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            FOREWORD

         

         A book about literary estates has to be about many other things as well: about changing notions of posterity, about copyright law, publishing, the rise of English Studies, the onset of literary celebritism. Principally, or so I discovered as I wrote, it has to be about biography, the history and ethics of. How much should a biographer tell? How much should an executor suppress? And what would the biographee have wanted – do we know?
         

         These questions are still under debate, and they continue to generate much heat and high-mindedness. Rarely does a month pass without some new biographical ‘controversy’ making the headlines. Two widows have been at each other’s throats; a family is divided; an authorised biographer has been expelled. Or maybe a cache of old letters has been found, revealing our hero to be less than perfect – is it right that they should now be embargoed for a hundred years? He burned her diary; she scissored his erotic juvenilia. And so it goes.
         

         Sometimes, arguing about biography is like arguing about abortion or capital punishment: minds tend to be made up before you start. There are revealers and there are concealers. The agents of reticence have no truck with the agents of disclosure. Privacy is sacred, the public has a right to know. Thus, depending on your point of view, or on the nature of your personal involvement, the biographer is either a sleaze-hound or ‘an artist on oath’, the executor either a secretive parasite or a protector of imperilled decencies.
         

         In this atmosphere, it seems to me, there is some call for a review of continuities and precedents. When did these quarrels start and how did they proceed? If we look hard enough, can we trace patterns: Boswellism versus Romanticism, Victorianism versus Stracheyism? Did such patterns actually impinge on the specific human dramas of the past? Are they still in place today? Or was it – is it – all to do with human nature, a matter of competing vanities and envies, deadlocked special interests, cash? What is a keeper of the flame and what manner of flame is it that he (or she) tries to keep? And who or what is it kept for?
         

         I have tried to explore a dozen or so case-histories, each of them marking some development or alteration in the function of literary executors, or custodians, in how they were seen and how they saw themselves, and what they did. In this book, flames have a double presence: there is the gem-like flame of art and there is the private bonfire, ‘the trustful guardian of secret matters’. I have tried also to chart the several and curious ways in which authors themselves have taken a hand in the shaping of their own posterities.
         

         With two exceptions (both of which I happen to feel close to), I have stuck to ‘dead’, or out-of-copyright, estates. I learned enough from my study of these to shy away from too much probing of the present-day – and not just for legal reasons. My overall conclusion about the biography debate would run more or less as follows: writers, indeed any potential or probable biographees, should follow Henry James and try to serve as their own keepers of the flame. If they don’t, or if they fail to cover all the angles (as James did), then it seems to me that fifty years is not too long for us to wait for the ‘whole truth’ about a private life. In the meantime, no one should burn anything, however certain he or she might feel about what the lost loved one ‘really would have wished’. All this may sound fishy, coming as it does from the biographer of Robert Lowell (d. 1977) and the near, would-be or failed biographer of J. D. Salinger (1919– ), but there it is. We live and learn.
         

         Ian Hamilton

      

      
    


    
      
         
         

         
            CHAPTER ONE
            

            JOHN DONNE THE YOUNGER

         

         In the summer of 1634, John Donne the Younger, son of the recently deceased Dean of St Paul’s, was out riding in the streets of Oxford with a friend, another Christ Church man. An eight-year-old boy named Humphry Dunt accidentally startled one of the horses. Donne dismounted and set on the boy, whipping him four or five times about the head. For several days afterwards, little Humphry complained of headaches and was put to bed. Two weeks later, he died. John Donne the Younger was tried for unlawful killing and would no doubt have been put away for a long stretch if he had been found guilty. He was acquitted: two surgeons and a physician testified that ‘they could not assign the cause’ of little Humphry’s death, ‘since there was no appearance of hurt’. And to this day, there are those who would also testify that if Donne had hit the kid a few more times, had left some marks, we might never have been told that ‘No man is an island’ nor ‘for whom the bell tolls’. We would certainly not have known, or cared, much about John Donne the Younger.
         

         The history of literary estates is filled with such what-might-have-beens: what might have been destroyed, what might have been preserved, what might have been distorted or inked over. John Donne the Younger may not be the first noteworthy keeper of the flame (the family of Sir Philip Sidney had forty years earlier gone to the courts to prevent piracies of Astrophel  and  Stella) but he probably is the first to have been given an individual entry in the Dictionary  of  National Biography and to have had his character and motives scrutinised in the scholarly periodicals. And one can easily see why this is so. Donne Senior’s writings were largely unpublished at his death and he himself was deeply equivocal on the matter of how their posterity should be administered. Donne was also the first important English writer to leave a substantial collection of letters and the first to be taken as the subject of a literary biography (again, if we except Sidney, whose none-too-literary Life was written by Fulke Greville but not published until 1652). John Donne the Younger was in at the birth of nearly all the elements and ‘issues’ that will come to dominate our narrative.
         

         And this was in an age when literary property was not greatly prized nor very energetically protected, when notions of Fame were very different from our own (‘A man should seek great glorie and not broad’), and when connections between the Writing and the Life – or the Repute – were not perceived as controversial. When Izaak Walton set to work on his ‘best plain picture’ of the Life of Donne there was in English no such title as ‘biographer’. Anecdotalists, encyclopedists, antiquarians: each of these was to some extent in the business of life-writing, or fame-fixing, but they would generally be lumped together as ‘historians’. Plutarch had been translated into English sixty years before; he was read and admired but nobody took much notice of his claim that the Lives he wrote were something other than straightforward histories – something perhaps lowlier, and by being lowlier, more accurate, maybe. For all his homely and incisive touches, the Greek was scrutinised as ancient history, and as a source-book for up-and-coming playwrights. Plutarch came under ‘history’ just as surely as the concocters of Saints’ Lives came under ‘God’.
         

         But then in those days, everything – including history – came under ‘God’. In an epoch of special pleading, an epoch in which pleading sometimes had to be very special indeed if the pleader prized his neck, there was of course something weird and suspect in the idea of one writer electing to recount another writer’s Life: the more so if the subject was of recent memory. Walton in 1639 would surely have had in mind Sir Walter Ralegh’s cautionary text: ‘Whosoever in writing a modern history shall follow truth too near the heels, it may haply strike out his teeth.’ This was an age of martyrs and near-martyrs, favourites and ex-favourites. Only two years earlier, Charles I had tightened the screws on writers and printers so that all of them lived in terror of ‘fines impossible to be paid and penal pains almost too horrible to endure’. Life-writing was either exemplary or admonitory (and very soon the Royalist Walton would note that it was either pro-or anti-Parliament). What is this Life meant to teach us; what are we supposed to be talked into here, or out of? These would have been the questions that Walton might have expected to face from his ‘reviewers’.
         

         Walton is now praised as the first Life-writer to have approached his task with conscious literary skill, and there is merit in this claim. The skill, however, was necessarily tempered by the requirements of avoidance and suppression. For a Dean of St Paul’s Donne had a somewhat dodgy past. Although Walton knew him only in his later, holy years, he would have known about the danger-spots. Donne had been brought up as a Catholic: this was common knowledge. But how adhesive were those early Jesuit connections? And then there was the rakish youth, the runaway marriage, the sponging, prospectless, near-suicidal years in Mitcham. These would have to be referred to, of course, but without revealing any of Donne’s tendency to opportunism, both spiritual and professional (not to mention spiritual-professional): an opportunism perpetually at odds with an obscured and yet deep-running vein of anger and impulsiveness.
         

         There was plenty to play down and if Walton is now thoroughly forgiven for the errors and adjustments of his Life of Donne, this is because the playing down is done so charmingly, with such ‘ambling unpretence’. It seems certain that Walton believed himself to be doing the Life in more or less the way Donne would have wished. The chief complaint against the Life – that it says next to nothing about the poetry – would not have been Donne’s own. And in any case, Walton’s original title was ‘The Life and Death of Dr Donne’. This was a memorial, meant to be set alongside all the other exequies and elegies and hymns of praise that had been got up in honour of this holy man.
         

         John Donne died in 1631 and his death-bed performance has rightly been praised for its histrionic flair, its consummate stage-management. Although Donne the poet seems not to have cared much about the disposition of his literary remains, Donne the man of God approached the task of dying with an artist’s rigour and fixity of purpose. The death-bed extravaganza is well-known but has not been better described than by Walton, one of its near-witnesses. First of all, as a prelude, there was the business of Donne’s final sermon, called Death’s  Duell.  The Dean was on his sick-bed, wasted by consumption, and everyone was telling him he would be mad to travel up to London from his Essex home, in the dead of winter, for what would surely turn out to be his last public appearance. Donne was not to be dissuaded. ‘It hath been my desire,’ he said, ‘and God may be pleased to grant it, that I might die in the pulpit; that is, die the sooner by occasion of those labours.’ And so he made the trip, amazing his beholders as much by the spectacle of his ‘decayed body’ and his ‘dying face’ as by anything he had to say. His text was ‘To God the Lord belong the issues from death’. Many of those who ‘saw his tears and heard his faint and hollow voice’ considered the text ‘prophetically chosen and that Dr Donne had preached his own Funeral Sermon’.
         

         Returned to his sick-bed, Donne was easily persuaded that a monument should now be made to him. After all, as Walton drily observed, a wish for self-perpetuation – on earth as it may be in heaven – is surely ‘rooted in the very nature of man’. Donne may have succeeded in tugging out from his interior garden the worst weeds of self-flattery but even he had not altogether been able to kill off those that disguise themselves as ‘a desire of glory or commendation’. Such as these, says Walton, are innate, ungraspable: ‘like our radical heat’.
         

         
            A monument being resolved upon, Dr Donne sent for a carver to make for him in wood the figure of an urn, giving him directions for the compass and height of it; and to bring with it a board, of the just height of his body. ‘These being got [Walton here quotes from an eyewitness report], then without delay a choice painter was got to be in readiness to draw his picture, which was taken as followeth. – Several charcoal fires being first made in his large study, he brought with him into that place his winding sheet in his hand, and having put off all his clothes, had this sheet put on him, and so tied with knots at his head and feet, and his hands so placed as dead bodies are usually fitted, to be shrouded and put into their coffin, or grave. Upon this urn he thus stood, with his eyes shut, and with so much of the sheet turned aside as might shew his lean, pale and death-like face, which was purposely turned towards the East, from whence he expected the second coining of his and our Saviour Jesus.’ In this posture he was drawn at his just height; and when the picture was fully finished, he caused it to be set by his bedside, where it continued and became his hourly object till his death, and was then given to his dearest friend and executor, Dr Henry King, then Chief Residentiary of St Paul’s, who caused him to be thus carved in one entire piece of white marble, as it now stands in that church.
            

         

         And so it stands today, the one St Paul’s monument to have survived more or less intact the Great Fire of 1666: ‘One toe is broken off, and the conflagration has just swept across the surface of the urn.’
         

         ‘The estate which I should leave behind me,’ write Donne, ‘… is my poor fame, in the memory of my friends, and therefore I would be curious of it, and provide that they repent not to have loved me.’ Donne’s will – made three months before he died – was evidently pondered with ‘mature deliberation’ and it is certainly not short on detail. It lists all manner of trifling bequests: specific paintings for specific friends, mementoes that would have personal significance for the chosen legatee, carefully judged charitable donations, and so on. It makes no mention, though, of any of Donne’s writings.
         

         Shortly before he died, Donne put various manuscripts into the hands of Henry King and, as Walton says, he did name King as one of his executors (the other was John Mountford, another colleague at St Paul’s). King was a secret poet himself, and a good one, but his relationship with Donne was not that of a fellow writer. Like Walton, King dealt only with the later Donne and he seems not to have thought that his duties as executor went much beyond overseeing the funeral and the making of the monument and ensuring that the will was properly enacted. It had been at King’s urging that Donne had prepared some of his sermons for possible future publication but the executor printed only one of them, the last. The mass of material left in his care – sermons, poems, letters, disquisitions, literary jottings – was put into a cabinet and might well have stayed there but for the intervention of John Donne the Younger.
         

         There is disagreement about the nature of this intervention: the evidence can be made to serve more than one version of the case. What seems certain, though, is that after his Oxford acquittal young Donne thought it wise to absent himself from the scene of his disgrace. He spent the next two years in Italy, pondering what now appeared a gloomy set of prospects. Before the Humphry Dunt episode, he had been angling for a job at Christ Church. Son of a renowned divine, he had church contacts galore, and although he dithered before seeking ordination, the signs were that he would climb steadily once he had made up his mind. (The date of his ordination is unknown but is thought to be post-Italy.) Like his father, he was an ingenious and zestful sycophant and would before long have landed some middling to lofty ecclesiastical position. Now, thanks to a moment’s rush of blood, even the Christ Church job was out of reach. The best Donne Jr could hope for was one or two low-level rural rectorships or livings. He might even have to live in  one of his livings.
         

         This was clearly a fate to be avoided at all costs. In Italy, it seems to have dawned on Donne Jr that, scandal or no scandal, he was still his father’s son. After all, had not his father, at about his own age – John Jr was thirty in 1634 – also been disgraced, indeed imprisoned? Admittedly, father’s crime was to have secretly married John Jr’s mother, but even so: was it not rumoured that Donne Sr’s young manhood had been deeply stormy and profane, that at one time he had been ‘a great visiter of ladies, a great frequenter of playes, a great writer of conceited verses’? And yet, despite these early lapses, the wily rogue had managed to become Dean of St Paul’s. Had he lived, he would soon have been made up to Bishop. By associating himself more closely with his father’s fame, John Jr might gain access to a whole new set of openings.
         

         Quite apart from his father’s near-saintly reputation as a cleric, there was the interesting matter of those ‘conceited verses’ to be studied. Before the Oxford scandal, John Jr would have seen two posthumous volumes of Donne’s work in print. There had been Juvenilia  (1632), a collection of youthful Problems and Paradoxes, and Poems  (1633). Poems  included the ‘Songs and Sonnets’ that most people now think of as Donne’s finest work.
         

         So far as we can tell, both publications were unauthorised: but then ‘authorised’ did not mean much in the 1630s. In theory, books could be published only by members of the Stationers’ Company, incorporated in 1556 ‘to control the printing and dissemination of printed matter in the interests of Church and State’. The drill was that a member who wished to claim a copyright had to enter the title of his intended publication on the Company’s register and seek approval from its Wardens – ie from the Church and State. By 1634, this system – never watertight – was beginning to collapse. Archbishop Laud’s war against the books was into its stride and the pirates were at their most intrepid and resourceful. In 1634 – the year of John Donne Jr’s trial in Oxford – authors and publishers were being regularly pilloried in London. In February, the Puritan William Prynne ‘was sentenced to a fine of £5000, to be degraded from the Bar, to stand in the pillory at Westminster and Cheapside, were he was to have one of his ears cropped at each place, and to be imprisoned for life. An eyewitness to his punishment in the pillory at Cheapside says that while he stood there “they burnt his huge volumes under his nose, which had almost suffocated him.”’ Three years later Prynne was at it again: ‘a second fine of £5000, together with the renewed degradation of the pillory, the loss of what remained of the stumps of his ears, and, most infamous of all, the mutilation of both cheeks with the letters “S.L.”’. ‘S.L.’ stood for ‘seditious libeller’ but Prynne whimsically translated it as ‘Stigmata Laudis’.
         

         In a generally maddened climate, the living author could just about control the publication of his works. The dead author was fair game, unless there was someone to pursue his cause with vigour. Although not officially his father’s executor, John Jr decided to appoint himself custodian of the literary side of the estate. After all, no one else seemed to be in charge, least of all Henry King.
         

         John Donne not only made no mention of his poems in his will; during his lifetime, he spoke of them but rarely and then with – in the main – superb offhandedness. Poetry, he would say, was the mistress of his youth; divinity was the wife of his maturity. His tenebrous early verses were referred to as ‘evaporations’, ‘Vanities’. The pieces he would put his name to tended to be those which, from time to time, he submitted to highborn dedicatees, in the hope of some preferment. On the one occasion that he did rush into print, he regretted it. His regret, it seems, had much to do with the feeling that he had committed a social faux pas: he speaks of having ‘descended’ to the act of publication. Before the accession of James I, the smart versifier’s ideal was a Sidneyesque aloofness from the printer’s shop. The courtier-poet wrote for a courtly coterie, for other connoisseurs: what was the point of publication when only about half a dozen people could get what you were getting at? Sidney, it was said admiringly, would have been most indignant if any upstart publisher had suggested putting his works up for sale. When the publisher of the anthology England’s  Helicon  ‘innocently affixed the names of some writers to their pieces’ there was alarm among his contributors, and ‘he was driven to the clumsy expedient of pasting slips of paper over their names.’
         

         Sidney, of course, was of patron stock and felt himself to be a natural enemy of the democratising print-machines. For Donne, the rules were different. Even so, as a frequent client of the patronage system, he had no good reason to challenge the illusion on which that system thrived: that poems were addressed, not to the world, but to a single, revered addressee. ‘I will have no such readers as I can teach,’ he said. His single verse-publication, the first of his Anniversaries,  was in fact a product of the system and its distribution earned him ‘many censures’. (The poem was in super-extravagant mourning for the death of his patron’s daughter. As Ben Jonson famously pointed out, the stricken Donne had never met the girl.)
         

         When James I started publishing his own works, the familiar, snooty attitudes were somewhat called in question. Chiefly, though, the feeling was that James had rather let the side down. There were furtive murmurs that ‘since writing of books had grown into a trade, it was as discreditable for a king to become an author as it would be for him to be a practitioner in a profession.’ When James came to assemble his collected works he thought it prudent to instruct one of his bishops to pen an explanatory preface. The bishop rather exceeded his brief: with stunning topicality he set to arguing for nothing less than a divine right of royal authorship:
         

         
            The majesty of kings … is not unsuited to a writer of books … The first royal author is the King of Kings – God himself, who doth so many things for our imitation. It pleased his divine wisdom to be the first in this rank, that we read of, that did ever write.
            

         

         As Izaak D’Israeli comments: ‘How James and the bishop looked on one another at their first meeting, after this preface was fairly read, one would like to learn; but here we have the age!’
         

         For Donne such royal sanction came too late. He had already decided that publication would not be in keeping with his solemn office: it was not smartness he now aimed for, but seemliness. There were even those around him who believed that the very making of verses did not fit well with his ‘yeares and place’. As to the writings of his youth, he remained nervous about these to the end: after all, they exhibited aspects of his nature which he had long ago suppressed. He had always worried that his manuscripts would get into the wrong hands. He had circulated them – in sets – to a small group of friends and at least once he implored a member of that circle not to make any copies, saying that he felt ‘fear’ and ‘perhaps shame’ at the idea of any wider distribution. Often, it seems, he did not himself keep copies of the verses he sent out. According to Jonson, ‘Donne repented highly and sought to destroy all his poems.’
         

         The 1633 edition of Donne’s poems was printed by one Thomas Marriot, who explained that he had produced the book in haste so as to forestall any foreign piracy: a thin tale, when one considers how difficult it would have been even for an English publisher to gather in works which, says Walton, ‘were loosely, God knows too loosely scattered in his youth’. Marriot also claimed that he was acting ‘on the best warrant that can be, public authority and private friends’, and sure enough the book was well-stocked with encomia from several of Donne’s literary chums, though not all of these tributes suggested first-hand acquaintance with the work. The book also carried a dozen of Donne’s letters. Plans for the publication would have had to be set in motion during 1631 or 1632: years in which, as Edmund Gosse has put it, Donne’s verses must have ‘hung on the verge of extinction’.
         

         Gosse was perhaps exaggerating, but not by much. In ten years’ time, there would be Civil War. During the Commonwealth, private libraries were ransacked, studies broken into: many papers were destroyed and altogether there was a more efficient censorship. If Donne’s work had not been collected in a hurry, it seems probable that at least some of it would have disappeared. Although there was a Donne vogue in the decade after his death, it was already tailing off in the mid-1640s and might never have happened at all if Marriot had not acted as he did (although the private circulation of manuscripts would no doubt have been stepped up).
         

         If Donne’s writings had disappeared from view, it is unlikely that future – that’s to say near-future – scholars would have exerted themselves on his behalf. Donne and his imitators enjoyed no critical favour in the eighteenth century: after 1719, his ‘Heap of Riddles’ found no new editor for 130 years. 1631–41 was the key decade for ensuring Donne’s survival into the safe-keeping of his nineteenth-century admirers who in turn paved the way for Herbert Grierson, T. S. Eliot and the GCE. The job of preservation was well done, but we are still not certain who ought to be thanked.
         

         And here we return to the enigma of John Donne the Younger. No one has been able to reconstruct a precise and plausible chronology of John Jr’s involvement in his father’s literary estate; a certain amount of conjecture has been unavoidable. The most popular narrative would have him returning from Italy in 1636, anxious to live down the Oxford scandal, and wakening up to the possibility of cashing in on his father’s now burgeoning reputation as a poet. Such a presentation has to assume that in 1631–2 he took no part in preparing his father’s poems for the press, even though in those years he was safely riding the streets of Oxford and was available for consultation. The argument here is that Donne Sr probably would not have shown any of his poems to his son, for whom he entertained clerical ambitions. The middle-aged friends who helped to organise the 1633 publication perhaps felt similarly furtive. And when the book appeared, John Jr may simply have elected to keep his distance: a quick reading would have told him that there had indeed, as rumoured, been two John Donnes, that dad had led a double life. Double lives were dangerous.
         

         Once the book was out in the open, though, and had been praised by some important people, John Jr may have felt that it was safe to make a move. By the mid-1630s, his father’s work was being hailed as ‘incomparable’ and was therefore being widely borrowed from: the vogue was under way. What we do know for certain is that in 1637, shortly after his return to England, John Jr began to petition for control of his father’s literary estate. He denounced the existing editions as ‘erroneous’ and requested that their sale be stopped. In a letter to the Archbishop of Canterbury, he claims that he has often warned the publishers of their ‘abuses’ and told them ‘that if they desisted not they should be proceeded against before your Grace, that they seem so much to slight, that they professe soddainly to publish new impressions, verie much to the grief of your petitioner, – and the discredite of ye memorie of his Father’. Marriot indeed took no notice of all this but perhaps agreed to give John Jr a share of any profits. And this, some have surmised, could have been the petition’s principal objective. It took John Jr another thirteen years to gain full control of the estate and when he produced his own version of his father’s oeuvre, he included all the ‘erroneous’ poems from the Marriot edition.
         

         John Jr’s link with the poems, then, is shadowy – not to say a trifle shady. On the matter of the prose, we seem to be on surer ground. Here most chroniclers concede that it was John Jr who saved the day. We last saw Donne’s prose manuscripts being stored away in the cabinet of Henry King. When next heard of, they are somehow in the possession of John Jr and are being prepared for a stage-by-stage publishing programme that ran well into the 1660s. How this transfer was effected no one knows, although the word ‘filched’ has more than once been used. What seems certain is that at some time during the 1630s – and possibly within months of his father’s death – John Jr ‘borrowed’ the papers from King, using Izaak Walton as an intermediary. The borrowing was permanent. As late as 1664, King is writing ruefully to Walton:
         

         
            How these [manuscripts] were got out of my hands, you, who were the Messenger for them, and how lost both to me and your self, is not now seasonable to complain: but, since they did miscarry, I am glad that the general Demonstration of his Worth was so fairly preserved and represented to the World by your pen in the History of his Life.
            

         

         Twenty years earlier, in 1643, King had been Bishop of Chichester and his palace had been overrun by Parliamentary soldiers. According to a contemporary report, the Cromwellians did a thorough job of pillaging the Bishop’s library: they ‘rent the books in pieces, and scattered the torn leaves all over the Church, even to the covering and the Pavement.’ Had John Jr not ‘borrowed’ his father’s papers when he did, they would perhaps have been similarly rent and scattered. Or so the story goes. In fact, John Jr himself suffered some mild persecution during the Civil War. Writing a year after the assault on Chichester Cathedral, he says: ‘Since the beginning of the war my study was often searched, and all my books and almost my brains by their continual alarms sequestered for the use of the committee.’
         

         Nonetheless, it seems fair to give him credit for the survival of the prose. Perhaps he stole the manuscripts from King; certainly he told lies in his petition. And he has also been accused of bungling the various publications he eventually engineered. The 1651 edition of the Letters  to  Severall  Persons  of  Honour  is  widely regarded as a joke, with its wrong attributions, its invented addressees: ‘no such important work was ever thrown upon the world in a more slovenly way’. There is also the controversial question of Biathanatos,  Donne’s treatise declaring that ‘Self-Homicide is not so naturally Sin, that it may never be otherwise’, published by John Jr in 1644. Donne himself called this ‘a book written by Jack Donne and not by Dr Donne’ and was always nervous about it; he instructed a friend: ‘Publish it not, yet burn it not; and between those do what you will with it.’ John Jr has been denounced for ‘disregarding his father’s wishes’ and for the ‘characteristic brutality’ with which he ‘made merchandise of the Mss’. In his 1644 Preface the son notes that his father has forbidden ‘both the Presse and the Fire’ but goes on to argue that ‘I could find no certain way to defend it from the one but by committing it to the other’. In the current climate, ‘two dangers appeared more eminently to hover over this, being then a manuscript, a danger of being utterly lost, and a danger of being utterly found.’
         

         To write like this in 1644 involved a certain risk, but the preface is rather wittily composed and makes good sense. And the same might be said of John Jr’s Preface to his 1661 edition of his father’s XXVI Sermons,  in which he apologises for having sought Commonwealth protection before bringing out an earlier collection. His belief was, he says, that if he had acted differently the sermons would have been burned by the public executioner. By publishing, he had helped to safeguard ‘the banks of the Church against that torrent of Heretiques that did then invade her … for now began to swarme and muster the Ebionites, Sabellians, Jovinians, Euticheans, Corpocratians, Sethians, Cerinthians, Theodotians, Nicolaitans, Samocetanians, Apolenarians, Montaneans, all against the second Person of the Trinity.’
         

         In this mildly ‘fantastical’ flight we can discern a possible key reason for John Jr’s unpopularity over the years with his father’s more po-faced adherents. In all his writings there is a compulsive wish to come across as an irresistibly jocular sort of fellow, full of erudite and artful levity. This kind of ambition can grate on the nerves. Those who wish to berate John Jr have seized with glee on Anthony Wood’s near-contemporary character-sketch:
         

         
            He had all the advantages tendered to him to tread in the steps of his virtuous father, but his nature being vile, he proved no better all his lifetime than an atheistical buffoon, a banterer, and a person of over-free thoughts.
            

         

         Wood was, of course, a notorious curmudgeon and rarely spoke kindly about anyone. (It was for him that Aubrey collected his Brief Lives,  thus earning from Wood a title – ‘magotie-headed’ – that, not surprisingly, has stuck.) Even Wood, though, had to concede that, in spite of everything, John Jr was also a man possessed of ‘humour’ and of ‘sense’. These modifying judgements have not often been passed on to us by later commentators.
         

         For the twentieth century the most damaging account of John Jr comes in Augustus Jessop’s short article in the Dictionary  of  National Biography.  Canon Jessop laboured for fifty years on Donne’s theological writings and almost collaborated with Edmund Gosse on his 1899 biography; the collaboration did not work because Jessop ‘had never been able to feel much enthusiasm for Donne as a poet’. To him the Donne who mattered was the author of the Sermons  and the Essays  in Divinity.  One might have thought, therefore, that he would feel gratitude to the original custodian of the materials which had provided his life’s work. But no: Jessop’s piece is savage in its hostility; he recounts the Humphry Dunt episode, he quotes the nastiest bits from Anthony Wood, he lets us know that John Jr was neglectful of his duties as a parish priest (as, so it seems, he was), and he deplores his ‘dissipated habits’. About John Jr’s executorship, he says nothing except that the son ‘managed to get possession of all the books and papers which had been bequeathed to Dr John [sic]  King, and to retain them in his own hands during his life’.
         

         The clinching paragraph comes near the end, when we are told that John Jr, a few months before he died, published some of his own writings: ‘a very gross volume in small 8vo, entitled Donnes  Satyr; containing  a  short  map  of  Mundane  Vanity,  a  cabinet  of  Merry  Conceits, certain  pleasant  propositions  and  questions,  with  their  merry  solutions  and answers…. They are full of the most shocking indecencies.’ We cannot be sure that Jessop actually perused the book in question. His verdict was taken on trust, however, so that thirty years later we can find a responsible historian making casual reference to John Donne the Younger as ‘despicable’, ‘hateful’, ‘notorious for his profligate habits’, and as one who ‘left manuscripts of his own which, from all accounts, were unspeakably obscene and succeeded in publishing a volume of his indecencies only six months before his death.’
         

         John Jr’s Satyr  is in fact not in the least indecent, obscene, shocking or any of those things. It is an innocuous bit of play-acting that was perhaps self-consciously composed in the huge shadow of his father’s fame. The title Donnes  Satyr  surely invites us to look at it this way. The book seems almost to be saying: I’m nowhere near as good as he  was, but I’m not entirely without merits of my own. There are attempts at learned wit; abstruse, ebullient conceitedness; there are worldly-wise aphorisms and outlandish speculations. In other words, the period bag of tricks – but delivered with a near-simpering unpretentiousness. Here is Jolly Jack Jr at play; you can ignore him if you wish but surely you can’t help but like him just a little. To give something of the flavour, here is one of a series of jests manufactured according to the signs of the Zodiac:
         

         
            
                                      Of the Sun Tavern

            

            
               One staggering out of the Sun Tavern came

               And being far in drink, and out of frame,

               A friend him meets and greets, but not a word

               This stupefied Sot could him afford;

               And if he did (a wager might be laid)

               He would not stand to anything he said;

               His face being foully fleckt, and both his eyes

               With drink main red, his friend to him thus cries,

               I know where you were late I’ll hold a gun,

               For your face shows that you were in the Sun.

            

         

         John Jr’s habit is to play the fool: to exhibit something of his father’s comic resourcefulness, but pointlessly. There is even a suggestion in one of his pieces that Donne Sr’s elaborate funeral arrangements are being offered as good for a laugh: 
         

         
            
               Earth is the Womb from whence all living came,

               So is’t the tomb, all go unto the same; 
               

               And as at first all naked thence were born,

               So as naked thither all at last return; 
               

               Unless they carry thence a Winding sheet,

               To hide their weak frail nakedness, most meet.

            

         

         John Jr’s little book was probably put together in 1661, a year after Charles II’s return to England. It was meant to catch the mood of cavalier rejoicing: ‘after melancholy, mirth is the more musical, sweet, acceptable, delightful and pleasant’. We know very little about John Jr’s circumstances under the Commonwealth; our guess is that, in spite of some harassment, he managed merrily to muddle through. A certain amount of compromise and opportunism was no doubt required, and making best use of his father’s celebrated legacy was just one more way of turning a guinea during seriously adverse times. In the preface to his Satyr,  John Jr quotes Machiavelli: ‘who cannot dissemble cannot live’ – a ‘Heathenish’ insight, he admits, but one that ‘was never put more in practice than in these Phanatick times’:
         

         
            for he that cannot metamorphose his shape like Proteus, vary his hiew like the Polypus, change his colour like the Camelion, bear two faces under a hood like Janus, comply with every Planet like Mercury, vary and change like the Moon constantly, turn with the weathercock, adulate with Aristippus, equivocate with Synon, dissemble with Gnatho, hunt with the Hound, and hold with the Hare, carry fire in the one hand, and water in the other; and in a word, who cannot temporise at all times, with all persons, and in all places, that man knows not how to look or live in this hypocritical, perverse and crooked Generation.
            

         

         Behind the garrulity there is more than a hint of bitterness and self-reproach. Even so, the overall effect is of a too-effortful facetiousness. As satire, it would have been dismissed as puny stuff by John Donne Sr. And this is what makes it rather sad and likeable. We get much the same feeling when we read John Jr’s Last Will and Testament – the legacy of one who is known to history only as a legatee. Anthony Wood, in his character-sketch, makes a point of scoffing at John Jr’s ‘fantastical and conceited will’ and sure enough the thing is  played for laughs. It is as if the family fund of death-bed sonority had been entirely used up by the Dean, with his burning braziers, his urn, his effigy. John Jr’s Act V, Scene 5 is marked by its jocund rejection of theatricality, its determined prankishness of tone. ‘I have not lived by juggling’, he says, ‘therefore I desire to dye and be buried without any’. He also warns his executor against any well-meaning improvisation: ‘I desire my executor to interpret my meaning in this request by my word, and not by his own discretion; who, peradventure, for fashion sake, and apprehending we shall never meet, may think to order things better for my credit’ (which surely is a clause that ought to be built into all literary wills). On the matter of the actual bequests, John Jr again finds it hard to keep his face straight. Some of them he lists as follows:
         

         
            To my honourable friend, Sir Allen Broderick, I give my cedar table, to add a fragour to his excellent writing. To my kind friend, Mr. Tho. Killigrew, I give all my doves, that something may descend upon a courtier that is an emblem of kindness and truth. To my servant Mary Web, if she be with me at the time of my death, I give all my linen that belongs to my personal use, and forty shillings above her wages, if it does not appear that she hath occasioned my death; which I have often lived in fear of, but being alone could never help, although I have often complained of my sad condition to my nearest relations, ’twas not fit to trouble others.
            

         

         John Donne the Younger died in 1662, and was outlived by both Izaak Walton and Henry King, Donne’s other keepers. They too are remembered in the will:
         

         
            To the Reverend Bishop of Chichester, I return that cabinet that was my father’s, now in my dining room, and all those papers which are of authors analysed by my father; many of which he hath already received with his Common Place Book, which I desire may pass to Mr Walton’s son, as being more likely to have use for such a help, when his age shall require it.
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            CHAPTER TWO
            

            SURVIVING SHAKESPEARE

         

         Although John Donne the Younger took a modest pride in his versifying gifts, we know little of any of his other writings. There is one piece, though, which he is fairly confidently believed to have co-authored. It is entitled ‘Certain Verses written by several of the Author’s friends, to be reprinted in the Second Edition of Gondibert’. The title was heavily sarcastic; the piece is actually an item of ‘Wit-Combat’ directed at Sir William Davenant, who at the time was known to be working on a vast new epic poem. ‘Certain Verses’ was anthologised in 1653 but probably issued as a pamphlet a couple of years earlier.
         

         William Davenant was two years younger than John Donne the Younger and one of the leading literary figures of the day. A successful theatre manager, he had taken over from Ben Jonson as unofficial Poet Laureate in 1638. On the strength of Gondibert,  his epic-in-progress, he was beginning to be mentioned in the same breath as Chaucer, Spenser, Donne. Maybe this is what irritated John Donne Jr. He and Davenant were almost exact contemporaries; their fathers had known each other slightly. In the year that Davenant became Poet Laureate, John Jr was still struggling to live down his Oxford scandal. As John Jr manoeuvred for promotion in the church, Davenant was cutting a brilliant figure in the London theatre. Even before the Oxford scandal, Davenant was way ahead: he had scored a stage triumph with The Witts  and was in demand for the presentation of Court masques. And now, in 1650, here was news of Gondibert.
         

         Gondibert  was indeed a grandiose project, an elaborate attempt at a genuinely English epic, in quatrains, and its appearance was being preceded by much portentous theorising on the part of the author and his allies. Davenant was not afraid to place himself in a direct line from Homer and Virgil, nor to announce candidly that he was in pursuit of a Fame similar to theirs. By ‘Fame’ he meant ‘reputation’ for the living and ‘a musical Glory’ for the dead: ‘I will gravely tell thee he who writes an Heroick poem leaves an estate entailed; and he gives a greater gift to Posterity, than to the Present Age.’ To Davenant’s foes, such lofty talk was deliriously provoking: they crowed back that Gondibert would be at best a poem with which a wit might ‘wipe the Taile’. As things turned out, Davenant got bored by his great undertaking around the middle of Book III. In 1650, though, when John Jr and his friends conceived their satire, Gondibert  seems to have been the coming event in literary circles. And when the first two books appeared, in 1651, ‘the courtiers with the Prince of Wales would never be quiet about the piece’. These courtiers were presumably doing their chattering in Paris. John Jr and his associates were, of course, trying to get by in London.
         

         A further stimulus to ridicule was provided by Davenant’s personal appearance: ‘there was a feature in his face, or rather no feature at all, that served as a perpetual provocative’. As a consequence of some early ‘mishaps among the women’, his nose had become eroded by disease. (In the Dictionary  of  National  Biography  we are told that ‘an illness resulted in the loss of his nose’; the more primitive Aubrey records that ‘He gott a terrible clap of a black handsome wench that lay in Axe-yard … which cost him his nose’). Even an admirer like Suckling had to concede that ‘In all their records, in verse or prose/ There was none of a Laureat who wanted a nose’. It was also perceived that Davenant was touchy on the subject of his humble origins, his ‘untaught childhood’: he was the son of a vintner, landlord of the Crown Inn, Oxford. When he inserted a Gallic, or ‘aristocratic’, apostrophe into the spelling of his name – calling himself D’Avenant – the wits made a great business of trying to locate on the map of France a place called Avenant, observing the while that Davenant had ‘made a Notch in’s name, like that in’s face’.
         

         Davenant’s performance in the Civil War was also sneered at by his literary enemies, although in fact he seems to have carried out some hazardous assignments. At various times, he acted as ordnance officer, gun-runner, dynamite-plotter, secret agent, courier and general factotum to the exiled Queen. It was he who in 1646 was chosen by the Queen to take a message from Paris to the cornered Charles I in Newcastle. The drift of the message was that the King should ‘part with the church for his peace and security’ – in other words, cave in. Charles got the impression that Davenant’s own attitude to the church was insufficiently respectful and, according to Clarendon’s great history, was ‘transported with indignation’ and ‘gave [Davenant] a sharper reprehension than was usual for him to give to any other man, and forbade him to presume to come again into his presence. Whereupon the poor man, who had in truth very good affections, was exceedingly dejected and afflicted.’ Davenant returned to Paris, where he had lodgings in the Louvre, and began laying down the scheme of Gondibert.
         

         By the time the Preface to Gondibert  appeared, Davenant must have seemed a safe target for the London satirists. From his long exile in Paris, he had set sail for America (in the spring of 1650). His ship was intercepted by Parliamentary soldiers and Davenant was transported to the Tower, where he remained for two years: ‘pretty certain that I shall be hanged next week’. (It is said that Milton saved Davenant from execution and that ten years later Davenant was able to return the favour.) He was released on bail in 1652 but was re-arrested because of debts that had piled up ‘in his absence’. His final release did not come until August 1654. It was during this long, low period that John Donne the Younger and his intrepid co-satirists had been making merry with Davenant’s literary reputation.
         

         For our purposes, it is piquant that John Donne the Younger should have chosen to go gunning for Davenant. In his different, rather nobler way, Davenant was also the keeper of a flame. Throughout much of the Commonwealth and well into the Restoration period, he was generally regarded as the chief guardian of Shakespeare’s somewhat precarious repute. There was even a current rumour, believed by many and not discouraged by Davenant himself, that he was Shakespeare’s son: William Shakespeare the Younger, so to speak. The Bard, it seems, used to lodge at the Crown when he was in Oxford and according to Anthony Wood – who else? – the landlord’s wife was ‘a very beautiful woman, of a good wit and conversation, in which she was imitated by none of her children but by this William’. We also know that, two years after Shakespeare’s death, the twelve-year-old Davenant wrote an Ode in his ‘Remembrance’. The truth appears to be that Davenant was Shakespeare’s godson but that, when he was in his cups, ‘it seemed to him that he writ with the very same spirit that Shakespeare did, and was contented enough to be thought his son.’ Later on, Pope would tell a story about Davenant that, as a small boy, he used to run from school to meet Shakespeare, when the playwright was in town, and that once ‘being asked where he was running, by an old townsman, replied “to see my Godfather, Shakespeare”, “There’s a good boy,” said the old gentleman, “but have a care that you don’t take God’s name in vain”.’ Keeping abreast of modern thinking on the matter, we should perhaps also cite Frank Kermode on ‘Shakespeare’s Learning’: ‘Whether or not Davenant is speaking the truth in his scurrilous account of how Shakespeare amused himself when passing through Oxford, it seems unlikely that he went into Bodley to read.’
         

         There was, to be sure, something recognisably filial in Davenant’s approach to Shakespeare’s memory, as we shall see, but the hero-worship ran deep and was unshakeable. From this point of view, the timing of events could hardly have been better. Shakespeare’s First Folio – the first attempt at a collected edition of his plays – appeared in 1623, shortly after the young Davenant had moved from Oxford to London and was beginning to make his mark in literary and theatrical circles. Arguably the most important event in publishing history, this edition would have had huge significance for the ambitious godson of its author. It was not usual for plays to be put into print and a Collected Plays was almost without precedent. Of Shakespeare’s contemporaries only Ben Jonson had been able to secure homage of this order, Ben having ‘told them plainly he deserv’d the Bayes/For his were called Works, where others were but Plaies.’ Jonson, who was much criticised for his presumption, took a hand in the elevation of Shakespeare to his own high rank.
         

         In itself, the First Folio was an awe-inspiring act of devotion, and of literary conservation. The editors were two of Shakespeare’s fellow actors, John Heming and Henry Condell, each of whom had been remembered in the playwright’s will – he left them 28s 6d to buy a mourning ring. In their Dedication they spoke convincingly of their wish to ‘keepe the memory of so worthy a friend and fellow worker alive as was our Shakespeare’. Their claim – and they were well-placed to make it – was that all the plays were here ‘set forth according to their first originals’: not just the unpublished pieces but also – ‘now cur’d and perfect in their limbs’ – the plays that had been printed during Shakespeare’s lifetime, even those ‘diverse stolne and surreptitious copies maimed and deformed by the frauds and stealths of injurious imposters’. Thanks to the First Folio, eighteen of Shakespeare’s plays were rescued from oblivion – these include Lear,  The  Tempest  and Macbeth – and several others from being handed down in texts that would soon have become irretrievably corrupt. Davenant, proud of his personal connection, already a fervent admirer of the work, and now contemplating a role in the theatre for himself, could scarcely not have been intrigued by this talk of making Shakespeare safe.
         

         It would be some years, though, before he was able to announce himself as the successor to Heming and Condell. Before the Civil War, Davenant was the manager of a small theatre in Drury Lane, the Phoenix, but he had not been permitted to mount Shakespeare productions there. The plays were the property of Shakespeare’s old company, The King’s Men, who were still in business at the Globe. In 1642 the theatres were shut down and by the time Davenant came out of jail all the old acting companies had been broken up and dispersed. For a theatre impresario anxious to resurrect his old career, the situation clearly demanded some masterstroke of cunning. Davenant rose splendidly to the demand. He began staging so-called ‘musical productions’. The government, he had noted, was prepared to tolerate musical entertainments provided that they seemed to be good for the soul. Given in private houses to a ticket-buying audience, these Davenant presentations, or ‘declamations’, ingeniously contrived to skirt the law. They also introduced a number of new theatrical gimmicks that would be effectively developed later on: scene-changes, women actors, stage-machines. One of Davenant’s own compositions, The  Siege  of  Rhodes,  is now thought of as the first ‘opera’ in English. These musical evenings, begun in 1656, were viewed with suspicion by the Parliamentary authorities – there were ‘questions in the House’ – but were never actually closed down. The diarist John Evelyn attended one of them and marvelled ‘that in a time of such public consternation such a vanity shd. be kept up or permitted’. Davenant, it should be said, was canny enough during these years to issue the odd strategic piece of verse: notably, there was an Epithalamion  for the marriage of Cromwell’s daughter. After all, he was – he supposed – still Poet Laureate.
         

         Somehow Davenant kept his ‘theatre’ going and after a time even managed to stage some of his productions at the Phoenix. With the Restoration he was well placed to take a leading role in the reopening of the London theatres – a process which, luckily for him, was managed gradually. In August 1660, Charles II issued warrants to two theatre companies: the King’s, to be run by Thomas Killigrew (he to whom John Donne the Younger would soon bequeath his doves) and the Duke’s, or Duke of York’s, which would be run by Davenant. The King’s would operate from Drury Lane and Davenant would have his playhouse (which became known as ‘The Opera’) in Lincoln’s Inn Fields. Killigrew’s company was seen as the more conservative of the two, with older actors and a programme built around the works of Jonson. Davenant’s manifesto was rather more progressive: his youthful troupe would handle Shakespeare.
         

         To this end, Davenant secured from the King an exclusive right to ‘perform and reform’ certain Shakespeare plays: four comedies, four tragedies and one ‘spectacle’ (this was Henry  VIII).  His moment had arrived: ‘he had waited eighteen years for his opportunity, he was now fifty-four, and there was no time to be lost.’
         

         During his ‘musical’ years, Davenant had developed a taste for the spectacular; he had become fond of wires and trapdoors. Soon he would have Macbeth’s  witches whizzing through the air. He had also acquired, or so he thought, a shrewd sense of audience requirements. The younger playgoers of the day not only had never seen Shakespeare; more likely than not, they had never seen a play. Davenant’s entrepreneurial nose (one might have said) persuaded him that, wonderful as Shakespeare was, some revamping must be done. For one thing, the language in places required clarification and polish. Lines like ‘Screw your courage to the sticking place’ should surely read ‘Bring but your courage to the fatal place’ and ‘Sleep that knits up the ravelled sleeve of care’ might well trip more fluently if altered to ‘locks up the senses from their care’. Also, some of the plays badly needed restructuring: for example, Much  Ado’s  Beatrice and Benedick slot neatly into Measure  for  Measure  which, in any case, had to be retitled: The  Law  Against  Lovers  had a more contemporary feel. In general the plots would benefit from being purged of low-life drollery.
         

         In 1667, the year before he died, Davenant teamed up with the young John Dryden and swiftly converted him to the cause of Shakespeare, perhaps seeing in him an appropriately gifted heir apparent. Together, the pair of them produced what seems to have been a memorably ghastly Restoration version of The  Tempest.  It was later well-described by Dr Johnson: ‘The effect produced by the conjunction of these two powerful minds was that to Shakespeare’s monster Caliban is added a sister-monster Sycorax; and a woman who in the original play had never seen a man is in this brought acquainted with a man that had never seen a woman.’ There was also a 24-piece orchestra and a genuinely flying Ariel, plus corps  de  ballet.
         

         Involving Dryden in the perpetuation of Shakespeare’s glory might seem to us to have rendered dubious rewards. Dryden, of course, thought Shakespeare was ‘divine’ but, like Davenant, he could see that there were barbarities – ‘bombast, obscurity, incoherence’ – to be attributed to Shakespeare’s faulty education in the classics. These old plays had none of that instinctive care for symmetry which made it possible for the author of Heroic  Stanzas  on  the  Late  Lord  Protector  to publish, one year later, ‘A poem on the happy Restoration and Return of his Sacred Majesty King Charles the Second’. Ten years later, Dryden was established as Shakespeare’s principal ‘refiner’, setting a fashion for other, lesser, rewrite-men like Shadwell, Cibber, Rymer, and so on. In his preface to his version of Troilus  and  Cressida,  Dryden has the air of a man who is stating the obvious: ‘It must be allowed to the present age, that the tongue in general is so much refined since Shakespeare’s time, that many of his words, and more of his phrases, are scarce intelligible. And of those which we understand, some are ungrammatical, others coarse; and his whole style is so pestered with figurative expressions, that it is as affected as it is obscure.’
         

         We can chuckle now at these complacencies but we also know that this is how literary history works: each generation ‘corrects’ the errors of its ancestors, ‘each generation, like each individual, brings to the contemplation of art its own categories of appreciation, makes its own demands upon art, and has its own uses for art.’ There is indeed a troublesome cocksureness about Restoration and eighteenth-century attitudes to Shakespeare: we tend to think that in this one extraordinary instance, ‘correction’ could have been, well, just a bit less ‘incorrect’. At the same time, though, we have to concede that, in the 1660s, Shakespeare might have done worse than claim the imperfect attentions of two of the most gifted poets of the day – two poets, moreover, who happened to span two generations. Had Shakespeare not been ‘refined’, he might well have been ignored and this would, in some obvious and no doubt several hidden ways, have altered the literature that followed, the literature we now possess – the stock, in other words, that is now available for our ‘correction’.
         

         When the theatres re-opened in 1660, Shakespeare was not well-known. If he was talked of at all, it was rather as Dryden talked of him, although without Dryden’s sense of his essential genius: for the average literatus, he was just another of those rude Elizabethans. By 1668, however, he was generally revered as one of England’s greatest poets. Even Samuel Pepys, who enjoyed relatively few of his numerous nights at the theatre, had one or two admiring words for Davenant’s Hamlet  ‘done with scenes’ (although, it must be said, he thought A  Midsummer  Night’s  Dream  ‘silly and ridiculous’ and Romeo  and  Juliet  the worst play he had ever seen). Simply in terms of maintaining the continuity of Shakespeare’s fame, it was the happiest of accidents that Davenant, its keeper, was where he was in 1660. At that date, it would have occurred to no one else to invest so heavily in Shakespeare.
         

         Davenant died intestate (odd, this, for one who so often pondered the enticements of posterity) and his funeral at Westminster Abbey was a low-key affair, notable chiefly for the number of children who attended it – Davenant was thrice-married – and for the absence of ‘any lawrel upon his coffin, which [Aubrey presumed] was forgotten’. Although the inscription on his marble – ‘O rare Sir Will’ – echoed Ben Jonson’s, in most of the numerous eulogies that followed his death, his name was linked to Shakespeare’s. Opponents like Richard Flecknoe imagined Davenant arriving in Elysium to a frosty welcome from the various bards assembled there; ‘Nay, even Shakespeare, whom he thought to have found his greatest friend, was so much offended with him as any of the rest, for so spoiling and mangling his plays’ (Flecknoe, whose own posterity Dryden would soon be taking care of, believed – with some justice – that it was his Ariadne  that had first brought Italian opera into English). For Davenant’s admirers, though, the championing of Shakespeare was thought to be one of his chief triumphs. ‘Their quick inventions were the same,’ said one, without a trace of irony.
         

         Davenant passed the Shakespeare flame to Dryden but in his theatre company there was another protégé who would turn out to have a significant supporting part to play. The actor Thomas Betterton, himself a writer of plays and operas, was a Davenant-trained Shakespeare devotee. The Olivier of his age, Betterton was adored even by Pepys: indeed, it was often to see Betterton that Pepys went to Shakespeare plays. At Davenant’s urging, the actor had made it his business to take on all the great Shakespearean roles and for these – it has been claimed – he had the advantage of being coached by an old actor called John Taylor who at one time worked with Shakespeare. The story is that Taylor coached Betterton for his celebrated Hamlet, thus providing the actor with a direct line to the exact requirements of the Bard. ‘Betterton,’ it was later said, ‘performed the part as if it had been written on purpose for him, as if the author had conceived it as he plays it.’ Pepys was so struck by Betterton’s Hamlet that he did a musical setting of the ‘To be or not to be …’ speech, and in this tried to capture ‘some echo of the intonations of the great actor’. Pepys’ setting has survived and one respectable commentator has mused on it as follows:
         

         
            it is no extravagance to suggest that a note here and there enshrines the modulation of the voice of Shakespeare himself. For there is the likelihood that the dramatist was Betterton’s instructor at no more than two removes. Only the lips of Davenant, Shakespeare’s godson, and of Taylor, Shakespeare’s acting colleague, intervened between the dramatist and the Hamlet of Pepys’ diary.
            

         

         There is always a slight air of desperation about these Shakespeare stories, an almost spiritualist need to ‘make contact’, any contact. There is also an air of exasperation. How could so little have been written down by those who lived and worked with this now-vaunted figure? Shakespeare had been dead for nearly fifty years before any ‘biographical notices’ started to appear: by this time, most sources of information had dried up. In reference works of the late seventeenth century, one or two facts were noted but in general the encyclopedists were reduced to listing Shakespeare’s works and leaving it at that.
         

         Even a relatively early work like Thomas Fuller’s Worthies  (1662) had only half a page on Shakespeare, and this mostly speculation. Fuller was an unusually diligent researcher; he travelled round the country in search of ‘delightful stories’ with which to ‘flesh out’ the ‘skeleton of Time’ but, for his Shakespeare entry, he seems not to have greatly stirred himself. If Fuller had gone to Stratford, he could have interviewed some of Shakespeare’s family – a brother and a sister still survived – and he could also have checked the gravestone for the dates of Shakespeare’s birth and death, both of which he has some trouble with. When Fuller was doing his research, though, Shakespeare was not high on the list of England’s worthies.
         

         ‘Hard has been the fate of many a great genius that while they have conferr’d immortality on others, they have wanted themselves some friend, to embalm their names for posterity.’ Rather aptly, these words appear in a preface to Nicholas Rowe’s translation of the Roman poet Lucan. Rowe’s other claim to fame (apart from the Lucan and a brief spell as Poet Laureate) is that in 1709 he became the first ‘critical editor’ of Shakespeare and, with his forty-page ‘Some Account of the Life’, published as a preface to his six-volume edition of the Works,  he laid claim to be thought of as the first biographer.
         

         Rowe’s edition was badly needed at the time. It corrected printers’ errors, supplied modern spelling and punctuation, and in general smartened up the presentation. Rowe even added a few illustrations. His editorial work provided a starting point for the great textual battles of the eighteenth century and so was shortly to be superseded. His ‘Life’, though, was not substantially added to for another hundred years.
         

         If Shakespeare had indeed had a friend, a contemporary, who had wished to ‘embalm’ his name for posterity, Rowe’s task would have been a bit less hopeless. There were legends and anecdotes – Greene’s insult, Jonson’s jealousy, Davenant’s parentage, and so on – but almost nothing in the way of documentation. Some of Rowe’s legends and anecdotes are to this day under strenuous discussion in the Shakespeare Institutes and will probably never become more (or less) believable than they were when he first heard them. The problem was – and is – that Shakespeare seems not to have had the kind of friends who wrote things down. Also his fame as a writer was in suspense during the years in which one might have expected the chroniclers to go about their business. And then there was the Civil War. Aubrey had interviewed Davenant for his Brief  Lives  and had done some of the necessary legwork (possibly as early as the 1640s) but his unpublished manuscript was locked up in the Ashmolean Museum in 1693 and would not be properly published until 1898. All that the world knew of Aubrey’s jottings was in the material Anthony Wood used for his dictionary of Oxford worthies, or was in reports of Aubrey’s conversation.
         

         Unlike Aubrey, Nicholas Rowe was not the energetic type. As an editor, he peculiarly failed to track down a copy of the First Folio but used subsequent, even more error-strewn printings as his working texts. As a biographer, he exhibited a similar passivity. And this is where Betterton came in. In his old age – probably in 1708, when he was seventy-three – the actor decided that he would make a journey to Stratford ‘on purpose to gather up what Remains he could of a name for which he had so great a place’. It was Betterton to whom Rowe would own ‘a particular obligation’ for the ‘most considerable part’ of his biography. In effect, the distinguished actor served as Rowe’s principal researcher.
         

         Betterton, it seems, checked parish registers and school records. He may even have importuned a few grizzled Stratford residents. He made errors and Rowe did not double-check, but the information Betterton picked up, coupled with all the Davenant yarns he was able to remember, made him as close to a ‘living witness’ as Rowe could hope to get. There are grounds for suspecting that by this time in his life Betterton had worked up a nice line in Shakespeare-Davenant stories, but Rowe was presumably eager to accept whatever he was given. When the ‘Life’ was being written, Rowe was thirty-five, a popular new playwright; Betterton was in impoverished semi-retirement. In 1709, Rowe composed a prologue for a benefit evening for Betterton that raised £500 – not bad, when one thinks that Betterton at his peak earned £4 a week. From the accounts of his contemporaries, Rowe was of personable manners and appearance, witty and convivial, but somewhat deficient in imagination: more of a scholar than a poet, some would say. ‘He seldom pierces the heart’ but he ‘often improves the understanding’ was Dr Johnson’s summing-up. Betterton, by this time, had become something of a relic, honoured for his reputation but criticised for his tendency to cling on to the past – playing young-man roles long after he was physically out of shape. Not the ideal team, perhaps, but remembered now as the fathers of Shakespearean biography.
         

         After Rowe and Betterton, it would not be long before biography began to get entangled with Bardolatry. Soon enough, Thomas Sharpe would be selling toothpicks cut from the authentic mulberry tree that used to stand in the garden at New Place. Soon enough, there would be David Garrick’s ludicrous Stratford Jubilee, with processions, pageants, unveilings, declamations and, of course, much toast-quaffing from Sharpe’s seemingly endless supply of mulberry goblets. Garrick’s essential message was: ‘A demi-god is born.’ To this ‘Avonian Willy’, the famous actor addressed many verses and songs specially composed for the occasion. We can only surmise, and hope, that as he delivered them, he drank deeply from the magic cup:
         

         
            
               Behold this fair goblet, ’twas carved from the tree,

               Which, O my sweet Shakespeare, was planted by thee;

               As a relic I kiss it, and bow at the shrine.

               What comes from thy hand must be ever divine.

            

         

         By the mid-eighteenth century the Shakespeare industry was launched, unstoppably, and Stratford had indeed become a shrine. Sixty years after Betterton’s pioneering visit to the town, this puff for Garrick’s Jubilee was printed in the Gentleman’s  Magazine,  accompanied by the world’s first-ever picture of the Birthplace: 
         

         
            The Gothic glories of the ancient Church, the modern elegance of the Civic Hall, cease to be regarded, when it is remembered that the humble shed, in which the immortal bard first drew that breath which gladdened all the isle, is still existing; and all who have a heart to feel, and a mind to admire the truth of nature and splendour of genius, will rush thither to behold it, as a pilgrim would to the shrine of some loved saint; will deem it holy ground, and dwell with sweet though pensive rapture, on the natal habitation of the poet.
            

         

         There is a Henry James story called ‘The Birthplace, 1903’ in which these cadences are mimicked and in which James, while deploring the industry, cannot disguise his admiration for the Bard’s gifts of self-promotion: the way for a writer to promote himself, James perceives, is by not  having  a  self  to  promote. The point about relics is that there must be very few of them, and even these should be of questionable authenticity.
         

         In the story, Morris Sledge is appointed custodian of the birthplace of a great dead poet – ‘the supreme poet, the Mecca of the English-speaking race’. As a genuine admirer of the poet’s work, Sledge feels much honoured, saying to his wife: ‘The more we know  him, the more we shall love him. We don’t as yet, you see, know him so very thoroughly.’ Sledge has no difficulty in discriminating between his own ‘wish to know’ and that of the unlettered tourists who flock to inspect the birthplace: what can they know  of ‘the enshrined Presence’, ‘the great spirit’?
         

         Gradually, though, Sledge’s mystical approach falls victim to some nagging doubts. What if the birthplace is a fake? ‘Well, we don’t know. There’s very little to  know. He covered his tracks as no other human being has ever done.’ Sledge fears that if he gives voice to his doubts, he will surely get the sack, so he keeps quiet. It all comes to a head, though, when a pair of stylish Jamesian Americans turn up, a husband and wife, bearing with them ‘a nature, a culture, a facility of some sort’. She is ‘vaguely, delicately, irregularly but mercilessly pretty’ and he, of course, is rich, cultivated, thoughtful and relaxed. Overheard by Sledge, they speak as follows: 
         

         
            HE: I’m interested in what, I think, is the  interesting thing – or at all events the eternally tormenting thing. The fact of the abysmally little that, in proportion, we know.
            

            SHE: In proportion to what?
            

            HE: Well, to what there might have been – to what in fact there is – to wonder about. That’s the interest; it’s immense. He escapes us like a thief at night, carrying off – well, carrying off everything. And people pretend to catch Him like a flown canary, over whom you can close your hand and put Him back; he won’t come  back. He’s not … such a fool: it makes Him the happiest of all great men.
            

         

         Sledge is mightily impressed and weighs in with a speech about the poet’s work being invulnerable to the intrusion of all this low biographical curiosity. ‘It’s all I want,’ he says, ‘to let the author alone. Practically there is  no author; that is, for us to deal with. There are all the immortal people – in  the work; but there’s nobody else.’ To this the husband adds his, and James’s final word: ‘Yes, that’s what it comes to. There should really, to clear the matter up, be no such person.’
         

         As for Sledge: his epiphany complete, and knowing himself to be a fraud, he decides to hang on to his job. Indeed, he now evolves a curator’s performance of such excessive gravity and sub-poetic power that he himself becomes something of a celebrity: around the world, tourists speak with awe of his unforgettable birthplace address. Instead of being fired for his loss of faith, he gets a raise. And the demi-god, he’s pretty sure, would not have grudged him this.
         

         Henry James’s suggestion is that bardolatry is fuelled by the absence of biography, that if we knew more we would worship less. James, though, was writing in an age of journalism, an age in which the superior spirit believes itself to be pursued as prey, to be tied down, examined, reduced – though never, of course, comprehended. He admires and envies Shakespeare for having given no interviews, for having left no clues, for having escaped us, as a thief at night. There is now ‘no such person’; hence, the Bacon theory, the Marlowe theory, theories born of an exasperated curiosity, a thwarted love.
         

         And yet, even as we talk of Shakespeare’s disappearance, we also pay tribute to his omnipresence. Just a few years before his friend David Garrick pranced through the streets of Stratford with his mulberry wand and goblet, Samuel Johnson offered, in the preface of his Shakespeare,  a  noble delineation of the playwright’s continuing aliveness as a literary classic:
         

         
            The poet, of whose works I have undertaken the revision, may now begin to assume the dignity of an ancient, and claim the privilege of established fame and prescriptive veneration. He has long outlived his century, the test commonly fixed as a test of literary merit. Whatever advantages he might once derive from personal allusions, local customs, or temporary opinions, have for many years been lost; and every topick of merriment or motive of sorrow, which the modes of artificial life afforded him, now only obscure the scenes which they once illuminated. The effects of favour and competition are at an end; the tradition of his friendships and his enmities has perished; his works support no opinions with arguments, nor supply any faction with invectives: they can neither indulge vanity nor gratify malignity, but are read without any other reason than the desire of pleasure, and are therefore praised only as pleasure is obtained; yet, thus unassisted by interest or passion, they have passed through variations of taste and changes of manners, and, as they devolved from one generation to another, have received new honours at every transmission.
            

         

         T. S. Eliot said that any poet would forgo his corner in Westminster Abbey in exchange for words like these: ‘no poet can ask more of posterity than to be greatly honoured by the great’. Johnson’s homage to Shakespeare is, of course, free of bardolatry – he avoided Garrick’s Jubilee, causing Boswell to comment: ‘When almost every man of eminence in the literary world was happy to take part in this festival of genius, the absence of Johnson could not but be wondered at and regretted’ – and it is also unclouded by any temptation to evoke ‘the man’. There is no guesswork, no companionable reconstruction. Johnson, the inveterate biographer, measures the greatness of this poet by what has been outlived.
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            CHAPTER THREE
            

            BE KIND TO MY REMAINS: MARVELL, MILTON, DRYDEN
            

         

         
            These are to certifie every ingenious Reader, that all these poems, as also the other things in this Book contained, are Printed according to the exact copies of my late dear Husband, under his own Hand-writing, being found since his Death, among his other Papers, Witness my Hand this 15th day of October, 1680.
            

            Mary Marvell     
            

         

         So reads the notice ‘To the Reader’ at the front of Andrew Marvell’s Miscellaneous  Poems,  1681.  During his famously ‘manysided’ lifetime, Marvell published only one or two of his poems: as with Donne, the songs we now most like him for were kept well out of sight. After his death, his widow came upon a ‘few Books and Papers at a small value’. Among the papers were Marvell’s lyric poems: ‘To His Coy Mistress’, ‘The Garden’, and so on. Hence the publication three years after his death: seemingly a tender and pious act of widowhood.
         

         Marvell’s friends, though, were taken by surprise when they read his Miscellaneous  Poems.  It was not just that they did not know about the poems; they also knew nothing of the widow. So far as they had known, Marvell was unmarried. She who called herself ‘Mary Marvell’ was actually one ‘Mary Palmer’, the poet’s landlady. And so she was. Mary Palmer, so the story goes, assumed the widowhood as part of a complicated plot to get hold of some funds that were owed to the poet’s estate. Publication of the poems was a ploy: a means of declaring her entitlement. ‘Mary Marvell’ was a legal fiction.
         

         The full story of Mary’s supposed intrigue was not told until 1938, in a PMLA  article by Fred S. Tupper, but even Marvell’s earliest biographers were sceptical. In 1726, Thomas Cooke wrote of the poems: 
         

         
            [These] were published with no other but a mercenary view, and indeed not all to the honour of the deceased, by a woman with whom he lodged, who hoped by this stratagem to share in what he left behind him. He was never married.
            

         

         And in 1776, Edward Thompson entered his agreement:

         
            After the death of Mr Marvell, a work was published, said to contain the compositions already published, and other posthumous writings of the late ingenious Mr Marvell, by a woman who assumed his name, and pretended to be his wife: but as it was well known that he had never married, this cheat was detected, and the woman proved to be the keeper of the lodging he last possessed, and she had taken this disingenuous means of raising money at the expense of his fame. He had no wife, and his gallantries are unknown.
            

         

         The two commentators echo the deposition of one of Mary Palmer’s legal opponents at the time: ‘Is it probable that the said Andrew Marvell who was a member of the House of Commons for many a year together and a very learned man would undervalue himself to intermarry with so mean a person as shee?’
         

         Tupper’s clinching evidence against Mary’s claim was that she had the name ‘Palmer’ put on her gravestone. And he offered other impressive-seeming evidence: the ‘plot’ involved fugitive bankrupts, false testimonies and a mountain of depositions and counter-depositions (all to do with money that the bankrupts had lodged with their friend Marvell in order to keep it out of the hands of creditors). His article concluded: ‘Andrew Marvell never married.’ And this verdict has been generally accepted. And yet several doubts still nag. William Empson has imaginatively challenged Tupper’s reading of several of the original documents, but even an amateur perusal of Tupper’s essay leaves an impression that the argument is being pushed too hard. For example, Mary in one of her depositions went so far as to name the date of her wedding with Marvell and the church where it took place. Tupper discovered that the relevant church records had (by 1938) gone missing and in his essay ventured the explanation that Mary, some two hundred and fifty years earlier, might have made them disappear: ‘it is not a completely fantastic possibility that Mrs Palmer herself, fearing eventualities, saw to it that that particular volume of registers disappeared. The missing volume … covers the period through 1683.’ In its ‘scholarly’ context, this surely has an over-eager ring. But then, as Empson points out, everyone seems over-eager to dissociate Marvell from ‘so mean a person as shee’. At the same time, no one can pretend to know enough about him even to guess what sort of woman it would have been ‘in character’ for him to marry. He remains one of the most unknowable of poets: an ‘elusive, unrecorded character’. Until the marriage register of the Church of the Holy Trinity in the Little Minories actually turns up, we cannot be certain that Marvell’s poems were not  saved by Mrs Mary Marvell. In any event, she has a strong claim to be thought of as our first literary widow.
         

         The real poignancy of the Marvell story, though, is that it seems to fit so well with what we know of Marvell’s personality: there is in it a nice balance between expedient motive and elevated outcome that the poet might indeed have smiled on. Marvell died suddenly, of a ‘tertian ague’ (possibly malaria, although ‘Whether Fate or Art untwined his thread/Remains in doubt’; there were rumours that the Jesuits had poisoned him because of his recent pamphlet protests against creeping ‘popery’). So far as we know, he made no arrangements for preserving or handing on his poetry: he left no will. And yet his manuscripts show that he was a serious craftsman: he wanted to build poems that would last.
         

         Known now as the laureate of Cromwell, Marvell was also the laureate of early retirement – a post for which, it must be said, there are numerous contenders. A good book could be written – perhaps has been written – on the cult of retirement in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century verse. No doubt Marvell believed that he would get around to organising things just as soon as he was finally ‘settled in some secret nest’ out in the country. His habits of secrecy and paradox were so ingrained as to have become almost instinctual and yet there is a yearning for the disentangled at the heart of his best work. And as to the matter of his poetic fame, it is hard to believe that his close association with Milton was not without its moments of modestly emulative awe.
         

         Indeed Marvell – had he reached retirement – might have made an ideal literary executor for the ‘mighty poet’ he had worked for, protected and – in the year of Milton’s death, it is believed – so subtly praised:
         

         
            
               Pardon me, mighty Poet, nor despise

               My causeless, yet not impious, surmise.

                
               But I am now convinc’d, and none will dare

               Within thy Labours to pretend a Share.

               Thou hast not miss’d one thought that could be fit,

               And all that was improper dost omit:

               So that no room is here for Writers left,

               But to detect their Ignorance or Theft.

            

         

         In the seventeenth century, of course, the title ‘literary executor’ was not in use. Authors dreamed and wrote of fame, and most of them (however coy or sheepish in their public manner) took it for granted that literary repute was worth pursuing, but nobody did much about trying to set his posterity in order. In part, this was because there was no such thing as a ‘literary profession’ in the sense that we conceive of it today. Also the idea of a ‘posterity’ was mostly nebulous, and deeply interfused with the idea of heaven, with Temples of Fame, celestial roll-calls, good talk in the Elysian Fields.
         

         In ‘Lycidas’, Milton seeks to console his dead young poet friend with evocations of perpetual fame but makes it clear that ‘Fame is no plant that grows on mortal soil … In Heav’n expect thy meed.’ Some authors of later epochs would see this as scant comfort, and we suspect that Milton also saw it thus: after all, the poet he mourned had not lived long enough to secure much earthly recognition. Milton himself was customarily contemptuous of his literary contemporaries – ‘libidinous and ignorant Poetasters’ – and seemingly unsusceptible to their influence and commendation. But he would not have been content to settle – in perpetuity – for other-worldly fame. A poet by vocation, for a time he is lured by duty into prose, but he leaves us in no doubt that the sacrifice should be thought of as momentous.
         

         For Milton, the idea of ‘belonging to the immortals’ did indeed suggest rewards in heaven: it meant pleasing the ‘great taskmaster’ and praying ‘to that eternall spirit who can enrich with all utterance and knowledge, and sends out his seraphim with the hallowed fire of his Altar to touch and purify the lips of whom he pleases’, but it also meant exactly what it said. It meant defeating death, on earth, by force of language. It meant an acknowledgement, by the world, that he had joined the company of Homer, Virgil, Ariosto, Tasso; it meant inheritance and procreation. It also meant, for Milton, Englishness: the adorning of his native tongue, the interpreting and expounding ‘of the best and sagest things among mine own citizens throughout this island in the mother dialect’. The idea of an English epic, or the idea that by no other means could English be sufficiently ‘adorned’ as to begin ranking with the languages of the immortals, can be traced back to Spenser – via Davenant, if we so please – but in Milton the idea is promoted with a new and urgent gravitas that would have to be reckoned with by his descendants.
         

         *

         John Dryden, nearing the end of his life and preparing to offer to the world his versions of ‘our old English poet Chaucer’, had a clear enough image of an English literary family tree:
         

         
            For Spenser and Fairfax both flourished in the reign of Queen Elizabeth: Great Masters in our Language; and who saw much further into the Beauties of our Numbers, than those who immediately followed them. Milton was the poetical son of Spenser, and Mr Waller of Fairfax; for we have our Lineal Descents and Clans, as well as other Families: Spenser more than once insinuates that the Soul of Chaucer was transfus’d into his Body; and that he was begotten by him Two hundred years after his decease.
            

         

         In a century obsessed with questions of ‘lineal descent’, it was natural enough for Dryden to defend the native literary tradition as if it were a threatened dynasty: he is the first great writer to promote the idea of a specifically English tradition. When critics of the day compared the moderns unfavourably with the Great Masters of antiquity, Dryden arraigned them as literary traitors, as ‘auxiliary troops turned our enemyes’ or as ‘insects’ who ‘manifestly aim at the destruction of our Poetical Church and State’.
         

         Dryden felt that he was Shakespeare’s heir, with filial rights of emendation: when Shakespeare was disparaged by outsiders (that is to say, by critics other than himself), it was evident to Dryden that the attacks were really aimed at him. Indeed, with this writer, we can often take ‘modern’ to mean ‘me’. His vanity aside, though, the importance of Dryden’s several ruminations on tradition is that he understood, as no one else did, that literary inheritance is more to do with overlaps than with handovers. He saw that the question never could be either/or. It was understandable enough, and perhaps healthy, for modern writers to think of the past as a burden, and understandable too that the present should now and then demean itself with talk of ‘the giant Race before the flood’. There was a difference, however, between a studious, correctly – even correctively – filial veneration of the old and the sort of polemical opportunism which Dryden believed to be at the base of his opponents’ assaults upon the new.
         

         In one of his best, and best-known, poems, ‘To My Dear Friend Mr Congreve’, Dryden addressed the 23-year-old William Congreve as his heir:
         

         
            
               Oh that your Brows my Lawrel had sustain’d, 
               

               Well had I been Depos’d, if you had reign’d!

               The Father had descended for the Son;

               For only you are lineal to the Throne.

                                         … Thou shalt be seen,

               (Tho’ with some short Parenthesis between:)

               High on the Throne of Wit; and seated there,

               Not mine (that’s little) but thy Lawrel wear.

            

         

         This concept of literary inheritance was nothing to do with money or manuscripts or wills, but it was not a fanciful abstraction. For Dryden, in spite of all the self-centredness, it had a genuinely vital meaning. Although he left no will, nor any directions for his funeral (so that wildly improbable accounts of that event circulated for many a year afterwards – see Johnson’s Life  for the funniest and cruellest version), Dryden made sure that everybody knew what he would like to happen next. The poem to Congreve was written as a Prologue to that playwright’s newest work, The  Double  Dealer,  and it marked Dryden’s own retirement from the theatre. When the old poet hands his laurel to the new, he is, to be sure, thumbing his nose at other possible contenders, and showing that high appointments are in his gift too. But Dryden did genuinely like and admire Congreve (who, a year earlier, had said of Dryden’s Persius translations: ‘Old Stoick Virtue, clad in rugged lines/Polish’d by you, in Modern Brilliant shines’) and there is no hint of cunning or affectation in his plea: ‘Be kind to my remains’. Just as he, Dryden, has been prepared to do battle for his great predecessors, so he would hope now to deserve some protection from his youthful legatee:
         

         
            
               Already I am worn with Cares and Age;

               And just abandoning th’Ungrateful Stage:

               Unprofitably kept at Heav’ns expence,

               I live a Rent-charge on his Providence:

               But You, whom ev’ry Muse and Grace adorn,

               Whom I foresee to better Fortune born,

            

            
            

            
               Be kind to my Remains; and oh defend,

               Against Your Judgement Your departed Friend!

               Let not the Insulting Foe my Fame pursue;

               But shade those Lawrels which descend to You:

               And take for Tribute what these Lines express:

               You merit more; nor cou’d my Love do less.

            

         

         When Dryden wrote this, he was sixty and had seven more years to live. Congreve was twenty-three, and newly famous. It was a generous tribute and it ‘sank deep into the heart of Congreve’. In 1718, Congreve introduced Dryden’s Works  in six volumes and in his Dedication wrote as follows: ‘In some very Elegant, tho’ very partial Verses which he did me the Honour to write to me, he recommended it to me to be  kind  to  his  Remains.  I was then, and have been ever since most sensibly touched with that Expression: and the more so, because I could not find in my self the means of satisfying the Passion which I felt in me, to do something answerable to an Injunction laid upon me in so Pathetick and so Amicable a manner.’ The collected edition was his answer.
         

         As Congreve presumably well knew, Dryden had recommended other duties to his care and these were not so easy to fulfil. Two years before Dryden died, Congreve was attacked by Jeremy Collier in a View  of  the  Immorality  and  Profaneness  of  the  English  Stage.  Dryden, who was included in the attack, kept silent; indeed later on he seemed almost to concede that the eloquently censorious Collier might have had a point. Congreve took the field alone, and was trounced. He was not in Collier’s league as a polemicist and in any case adopted a foolishly near-apologetic line of self-defence, pleading in effect that Collier had read into the plays indecencies that were not there. Collier’s victory was conceded on all sides; Congreve was humiliated; it was later said that he was ‘too much hurt’ to defend himself effectively. It may also have been, as Congreve admitted, that Collier ‘had a fair appearance of Right on his side’. Two years later, in the year of Dryden’s death, Congreve announced his  retirement from the stage, at the age of thirty, and shortly after the first performance of his best play, The  Way  of  the  World.  So much for Lineal Descent.
         

         Congreve’s retirement has been much grumbled at, by Johnson, Macaulay, Voltaire, and others: as if, in Johnson’s wording, he was guilty of ‘ingratitude’ to the Muses. These great and energetic writers have seemed baffled by the spectacle of lapsed ambition. Unluckily there are some comic aspects to the playwright’s long years of literary leisure (although he was not that  leisured and the poetry he wrote post-1700 has been unfairly scorned), and when he died he managed further to offend Johnson and the others by leaving all his money – some £10,000 – to his ‘close friend’, the Duchess of Marlborough, ‘in whose immense wealth such a legacy was as a drop in the bucket’. So said Johnson. And Macaulay gave us the following report on poor Congreve’s ‘keeper of the flame’:
         

         
            The great lady buried her friend with a pomp seldom seen at the funerals of poets … Her Grace laid out her friend’s bequest in a superb diamond necklace, which she wore in honour of him, and, if report is to be believed, showed her regard for him in ways much more extraordinary. It is said that a statue of him in ivory, which moved by clockwork, was placed daily at her table, that she had a wax doll made in imitation of him, and that the feet of the doll were regularly blistered and anointed by doctors, as poor Congreve’s feet had been when he suffered from the gout.
            

         

         Another account has the statue life-sized, dressed in Congreve’s clothes, and so contrived by the Duchess ‘as to nod mechanically when she spoke to it’. A far cry, it might seem, from the effigy of Donne, as described for us by Izaak Walton.
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