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Roam on! The light we sought is shining still.


Dost thou ask proof? Our tree yet crowns the hill,


Our Scholar travels yet the loved hill-side




 





from ‘Thyrsis’
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Ladies and Gentlemen,


Know that I scorn a prostituted pen:


No Royal Rotten wood my Verse veneers.


Oh! yield me for a moment, yield your ears.







Stubborn, and mean, and weak, nay fools indeed,


Though Kings may be, we must support the breed.


Yet join I issue with you: yes, ’tis granted,


That through the World such Royal folly rules,


As bids us think Thrones advertise for fools;


Yet is a King a Utensil much wanted:







A Screw, a Nail, a Bolt, to keep together


The Ship’s old leaky Sides in stormy weather;


Which Screw, or Nail, or Bolt, its work performs,


Though downright ignorant of Ships and Storms.





                       Peter Pindar, from ‘The Remonstrance’, 1791
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This book is dedicated to the memory of


my dearest friend, Frank Copplestone
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Introduction





This selection from Peter Pindar’s twenty thousand lines of poetry presents some of his most popular poems between 1785 and 1795, a fascinating decade in the reign of George III (1760–1820). It begins with the indignant Whigs under Charles Fox mounting a campaign of ridicule against their former associate, young William Pitt, who had become the King’s Prime Minister in 1784. It continues through the French Revolution and the Reign of Terror; the King’s madness in 1789; the Regency Crisis which followed, and the treason trials of the 1790s when the Pitt government clamped down on British radicalism. Britain was at war yet again with France. Against the complexity of this historical background, Peter Pindar provided a vivid portrait of the controversial King, complete with all his foibles and follies, which is as much a figure of imagination as a king in an English nursery-rhyme or traditional tale.


Peter Pindar’s real name was Dr John Wolcot MD. Born in Devon in 1738 and brought up in Cornwall, Wolcot did not begin his career as a satirical poet until he was forty-four. His first satire was published in 1782, just four years before the Kilmarnock edition of the poetry of Robert Burns, with whom he would collaborate in George Thomson’s attempt to collect English and Scottish lyrics for ancient Scottish airs in 1793. Wordsworth began publishing in 1793. In 1798, he produced with Coleridge the Lyrical Ballads, with its Romantic manifesto. Byron dismissed their poetry in his satire English Bards and Scotch Reviewers of 1809, listing poets worth a drubbing. (He could hardly have included Peter Pindar, since his own poetry had clearly been influenced by the older satirist.) Wolcot died in 1819. Keats, many of whose great poems had already been ridiculed by William Gifford’s Quarterly Review, wrote about Wolcot in amusement in 1820, on the death of the King. Peter Pindar outsold all the Romantic poets except Byron.


His handling of reductive ‘low’ satire, a tradition derived from the broad humour of the mediaeval peasant fabliaux and familiar since Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, derived its realistic outlook on human frailty and folly from his medical experience. No man can be much of a hero to his doctor, particularly in the eighteenth century when the training of a surgeon-apothecary began with a seven-year stint as an apothecary’s assistant, among whose melancholy tasks was to administer enemas to the costive in his community with the fearsome glyster-pipe. Wolcot’s expertise at mixing and dispensing various kinds of rhyming verse made his adopted name famous in a very short time. Once he had negotiated an annuity from his customary publishers for the regular reprinting of his poems, it made him financially secure and, for a poet, relatively rich.


Satire was the dominant literary mode during the long reign of George III, a period of rapid economic expansion and political change, when Britain seemed almost permanently at war, mainly with France. In the burgeoning world of British art, portraiture was queen, and caricature her ugly sister, as celebrity became a cult. Dr Wolcot, like the visual caricaturists, grasped both the spirit and the commercial opportunities of the period. The creation of the character ‘Peter Pindar’ was one of his jokes. The ‘divine Peter’ was a caricature, and his speech a parody of the Theban poet who eulogised the celebrities of his day and mystified the grammar-school boys of the eighteenth century. The pleasantly alliterative name spliced together the names of the lofty Pindar and that of Wolcot’s favourite childhood pet, a stubborn little donkey.


As ‘Peter Pindar’, this West Country doctor became the best-selling poet of his time for two main reasons: first, he made a celebrity of the King, making people laugh at their monarch’s eccentricities; second, he invented a new style of poetry out of conventional models, and marketed it far and wide as quickly as possible. Like the proliferating newspapers of the day, his stream of poetic pamphlets kept up a running commentary on the people who captured the attention of the increasingly sophisticated reading public, yet his odes and epistles never descended to the level of doggerel. They remained recognisably poems, as defined by the rules of eighteenth-century prosody. The fables, tales, and songs he included among the satires made him a family favourite in an age when poetry was designed to be read aloud.


A celebrated raconteur and mimic, Dr Wolcot was an intensely convivial and clubbable man. Most of what he said and wrote was designed for the entertainment of a wide and diverse audience. Nevertheless, he was a serious poet who wrote something every day, even when he went blind in old age and could not actually see the squares of paper he was scribbling on. He was eighty-one when he died. He was buried in St Paul’s Churchyard, Covent Garden, his coffin touching that of Samuel Butler, the creator of ‘Sir Hudibras’ whose adventures were described in a distinctively English style of burlesque satirical poetry. Wolcot thus staked his claim to a rightful place within this vernacular tradition that began with Chaucer.


John Wolcot’s background in the West Country was solidly conventional and professional. One of a long line of doctors, he grew up within a resourceful, hard-working and public-spirited family that was marked by death – like King George, he lost his father when he was thirteen. Adopted by his father’s bachelor brother, a surgeon-apothecary in the small seafaring town of Fowey, Wolcot was well educated in the classics at local grammar schools. Nonetheless, he resented his removal from Devon and the small free grammar school in Kingsbridge where he had been praised for his translation of classical texts into English poetry by a kindly Quaker headmaster. He disliked his strict and overbearing childless aunts who managed his uncle’s apothecary shop. His family disparaged his interest in poetry, music and painting as ‘a dangerous interruption to business’, sowing the seeds of his defiance and resentment of authority. He became known among his school fellows for his sardonic humour and skill in sarcastic repartee. Writing admiring lyrics to young girls of the family’s acquaintance and publishing them in small magazines occupied much of his free time as an adolescent, away from the pestle and mortar. The chiming sounds of the various utensils of his trade, he claimed, formed the basis of his rhythmical skill in poetry. He genuinely did not want to become a doctor and the twelve years of training for this profession were trying to a soul longing for creative outlets little admired by a community which wrestled a living from their ancient pursuit of tin mining and from the sea.


Two formative events marked that long period of preparation. One was a mysterious year in France before he began his apprenticeship at seventeen. Wolcot never discussed his reasons for going there. He returned with fluent French but a hatred of France. He despised the French, calling them ‘shrugging dogs’, ridiculing the peasantry’s superstitions, and exempting only Voltaire and La Fontaine from his diatribes on French treachery and cold self-interest. His suspicion of France would stand him in good stead during the French Revolution. The other was his two-year stay studying anatomy and chemistry in London, from 1762 to 1764. Memorable performances in the theatre and the chance to hear good musicians captivated his imagination. Briefly free from family pressures, he perceived opportunities in that artistic world for someone of his varied talents.


In 1767, after Wolcot had obtained an external M.D. from Aberdeen University, a Cornish neighbour, Sir William Trelawney, offered him a post as his personal physician in Jamaica. A post captain brought up in the navy, and a supporter of Pitt the Elder as a Member of Parliament, Trelawney had gained the governorship of the island through the patronage of the rich and radical Earl of Shelburne. All the Governor’s entourage were presented to the King and Queen at the Court of St James. In ceremonial garb, Wolcot got to meet his sovereign in the flesh. In fact, he almost fell on him. His unaccustomed sword got caught between his legs and sent him ‘nosing the ground’ for several yards, causing public amusement.


In Jamaica, the convivial Governor called upon his physician to act as his Master of Ceremonies. This social role, entertaining the company with his fiddle-playing, songs and poetry, gave Wolcot an audience, a sense of importance and a good deal of poise that he was hitherto conscious of lacking. Equally valuable was the opportunity to learn from Trelawney the realities of British politics and patronage. The Governor ruled Jamaica independent of party obligations, but the only advancement he could offer his friend was through the riches of the Anglican Church. Somewhat cynically, since Wolcot had no discernable Christian faith, Trelawney dispatched him to be ordained by the Bishop of London in order to take up the lucrative living of St Anne’s where the incumbent was dangerously ill – a post worth £1,500 per year.


It took only a day for Wolcot to become a priest, on 25 June 1769, but he did not return to Jamaica until March 1770. A medical student in London at the height of the John Wilkes’ affair, he could now read the mysterious ‘Junius’ letters in the Daily Advertiser. Gossip in the coffee-houses pointed at Trelawney’s patron Shelburne. The King, resenting Shelburne’s earlier support of Wilkes in the Lords, had peremptorily thrust him out of office; Shelburne had pulled the Earl of Chatham with him in his fall from short-lived royal favour. ‘Junius’ redefined for the English their historic constitutional rights as individuals, particularly with regard to freedom of speech and of the press, and drew attention to how the government had infringed them, upbraiding the King himself. His daring, style and wit won him a large following. Wolcot learned much from this audacious attempt to hold the unaccountable responsible for their actions. 


He had delightedly resumed a somewhat bohemian social life among London’s musicians, artists and writers, taking painting lessons from the celebrated landscape painter Richard Wilson. Some of his songs were set to music by Jackson of Exeter. Life seemed promising, but when he returned, the Reverend Wolcot, who had come to Jamaica solely to seek financial independence, now found that the incumbent of St Anne’s had fully recovered his health. The only available parish paid half the promised sum and Wolcot soon abandoned the priesthood and returned to assisting Trelawney with his official functions. With the help of his Cornish friends, he had a slim volume of verse, Persian Love Elegies, printed in Kingston but, essentially, the Jamaican adventure was over. The popular Governor died in 1772. Dr Wolcot, now thirty-five, along with Lady Trelawney and the coffin of their friend, young William Boscawen, returned sadly to Cornwall. Boscawen, a son of the famous Admiral, had drowned almost as soon as they had arrived in Jamaica, Almost the only useful thing that would link Wolcot’s future with this period of such mixed fortunes in the West Indies was the short elegy he had composed to mark Boscawen’s death.


For the next eight years Wolcot was confronted with the daily tasks of doctoring in Cornwall, with nothing but chronic asthma and a ‘mahogany complexion’ to show for his labours in Jamaica. Nevertheless, another ‘apprenticeship’ was just beginning. John Wolcot rapidly became the satirical bane of his colleagues’ lives in Truro, where he set up practice in 1773. Venality, hypocrisy and pomposity were the targets of his sarcastic verses. Apothecaries, two of them members of Truro Corporation, were a special hate. Wolcot could tell that they were not using expensive ingredients in the medicines they dispensed and charged for. Doctors who favoured excessive bleeding were another: a song called ‘Truro Roast Pork’ celebrated the suspiciously large pigs kept by some of them. The local MP was plagued by Wolcot’s satirical sallies attacking him for ignoring his humbler relations in his relentless climb up the social ladder. Adored by the poor, whom he treated free and often fed as well, and by the well-educated, who appreciated his satires, the sardonic doctor grew unpopular enough to be threatened with prosecution. Forced to move his practice to the Falmouth area, disappointed in love, Wolcot was in the grip of a mid-life crisis. Despite the success of his often unconventional methods, he was now ready to abandon his profession.


He left Cornwall for London in 1781 in order to launch his protégé John Opie as a portrait-painter. Wolcot had discovered Opie as an apprentice mine-carpenter in St Agnes. Taking him into his home in Truro, he had trained the talented boy using all that he knew about art. He also schooled Opie in the social skills necessary to succeed in this lucrative new profession. Local gentry assisted by commissioning portraits and, at Wolcot’s request, entertaining the boy at a level that ensured he acquired sufficient polish for his new career. By the time he was twenty, Opie was an assured provincial painter, but in London the wily doctor presented him as an untaught prodigy, ‘The Cornish Wonder’. Wolcot would provide the necessary introductions; Opie would paint the portraits: they would then share the profits. It was a gamble that paid off for them both.


Wolcot’s friendship with Sir Joshua Reynolds, the President of the Royal Academy, helped Opie succeed, but a crucial introduction was to Frances Boscawen. Wolcot’s elegy for her son William had eventually been published in the Annual Register of 1779, where his mother found it and sought out the doctor to hear the whole story. Now, in 1781, she was poised to help young Opie through her friend Mary Delany’s close relationship with the royal family. Queen Charlotte bought one of Opie’s sample paintings, and the West Country nobility followed suit. Opie became an overnight success. He quickly married, and when his wife’s family objected to his business arrangement with Dr Wolcot, Opie terminated it within twelve months of their arrival in the capital. Wolcot was forced to earn a living as a writer.


His friend and fellow-Devonian Reynolds, at whose ever-expanding and hospitable dinner-table he met all sorts of celebrities, including Dr Johnson, was not a favourite of the King, who would have preferred the American Quaker Benjamin West as his Academy’s first President. Peter Pindar would subtly reveal the hidden politics of the Academy, anonymously attacking the King’s lack of taste under the guise of ridiculing the demerits of his favourites.


In 1782 the first of Wolcot’s series of Odes, or satires, on the Royal Academy introduced London to the dry, colloquial voice of this new art critic. The Ode was in the form of an exhibition catalogue in verse, taking the reader on a tour of the Academicians’ Summer Exhibition. Wolcot’s mischievous creation Peter Pindar was the wry and comical narrator, skilfully identifying each painter’s characteristic faults. Reynolds, though not fault-free, was ‘an eagle among wrens’. All the eminent came in for some sarcastic comment, especially West, the King’s self-styled history painter, who had the attentive ear of ‘the Best of Kings’ to thank for his success, according to Peter.


Wolcot paid for this first production himself. The poems were printed as pamphlets, in quarto on fine paper with wide borders and clear type, looking classy, authoritative, sturdy enough to be collected, and full enough of writing to be good value. All this quality cost money and he lost £40 on their production, but the Odes made the name of Peter Pindar as someone new to be reckoned with in the literary circles of London, always hungry for new talent.


Invited to write for the Whigs’ Morning Post newspaper, Wolcot came to the attention of George Kearsley, a publisher who had been prosecuted over his publication of the satirical ‘No. 45’ edition of John Wilkes’ North Briton newspaper, in which Wilkes had satirised the King’s reliance on the advice of the not very bright and allegedly Jacobitical Earl of Bute. Kearsley had no fear of satirists, on whose account publishers were regularly prosecuted, and a successful working relationship ensued for both the publisher and Peter Pindar, who continued his assaults on the Academicians with Odes in 1783, 1785 and 1786. The pamphlets, which had originally cost one shilling went up to two and a half – but they also included tales, fables and songs. This creation of a mini-anthology broadened the appeal of the poet’s work, demonstrating his scope and versatility.


‘Peter Pindar’ provided a liberating alter ego for the eccentric doctor, but he also fulfilled a specifically literary function. By adopting the name of a poet famous for writing panegyric, Wolcot could make his own burlesques of conventional genres and lampoons on the pretensions of the socially elevated, all the funnier, since they were framed in mock praise. Claiming to be the unofficial ‘Laureate’ of the Academy and its royal patron, Peter offered his helpful ‘prescriptions’ for success. Although his vocabulary was deliberately familiar, his imagery homely, and the tempo of his six-line stanzas leisurely, Wolcot’s handling of neo-classical principles of art was assured and grew increasingly so as the subsequent Odes appeared. The reader was drawn into flattering collusion with this ironic, knowledgeable commentator who made the Academicians and their doings household names among people who would never see London, let alone Somerset House. The institution itself became comically domesticated within the English imagination through Peter Pindar’s regular bulletins on its shaky progress. 


Growing in confidence, Wolcot began to celebrate and publicise throughout the English-speaking world all that was ridiculous about eminent people whom he believed to be promoted above the level of their true ability through the patronage that bedevilled the cultural power structure. The autocratic President of the Royal Society, Sir Joseph Banks, who owed his scientific eminence solely to the influence of the King; James Boswell and Hester Piozzi, inventors of the celebrity biography, who exploited their memories of Samuel Johnson; moralising Hannah More, whose fulsome patrons were first David Garrick and, later, Bishop Porteous – all felt the lash of Peter Pindar’s tongue, along with travellers who told tall tales, and many other would-be celebrities of the day. Even Dr Johnson was described as making an ocean roar to cast an acorn on the shore, and Jamie Boswell teased that he had given up his country ‘to lead a bear’! Peter’s favourite target, though, was the King whose patronage, the most powerful in the nation, was almost invariably bestowed upon unchallenging mediocrities.


Wolcot’s satires were based on reliable information volunteered by a variety of disgruntled or mischievous people, some close to the throne, who derived much private solace and glee from Peter’s subsequent tales and observations. The loyalties of the poet were patriotic rather than political. Claiming not to be the tool of party or faction, Wolcot depicted Peter as loyal to King and Country, while attacking the government. The principles that gave the satires their force were moral, without being religious or radical. The King should recognise true merit, rely on counsellors with Britain’s good at heart, and share what the British people had given him as his riches with those who needed it, rather than hoarding wealth like some ordinary miser. Beneath the surface, sophisticated readers like William Beckford, whose father, as Lord Mayor of London, was the only individual to stand up to the King personally, might detect a burlesque of ‘Junius’, in content and style. Those deliberately slighted by the King, like Nelson, could take some pleasant revenge in laughing at the King’s idiocy. Both became Wolcot’s personal friends.


Why did Wolcot feel able to mount such attacks? Part of the answer lay simply in his response to the new power of the media in the period. Satire, he said, was a ‘bad trade’ – but it paid. Once John Wilkes had done his work of making the transactions of Parliament open to public scrutiny, well-educated journalists treated the behaviour of their rulers as falling within the public domain. Political poetry was one of their weapons. Writers lacking the connections to gain the security of a sinecure and the necessary discretion it required, turned to satire to make a living. Their skills were harnessed by the political factions at war with each other largely because of George III’s desire to play such an actively disruptive role in the running of the state. There was no other way of opposing the King’s will without seeking to overthrow him. Wolcot, skilled at writing different styles of rhyming poetry, was genuinely funny. He created his own following and his pen was not for hire by politicians. Offered a government pension in 1795, after his attacks on Tom Paine and the Whigs for their support of the French Revolution, Wolcot was tempted, but ultimately refused. He simply could not write in support of people who had suspended Habeas Corpus in 1794 and introduced the Seditious Meetings Act in 1795.


Reducing the power of authority figures through using his sense of the ridiculous was also part of his own psychological make-up. Almost all of his targets had hurt or offended particular friends. The King and Queen had paid Opie less than his paintings were worth, and blatantly snubbed Reynolds. By the 1780s, those who had shaped Wolcot’s medical career and censured his behaviour were dead. He seemed incapable of resisting the urge to poke fun at what he could not change, even if, as in Truro, it caused rejection, beatings, duckings, nose-pullings and, on one occasion, being called out in a duel. The inspired creation of the comical, combative, quixotic ‘Peter Pindar’ opened the way for him to express to a wider audience all that had gone into making him the curious individual he had become. A mature professional in his forties, he was still a defiant schoolboy with a taste for outrageous jokes. Physically timid, easily cowed by stronger personalities at times, as John Wolcot, his alter ego, Peter Pindar, seemed ready to take on the world. Probably Wolcot’s bravest act was to write a Swiftian satire against James Lowther, the ‘Bad Earl’ of Lonsdale, for trying to starve out the miners of Whitehaven. (Lowther also wrecked the Wordsworth family fortunes by refusing to pay his debts to the poet’s father. A subsequent Earl remedied this as Wordsworth’s patron.) Wolcot escaped prosecution very narrowly and the case was settled out of court. Gillray provided the best portrait of Wolcot (thus ‘unmasking’ Peter Pindar) in his depiction of the poet kneeling to ‘Satan’ Lonsdale.


In the main, though, the powerful ignored him. Wolcot seemed almost to have been awarded the licence to criticise freely, his capacity to entertain a means of deflecting anger and preventing retaliation. Those contemporaries who attacked him in verse found it hard to match his expertise sufficiently to get themselves into print or a decent review, until the political times changed after the French Revolution. The government then began to fund literary vehicles of their own to attack all those considered enemies of the dominant ideology. The self-styled ‘Loyalist’ faction set out to tar reformers, radicals and dissenters of all hues – including the free-spirited Peter Pindar – with the same brush as ‘Jacobins’. All were presented as treasonable degenerates not fit to inhabit a Britain preparing itself for the Imperial dream. (This faction, and not the ‘real’ King, is what Richard Newton was satirising in his cartoon on our cover.)


From 1785 until 1795, Wolcot wrote his most important long poem, the mock-heroic epic, The Lousiad. Something like a TV comedy series starring King George III and his seemingly unending war with his cooks, it continued tranquilly on until this petty war was finally resolved, its five episodes spanning the international upheavals of ten tumultuous years. Spin-off individual sketches of the King at large among his fellow countrymen, spreading royal affability (but little of the royal cash from his counting-house) were an added bonus. This ‘King’ captured and reassured the national imagination, and the significance of the caricature in verse was considerable. The stories made the King’s eccentricities familiar to his subjects in such a comical way that they drew the sting from his actual madness, which might otherwise have endangered the stability of the realm. In addition, Peter’s ridicule deflected criticism away from the King himself and onto the poet, who came to be regarded as a blasphemous reprobate once the moral climate of the long eighteenth century began to dissolve into that of the Victorian era. The King’s political mistakes were forgotten within the mythology of royal mystique in which the death of his adored daughter Amelia came to be regarded as the last undeserved blow upon the aging royal head.


This period is sometimes termed ‘the age of sensibility’, but more important than sensibility in the political sphere was the cult of celebrity that impinged on both Peter Pindar and the King. Until the railway speeded up and democratised travel, few people ever got to see any prominent people in the flesh, thus prints and literary anecdotes of those who led interesting or notorious lives abounded. In an epistle to a friend in 1741, the Earl of Orrery made the following observation: ‘I look upon anecdotes as debts due to the public, which every man, when he has that kind of cash about him, ought to pay.’ It was a debt which the prolific Peter Pindar never failed to pay on behalf of the King whose reputation among his subjects rose and fell several times during his reign. It fell when he was known to be infringing British freedoms; it rose when he was required to rally the nation against the threat of foreign invasion. All the major events in his life produced an outpouring of poetry and song: satires when he was out of favour; hymns when his health was out of danger; ‘Happy and glorious/Long to reign over us’; when there was a British victory to celebrate.


With the advent of the sincerely pious George III, the King had gradually begun to be regarded as the personification of British morality, especially in times of danger. Hated as the pliant tool of his scheming mother and her supposed lover, the Scottish Earl of Bute, at the beginning of his reign, King George, genuinely pitied for his bouts of severe mental distress, ended it as a ‘saint’ with a ‘spotless’ life. Despite the fact that he was considered ‘a consecrated obstruction’ and, as Bagehot calls him, ‘the sinister but sacred assailant of half his ministries’, George, as an embodiment of the English monarchy whose personal life was irreproachable, strengthened the government, and heartened Britain, when Europe was falling apart around France. This late cult of ‘the saintly King’ had the force of a religion.


Those who took this particular view of the King abominated the work of Peter Pindar as verging on blasphemy. This undercurrent of disapproval grew louder in the treason-hunting days of the 1790s. After the publication of the first Canto of The Lousiad in 1785, the Privy Council had discussed the prosecution of ‘Peter Pindar’ for bringing the Crown into disrepute. The confirmation that the poem was based on fact caused that threat to go away, but later the attacks on the character of the poet grew fiercer. Peter Pindar gave his critics as good as he got. In the case of the critic William Gifford, the protégé of one of Wolcot’s doctor friends, the two West Country men actually came to blows and the battle was recorded in the Bardomachia of their eccentric contemporary, Father Alexander Geddes. Gifford, though disabled, came off best, and Wolcot was sent home bleeding. Peter Pindar, though, reported that Gifford was actually drawing £1,000 per year from the Treasury for attacking the political opposition under the guise of literary criticism!


Gifford’s drubbing was no more than Wolcot had received regularly in Truro as a physician with a sarcastic tongue. People were still talking about him, and that was what mattered to this enfant terrible. His own success, at an age when a lesser man might have acknowledged the defeat of his dreams, had been incredible. With a deft touch that belied the hard work that went into writing a great many poems in a short space of time, Peter Pindar won such a wide reading public that some of his pamphlets went off to their distributers at the rate of thirty thousand a day. In 1794 Pindariana, his own anthology, which ran to 234 pages, was printed in a run of 45,000, most of which sold. The Irish and the Americans adored Peter. Goethe translated him for the Germans.


Peter Pindar gave anything he touched a new twist, bringing to conventional forms a new audience who required an accessible narrative. His version of the mock-heroic epic in The Lousiad was designed to please a readership who did not necessarily know the work of Dryden and Pope – though they did know King George. The size of this host of readers was increased by the spread of daring publishers and assiduous booksellers anxious to satisfy public curiosity. Provincial papers carried expensively placed advertisements and warnings against pirated copies of pamphlets lacking the authentic engraving of the poet’s face from the portrait by John Opie R.A.


How did Wolcot get away with it? One might ask the same thing about the visual caricaturists. They admired Peter Pindar. James Gillray and Thomas Rowlandson, a personal friend of Wolcot’s, were both failed portrait-painters who loved his attack on the Royal Academy. Gillray originally thought Wolcot was in the pay of Shelburne, but soon began to use his poems in his own caricatures of the King. Rowlandson, who illustrated The Lousiad, developed his work in the better-protected territory of the erotic. Given the choice by George Canning between prosecution for blasphemy and a pension, Gillray chose the pension, and worked thereafter for the government. Richard Newton called Wolcot the ‘Prince of Satyrists’. His employer was sent to Newgate Prison where Newton, a regular visitor, caught a fever that killed him before he could suffer the same fate. Wolcot would never permit Peter Pindar to meddle publicly with the King’s political behaviour. He presented himself as an old-fashioned moralist, his intention in ‘smiling’ at the King merely an attempt to laugh him out of folly. A self-avowed Tory, he was in favour of a constitutional monarchy, though many of the long rambling poems that make him very difficult to anthologise do question its nature and continuing utility.


Essentially, Wolcot escaped because he had the tacit approval of the King’s heir. The very first reader of his stories of the King was the Prince of Wales, who sent his crony, Louis Weltje, the Clerk of his Kitchens, to fetch the pamphlets early in the morning of the day of publication. Weltje was an old friend of Wolcot’s, who appreciated the Clerk’s superlative cooking even more than he did that of the King’s cooks who entertained the poet regularly in their quarters at Windsor and Buckingham House. Wolcot’s information had come directly from gossip within the Royal Household.


In 1811, as soon as the Prince became Regent, he hastily sent a page to Wolcot with a request to know how much he owed for Peter Pindar’s pamphlets. The Regent could not afford to be considered a collaborator of the satirist in stories which ridiculed his father. Told that the amount was something over £40, he sent his page with a £50 note and the kindly advice to keep the change – which made John Wolcot one of the only tradesmen ever to be paid for goods requested by the future King George IV! The indignant poet responded by directing the page to pay his publisher and to take the change back to the Regent to keep for himself. The attention of a future king, not money, was what Wolcot had craved. His pride enabled him to make a widespread joke of the Regent’s offer. An obscure country doctor till he was forty-four, ‘Peter Pindar’ had made his own way in the world without patronage, one of the first popular writers to depend solely on his pen to make his literary fortune, and perhaps the only poet.


One of the shrewdest comments on Wolcot’s contribution to English literature is to be found in Benjamin Disraeli’s memoir of his father Isaac, a minor literary figure and a friend of Dr Wolcot. ‘They stand between the governors and the governed,’ wrote Isaac D’Israeli, in an attempt to position such writers within the social scale. Peter Pindar’s function was to play such a role in the culture of his times. Literary history has not been kind to him, but Wordsworth ranked him with Boileau and Pope in 1796. Robert Burns sought and received a fine copy of Peter Pindar’s poetry from George Thomson as his reward for his own labours. They understood what he was about. 
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