge grave


And puryfye them Heaven-were.†








A lovely poem, ‘The Story of William Canynge’, using the Early English convention of a ‘sweven’ or dream, sets out the chronology of Canynge’s life. The poet Rowley, grown old and dreaming by the river, sees a vision rising from the water:






… a maid


Whose gentle tresses moved not to the wind


Like to the silver moon in frosty neet,


The damoisel did come, so blithe and sweet.







No broided mantle of a scarlet hue


No shoe peaks plaited o’er with riband gear,


No costly paraments of woaden blue,


Nought of a dress but beauty did she wear;


Naked she was, and lookèd sweet of youth


All did bewrayen that her name was Truth …








Truth takes the poet back, the events of Canynge’s life are revealed to him in a trance:






Straight was I carried back to times of yore


Whilst Canynge swathèd yet in fleshly bed,


And saw all actions which had been before


And all the scroll of Fate unravellèd.


And when the Fate-marked babe a-come to sight,


I saw him eager gasping after light …








In the great banqueting hall of Canynge’s house the feast days of the Church are celebrated with poems, plays and pageants, written and enacted by Rowley and his fellow poets. Figures from the Scriptures and antiquity mingle quaintly with medieval knights and peasants. Nimrod sings the pleasures of the chase:






The rampynge lyon, the fell tigère,


The buck that skips from place to place


The olyphaunt and rhinocère


Before me through the greenwood I dyd chase …‡








A ploughman laments his humble lot:






I rise with the sun


Like him to drive the wain,


And ere my work is done,


I sing a song or twain.


I follow the plough-tail,


With a long jubb of ale …







On every saint’s high-day


With the minstrel am I seen,


All a-footing it away


With maidens on the green –


But oh! I wish to be more great


In renown, tenure and estate …§








The background of the Wars of the Roses is sketched in bright impressionistic colours. Maidens lament their lovers slain in battle, shepherds mourn the loss of their pastoral peace:






Oh! I could weep my kingcup-deckèd mees,


My spreading flocks of sheep of lily white,


My tender applynges and embodyde trees,


My parker’s grange, far spreading to the sight,


My tender kine, my bullocks strong in fight,


My garden whitened with the comfreie plant,


My flower Saint-Mary shooting with the light,


My store of all the blessings heaven can grant …¶








A fiery ballad, ‘The Bristowe Tragedy’, describes the execution in Bristol of Sir Charles Bawdin, a Lancastrian knight. (With typical slyness Chatterton’s first draft of this had Bawdin’s name – recorded in Bristol annals – spelt as ‘Bandon’; this seeming misreading from hard-to-decipher manuscript was excitedly corrected by Barrett.)






The feathered songster chaunticleer


Han wound hys bugle horne


And told the earlie villager


The commynge of the morne: 







KING EDWARDE saw the ruddie streakes


Of lyghte eclypse the greie


And herde the raven’s crokynge throte


Proclayme the fated daie.







‘Thou’rt ryghte’ quod hee, ‘for, by the Godde


That syttes enthron’d on hyghe!


CHARLES BAWDIN and his fellowes twaine


Todaie shall surelie die’.








‘In my humble opinion,’ commented Chatterton in a note on the first verse, ‘the foregoing lines are far more elegant and poetical than all the parade of Auroras clipping the wings of Night, unbarring the gates of the East, & c. & c.’


A heroic poem in Spenserian stanzas, ‘The Battle of Hastings’, is a translation by Rowley from the Saxon of Turgotus, an eleventh-century monk. (‘What I sickened my poor brother with, I well remember,’ recalled Chatterton’s sister, ‘was my inattention to “the Battle of Hastings” which before he used to be perpetually repeating.’) It begins with spirit:






O Chryste, it is a grief for me to telle,


How manie a nobil erle and valrous knyghte


In fyghtynge for Kynge Harrold noblie fell,


Al sleyne in Hastyngs feeld in bloudie fyghte.


O sea! our teeming donore han thy floude


Han anie fructuous entendement,


Thou wouldst have rose and sank wyth tydes of bloude …








Saxon history is the theme, too, of two poetical plays, Goddwyn and Ælla, written by Rowley and dedicated to ‘the dygne Master Canynge’. In Goddwyn, which is unfinished, the drama centres round the wise and moderate Goddywn, father of the impetuous Harold. The scene is the court of Edward the Confessor, where Norman influence is reaching dangerous proportions. The chorus in the second act sounds a prophetic note, foreshadowing from afar the revolutionary fervour of the Romantics:






When Freedom dreste, yn blodde steyned veste


To everie knyghte her warre songe sunge


Uponne her hedde, wylde wedes were spredde,


A gorie anlace bye her honge.


She daunced onne the heathe


She hearde the voice of deathe;


Pale-eyned Affryghte hys harte of Sylver hue,


In vayne assayled her bosomme to acale;


She hearde onflemed the shriekynge Voice of Woe,


And Sadnesse ynne the Owlette shake the Dale …








Ælla, a completed tragedy, is Chatterton’s masterpiece. It describes the struggle of the Saxon hero Ælla against the Danes who threaten Bristol and the West Country, his love for Bertha, his betrayal by Celmonde, his Iago-like lieutenant. The plot is interwoven with songs and lyrics of great beauty, the most famous the ‘Minstrels’ Roundelay’, played to Bertha as she waits in her bower for Aella’s return from battle.






O! sing unto my roundelay; 


O! drop the briny tear with me;


Dance no more at holy day; 


Like a running river be.


My love is dead,


Gone to his death bed,


All under the willow tree.







Black his crine as the winter night,


White his rode as the summer snow,


Red his face as the morning light,


Cold he lies in the grave below;


My love is dead,


Gone to his death bed,


All under the willow tree.







Sweet his tongue as the throstle’s note,


Quick in dance as thought can be,


Deft his tabour, cudgel stout,


O! he lies by the willow tree:


My love is dead,


Gone to his death bed,


All under the willow tree.







Hark! the raven flaps his wing,


In the briered dell below;


Hark! the death-owl loud doth sing


To the night-mares as they go;


My love is dead,


Gone to his death bed,


All under the willow tree.







See! the white moon shines on high;


Whiter is my true love’s shroud;


Whiter than the morning sky,


Whiter than the evening cloud;


My love is dead,


Gone to his death bed,


All under the willow tree …







Come with acorn-cup and thorn,


Drain my hartys blood away;


Life and all its good I scorn,


Dance by night, or feast by day.


My love is dead,


Gone to his death bed,


All under the willow tree.








‘Methinks,’ wrote Bailey in his recollections of Keats, ‘I now hear him recite or chant in his peculiar manner, the following stanza of the roundelay, sung by the minstrels in “Ælla”: Come with acorn cup and thorn (& c). The first line to his ear possessed the great charm.’


Rowley the poet was Chatterton’s second self; the taciturn boy had the secret soul of a medieval monk. In Canynge he created the patron he dreamed of but was never to find, and in the art-loving Bristol of Edward IV an escape from the bustle and commercialism which characterized his native town. His gifts were caught up with the shadow world he had created, and the Rowley cycle was so much his best work that its superiority over his acknowledged poems was the strongest argument of those who after his death refused to believe that he had written them. The point was finally dismissed by Sir Walter Scott: ‘He could have had no time for the study of our modern poets … while his whole faculties were intensely employed in the Herculean task of creating the person, history and language of an ancient poet, which vast as these faculties were, was sufficient wholly to engross though not to overburden them.’


In forming the pseudo-antique language of Rowley Chatterton’s principal sources were Bailey’s Dictionary of Old English, and Kersey’s Dictionarium Anglo Britannicum, a highly inaccurate authority in which, said an early critic, he used ‘to hunt in the most servile manner’. He also drew on contemporary editions of Chaucer, Spenser and on Percy’s Reliques of Ancient English Poetry (an important influence), studying their form and metre as carefully as their glossaries. Other sources and reading were of necessity haphazard, dependent mainly on Bristol’s circulating libraries, but, in the words of Browning:




Ever in Chatterton did his acquisitions, varied and abundant as they were, do duty so as to seem but a little out of more in reserve. If only a foreign word clung to his memory, he was sure to reproduce it as if a whole language lay behind – setting to work sometimes with the poorest material; like any painter a fathom below ground in the Inquisition, who in his penury of colour turns the weather stains on his dungeon wall into effects of light and shade, and makes the single sputter of red paint in his possession go far indeed.
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