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All this we must do, to comply with the taste of the town.


(The Beggar’s Opera, III. xvi)

























I hope to bring you proof that my friendship was not merely profession.


(Lord Courtlove, The Distressed Wife, I. iv)


 


I hope I have no occasion to make any professions of friendship to you …


(Gay to Brigadier Dormer, 1725)






















PREFACE





IT is over fifty years since the last full-length biography of John Gay appeared. In that time, although The Beggar’s Opera has successfully maintained its reputation as a favourite of the theatrical repertoire, its author has been chiefly honoured by a respectful silence. During the past half-century Gay’s life and works have attracted a steady trickle of academic monographs; but successive revolutions in post-war critical taste, which have done so much to revitalize the reputations of his contemporaries Pope and Swift, have left Gay virtually untouched. Like his Beggar, Gay endures an awkward in-between status; deemed too marginal and plebeian in his literary offerings to command the attention of the Eng. Lit. critical heavyweights, yet too patrician in his social aspirations to enlist the sympathies of those eager to champion the unheard voices of the eighteenth century’s literary underclass, women, servants, and the provincial poor.


My own fascination with the lives of the great Augustan satirists dates back some twenty-five years, to the time when I began my Cambridge doctoral research study of the Scriblerus Club. Ten years ago I published a biography of Swift entitled Jonathan Swift: A Hypocrite Reversed. The writing of that book was a bewitching task; the engagement with such a formidable personality was full of unexpected pleasures, as well as uncomfortable moments of self-examination. Yet, even as I wrote it, I never lost my curiosity for the career of Swift’s less-celebrated Scriblerian companion; indeed, writing the life of Swift enabled me to gain a much clearer understanding of the essential similarities and differences between the characters of these two satirists and friends.


The chief inspiration for beginning serious work on this book came from my participation in the 1985 John Gay Tercentenary Conference held at Durham University’s Collingwood College. The organizers of that conference, Peter Lewis and Nigel Wood, subsequently edited a collection of several of these conference papers in a volume entitled John Gay and the Scriblerians (London, 1988). As will become obvious throughout this biography, I am heavily indebted to the insights generated by these contributions, and I wish to offer my thanks to the conference organizers and to the various participants including Stephen Copley, Alan Downie, Brean Hammond, Ian Haywood, Yvonne Noble, Claude Rawson, Carolyn Williams, and Tom Woodman. One other participant, Pat Rogers, requires special thanks for having been a constant source of information and inspiration for my own work on eighteenth-century literature over the past twenty years. Other friends and colleagues who have helped me with informal advice include Gerald Baker, Ian Bell, Tom Deveson, Paul Fussell, Jocelyn Harris, Adam Phillips, and Angus Ross. Bill Speck drew my attention to Gay’s unpublished letter to Burlington among the Chatsworth MSS, and Howard Erskine-Hill, with his unrivalled knowledge of Pope’s life and works, has provided much invaluable advice.


My search for new documentary records of Gay’s life was assisted by the staffs of numerous libraries and archives. I should like to acknowledge the help I received at Barnstaple, Gay’s birthplace, from J. M. Rowe, Head Librarian, and the staff of the North Devon Record Office, from Peter Boyd, Museums Officer of the North Devon Athenaeum, from M. C. Taylor, Barnstaple Town Clerk, from Dr Alison Grant, and from Professor Joyce Youings, former President of the Devonshire Association. Mr Anthony Pretor-Pinney kindly gave me permission to study and make quotations from his family manuscripts, the ‘Pinney Papers’, currently lodged in Bristol University Library. Mr Richard Williams, Librarian of Birkbeck College and Curator of the Mapledurham Papers, allowed me to study and make quotations from the unpublished Mapledurham MSS. My thanks are due to the Trustees of the Chatsworth Settlement for permission to include Gay’s letter to Burlington, and, in particular, to Mr Peter Day, Keeper of the Devonshire Collections at Chatsworth, for his help in my researches there. I should also like to acknowledge the assistance of Miss J. Coburn, Head Archivist of the Greater London Record Office, of Miss J. Swarbrick, Chief Archivist of the City of Westminster, and of the staff of the Victoria Library, of Dr G. A. Knight, Principal Archivist of Lincolnshire County Council, and of Norman Leveritt, Honorary Curator of the Gentlemen’s Society of Spalding. Above all, my thanks are due to the staffs of the Public Record Office in Chancery Lane, of London University’s Institute of Historical Research, of the Library of the Victoria and Albert Museum, and of the Department of Manuscripts of the British Library.


Fortunately, the general critical neglect of Gay’s writings has not inhibited the enthusiasm of editors, who have produced handsome modern editions of all his works. I am indebted to C. F. Burgess for his edition of The Letters of John Gay (Oxford, 1966), to Vinton A. Dearing for John Gay: Poetry and Prose (Oxford, 1974), and to John Fuller for John Gay: Dramatic Works (Oxford, 1983). My own practice in this biography has been to modernize all quotations (except when quoting from a previously unpublished manuscript); but my work has been enormously assisted by the scholarly labours of Gay’s Oxford editors in establishing texts of his writings.


 


It has always been Gay’s fate to be the victim of his own ambivalence; too often he appears as a courtier manqué, a deferential literary aide-de-camp, and accidental satirist, dutifully imitating the idioms of his more celebrated friends. In this biography it is precisely that ambivalence which I endeavour to explore; that fatal lack of self-belief which can undermine the most accomplished literary talent, and that self-deprecating search for affection and acceptance which places friendship before fame, and domestic comfort before the uncertain rewards of literary notoriety. Part of the intention in writing this book was to explore the inner life of a man whose literary career so poignantly exemplifies the enduring realities of social and personal compromise that frequently, and intimately, affect a writer’s work. If Gay’s life contains fewer moments of sublime literary inspiration than the careers of those whose biographies more habitually claim our attention, it will, I hope, strike a chord with many who recognize within it some unheroic and uncomfortable truths about the life of writing. Although sheltered by the possession of a tenured academic post, my understanding of the precarious vicissitudes of Gay’s literary career has undoubtedly been enhanced by my own occasional participation in the hectic and volatile world of television writing. And I should like to offer thanks to those whose friendship and example have helped me to find my way through this modern Grub Street: they include Robert Bierman, Ruth Caleb, Hanif Kureishi, Kevin Loader, Tristram Powell, and David Profumo.


Finally, my research for this book was greatly assisted by a grant from the Leverhulme Trust. I wish to express my thanks for that, and to my Head of Department, Professor Janet Bately, for allowing me sabbatical leave from my teaching and administrative duties. I was also helped by two part-time research assistants, Jeremy Tagg and Janet Barron. My indebtedness to Janet Barron is easily the greatest of all. Not only did she assist me in searching through the archives of Barnstaple and Chatsworth, but, as my partner throughout the years that I have been working on this book, she has provided constant encouragement, sympathy, and support. Appropriately, this book is dedicated to her.
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Introduction







Mr Pope brought some of The What D’Ye Call It in his own handwriting to Cibber … When it was read to the players, Mr Pope read it though Gay was by. Gay always used to read his own plays. Cibber after this, seeing a knife with the name of J. Gay upon it, [asked,] ‘What, does Mr Pope make knives, too?’


(Colley Cibber, 1748)





AUTHORS are out of fashion. In pronouncing the death of the author, modern critical theory has done its best to end the personality cult of the godlike autonomous creator of his own fictional world.1  Texts are not singular, but plural; they exist in a state not of being but of becoming. Infinitely indefinite, their meanings are not fixed immutably by some original authorial fiat but evolve and change continually within a collaborative discourse of writer and readers alike. The author does not stand outside his (or her) work, but is subsumed within it; identity becomes text and an author’s name on a title-page has only the status of another fictive sign, within the text’s free play of signifiers.


Given the prevalence of this view, it is surprising that John Gay has not attracted more critical attention. For Gay is the invisible author, a kind of human pseudonym, not so much a ghost-writer as a ghost that is written. Hostile witnesses, like Cibber, chose to regard him as little more than a cipher, dismissing his name on a title-page as a mere Popeian subterfuge. Gay was frequently represented not merely as Pope’s ally, but as his alias, his willing scapegoat, or, in a favourite well-worn simile, as a burly Ajax shielding a malevolent and diminutive Teucer. In his verse farce The Confederates (1717), J. D. Breval (who spiced his satire by himself adopting the pseudonym ‘J. Gay’) pictured Pope gloating secretly over his skill in making Gay take responsibility for the ‘failure’ of their play Three Hours after Marriage.








Safe from the cudgel, [I] stand secure of praise;


Mine is the credit, be the danger Gay’s.











With monotonous regularity Gay was, and still is, denied responsibility for his ‘own’ works. In 1730 the Universal Spectator confidently assured its readers that ‘Mr Gay was not the sole author of The Beggar’s Opera’, ascribing some of its best-known airs to either Pope or Swift. Other songs were attributed variously to Lord Chesterfield and Sir Charles Hanbury Williams; while the idea of having music in the opera was ascribed not to Gay at all, but to John Rich, the Duchess of Queensberry, and a ‘junto of wits’.2 Similarly, in 1733, the Daily Courant asserted that Gay’s posthumous play Achilles was in fact the product of an unlikely theatrical collaboration between Bolingbroke, Pulteney, Sir William Wyndham, the Duke of Queensberry, Arbuthnot, and Pope. ‘Mr Gay’, it pronounced, ‘could not deviate into so much dulness’, offering insult in the guise of praise. Like the Tatler’s ‘Isaac Bickerstaff’ or the Guardian’s ‘Nestor Ironside’, the name ‘John Gay’ seemed to identify not an individual but a clubland institution.


Time and inadvertency merely compounded this expropriating habit. In his Dictionary Johnson found a lexicographical niche for Gay under ‘motion’, citing these lines from the ballad ‘’Twas when the seas were roaring.’








Cease, cease thou cruel ocean,


And let my lover rest:


For what’s thy troubled motion


To that within my breast?











But when Noah Webster took over the same quotation for his Dictionary, he attributed it to Gray, not Gay. The lines themselves were ones which William Cowper particularly liked, but he too found it difficult to believe that Gay had written them unaided; he was ‘well informed’, he claimed, that ‘the most celebrated association of clever fellows this country ever saw’, namely Swift, Arbuthnot, Pope, and Gay, had all contributed to their composition.3 The tradition of condescending to Gay’s own literary achievements is obvious in Johnson’s ‘Life of Gay’.




Gay was the general favourite of the whole association of wits; but they regarded him as a playfellow rather than a partner, and treated him with more fondness than respect.4





Undoubtedly Gay was largely responsible for perpetuating this image of himself as a genial literary nonentity. Authorship implies authority; yet Gay’s most characteristic literary persona is both self-effacing and self-mocking. A man who gives his works titles like Trivia and The What D’Ye Call It seems determined to subvert his own claims to serious literary recognition. Moreover, Gay was a natural collaborator, and several of his best-known works were both inspired in their inception and polished before publication by his fellow Scriblerians, Pope, Arbuthnot, and Swift. Where other authors seek to stamp the mark of their individual identity indelibly on every page, Gay chose the anonymity of a composite literary persona. Throughout his life he played the role of unassuming friend, a man so instinctively deferential in his tastes and opinions that he seemed almost to surrender his own identity. ‘What will become of me I know not’, he once confessed to a friend, ‘for I have not and fear never shall have a will of my own.’5 Naturally submissive, he would present himself in the role of aide-de-camp or acolyte. ‘Gay they would call one of my élèves,’ Pope liked to boast, ignoring the fact that he was actually three years younger than his ‘pupil’.6 Early on in their relationship Pope assumed the habit of deploying Gay as a willing literary lieutenant, happy to fight his battles (physical, as well as verbal) by proxy. In the dedication to The Mohocks Gay delivered a gratuitous snub to the critic John Dennis for no other reason than that Pope was feuding with him at the time. Three years later it was Ambrose Philips that Pope was feuding with, and Gay cheerfully chipped in with his mock-pastoral burlesque The Shepherd’s Week. ‘It is to this management of Philips that the world owes Mr. Gay’s pastorals,’ Pope declared, as if showing off his clever pupil’s work.7


Gay’s response to such charges was itself typically self-effacing. In the advertisement to Trivia (1716) he wrote: ‘The world, I believe, will take so little notice of me, that I need not take much of it.’ He even affected to regard such gibes as a form of back-handed compliment. The critics, he suggested, had ‘allowed me an honour hitherto only shown to better writers: that of denying me to be the author of my own works’. If anything, he seemed almost to encourage, rather than prevent, such misattributions. In the advertisement to Three Hours after Marriage he boasted of ‘the assistance I have received in this piece from two of my friends’ (i.e. Pope and Arbuthnot); but when, in the event, the honour of having their names joined with Gay’s turned to disgrace, he promptly volunteered for the scapegoat role. ‘I will (if any shame there be)’, he told Pope, ‘take it all to myself.’8


Even in a period when anonymous and pseudonymous publication was the norm, Gay’s authorial diffidence is unusual. Submerged in ‘Scriblerus’, ‘Barnivelt’, and ‘Baker’, manipulated by Pope, hijacked by Breval, and transliterated into Gray, his ‘own’ literary identity seems at best a rhetorical fiction. Though Swift’s name seldom appeared on a title-page, his distinctive voice, however disguised in the assumed persona of a Bickerstaff, Draper, or Gulliver, was its own authoritative signature. Gay’s name actually appears on more title-pages than Swift’s; yet his authorial identity is far less strongly defined. Throughout his life Gay experienced an acute social diffidence, a lack of confidence which inhibited him from laying a direct claim to the dignity and status of a distinctive public identity. His treatment of his letters is indicative. Pope’s Correspondence, like Swift’s, fills five fat scholarly volumes; both men (but Pope especially) took care to marshal an official version of their letters as a public monument to their literary careers. But Gay’s Letters (even with the inclusion of some new items published for the first time in this biography) barely fill one slim volume. Pope assembled his letters both as exhibitions of epistolary art and, judiciously edited, as a form of self-justifying autobiography. But Gay, whose personal letters are themselves often collaborative compositions, made no attempt to create a public memorial from these private professions of friendship.


Just eighteen months before his death, Gay made a strange assertion to Swift:




You and I are alike in one particular, (I wish to be so in many), I mean that we hate to write upon other folk’s hints. I love to have my own scheme and to treat it in my own way.9





Since Swift himself had provided Gay with the ‘hint’ for The Beggar’s Opera, he was more than a little surprised by this claim. He wrote back to suggest that while it was ‘past doubt that everyone can best find hints for himself … it is possible that sometimes a friend may give you a lucky one just suited to your own imagination’.10 But the irony of Gay’s claim lies in the subconscious way its style contradicts its sentiments. Even this apparent declaration of literary independence is expressed in the form of a deferential compliment, not as an assertion of selfhood, but as a wish to be like Swift.


In death, as in life, it was Gay’s friends who took responsibility for supervising Gay’s public reputation. Pope quickly determined on a policy of careful censorship. ‘Our poor friend’s papers are partly in my hands’, he told Swift, ‘and for as much as is so, I will take care to suppress things unworthy of him.’11 Swift wholeheartedly concurred in this policy of censorship. ‘I think it is incumbent upon you to see that nothing more be published of his that will lessen his reputation,’ he wrote, adding: ‘I would be glad to see his valuable works printed by themselves, those which ought not to be seen burned immediately.’12 Not only Gay’s writings, but also the details of his early career, were subject to the same rigorous policy of selective disclosure. In 1736 Pope did all he could to dissuade Richard Savage from publishing information about Gay’s early career. ‘As to that of his being apprenticed to one Willet, etc’, he protested, ‘what are such things to the public? Authors are to be remembered by the works and merits, not accidents of their lives.’13 Instead of inconvenient facts Pope preferred the sublimity of symbols; witness his epitaph for Gay’s monument in Westminster Abbey:








Of manners gentle, of affections mild;


In wit, a man; simplicity a child: …


A safe companion, and an easy friend,


Unblam’d through life, lamented in thy end.











This depiction of Gay as a personification of childlike innocence has had a lasting influence on his posthumous reputation; less than fifty years ago a leading scholar could describe him, quite unselfconsciously, as an ‘Augustan Peter Pan’.14 Such infantilizing images have confirmed the tendency to deny Gay’s authorship of his ‘own’ works; as a child he could not, clearly, be credited with full responsibility for such complex works as The Shepherd’s Week or The Beggar’s Opera, which must naturally have been supervised and finished by a mature adult. In his Epistle to Dr Arbuthnot (1735) Pope established another honorific myth, casting Gay in the role of neglected genius.








Blest be the Great! for those they take away,


And those they left me—for they left me Gay,


Left me to see neglected genius bloom,


Neglected die! and tell it on his tomb;


Of all thy blameless life the sole return


My verse, and Queensb’ry weeping o’er thy urn.   (ll. 255–60)











As one recent scholar notes, Pope’s verses ‘create an impression of the great man perishing in Mozartian poverty’.15 But the facts tell a rather different story. At his death Gay left an estate worth more than £6,000 (somewhere near £200,000 at current values); and, far from being buried in a pauper’s grave, his funeral was something of a grand occasion. After lying in state at Exeter Change in the Strand, his coffin was carried in a magnificent hearse ‘trimmed with plumes of black and white feathers, attended with three mourning coaches and six horses’ for burial in Westminster Abbey. His pallbearers included two lords and a general and the funeral service was conducted by the Bishop of Rochester. He died, as Arbuthnot noted, ‘as if he had been a peer of the realm’.16


The more one examines Gay’s career, the more such contradictions proliferate. In his letters Gay complains constantly at his failure to gain a suitable court employment; but in fact he benefited handsomely from both public and private patronage. His writings proclaim the virtues of independence, yet he chose to live his life as a perpetual dependant in the stately residences of his aristocratic patrons. His satires rail bitterly against the insincerity of court friends, yet he constantly sought the acquaintance of those whose false promises he despised. He glorified in the label of ‘honest John Gay’, yet his own career was a pattern of political opportunism, frequently switching allegiance in the quest for wealthy patrons. His friends habitually portrayed him as a rakish ladies’ man, yet there is no record of any lady who actually succumbed to his charms. He assumed a persona of childlike innocence, yet this inoffensive child was responsible for the most successful and subversive theatrical satire of his generation. As Arbuthnot reported with gleeful incredulity to Swift after the government’s banning of Polly. ‘The inoffensive John Gay is now become … the terror of ministers.’


In an influential article published almost twenty years ago, Arthur Sherbo debated whether Gay should be classed as a literary heavyweight or lightweight, as an effective social critic or an innocuous pastoralist.17 In this biography I shall attempt to explore, if not resolve, the contradictions that give rise to such a question. The picture of Gay which emerges is not of a ‘neglected genius’, an ‘Augustan Peter Pan’, or ‘honest John’ but of a man whose struggles for literary and social recognition led him, paradoxically, to project a personality whose most distinguishing characteristic is its lack of distinction. Questions of attribution must necessarily bulk large in this study of an author who so instinctively blurred the distinctions between individual and collaborative composition. Yet I have sought, as far as possible, not to perplex the reader with protracted discussions of verbal parallels and disputed lines. Where I have fresh evidence, or new attributions to propose, I do so in the notes; where I am silent on such matters, I accept the judgements of Gay’s most recent editors.


More importantly, I seek to explore the reasons which led Gay so often to diminish his own claims to authorial independence. Inured from early years to a subservient role as shop assistant, domestic servant, and Grub Street hack, Gay never overcame the habit of submission. Much of his adult life was spent in an often futile, and increasingly obsessive, quest for aristocratic patronage, producing an occupational tone of inoffensive servility. Yet it is in these ostensibly self-deprecating professions of obligation and friendship that Gay’s satire has its origins. His satiric writings have none of the lofty Horatian independence of Pope, nor the snarling Juvenalian moral indignation of Swift. What they disclose is the supplicant’s professional smile of ingratiation which curls, almost imperceptibly, into a mocking grin. As a writer, Gay found his voice in the ironic reverberations of courteous allusions and received ideas. His satire is a kind of unacknowledged rebellion against the pose of inoffensive deference which he felt obliged to maintain; it is a subtle and deceptive art, often at its most ironic when it appears most ingenuous. Even his most dutiful literary allusions and hommages to honoured friends like Pope and Steele are not without subconscious hints of parody. In some ways, too, Gay’s lack of authorial definition is subsumed within a larger literary ambiguity. The characteristic form of Gay’s writing is a generic hybrid, a literary burlesque, mingling together high and low, classic and demotic idioms to produce a heterogeneous work which defies generic categorization. And just as his satiric style subverts the notion of fixed taxonomy of literary forms, so his diffidence in projecting a distinct authorial identity represents an implicit challenge to the notion of authority which authorship implies.


The study of John Gay’s life is a study of a world of cultural exchange in which an author’s public identity is just one form of currency in the hectic trade of court places, political offices, subscription lists, South Sea bubbles, and Grub Street feuds. The author’s life is a text, written by circumstances, edited by accidents, and canonized by the conscious endeavours of well-wishers and critics to produce an image of consistency from the randomness of contingencies. I have sought to defamiliarize John Gay, resisting those legends that have tended to inscribe his life within the safe, conventional genres of children’s fable, comedy of manners, or social polemic. Rather, I wish to suggest that Gay’s life, like his writings, defies the textual determinacy of strict generic categories; or, in other words, that the author lives.
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PART I


Trading Places


(1685–1714)

























ONE


In Paternal Land





ON the night of 11 June 1685 the Duke of Monmouth, illegitimate son of the late Charles II, landed at Lyme Bay to begin his Protestant rebellion against the newly consecrated monarch, James II. A week later he reached Taunton, by which time his original force of eighty-two men had swollen to an army of 3,000. Every day brought fresh recruits. Economic hardship as much as Protestant loyalty helped to increase his ranks with unemployed cloth-workers and miners from the Mendips. Reinforcements came from London and from all across the West Country, including volunteers from the north Devon ports Barnstaple and Bideford with their strong Dissenting traditions. When Monmouth set out from Taunton on 21 June, he rode at the head of an army of some 7,000 men marching confidently towards Bristol. But then his luck began to change. First the weather turned against him and torrents of rain lashed down on his bedraggled forces. Then Monmouth himself fell victim to a fatal indecisiveness. Having marched his troops to Keynsham, within five miles of Bristol, he wheeled them about and marched them back towards Bridgwater. Tired and dispirited, soaked through and poorly fed, his followers began to drop away. Within a week their numbers had dwindled back to some 3,000. But, relying on the element of surprise, on 5 July Monmouth chose to launch a night attack on the King’s forces, camped at Sedgemoor. His troops were deployed late in the evening, marching silently in a heavy mist. Suddenly, whether ‘by accident or treachery’, a single shot rang out which alerted the enemy.1 For two hours Monmouth’s forces withstood the onslaught of two battalions and several cannon, but failed to advance, mistakenly believing a stream in front of them was too deep to ford. Eventually the rebel army broke up, retreating in disarray, pursued by the King’s cavalry, which hacked and shot down stragglers as they struggled through the boggy ground. About 2,000 men escaped from the battlefield alive, hiding in ditches, fields, and outhouses. But a policy of high rewards for arrests, coupled with ruthless penalties for harbouring fugitives, resulted in the capture of some 1,500 former rebels within a fortnight.


On 30 June, just one week before the battle of Sedgemoor, John Gay was born in Barnstaple, north Devon.2 In the months that followed, Judge Jeffreys’s ‘Bloody Assizes’ toured the West Country from Salisbury and Dorchester to Exeter, Taunton, Wells, and Bristol, exacting a terrible revenge on supporters of the rebellion. The cells of Barnstaple castle, like many others throughout the region, were used to hold prisoners awaiting trial and execution. Over 300 people were executed and many hundreds more were either tortured or sent for transportation to the West Indies. As one member of the House of Commons later remarked: ‘Those in the west did see such a shambles as made them think they had a Turk rather than a Christian for their King.’3 The beheading of Monmouth himself in London on 15 July was a particularly gory business. John Evelyn was there to witness the axe-man’s incompetence: ‘the wretch made five chops before he had his head off, which so incensed the people that had he not been guarded and got away they would have torn him in pieces.’4


These events were of considerable concern to members of Gay’s family, many of whom were prominent in the local Dissenting community. Gay’s grandfather Jonathan Hanmer was already subject to government surveillance as the leader of an illegal Nonconformist congregation. Gay’s headstrong cousin Azariah Pinney had taken part in Monmouth’s rebellion, been quickly arrested, and was now awaiting trial and execution. Also named among the list of ‘rebels to be transported’ was one ‘John Gay’, although his relationship with the poet’s family cannot be firmly established.


This strong commitment to the Protestant cause was entirely in keeping with the twin traditions of mercantile endeavour and puritan faith which characterized the north Devon ports of Bideford and Barnstaple throughout the seventeenth century. During the Civil War the vast majority of Barnstaple’s citizens, following their mercantile interests, had adopted the cause of parliament. All but three of the town’s burgesses were parliament men, and the corporation raised several levies to fortify the town against royalist incursions.5 Yet, despite these heavy fortifications, the town was twice forced to yield to the King’s forces, and after the defeat of the parliamentary army at Torrington in August 1644 was occupied by royalist troops. A year later Barnstaple was even considered safe enough for the Prince of Wales to choose it as his summer headquarters. ‘No place was thought so convenient for his residence as Barnstaple, a pleasant town in the North part of Devonshire, well fortified, and a good garrison in it.’6 Not all the Gay family were hostile to the monarchy. Charles’s hostess during his stay in Barnstaple in June 1645 was Grace Beaple, widow of one of the town’s wealthiest merchants and herself a Gay by birth. But this royalist occupation merely represented a brief and unwelcome interruption of Barnstaple’s traditional allegiances. The town gave an enthusiastic welcome to the Common-wealth forces under General Fairfax which came to its rescue in the last year of the war and Grace Beaple suffered the usual fate of collaborators, with puritan reprisals against her mansion in Southgate Street. An inventory of goods and chattels taken at her death in 1650 estimated a value of ‘£25. 9s od for ye goods in ye Star Chamber’ where Charles had slept; while Grace’s personal jewellery was valued at no more than £62. After the Restoration her granddaughter petitioned Charles for £2,000 as compensation for loss and damages. The new monarch, always more liberal with compliments than cash, assured her of his gratitude, and made her a grant of just £200.7


The town’s burgesses proved equally resistant to royalist demands throughout the 1680s. Served with a writ of Quo warranto in 1684 as part of Charles’s policy of raising revenue by bringing recalcitrant boroughs to heel, the corporation reluctantly surrendered their charter to the crown in September. It was restored to them the following month, but, as the town’s historian comments, ‘A heavy fine was doubtless exacted as the price of its restoration by the despotic Charles.’8 Yet, whatever their secret sympathies with Monmouth’s ill-fated rebellion in 1685, the aldermen were sufficiently prudent to guard against any explicit demonstrations of support. The borough accounts for the politically turbulent year of Gay’s birth testify that ‘the city fathers nourished the healthy wish to be reckoned on the winning side’.9 Among payments recorded, we find the following items:




Paid several persons for riding scout, each 6s 8d.


Paid for fetching the great guns and drawing them to their several posts, £3.4s.


Paid for bringing back horses and other things, when the prisoners were carried to Exon, 16s.


Spent when news came that King Charles was recovered, £2. 10s.


Item for ringers and sending messengers to Justice Lovett and Colonel Bassett, 13s.


Item spent at the news of the taking of the Duke of Monmouth, £1.0s od.


Item spent when King James was proclaimed, in wine and beer, £9.19s.6d.


Item spent at the news of the routing of the rebels, £2.


Paid for ale for the ringers, the 6th February, 1s.


Spent in a treat for Sir John Rolls and other gentlemen, and Sir Arthur Chichester, £4.18s.


And for several barrels of strong beer for the country soldiers, £3.12s.


Paid expenses for the reception of the Duke of Albemarle, £1.10s.10





Sadly, the corporation’s attempt to buy off James’s displeasure by toasting his coronation in wine and beer proved unsuccessful. In January 1687 he issued an Order in Council removing from office two aldermen, the deputy recorder, the town clerk, and eight other members of the corporation. A year later he went further, disbanding the entire corporation as a consequence of ‘their perverse temper in disputing his Majesty’s mandate’.11 Yet, despite such affronts to their civic dignity, the citizens of Barnstaple were understandably cautious at the news of Prince William’s landing at Torbay in November 1688.




When, after the landing of the Prince of Orange in Torbay, his proclamation was brought to Barnstaple, a number of the inhabitants assembled for the purpose of learning its contents at a house, now the Fortescue Arms; but so great and so general was the dread which the recent executions of Monmouth and his adherents had inspired, that for some time no-one could be found bold enough to publish the contents of the instrument of the meeting; at length one of the company took courage, and jumping on a table, read the proclamation aloud.12





The Gays had been established among Barnstaple’s leading families for several generations. Richard Gay was the town’s mayor in 1533 and again in 1542 and the poet’s great-grandfather Anthony Gay was mayor of Barnstaple in 1638. Through his marriage to Elizabeth Beaple, daughter of Barnstaple’s richest merchant, Anthony Gay also substantially increased the family’s wealth and property, purchasing the estate of Frithelstock, near Torrington, which remained their country seat until 1823.13


Throughout the seventeenth century the Gays possessed substantial houses in several of Barnstaple’s main streets, as well as many outlying properties. They were prominent in trade, as well as civic and religious affairs, and enjoyed an enviable reputation throughout the county of Devon. However, the Gays were not only wealthy but prolific, and the value of their substantial holdings was gradually diminished by being parcelled out among a numerous progeny. Anthony and Elizabeth Gay had nine children; the poet’s grandfather, John Gay, had eight; and the poet himself was the last of a family of five children. As the youngest son of a younger son, John Gay’s patrimony was hardly great, and in his poem Rural Sports he describes himself as one ‘who ne’er was bless’d from Fortune’s hand | Nor brighten’d plough-shares in paternal land’. Such feelings of impoverishment were no doubt intensified by the sense of being a poor relation in a family whose fortunes, until recently, had been secure.


Nevertheless, Gay’s immediate family enjoyed a fairly comfortable existence. His mother was a Hanmer and could boast kinship with the family of that name in Hanmer, Flintshire, and with Lord Hanmer of Bettisfield. Sir Thomas Hanmer, later Speaker of the House of Commons and editor of Shakespeare, was one of Gay’s relations. According to the parish records for 1694, his father William Gay, who occupied a house in the High Street, paid a weekly poor-rate of 5d. on this property, which was the highest rate in the street and among the highest in the town. By comparison, Gay’s uncles Thomas Gay and John Hanmer paid weekly poor-rates of 2½d. and 2d. respectively for their houses in Joy Street and the High Street. These parish records raise a question about the traditional identification of Gay’s birthplace. It has customarily been asserted that Gay was born in Joy Street; but the surviving rate-books show that it was actually Gay’s uncle Thomas who, from the 1670s until his death in 1706, occupied the house, known as the Red Cross ‘in Joy Street at the corner next High Street’, which now bears a blue plaque indicating the poet’s birthplace. Since it seems most improbable that Gay was born in his uncle’s rather than his parents’ house this is almost certainly a mistake. Winsome myths and legends surrounding this ‘Augustan Peter Pan’ have played a part in perpetuating this error. For those with a sentimental attachment to the talismanic influence of names, the pleasing notion that the boy called Gay should have been born in Joy and tutored by Luck has had an irresistible appeal. Sadly, the realities of Gay’s life do little to sustain such an allegorical fairy-tale.14


Another cherished myth concerning Gay’s childhood presents the landscape of his native Devonshire as the source and inspiration for his later fascination with pastoral themes. In her impressionistic book John Gay Phoebe Fenwick Gaye offers this lyrical account of his childhood world.




The young Gays were being brought up in a county where snow never fell and ice never formed and where, on the hottest day, sea-winds invigorated; a county of red sandstone and soft marl, whose pastures were grazed by sheep as ruddy as the earth on which they trod, in a town with a quiet wide river with green banks, fringed with the tongues of ferns, planted with elms and crossed by a stone bridge, ancient even then … Even in December the farmers’ wives, bringing their fowls and cream to Barnstaple market, could decorate their wares with violets and primroses. The warmth and mildness which in Devon and Cornwall could draw out the crumpled buds so far in advance of England’s other counties, was also kind to young animal and human life. If there was not joyfulness in Joy Street in those early days, when the children were young and the parents ignorant of coming tragedy, then joy indeed is far to seek.15





Even in its meteorological details this account is woefully mistaken. Devon in the seventeenth century was no more sheltered from inclement weather than it is now. In December 1676 Barnstaple suffered its worst winter in living memory, causing the river Taw to freeze over. John Sloly, the town clerk, noted: ‘It was so hard frozen that many were fain for to roast their meat for to eat it because they could not get water for to boil the pot.’16 More importantly, such bucolic fantasies ignore the importance of Barnstaple as a trading centre. John Gay was brought up not in a pastoral Arcadia but in a busy trading port, and the river Taw was anything but ‘quiet’. Throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries Barnstaple was the principal landing place for Irish wool and yarn, which was carried overland to the manufacturing towns of east and mid-Devon. As late as 1739 it was named as one of the eight ports in England to which the importation of woollen goods from Ireland was limited by statute.17 Tobacco was another principal import, although Bideford, with its deeper harbour, was gradually usurping the trade in this commodity. One Barnstaple merchant complained bitterly in 1674, ‘Bideford hath stolen it all away,’18 and Customs House records confirm this general trend. In 1683 Barnstaple imported some 150,000 lb. of tobacco, but Bideford imported almost four times that amount.19 Sixty years later Defoe was still describing the two neighbouring north Devon ports as keen trading rivals. ‘If Bideford has a greater number of merchants, Barnstaple has a greater commerce within land, by its great market for Irish wool and yarn etc. with the serge-makers of Tiverton and Exeter who come hither to buy.’ Both towns, Defoe noted, ‘have a large share in the trade to Ireland, and in the herring fishery, and in a trade to the British colonies in America. If Bideford cures more fish, Barnstaple imports more wine and other merchandises.’20 Customs House returns for 1727 and 1728 record imports of tobacco into Barnstaple worth £54,700 and throughout the years of John Gay’s childhood the town enjoyed a flourishing trade in corn, wine, wool, pottery, and other goods with France, Spain, Ireland, Italy, Portugal, Norway, Newfoundland, North and South America, and the West Indies. Gay’s own family were intimately involved with all this commercial activity, particularly with the West Indian trade. As a boy he was brought up with first-hand knowledge of business methods and acquired an early insight into the competitive instincts necessary for survival in a ruthless commercial world. His uncle Matthew, youngest of his father’s brothers, died while trading in the West Indies. His aunt Martha in Bristol suffered a more ignominious fate. During the late 1670s she had impulsively ventured her whole fortune in various West Indian enterprises. Her letters contain lists of cargoes comprising several hundred pounds’ worth of laced shirts, gloves, and other fancy goods, dispatched to Jamaica and Barbados. But she had misjudged her market. The business failed; she fell bankrupt and suffered the humiliation of a two-year imprisonment for debt in Newgate gaol from 1681 till 1683. The family, or part of it, rallied round to help her, paying the weekly sum of 3s. 6d. to the Keeper of Newgate, Isaac Dennis, to maintain her in tolerable prison quarters. Meanwhile her disgruntled son-in-law Thomas Walden began a protracted lawsuit to seize her household goods in fulfilment of his marriage settlement with her daughter. Thereafter, until her death in 1700, Martha’s account-books make depressing reading, a sorry catalogue of lawyers’ bills and apothecaries’ accounts for lenitives and quieting draughts.21


The ruin of his aunt Martha’s trade had a disastrous effect upon the future prospects of the infant John Gay. Although we have no conclusive information about his father’s occupation, there is evidence to suggest that he had been employed as Martha’s commercial agent in Barnstaple. Among the numerous detailed statements of accounts between Martha Gay and Thomas Walden are some which name William Gay as her intermediary. One reads: ‘To money remitted by William Gay and paid you by various people, one in London as by your own account, £115.’ Elsewhere, in Martha’s cash-book for 1686, we find the item: ‘£15 by cousin Will Gay.’22 When, many years later, Gay hit on Newgate prison as the setting for The Beggar’s Opera, he was choosing not merely some arbitrary low-life topos for his satire on political corruption; he was revisiting in his imagination the place where his own prospects of fortune died.


*


Born at a time of civil strife, Gay was brought up in a household where the language of trade and the dutiful observances of Nonconformist worship provided his earliest moral code. Another of Martha Gay’s daughters, Naomi, married Nathaniel Pinney, son of a wealthy merchant family with extensive trading interests in the West Indies. Familiar letters between Nathaniel and his enterprising sister Hester are penned with the prudential deliberation of financial accounts. Every year the punctilious Nathaniel would draw up a detailed ‘Statement of Account’, setting out in two neat columns the extent of their mutual obligations in terms headed ‘debitor contra creditor’.23 Nathaniel’s brother Azariah was of a completely different character; where Nathaniel was sober, prudent, and calculating, Azariah was rash, impulsive, and cavalier. While Nathaniel buried himself in business matters, Azariah spent the summer months of 1684 aiding his sister Sarah in a runaway marriage. Together the pair of them were ‘every day on horseback’ running and hiding from their father’s angry pursuit. A year later, after his reckless gamble of joining Monmouth’s rebellion, Azariah was again on the run, hiding this time from the King’s troops. Nathaniel wrote angrily to Hester of their brother’s ‘unpardonable acts of disobedience’. He complained that Azariah and Sarah had brought the family into disrepute by their ‘mischievous deeds’ and sternly counselled Hester against any similar acts of foolhardiness, especially in the matter of matrimony. Azariah though was confident that his charm would be sufficient to frustrate Nathaniel’s efforts to turn the family against him: ‘because not one of my sisters has any kindness for my brother, but I find they all have for me.’24 His faith in the kindness of his sisters proved well founded. Following his arrest, Azariah Pinney was saved from execution when Hester, who kept a lace-shop in the New Exchange, paid a fine of £65 to commute his death penalty to transportation, and set him up in business in the West Indies. Such transactions were very common: ‘There was a great trade in selling pardons to delinquents, in which Jeffreys shared large sums with James.’ Some 800 former rebels were transported to the West Indies, providing a considerable profit to the royal family. ‘Whatever doubts there may be regarding the economic motives of Monmouth’s rebellion, there can be no doubt regarding the economic motives of those who stamped it out.’25


Stories of the two Pinney brothers were among the favourite family anecdotes of Gay’s childhood and it is tempting to find, in the opposition of their characters, an early prefigurement of the antithesis between Peachum and Macheath. Like the cavalier Macheath, the young Azariah, after his career of rebellious escapades, was sent to the West Indies while his calculating brother confirmed his Peachum-like credentials by becoming a government agent.26


Monmouth’s rebellion was not the only significant political event in the West Country in the year of Gay’s birth. The fears of Catholic bigotry which largely motivated Monmouth’s supporters received a powerful reinforcement from the observation of events across the channel. In 1681 Louis XIV embarked upon a policy of persecuting Huguenot families by instituting the dragonnades. Regiments of cavalry were sent into the provinces to be billeted on Huguenot families, who could only secure exemption from this brutal imposition by converting to the Catholic faith. For those who clung to their Protestantism, torture and the destruction of their property were the usual penalties. The inhabitants of Barnstaple received first-hand information about the ordeals of their co-religionists as Huguenot refugees began arriving in north Devon. Even before Louis XIV took the final step, in 1685, of expelling all Huguenot families from France with his Revocation of the Edict of Nantes, Protestant boat-people had been arriving there ‘in shoals’. In 1681 the Current Intelligence reported:




Plymouth, Septem 6. This day came in hither a small bark from Rochelle with thirty-nine poor Protestants who are fled for their religion. They report that five or six boats more full of these poor distressed creatures parted from those parts at the same time; and we hear that one of them is already put into Dartmouth.27





By 1685 the waves of refugees had turned into a flood and many boats crammed full of penniless and famished Huguenots landed at the north Devon ports of Appledore, Bideford, and Barnstaple. Jacques Fontaine’s memoir A Tale of the Huguenots contains a graphic account of the terrors of such an escape.28 Though the French authorities had forbidden all vessels to leave harbour, Fontaine contrived to hire a ‘little shallop’ to get them from the coast and arranged to transfer to an English ship further out at sea. Under the cover of darkness he, together with his fiancée and ten others, passed in their small boat beneath the bows of the pinnaces keeping guard at the harbour mouth. They, had a prearranged signal, raising and lowering their sail three times, by which the English ship would recognize them. However, once out at sea, they were distraught to see their rescue vessel challenged and turned away by a French frigate which then bore down on them. ‘Our situation was dreadful,’ writes Fontaine. ‘We were in perfect despair and knew not what to do.’ Yet, with characteristic ingenuity, Fontaine persuaded the boatman and his son to counterfeit drunkenness so they could ‘as if by accident let the sail fall three time’ to inform the English ship, just visible in the distance, of their identity. Their little pantomime worked and they slid past ‘within pistol-shot of the frigate’. The only challenge came when the boatman began beating his ‘drunken’ son with a rope’s end. ‘The people in the frigate threatened that if the father would not have more patience with his son, they would come and treat him the same way.’ Their voyage on the Industry of Barnstaple, returning home with a cargo of wine, brandy, walnuts, and salt, took eleven days because of contrary winds and the refugees, overcrowded and short of food, were often seasick. They were also practically penniless as the master of the vessel extorted a huge fee for transporting them to safety. But when they reached Barnstaple they were pleasantly surprised by the warmth of their reception.




God, who had not brought us to a safe country to have us die of starvation, touched the hearts of the principal inhabitants of Barnstaple, who, having sent to find us, all twelve, each took one of us into his house and treated us with unbelievable kindness and friendship … that we might have been their own children or their brothers.29





In his final years, and much to the surprise of literary friends, John Gay chose ‘industry’ as his watchword. It is tempting to imagine that, in thus signalling his return to Barnstaple values, he recalled to mind that proud vessel, the Industry, which had transported so many Huguenots from tyranny in France to the Nonconformist liberties of England.


However, the auguries in the Huguenots’ new home were not all so favourable. Fontaine was shocked at the savage punishments inflicted on Monmouth’s supporters. The gibbeted remains of heads and limbs still hanging from several of the town’s main buildings were ominously reminiscent of the brutalities from which he had just escaped.




I was told by the Presbyterians that the unfortunate people who had been executed after the Duke of Monmouth’s rebellion a few days before our arrival, and whose heads and quarters I saw exposed on all the towers, gates and cross-roads, looking absolutely like butchers’ shambles, had many of them been guilty of no crime but that of being Presbyterians.





Otherwise, the Huguenots found in Barnstaple a congenial atmosphere for their own entrepreneurial instincts. The first thing that struck Fontaine upon landing, destitute and starving, in the town was ‘the extreme cheapness of bread’. With his last halfpenny he had sent a child to fetch some bread; the child returned with a huge loaf, and Fontaine describes himself ‘feasting’ on it. Immediately his mind was filled with the commercial opportunities revealed by this chance encounter. ‘It instantly occurred to me that if I had only some money at command to lay out in grain to send to France, I should realize a large profit.’ Before long Fontaine was involved in new business ventures, and the details of his trade offer a grisly insight into the cut-throat realities of the world in which Gay was raised. Having dispatched a cargo of grain to France, Fontaine ordered a return shipment of salt, unaware that the ship’s captain was secretly involved in the darker side of the trade in refugees. In addition to the salt, the captain took on a human cargo of some eight or ten Huguenots. Once out at sea he demanded that all their money should be placed in his safe-keeping, but then made sail for Spain, not England, claiming an unfavourable wind. Between Bilbao and San Sebastián, the crew deliberately ran the ship aground, leaving it a complete wreck. ‘Here was an end of my cargo of salt,’ comments Fontaine; ‘it returned to the sea from whence it came.’ But, he adds, ‘the most horrible part of the story is yet to come’.




The captain and crew went ashore in the boat with the money, leaving the passengers to be drowned, every wave going completely over the wreck. One of their number, a lady of quality, who owned the largest part of the treasure, wore a quilted petticoat which buoyed her up so entirely that she might have floated ashore, had not the captain seized her. He put off in his boat as though he would have assisted her, and when he got within reach he plunged her under water and held her down for a length of time, so that the petticoat, which had in the first instance resisted the water, becoming saturated, prevented her rising.30





There is no evidence that the Gays themselves took part in the lucrative trade in refugees but undoubtedly they had business dealings with those who did, and were familiar with the ruthless privateers who, under the guise of Protestant principle, grew rich from this commerce in human misery.


Though the status of the Gay family among Barnstaple’s mercantile and civic élite had declined somewhat in the years immediately preceding the poet’s birth, it still occupied a prominent role in the town’s Dissenting community. In The Nonconformist’s Memorial, Edmund Calamy’s roll-call of religious martyrs ‘ejected or silenced’ by the Act of Uniformity, ‘that fatal Bartholomew’, enacted on 24 August 1662, we find these names: Mr John Gay: ‘left the university [Oxford] because he could not submit to the terms imposed. He lived afterwards at Barnstaple in Devonshire and was useful there.’ Mr Robert Pinney: ‘He was well-beloved by his parishioners. He continued a preacher among the Nonconformists till his death, about the year 1698. He was often in trouble in Charles the Second’s reign and was forced to leave his family for a considerable time.’ John Pinney: ‘an eloquent, charming preacher … After his ejectment he had many troubles by excommunications and fines. He was twice imprisoned, once in England and once in Ireland.’31 Undoubtedly the most influential religious figure in Gay’s family background was his grandfather Jonathan Hanmer. Forsaking the comfortable existence provided by his family’s wealth and powerful connections, Hanmer had broken with the Established Church and formed his own Dissenting congregation in Barnstaple, known as the Castle Meeting.




He had a wonderful talent in composing sermons and a way of delivering them which few attain to … His lectures in Barnstaple were greatly thronged, many attending who lived many miles distant; and some of them persons of character and distinction.32





These illegal gatherings of Hanmer’s followers, which were frequently subjected to surveillance and disruption by officials of the Church and State, soon took on the clandestine excitement of a subversive cult. Sometimes they ‘assembled in a private malt-house, or warehouse, for fear of spies and informers’. At other times they held their crowded meetings in the open air, posting sentries to guard against discovery. ‘In their hole-and-corner meetings … they hung their harps upon the willows, and to prevent observation, singing of psalms was studiously avoided, and they had two or more confidential friends on the look out to give the signal of alarm.’33


Jonathan Hanmer died in 1687 when Gay was only 2 years old, but he was succeeded as leader of the Castle Meeting by his son, Gay’s uncle John Hanmer, who soon attained an equally distinguished reputation. Calamy refers to him as ‘a star of the first magnitude’ in the Dissenting community. John Hanmer was a generous and kindly man, respected for ‘the sweetness of his temper, his learning, the judgement and exactness of his composures, and the gravity and seriousness with which they were delivered’.34 From the early 1680s until his death, aged 65, in 1707, he maintained a life of regular habits and strict religious principle. ‘His custom was to rise about four or five in the morning, and to remain in his study till the time of family prayer; soon after which, he went to his study again, till about noon … His work was his delight.’ One further aspect of Hanmer’s character is worthy of specific notice. We are told that ‘he took a particular delight in instructing younger persons’.35 Without doubt he would have found a special pleasure in instructing the children of his sister Katherine, ensuring they received a sound moral education according to Dissenting principles, and endeavouring to inculcate in them his own disciplined habits of study and meditation.36 Apart from such formal religious instruction, Hanmer may also have entertained his young nephews and nieces with anecdotes of recent local controversies. Several stories concerned the former vicar John Trender, who once had the temerity to attack the town’s aldermen for not attending church. Trender compared them to ‘two fat oxen, that they would not hear when Christ called unto them but drew backwards and drew others from Christ’. Unfortunately for Trender the aldermen were lurking unseen at the back of the church, and promptly had him arrested for this ‘indecent behaviour’. On another occasion Trender was gaoled for playing on a pipe and tabor after nine o’clock at night, and it took the combined efforts of the Bishop of Exeter and the Earl of Bath to free him. But Trender was determined to have his revenge. The following Sunday, a freezing cold day, he preached for a full eleven hours, and, as the town clerk records with some understatement, ‘wearied his audience’.37 More serious stories concerned the persecution endured by Hanmer’s own father in the cause of his faith. For several years before establishing the Castle Meeting congregation, Jonathan Hanmer, still an ordained minister of the Church, had been at odds with some of his most influential parishioners. For long periods his salary was withheld while his religious views were subject to ecclesiastical scrutiny. Thereafter, as the leader of an illegal sect, Hanmer’s life and liberty were often in jeopardy, and he ‘was frequently compelled to leave them, in order to avoid prison’.38


Inevitably then John Gay was brought up on a strong diet of stories of religious persecution; stories of his grandfather fleeing from arrest and summoning his loyal congregation to secret worship in the open fields; stories of the followers of the Protestant Duke of Monmouth, including his cousin Azariah Pinney, executed and gibbeted, or else fined and transported for daring to fight for their faith; stories of other devout kinsmen, John Gay, John and Robert Pinney, ejected from their livings by the Act of Uniformity; stories of the Huguenot refugees, forced into exile in peril of their lives for clinging to their Protestant faith. The Huguenots in particular would have provided an ever-present reminder of the realities of religious persecution since the little former chapel housing the Barnstaple grammar school which Gay attended was used by Huguenot groups as their Sunday meeting-house. All round him Gay would have found powerful reminders of the strong Dissenting traditions which helped form the character of his native town. His daily walk to school took him past the Almshouse, founded and endowed by Thomas Horwood, former mayor and merchant of the town in 1659, and, adjoining it, the Free School, endowed by his widow Alice Horwood for the education of ‘20 poor maids’. Yet curiously, although his family were deeply involved and highly respected in the Dissenting community, Gay never seems to draw upon this strong Nonconformist tradition in his writings. The social satire in his work has its sources not in English puritanism but in the classical humanism of Horace, Juvenal, and Virgil. When The Pilgrim’s Progress is mentioned in his burlesque play The What D’Ye Call It, it is placed, as an object of comic parody, in the hands of a semi-literate yokel who is so moved by the title-page that he can read no further.39


In fact there is a striking contrast between Gay’s reticence about his family’s religious persecution and the way Swift fashioned a similar pedigree into a heroic model for his own satiric principles. Swift’s grandfather Thomas Swift, vicar of Goodrich in Herefordshire, remained fiercely loyal to Charles I throughout the Civil Wars and was ‘plundered by the roundheads six and thirty times’. In his brief ‘Fragment of Autobiography’ Swift proudly boasts how this heroic grandfather sewed all his money into a quilted waistcoat, rode to a town that was held for the King, and presented the waistcoat to the governor,




who, ordering it to be unripped found it lined with three hundred broad pieces of gold, which as it proved a seasonable relief must be allowed an extraordinary supply from a private clergyman with ten children of a small estate, so often plundered and soon after turned out of his livings in the church.





Some years later Swift went even further in recalling the sufferings of this revered ancestor, telling Pope that he had been ‘persecuted and plundered two and fifty times by the barbarity of Cromwell’s hellish crew’.40 Gay might equally well have cited the case of his own grandfather Jonathan Hanmer as just such another symbol of fierce independence of spirit. He too had suffered persecution for his faith. He too had been deprived of his salary and living; he too, though the father of nine children, had bravely endured threats of imprisonment rather than compromise his conscience and, cast out from his meeting-house, had braved spies and informers to preach in the open fields. But, while Swift was proud to identify with this first hero as a valiant opponent of tyranny, Gay made no mention of the equally heroic strain of Protestant militancy in his own family background. Even when he too suffered government persecution, with the banning of his play Polly, he made no reference, in his repeated protestations of honesty and integrity, of this honourable precedent of principled dissent.


This contrast casts an illuminating light on the two men’s characters and on their instinctive styles as satirists. Both Swift and Gay experienced powerfully ambiguous feelings of displacement in the fashionable milieu of literary London. A posthumous child, Swift felt distanced from his family, of whom he gives only the most grudging and selective account. Admitting the misfortune of having been ‘dropped’ (i.e. born) in Dublin, Swift nevertheless insisted on his Englishness, and spent much of his career in search of surrogate fathers, like Sir William Temple and Lord Oxford, whose aristocratic patronage, though never matching his demands, went some way to acknowledge his need for dignity and status. Gay too, orphaned at an early age, spent much of his life rejecting and concealing his family background in Nonconformity and trade, fashioning instead a new ‘polite’ social identity, under the protection of such wealthy patrons as Lord Burlington, William Pulteney, and the Duke of Queensberry. But whereas in Swift these feelings of displacement and inferiority led to an arrogant assertion of independence and the creation of an imperious public persona, in Gay they had the opposite effect. Gay’s instinctive pose is apologetic; his characteristic role is as a dependant, modest, deferential, and inoffensive.


*


In June 1694, when Gay was not quite 9 years old, his mother Katherine died. Her brother Hanmer preached the funeral sermon, which he dedicated to Gay’s father with these consoling words:




Dear Brother … Oh let the remembrance of her holy conversation be ever powerful to quicken you and yours to be followers of her as she was of Jesus Christ, that it may be seen that you have not forgotten that you were once favoured with such a wife, nor your children that they were once blessed with such a mother.41





Barely a year later William Gay did indeed follow his wife; he died on Gay’s tenth birthday, leaving four orphaned children. Gay’s eldest sister Katherine lost no time in securing her own future. An attractive woman of 19, she shortly afterwards married Anthony Baller, son of Joseph Baller, a prosperous merchant in the town.42 The remaining children, Jonathan aged 16, Joanna 13, and John 10, were supported by their uncles, lodging either with Thomas Gay in Joy Street, or, more probably, with John Hanmer in his modest dwelling further down the High Street.43


By this time Gay had begun attending Barnstaple grammar school, which was housed in a small angular building called St Anne’s Chantry, just behind the parish church and a short walk from his home. Originally a chapel built over the parish charnel-house, the school was cramped and gloomy, with its narrow windows looking out across a graveyard. But however inauspicious the school’s physical appearance, Gay was fortunate in both his teachers and his fellow pupils. His school contemporaries included William Fortescue, a lifelong friend and later a successful lawyer who rose to become Master of the Rolls; and Aaron Hill, who was to prove an indefatigable literary entrepreneur. Gay’s first schoolmaster, William Rayner, was a model of sober, traditional schoolmasterly virtues: ‘highly skilled in languages, attentive and consistent in the performance of his duties, and remarkable for strict discipline.’44 An excellent classical scholar, it was he who awakened Gay’s early interest in Homer, Virgil, and Horace. When in 1698 Rayner moved to Tiverton, he was succeeded by Robert Luck, an altogether more charismatic figure. Educated at Westminster and Christ Church and lately entered into holy orders, Luck was clever, young, and consumed with vanity concerning his own abilities as a poet. In later years Luck liked to boast that it was he who had first fostered Gay’s early literary talents. His poetical Miscellany, published four years after Gay’s death, included a poem dedicated to Gay’s former patron, the Duke of Queensberry, which took the opportunity to remind his Grace of their shared endeavours to promote the career of their favourite protégé.




O Queensberry! could happy Gay


This off’ ring to thee bring,


‘’Tis his, my lord’, (he’d smiling say)


‘Who taught your Gay to sing.’45





Elsewhere in the same poem, ‘The Female Phaeton’, Luck shamelessly flattered the Duchess of Queensberry, imagining her borrowing the sun’s chariot for a day to ‘set the world on fire’. Yet what is most shameless of all about this sycophantic exercise is the fact that Luck plagiarized the whole poem, without acknowledgement, from Prior’s work of the same name published almost twenty years earlier.46 Luck’s poetry reveals him as a compulsive flatterer, system atically capitalizing upon the reputations of his more distinguished former pupils. Interwoven among his own verses are juvenile poetic exercises by former ‘members of my little family’. Presenting himself as ‘an humble servant of the Muses for almost half a century’ he addresses himself with ‘candour’ to ‘those gentlemen whom I have had the honour to educate’.




They ought (I think) to read my performances as favourably as I examined theirs. One of that number, now a great, and (what is more valuable) a very good man, will forgive the liberty I take to print his translation of the 15th Ode of Hor. Epod. done by him when young under my care. I read it then with too much pleasure ever to forget it. ’Tis to gratify his modesty I conceal his name.





This heavy-handed compliment to Fortescue is typical of the name-dropping style of a volume which also includes poetic genuflections towards Gay’s friends Pope, Swift, and Handel. While contrasting his own minor talents with their lofty achievements, Luck evidently sought a certain reflected glory from association with such influential ‘friends’.




Small thanks attend on a superfluous gift.


Fables to Gay? Satires to Pope or Swift?


Who verses writes to his poetic friends,


To Handel music, flowers to Miller, sends?47





Yet, as the subscription list to Luck’s Miscellany reveals, even such bare-faced flattery paid dividends. Fortescue subscribed for seven copies and Pope for two.


However mediocre Luck’s own poetic gifts, this does not diminish his importance as an influence on Gay’s developing literary sensibility. What is most evident from all Luck’s writings is his enormous and infectious enthusiasm for the arts in all their forms. His love of literature, his delight in music and drama, and his irreverent taste for witty, topical satire certainly helped to fire Gay’s youthful imagination. Most importantly, this vain, energetic, cavalier figure represented a very different perspective on the world from the dutiful, industrious Nonconformist and mercantile values of Gay’s home life with Hanmer. Politically, Luck and Hanmer were poles apart; Hanmer a conscientious puritan, Luck an ardent royalist. Many years later, on 30 January 1735, Luck marked the anniversary of Charles I’s execution with a celebratory poem on the theme of Charles the martyr.




Blest martyr! for whose fate


And our forefathers’ crimes, we weep …48





As was common in poems and sermons on this theme, Luck drew a direct parallel between the death of ‘God’s vice-regent’ Charles and the martyrdom of Christ.








Like thee, by his own subjects tried,


A crown of thorns thy master bore …











The parliamentary cause, which Gay’s grandfather Jonathan Hanmer had served so faithfully, is represented in Luck’s poem as the ‘viper’s hiss’ of traitors and fanatics.


But it was Luck’s enthusiasm for drama which made the most lasting impression on his pupil Gay. Soon after his appointment Luck inaugurated a tradition of school plays, usually performed in Latin. The plays chosen were adapted from Terence and Plautus, though Luck had a habit of interpolating his own musical verses into the text, to be sung by a schoolboy ensemble. His Miscellany includes the English version of one such piece, entitled Scena Barumensi (‘A Barnstaple Scene’), introduced in these words: ‘The Latin of the following Song was sung when the gentlemen of Barum school acted Terence’s comedy called The Self-Tormentor.’ Luck composed his own prologues and epilogues for the plays performed, giving them a local and topical application. The prologue to The Adelphi, which appears to have been performed in English as The Brothers, takes up the cause of schoolboys, reluctantly compelled to toil through the Latin accidence.








When Britain’s senate wisely did decree


To set the bar from learned jargon free


Had we but interest, we’d have begged a clause


In favour of poor boys, as well as laws.


Were hic, haec, hoc dismissed, with qui, quae, quod,


Truants and dunces would not fear the rod.











The prologue concludes with an appeal for vernacular drama.




Terence henceforth be banished from our scenes;


Not all who hear him know what Terence means.49





Thirty years later it was Gay’s Beggar’s Opera which effectively banished another form of foreign entertainment ‘from our scenes’ and it is interesting to speculate on the influence of this schoolboy manifesto on Gay’s own later burlesque of non-English theatrical forms.


Irving suggests that the interest in drama which Luck inspired among his pupils was widely shared by Barnstaple’s citizens. ‘The town had always been liberal in its support of such things,’ he declares, ‘whether it was the King’s Players who arrived, or mere strollers.’50 In fact this is the reverse of the truth. Recent research has been unable to trace any theatrical activity in Barnstaple from 1630 until the 1760s apart from the school plays which Luck himself produced.51 On the contrary, regular entries in the borough accounts make clear the stern official disapproval of such licentious diversions. In several places we find items like the following: ‘Given to the Earl of Worcester’s players, being in town, to depart the town without playing here, xs [ten shillings].’ Another entry reads: ‘and of xxs [twenty shillings] more paid to players to rid the town of them.’52 The industrious puritans who dominated the town’s corporation regarded the theatre with open hostility and treated travelling players as idle vagabonds who needed to be sent packing. Other items in the borough records confirm the atmosphere of civic rectitude in which Gay grew up. An ‘Order in Council’ of the corporation in 1698 resolved that ‘no buns be given away by the mayor’ while a recent by-law, aimed at transforming Barnstaple into a model of urban hygiene, might have amused the future author of Trivia. ‘Item 33: Also it is ordained that no inhabitant of this town do suffer his hogs, pigs or ducks to go at large in the streets, upon pain of losing 1d for every foot for every time.’53


Undoubtedly John Hanmer, who played such a leading part in the town’s religious community, would have shared this official distaste for theatrical entertainments. And this issue would have further sharpened the contrast in Gay’s mind between the sober puritanism of his uncle and the high-spirited literary enthusiasm of his schoolmaster. For all his love of theatre and song, Robert Luck was no mere dilettante or pied piper, but a clergyman whose blend of High Church Christianity with patrician classical tastes presented Gay with an attractive alternative to his family’s mercantile values. Luck took his responsibilities seriously, as both a clergyman and a schoolmaster; his sermon on ‘The Orphan’s Legacy’ preached in Barnstaple parish church in May 1734 reveals a conscientious concern with pastoral duties and the responsibilities of parenthood.




The surest and most effectual provision parents can make for the welfare of their children is to lead a godly, righteous and sober life. ’Tis this will derive a blessing upon them, and leave them a lasting inheritance … A child’s best legacy is his parents’ virtue.54





These are sentiments from which John Hanmer himself, charged with the care of his sister’s orphaned children, could hardly have dissented.


Throughout Gay’s teenage years these two men, Luck and Hanmer, represented two contrasting perspectives on the world. And, if the evidence of Gay’s name carved on a pew in Barnstaple church is to be believed, he idled more boyhood hours away in the parish church than at his uncle’s meeting-house, though the authenticity of this ‘relic’ is not beyond doubt.55 It would seem possible, though this is merely speculation, that Hanmer, seeing his nephew’s intelligence and gift for words, might have entertained hopes that he would follow his own vocation as a Dissenting preacher. But for Gay the world of theatre, song, and classical literature held a more seductive appeal. For a young adolescent, recently orphaned and chafing at the almost penitential discipline of his uncle’s strict regime, Luck offered an irresistible role-model of rebellion and escape.


Gay’s father’s early death, and the collapse of his aunt Martha’s trade, banished any hopes Gay might have cherished of an easy entrance into genteel literary life. In more favourable circumstances he might have expected to follow several other members of his family up to Exeter College, Oxford.56 Luck liked to boast of his success in training up his ‘little family’ for university, and proudly reserved a special section of his Miscellany subscription list for university men.57 But present financial exigencies prohibited any such opportunity for Gay. Whatever money there was went to purchase a commission for his brother Jonathan, who had opted for an army career. His sister Joanna followed their elder sister Katherine’s example in making an advantageous match, marrying William Fortescue’s brother. For Gay, the best prospect that his family could offer was a respectable career in trade. Reluctantly he accepted this, but with the proviso that he must at least be permitted to leave provincial Barnstaple and try his fortune in London. His cousin Hester Pinney still kept her lace-shop in Exchange Court off the Strand, and it seems probable that it was she who introduced him to a neighbouring silk-mercer, John Willet, who was in search of an industrious apprentice. Some time before his eighteenth birthday Gay left Devon and came to London as an apprentice in Willet’s drapery shop above the New Exchange.58
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TWO


The London Apprentice







On the first step of a young fellow depends his character for life.


(Achilles, 1.i)





VERY little is known about Gay’s early years in London. A single business letter, sent from Willet’s shop to a distant cousin in Barnstaple, is the only solid piece of evidence we have from those formative years during which he accomplished the transition from draper’s apprentice to literary neophyte. Never given to acts of public retrospection, Gay chose to draw a veil over the details of a decade during which, it seems, he was variously employed as shop assistant, Grub Street hack, and domestic secretary. Pope co-operated in this cover-up, deliberately suppressing information about Gay’s early career. By this amnesiac process an unedifying period in Gay’s life was effectively erased from the official record. The Gay whom Pope met in 1711 could thus be represented as an innocent tabula rasa ready to receive the keen impressions of his friend’s literary genius, rather than a man of 26, whose character was already deeply etched with ten years’ toughening experience of the compromises and expedients of London life.


We are left to draw what inferences we can from Gay’s silence, Pope’s evasiveness, and the innuendoes of frequently hostile witnesses. The task though is not impossible. Silence can be eloquent; Pope’s sensitivity on certain points is itself highly revealing and a careful reading of Gay’s poetry throws up many tantalizing clues to the early experiences which stimulated his imagination and helped to form his character. In reconstructing the ‘events’ of this period it is not possible to pretend to strict factual accuracy. But at least, in deconstructing one mythic version of Gay’s life, we can explore the cultural preconceptions upon which such myths are based, and the social subterfuges which they conveniently conceal.


Irving also passes quickly over this formative period of Gay’s life, finding nothing either surprising or demeaning in his employment as a draper’s apprentice. ‘This arrangement was normal enough at that time’, he asserts: ‘Younger sons of county families often got their start in life his way.’ He insists that those early biographers who pictured Gay resenting this menial occupation ‘merely transfer a share of their own snobbery to the poet’ and takes it as an article of faith that Gay harboured no such snobbish prejudices himself.1 This view, however, must be questioned. Throughout his life Gay demonstrated an acute class-consciousness; and, even as a youth of 19, he would have been painfully aware of the vast gulf in social status which separated a London boy apprentice from a university graduate or army officer. In August 1704, just as Gay was beginning his period of indenture to Willet, his brother Jonathan gained his commission as a lieutenant in Lord North and Grey’s regiment of foot on the battlefield of Blenheim. A year later Jonathan was promoted to captain in Colonel Owen Wynne’s newly raised regiment of foot and served with the regiment in Ireland.2 It would be surprising if Gay did not reflect bitterly on the contrast between his brother’s military honours, his schoolfellows’ Oxford opportunities, and his own terms of menial employment.


Apprenticeships at the time took many forms, but the most common type, particularly in London, was the parish apprenticeship. This was a kind of cheap labour whereby foundlings and workhouse children were compulsorily bound to a master craftsman, trader, or journeyman for a term of years for a fee of £5 or so. The London apprentices whose ranks Gay joined in 1704 were not, in the main, the ‘younger sons of county families’ but parish children, orphans, and foundlings, contracted to a form of virtual slave labour. A report in 1700 declared:




Apprentices put out by a parish are frequently placed with poor, ill-natured or unskilful masters, who either force them out from them by a bad maintenance or severity before their times are out, or when they are out, send them from them but bunglers in their trade, or masters of such a one as will turn to no account.





A later report was even more damning in its findings:




The greater part of those who now take poor apprentices are the most indigent and dishonest, in a word, the very dregs of the poor of England, by whom it is the fate of many a poor child not only to be half-starved and sometimes bred up to no trade, but to be forced to thieve and steal for his master, and so is brought up for the gallows into the bargain.3





The records of the Old Bailey and Quarter Sessions reveal a dismal tale of ill-treatment and starvation. In 1686 Thomas Browne was released from his apprenticeship to John Leake, a glover of St. Margaret’s Westminster, as his master had absconded, leaving Browne almost starved, naked, ‘eaten up’ with vermin, and ‘crippled by beatings’. In 1710 the Middlesex Sessions released Daniel Lee from his indentures to Robert St John, a barber and wig-maker of St Martin-in-the-Fields, declaring that ‘the said Robert, by reason of his bad circumstances had for three months absconded … and gone into the Mint in Southwark for shelter, leaving his said apprentice in a starving condition, almost naked and wholly unprovided for’. St John’s wife had advised the youth ‘to pilfer and steal for his livelihood’.4 Even those apprentices not bound by parish regulations were confined by the terms of their indentures to a form of strict domestic servitude. Advertisements appearing in the London papers made it clear that a runaway apprentice was regarded as lost property, just as much as a lost dog or stolen watch.




Whereas Charles Vandersman, about 16 years of age, wearing a brown greatcoat, his own light brown hair, went away from his master, Mr Ellis, joiner in Heathcock Court in the Strand, on Monday the 4th instant. This is to warn all people from entertaining the lad at their peril; and whoever brings him to his said master shall receive 5s reward and reasonable charges.5





Gay was not a parish apprentice, and the terms of his employment were no doubt far superior to those endured by Browne and Lee. His letter, sent to his kinsman Nicholas Dennis, a wealthy Barnstaple businessman, in January 1705, indicates that the Willets maintained a regular trade with his friends and relations in Devon, and suggests that Gay himself was treated more as part of the family than as an unpaid servant.




London Jan 10 1705


Coz: Dennis, I sent your bed away last Thursday seven-night, the carriage paid to Exon, directed to Mr Athey’s as you ordered. The bed comes to £16, and with it I sent you an easy chair of the same as the bed, which my mistress advised me, being very useful, and fashionable he hath made the best sort; it comes to £3, I hope they will please you. I am at present much out of order; I have not heard as yet what the frames that the bed and chair is put up in comes to, but I will not fail of giving an account of everything in a post or two. I have sent you herein the carrier’s note for the carriage. Pray tell coz. Richard Parminter that Mr Rolles hath paid me for his neck-cloths. My service to all friends. I am your loving friend and humble servant, John Gay.


Address: To Mr Nicholas Dennis, merchant in Barnstaple, Devon.6





Yet, however amiable his master, Gay would have found himself subject, through his articles of indenture, to a whole range of petty rules and regulations governing his daily conduct, both within his place of employment and outside. Former London apprentices made good, like Samuel Richardson and William Hogarth, liked to paint a rosy picture of the prospects for the keen and industrious apprentice who avoided the snares of idleness and dissipation and applied himself with diligence to his chosen trade. For them, the strict rules and prohibitions invariably enshrined in the formal articles of indenture represented not merely a sound code of business practice but a moral basis for life. In The Apprentice’s Vade Mecum (1734) Richardson set down commandments to be observed by every dutiful apprentice. He must not ‘commit fornication or contract marriage’; he must not ‘play at cards, dice, tables, or any other unlawful games’; he must not ‘haunt taverns’ and must at all costs ‘avoid loitering or idleness, that terrible bane of youth’. His dress must be sober and respectable, but without any hint of foppishness or ostentation: ‘Pride in dress’, Richardson declared, ‘is an evil big with terrible consequences, and lifts up the young man’s mind far above his condition.’ The dutiful apprentice must shun lewd jokes and lewd women and keep the sabbath sacred. But above all he must avoid playhouses. Richardson devoted ten pages of his homiletic pamphlet to the ‘shameful depravity’ of the stage, and the ‘pernicious consequences’ of spending time there. Playhouses, he complained, were not only ‘the great resort of lewd women’, but the plays themselves were calculated to have an equally corrupting effect ‘on young and unguarded minds’. Most plays, he protested, especially those written in the ‘late licentious age’ of Charles II, took a malicious delight in ridiculing sober citizens and conscientious men of trade.




To make a cuckold of a rich citizen is a masterly part of the plot; and such persons are always introduced under the meanest and most contemptible characters. All manner of cheats and frauds and villainies committed against such are encouraged, and inculcated upon an audience; the genteeler part of which are too ready to take the hint, as the men of trade throughout the kingdom every day find to their cost. And this in a kingdom which owes its support, and the figure it makes abroad, entirely to trade; the followers of which are infinitely of more consequence, and deserve more to be encouraged, than any other degree or rank of people in it. Can it then be prudent, or even decent, for a tradesman to encourage by his presence, or support by the effects of his industry, diversions so abusive of the profession by which he lives, and by which not only these caterpillars themselves, but the whole nation is supported.7





But Gay was only too familiar with such pious homilies on the dignity of trade. For him the only compensation of his new employment was the opportunity it afforded to sample a metropolitan life, excitingly different in its diversions and allurements from the narrow rectitudes of Barnstaple. Indeed, from the evidence of his own plays, Gay was an avid theatre-goer. During his first year in London he would have had opportunities to see several Shakespeare plays; the theatre season of 1704–5 included productions of Hamlet, Titus Andronicus, Timon of Athens, and Macbeth at Drury Lane, while Othello and 1 Henry IV were performed at Lincoln’s Inn Fields. There were productions of Volpone both at Drury Lane and at Vanbrugh’s handsome new Queen’s theatre in the Haymarket, a Bartholomew Fair at Drury Lane, and a comedy entitled A Match in Newgate which was successful enough to be revived the following year. In April 1706 he almost certainly saw Farquhar’s The Recruiting Officer at Drury Lane, opposed by D’Urfey’s surreal comedy Wonders in the Sun at the Queen’s theatre; both plays were to have an important influence on his own later writings.8


Other distractions of a more sensual nature were close at hand. The New Exchange, where Gay worked, had acquired a particularly louche reputation. In his popular gazeteer, The London Spy, first published in 1700, Ned Ward described its galleries, shops, and alley-ways as ‘a seraglio of fair ladies’, the haunt of ‘cherubimical lasses who, I suppose, had dressed themselves up for sale to the best advantage, as well as the fopperies and toys they dealt in’. The main customers of these teenage vamps, Ward noted, were beaux, ‘who, I imagined, were paying a double-price for linen, gloves or sword-knots to the prettiest of the women, that they might go from thence and boast among their fellow fops what singular favours and great encouragements they had received from the fair ladies that sold ’em’. Gay was equally intrigued by the enticements of this ‘jilt’s academy’ where girls were ‘admitted at nine years old, and taught by eleven to out-chatter a magpie’. In setting himself to learn the tricks of the mercery trade, he, like Ward, was fascinated by the beguiling sales-patter of these street-wise shop-girls, some of which Ward arranged in the form of a ditty.








Fine lace or linen, sir?


Good gloves or ribbons here;


What is’t you please to buy, sir?


Pray, what d’ye ask for this?


Ten shillings is the price;


It cost me, sir, no less,


I scorn to tell a lie, sir.













Madam, what is’t you want,


Rich fans of India paint?


Fine hoods or scarfs, my lady?


Silk stocks will you buy,


In grain or other dye?


Pray madam, please you eye:


I’ve as good as e’er was made-ye.9





Ten years later the area had acquired an even more disreputable character, and there were dark rumours about the sort of clientele that frequented its shops and taverns. In his poem ‘The He-Strumpets’ John Dunton identified the New Exchange as the favourite haunt of a club of sodomites, ‘Men worse than goats | Who dress themselves in petticoats … These doat on men, and some on boys, | And quite abandon female joys.’10 After the strict puritan morality of Barnstaple, the hedonistic and transvestite atmosphere of this haunt of ‘cherubimical lasses’, ‘jilts’, ‘he-whores’, and ‘he-concubines’ must have come as something of an eye-opener. And the evidence suggests that Gay, like Hogarth’s idle apprentice, was all too easily tempted from the narrow path of righteousness and industry. One of his earliest biographers writes:




The trade which he chose to be put apprentice to was a mercer, but he grew so fond of reading and study that he frequently neglected to exert himself in putting off silks and velvets to the ladies, and suffered them (by reason of his wanting to finish the sale in too few words) to go to other shops, where they might be kept longer in play. This way of gossiping about among the silk mercers is said to be practised among young ladies, often for amusement or to cure the vapours, when in reality they want to purchase nothing. Not being able to go through this slavery, and doing what he did in the shop with a mind quite bent another way, his master seldom put him forward to serve, but some other, who had the business more at heart. By degrees Mr Gay became entirely to absent himself from the shop, and at last, by agreement with his master, to withdraw from it and retire into the country.11





There is no evidence to contradict this claim that Gay’s release from his indentures was obtained ‘by agreement with his master’; yet the decision to abandon his apprenticeship midway through, and with, apparently, no immediate prospect of alternative employment, was still a bold one. Nothing in Gay’s subsequent career suggests a man given to impulsive or independent gestures; on the contrary, his career was largely shaped and guided by the influence of friends, without whose promptings he often found himself in a state of paralysing indecision. And, however uncongenial he may have found his role as a draper’s apprentice, it seems unlikely he would have thrown it up without the hint, at least, of something better and the encouragement of some influential friend. The career of William Kent, his exact contemporary and friend, offers an instructive parallel. Like Gay, Kent was born in 1685 in a provincial seaside town, Bridlington in Yorkshire. His family, like Gay’s, were of modest social standing and clearly believed a trade apprenticeship was the best means of securing their son’s future prospects. Accordingly, as Horace Walpole wrote, Kent was




put apprentice to a coach-painter, but feeling the emotions of genius, he left his master without leave and repaired to London, where he studied a little, and gave indications enough of abilities to excite a generous patronage in some gentlemen of his own county, who raised a contribution sufficient to send him to Rome, whither he accompanied Mr Talman in 1710.12





For both Kent and Gay, patronage was the essential prerequisite for an artistic career. A crucial turning-point in both their lives came with their inclusion among the artistic entourage of the young Earl of Burlington after his return from Italy in 1715. In the years that followed, Burlington House became a hothouse for the artistic avant-garde. Painters and poets, architects and interior decorators, composers and opera-singers, all enjoyed the Earl’s bountiful patronage. However, recent scholarship, examining the prevailing atmosphere of the Burlington House milieu, has discerned a distinct homo-erotic undertone within this cultural coterie, raising a suggestion which is worth exploring further.13 Traditional studies of eighteenth-century patronage have tended to concentrate on political affiliations, without sufficiently regarding the personal compliancy that was no less necessary in successful aspirants to patronage. William Kent was well aware that personal charm was just as important as artistic genius or political acquiescence in securing the financial assistance he needed. And the insistent preoccupations of Gay’s later satires suggest that he too had learnt early on in his career that private ingratiation as much as public flattery was vital to maintaining a patron’s favour. The intensity of his later attacks on the fawning, cringing, sycophancy of those dependent on great men’s favours suggests that something more intimate than simple political integrity had been compromised in his own early efforts at self-promotion. Likewise, the urgent attempts of Pope and Swift to suppress and sanitize the details of Gay’s early private life would seem to confirm a suspicion that there was something they wished to conceal more shameful than a mere background in trade.


It seems quite probable that the guilty secret which they wished to hide was homosexuality. Such an assertion must of course be made with caution. Although this suggestion has been raised before, it has never been explored in detail, and the evidence upon which it rests is, necessarily, inferential.14 Moreover, in recent years, the disclosure of secret homosexual tendencies has become something of a biographical cliché, an almost routine exercise in posthumous ‘outing’. And, in dealing with an eighteenth-century subject, clear evidence is particularly difficult to establish. The Sodomy Acts of 1533, which remained in force throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, made homosexuality a capital offence and, although rarely enforced, ensured that this ‘unnamable practice’ was surrounded with the utmost secrecy. To the extent that it was acknowledged to exist at all, it was a matter of private gossip and innuendo, and customarily associated with a debauched and decadent court.




The homosexual liaisons of James I—possibly unknown outside the court—relaxed the sense of oppression in England because the court was, and remained well into the seventeenth century, the center of homosexual activity. But opinion turned when the second Earl of Castelhaven was exposed. His ‘sodomitical compulsion’ with men and women resulted in a set of trials in the 1630s that called attention to the acts of 1533 and ‘to all those practising the unnamable’.15





Rochester’s closet drama Sodom; or, The Quintessence of Debauchery, and the persistent rumours concerning William III’s unnatural fondness for his alleged ‘catamite’ the Earl of Albemarle, confirmed a general tendency to regard such liaisons as the peculiar depravities of court and aristocratic life. Pope shared the conventional horror at this vice. His uncorroborated assertion ‘Addison and Steele [were] a couple of h——s’ (hermaphrodites) was clearly intended to wound their reputations, while his savage attack on that ‘amphibious thing’ the ‘hermaphroditical’ Lord Hervey is full of homophobic rage.16


Gay’s writings though are characterized by an ambiguous sexuality with distinct hermaphroditic tendencies, while his private life is notable for a conspicuous silence concerning any emotional or sexual ties. His friends always liked to picture him as a thoroughgoing rake. Pope’s letter welcoming Gay home from Hanover in September 1714 is typical.




Hast thou passed through many countries, and not tasted the delights thereof? Hast thou not left thy issue in divers lands, that German Gays and Dutch Gays may arise, to write pastorals and sing their songs in strange countries?17





Gay did his best to maintain this pose, often striving to affect the jaunty, rakish air of an experienced ladies’ man. In cheerfully lubricious ballads he would celebrate the carnal delights of ‘Molly Mog’ or ‘Nelly Bennet’. An apocryphal anecdote describes Cibber ‘breaking in upon Mr Gay’s privacies, found him engaged with his own daughter, and therefore pulled him off’.18 But in reality there is no evidence of his sexual involvement with any women at all, and his half-hearted courtship, late in life, of Anne Drelincourt, was decidedly unenthusiastic. By contrast his letters to male patrons are characterized by intense professions of affection. One early friend and patron was the young Earl of Warwick, a youth thirteen years Gay’s junior. Warwick was a self-styled connoisseur of debauchery, and a devotee of every kind of sexual prank. It was he, aged only 18, who ‘slily seduced’ Pope and Cibber into a ‘house of carnal recreation, near the Haymarket’ intent on setting Pope up with ‘a girl of the game’.19 This was a kind of aristocratic libertinism which fascinated Gay. He sent Warwick regular salacious accounts of his own Continental jaunts, though sadly none of these has survived. ‘’Tis impossible to owe you more love and gratitude than I do already,’ he told Warwick in 1720.20 The following year Warwick’s dissolute life-style took its toll, and he died, still aged only 23, ‘killed … with his debauchery’.21 Gay was devastated by the news. ‘I loved him,’ he told Francis Colman, ‘and cannot help feeling concern whenever I think of him.’22 The Earl of Burlington was another youthful nobleman whose patronage of Gay was characterized by hints of homo-erotic affection. Although never identified as a sexual libertine, Burlington’s enthusiasm for all things Italian, and in particular for Italian castrati, provoked accusations of cultural, if not personal, decadence. Burlington House was frequently represented as fostering an ‘unmanly’ atmosphere of artistic depravity. Commenting on the homo-erotic intimacy of Burlington and Kent, John Harris argues: ‘The frisson that such suggestions evoke is often caused by a picture of hard homosexuality, whereas it was, and is, often playful and not necessarily deeply sexual.’23 A previously unpublished letter, which Gay sent to Burlington in 1722, is revealing in its professions of lover-like devotion.




I hope your lordship knows me; if you do, you must know that I love you … If you knew how often I think upon your lordship you would now then think of me [sic] I hope you will not forget me, for I know my heart so well that it will always be sensible of your favours, though I must own I love you more for what I see in yourself than for what you have done for me, which is much more than I can ever deserve.24





Such evidence must be treated with circumspection. Expressions of love in the male correspondence of this period are quite common, and need not convey any implication of homosexuality. Yet there is an unusual emotional intensity in the way Gay addresses himself to Warwick and Burlington which is quite different from the style of his correspondence with Pope and Swift. The tone he adopts is one almost of infatuation, presenting himself as a suitor, desperate to please the object of his affections. Though there is no clear evidence of a homosexual relationship with either patron, the lover-like eagerness of Gay’s efforts at ingratiation hints at such a possibility. The abruptness and intensity of the sudden rift between Burlington and Gay following the success of The Beggar’s Opera has some savour of a jealous lovers’ spat. In parodying Italian opera, Gay was ridiculing the Earl’s darling project, and his gesture of artistic independence seems to have struck Burlington as a form of emotional betrayal.


So, was Gay gay? And if so, did he use his sexuality as a means of recommending himself to patrons? If the suggestion seems preposterous, it is worth remembering that one of his closest friends was Mrs Howard, who owed her own advancement to her position as the king’s mistress. The two of them met at Hanover in 1714, both sharing an intention to ingratiate themselves with the incoming royal dynasty. Mrs Howard was determined to escape the grinding poverty which had driven her, the previous year, to sell not only her meagre household furniture, but also her hair. She found a means of doing so by exploiting her sexuality and becoming the mistress of the Electoral Prince George. For all his seeming innocence, Gay was equally intent upon freeing himself from a life of poverty and menial employments. In 1706, still bound by the terms of his apprenticeship, he was determined to escape the drudgery of the drapery trade and launch himself on a literary career. What he most needed was the protection of some wealthy nobleman, and the atmosphere of the New Exchange was one in which such contacts could easily be made. The tone of Gay’s later letters and poetry suggest that he may have quickly learnt, in that ‘jilt’s academy’, the appropriate beguiling patter. Dunton attacked the transvestite fetishism of fashionable sodomites (‘Men worse than goats | Who dress themselves in petticoats), but Gay’s poems frequently betray a transvestite fascination with women’s clothing which seems to go beyond the necessary expertise of a silk-mercer’s apprentice. In his Epistle to the Earl of Burlington (1720) he describes a delicious state of erotic excitement occasioned by wearing a chambermaid’s smock:








If women’s gear such pleasing dreams incite,


Lend us your smocks, ye damsels, ev’ry night!   (ll. 107–8)











In his posthumously produced play Achilles, the Homeric hero is dressed in women’s clothes throughout, leading the Daily Courant to denounce the play as an exhibition of ‘so much obscenity and scurrility that it raised a general abhorrence in the audience’.25 But the most intriguing example of this transvestite tendency occurs as the climax of the first book of Gay’s early poem The Fan.








How shall I soar, and on unweary wing


Trace varying habits upward to their spring!


What force of thought, what numbers can express,


Th’inconstant equipage of female dress?


How the strait stays the slender waist constrain,


How to adjust the manteau’s sweeping train?


What fancy can the petticoat surround,


With the capacious hoop of whalebone bound?


But stay, presumptuous muse, nor boldly dare,


The toilette’s sacred mysteries declare;


Let a just distance be to beauty paid,


None here must enter but the trusty maid.


Should you the wardrobe’s magazine rehearse,


And glossy manteaus rustle in thy verse;


Should you the rich brocaded suit unfold,


Where rising flow’rs grow stiff with frosted gold;


The dazzled muse would from her subject stray,


And in a maze of fashions lose her way.   (ll. 227–44)











These lines recall Gay’s recent experience in the rag-trade. Like the ‘trusty maid’, the silk-mercer’s assistant is initiated into all the intimate female mysteries of hoops, stays, and petticoats. Gay’s fetishistic fascination with the details of feminine underwear simultaneously conveys a thrill of voyeuristic excitement and a sense of personal indignity. There is, he acknowledges, something unbecoming to the heroic muse in the intimate familiarity with which he rehearses ‘the wardrobe’s magazine’. Yet, while directing his ‘presumptuous muse’ to soar above such effeminate preoccupations, Gay nevertheless allows his lines, and his imagination, to linger among them. Relegated to the role of silk-mercer’s apprentice, Gay no doubt felt that he too had lost his way in a ‘maze of fashions’; yet the sensuous delight with which he itemizes each garment suggests a sexual excitement beneath the pose of literary condescension. Gay approaches the traditional satiric subject of female fashions not with the patronizing tone of the masculine moralist, but with the sly, indiscreet knowledge of the lady’s outfitter and transvestite spy. Often, in his mock-heroic satires, Gay puts this expertise to use, suggesting a corsetry of whalebone and linen beneath the heroic Roman postures of great men. Thus he begins the second book of The Fan with lofty evocations of both Homer and Milton:








Olympus’ gates unfold; in Heav’ns high tow’rs


Appear in council all th’immortal pow’rs;


Great Jove above the rest exalted sat …   (ii. 1–3)











This sudden change of tone to literary grandiloquence contains an ironic backward glance towards the wardrobe crammed with hoops and stays from which the muse has just emerged; the unfolding of Olympus’s gate reminds us irresistibly of the unfolding of a brocaded suit just four lines earlier. Gay’s early familiarity with ‘th’inconstant equipage of female dress’ gave him a yardstick for measuring all subsequent manifestations of human vanity. But it also seems to have satisfied a deeper, but related, psychological instinct. The ‘rising flow’rs’ which ‘grow stiff’ at the manteau’s rustle and the rich brocade hint at a form of sexual arousal associated with female dress; and the sense of delirium that follows, as the ‘dazzled muse’ strays from her subject and is lost ‘in a maze of fashions’, reinforces an impression of fetishistic ecstasy.


Clues like these may seem an insubstantial basis for deciding on the nature of Gay’s sexuality, a subject which must inevitably remain a matter for conjecture. But if Gay was, as I believe, at least a latent homosexual, it would provide a partial answer to several unresolved questions in his career. It is perfectly possible that simple disaffection with his duties at Willet’s shop led to an increased sense of boredom and frustration which culminated in a decision to break the terms of his indentures. In his letter to Nicholas Dennis he describes himself as ‘much out of order’ and clearly, whatever secret pleasure he derived from the rustle of manteaus and brocades, he found the business side of the mercer’s trade irksome and undignified. In my view, it is more likely that this decision was prompted by the advice of an unknown friend or would-be patron encouraging Gay to develop his literary talents. And, in the louche atmosphere of the New Exchange, any patron thus promoting the interests of a provincial youth might expect to be repaid with more than literary favours. But, in offering this hypothesis, it is important to resist presenting an updated version of Pope’s ‘ruling passion’ theory: ‘This clue once found, unravels all the rest.’ Whether Gay was homosexual, celibate, or, as his friends liked to pretend, a promiscuous heterosexual, he encountered problems in seeking to establish his literary career which no early patron was willing, or able, to overcome. One thing is clear. In the later months of 1706 Gay’s affairs reached some kind of crisis and he finally resolved to abandon his career in trade. At that point he returned to Barnstaple to reassess his prospects.
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THREE


Grub Street Apollo







I find I have quite forgot The British Apollo …


(J. G., The Present State of Wit, 1711)





GAY did not remain long in Barnstaple. In July the following year his uncle Hanmer died, and Gay set out once more for London. Now a young man of 22, his future prospects were still unclear. He had turned his back on the trading and commercial worlds in which so many of his family and acquaintances were employed, but lacked the money and the social connections necessary to promote him into a more sophisticated milieu. His only known contact in the literary world was his former school-friend Aaron Hill, and it was Hill he turned to on his return to London. Thirty years later, when writing his Life of Gay, Richard Savage was advised to contact Hill for information about Gay’s early career. By that time, though, Hill’s recollections were distinctly hazy.




I would willingly satisfy the curiosity of your friend in relation to Mr Gay, if it were not easy to get much fuller information than I am able to give from Mr Budgell or Mr Pope; to the first of whom the beginning of his life was best known, and to the last, its afternoon and evening. That poem you speak of, called Wine, he printed in the year 1710, as I remember: I am sure I have one among my pamphlets, but they lie (like ideas in an unlogical head) so oppressively numerous, and obstructively mixed, that to distinguish any one of them, out of the heap, is a task of more labour than consequence. Yet I will look for it, and send it to you, if ’twill be of use, or satisfaction, to any gentleman of your acquaintance. As to your question, whether Mr Gay was ever a domestic of the duchess of Monmouth, I can answer it in the affirmative. He was her secretary about the year 1713, and continued so till he went over to Hanover, in the beginning of the following year, with Lord Clarendon, who was sent thither by Queen Anne. At his return, upon the death of that queen, all his hopes became withered, ’till Mr Pope, (who, you know, is an excellent planter) revived and invigorated his bays; and indeed very generously supported him, in some more solid improvements; for I remember a letter, wherein he invited him to partake of his fortune, (at that time but a small one) assuring him, with a very un poetical warmth, that as long as himself had a shilling, Mr Gay should be welcome to sixpence of it; nay to eightpence, if he could contrive but to live on a groat. So much for Mr Gay.1





Savage promptly applied to Pope for fuller details, only to find this ‘excellent planter’ was equally evasive in his reply. Like Hill, who thought it a task ‘of more labour than consequence’ to hunt out a lost poem, Pope found himself ‘in so much hurry’ that he was unable to supply further particulars.




I answer yours by the first post, since I find they are in so much haste about Mr Gay’s Life. It is not possible for me to do his memory the justice I wish in so much hurry, therefore I would by no means have my name made use of, where I cannot have the account such as it ought. I only recommend to your friendship that nothing be said of any particular obligations that worthy and ingenious man had to me, further than a sincere esteem and the natural effect of it. I am sure they will do him injustice if they say more on that article. And as to that of his being apprenticed to one Willett, etc., what are such things to the public? Authors are to be remembered by the works and merits, not accidents of their lives. But if they will speak of his condition of life, let them remember to say he was born of an ancient family, and secretary, not servant, to the duchess of Monmouth. As to that, which would be most material, his true character, it was every way amiable; and none of his school-fellows could draw that, which was manifested in the future course of his life to those of the nobility and first geniuses of his time, who loved him, and with whom he conversed entirely. I take Mr Hill’s zeal very kindly, and it is agreeable to that spirit and warmth which he always shows for virtue and learning. I am only afraid of his exceeding in what he says concerning me. I do own I wish, since I cannot now contribute (upon the foot the work stands) any additions, that I might have the power of some expunctions, and could see the proofs to that end. Otherwise it will be better I should not be privy to the least of the matter.2
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