

    [image: cover]


  



  

    

  




  Love Letters


  of Great Men








  

    

  




  Love Letters


  of Great Men




  Edited by Ursula Doyle




  MACMILLAN








  

    

  




  [image: logo]




  First published 2008 by Macmillan




  This electronic edition published 2008 by Macmillan


  an imprint of Pan Macmillan Ltd


  Pan Macmillan, 20 New Wharf Rd, London N1 9RR


  Basingstoke and Oxford


  Associated companies throughout the world


  www.panmacmillan.com




  ISBN 978-0-230-74014-3 in Adobe Reader format


  ISBN 978-0-230-74013-6 in Adobe Digital Editions format


  ISBN 978-0-230-74015-0 in Mobipocket format




  This selection and commentary © Ursula Doyle 2008




  The right of Ursula Doyle to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.




  You may not copy, store, distribute, transmit, reproduce or otherwise make available this publication (or any part of it) in any form, or by any means (electronic,

  digital, optical, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication

  may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.




  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.




  Visit www.panmacmillan.com to read more about all our books and to buy them. You will also find features, author interviews and news of any author events, and

  you can sign up for e-newsletters so that you're always first to hear about our new releases.








  

    

  




  To the memory of three great men:
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  Introduction




  The commonly held view these days is that people don’t write love letters any more, and that email and text messaging are death to romance. And it does seem unlikely that

  even the most impassioned lover would today claim, as the playwright Congreve does, that ‘nothing but you can lay hold of my mind, and that can lay hold of nothing but you’; then again,

  Congreve was a literary genius. But Nelson most definitely was not, and even he came up with the stirring formulation, to Lady Hamilton, ‘Nelson’s Alpha and Omega is Emma!’

  Perhaps people have grown less romantic and more cynical. Or perhaps people were less self-conscious than we are today; certainly, irony, the presiding spirit of our age, has almost no place in

  this collection.




  So, while reading all these love letters, and finding out the stories behind them, it was tempting to think that we modern barbarians have lost faith, both in love itself and in the art of its

  expression. But in fact, for the most part, it wasn’t the elegantly worked, impassioned declarations that I found most touching in the letters that follow, or rather, not those alone; it was

  when they bumped up against more prosaic concerns, like the unreliability of the postal service, or the need for clean linen, or the sending of regards to the beloved’s mother, or a

  description of a dream, that the letters suddenly came alive somehow, and their writers seemed more human. It could be argued that the flowery declarations were more for show (and, in some cases,

  posterity) than the genuine expression of genuine feeling – that they grew from convention rather than conviction. And there is a case for calling this book, ‘Great Men: Going On About

  Themselves Since AD 61’ – certainly some of those here would have benefited from being taken aside and gently told: it’s not All About You.




  But to claim that a text message saying IN PUB FTBL XTR TIME BACK LATR XX is more genuine, and therefore romantic, than a declaration such as Byron’s that ‘I

  more than love you and cannot cease to love you’ is obviously nonsense. So while it is to be hoped that this collection entertains, moves and sometimes amuses its readers, it might also serve

  to remind today’s Great Men that literary genius is not a requirement for a heartfelt letter – or text message, or email – of love.




  Ursula Doyle, London, 2008








  




  John Donne


  Anne Donne


  Un-done




  

    John Donne writing from Fleet Prison to his wife


    after their secret wedding, December 1601
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  Pliny the Younger (Gaius Plinius Caecilius Secundus) was the son of a landowner in northern Italy. After the death of his father, he was brought up by his uncle, Pliny the

  Elder, the author of a famous encyclopaedia on natural history. In AD 79, Pliny the Elder was killed during the eruption of Vesuvius.




  Pliny had a career in law and government, first as a consul, and then as governor of a Roman province. He left behind ten books of letters: nine to friends and colleagues, the tenth to the

  emperor Trajan.
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  To Calpurnia, his wife




  You will not believe what a longing for you possesses me. The chief cause of this is my love; and then we have not grown used to be apart. So it comes to pass that I lie awake

  a great part of the night, thinking of you; and that by day, when the hours return at which I was wont to visit you, my feet take me, as it is so truly said, to your chamber, but not finding you

  there I return, sick and sad at heart, like an excluded lover. The only time that is free from these torments is when I am being worn out at the bar, and in the suits of my friends. Judge you what

  must be my life when I find my repose in toil, my solace in wretchedness and anxiety. Farewell.
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  Henry VIII first encountered Anne Boleyn in 1526, when he was married to his first wife, Katherine of Aragon. The Roman Catholic Church did not allow divorce, and so Henry,

  obsessed with Anne, who refused to become his mistress, moved heaven and earth to persuade the Pope to grant him an annulment. The Pope refused, which led to Henry’s break with Rome and the

  establishment of the Church of England with Henry as its Supreme Head (Henry did not have problems with self-esteem: see the kind gift to Anne he mentions in the letter below). The couple were

  finally married, after seven years of turmoil, in January 1533, and Anne gave birth to her daughter Elizabeth (who became Elizabeth I) that September. In May 1536, Queen Anne was arrested and

  charged with adultery with several men including her own brother, George, Viscount Rochford. She was found guilty, and beheaded at the Tower of London. On the same day, her marriage to Henry was

  declared null and void. Eleven days later, Henry married Jane Seymour, the only one of the lucky six wives to bear him a son who survived him, Edward VI.
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  To Anne Boleyn




  My Mistress and my Friend:


  My heart and I surrender themselves into your hands, and we supplicate to be commended to your good graces, and that by absence your affections may not be diminished to us, for that would be to

  augment our pain, which would be a great pity, since absence gives enough, and more than I ever thought could be felt. This brings to my mind a fact in astronomy, which is, that the further the

  poles are from the sun, notwithstanding, the more scorching is the heat. Thus is it with our love; absence has placed distance between us, nevertheless fervor increases – at least on my part.

  I hope the same from you, assuring you that in my case the anguish of absence is so great that it would be intolerable were it not for the firm hope I have of your indissoluble affection towards

  me. In order to remind you of it, and because I cannot in person be in your presence, I send you the thing which comes nearest that is possible, that is to say, my picture, and the whole device,

  which you already know of, set in bracelets, wishing myself in their place when it pleases you. This is from the hand of




  Your servant and friend,




  H.R.
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  William Congreve was a celebrated dramatist, best known for his play The Way of the World; Arabella Hunt was a musician at Court and a favourite of Queen Mary. Arabella

  was married in 1680 to one James Howard; she filed for an annulment six months later on the not-unreasonable grounds that James was actually a cross-dressing widow called Amy Poulter.

  Unsurprisingly, Arabella never married again (‘Mrs’ was at this time an honorary form of address for a woman out of her teens). Congreve also remained unmarried, but had longstanding

  love affairs with Anna Bracegirdle, an actress for whom he wrote a number of parts, and Henrietta, Duchess of Marlborough, with whom he had a daughter in 1723.
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  To Mrs Arabella Hunt




  Dear Madam


  – Not believe that I love you? You cannot pretend to be so incredulous. If you do not believe my tongue, consult my eyes, consult your own. You will find by yours that they have charms; by

  mine that I have a heart which feels them. Recall to mind what happened last night. That at least was a lover’s kiss. Its eagerness, its fierceness, its warmth, expressed the god its parent.

  But oh! Its sweetness, and its melting softness expressed him more. With trembling in my limbs, and fevers in my soul, I ravish’d it. Convulsions, pantings, murmurings shew’d the mighty

  disorder within me: the mighty disorder increased by it. For those dear lips shot through my heart, and thro’ my bleeding vitals, delicious poison, and an avoidless but yet a charming

  ruin.




  What cannot a day produce? The night before I thought myself a happy man, in want of nothing, and in fairest expectation of fortune; approved of by men of wit, and applauded by others. Pleased,

  nay charmed with my friends, my then dearest friends, sensible of every delicate pleasure, and in their turns possessing all.




  But Love, almighty Love, seems in a moment to have removed me to a prodigious distance from every object but you alone. In the midst of crowds I remain in solitude. Nothing but you can lay hold

  of my mind, and that can lay hold of nothing but you. I appear transported to some foreign desert with you (oh, that I were really thus transported!), where, abundantly supplied with everything, in

  thee, I might live out an age of uninterrupted ecstasy.




  The scene of the world’s great stage seems suddenly and sadly chang’d. Unlovely objects are all around me, excepting thee; the charms of all the world appear to be translated to

  thee. Thus in this sad, but oh, too pleasing state! my soul can fix upon nothing but thee; thee it contemplates, admires, adores, nay depends on, trusts on you alone.




  If you and hope forsake it, despair and endless misery attend it.
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  Richard Steele was a journalist, writer and politician, who with his friend Joseph Addison founded the Spectator magazine. Mary Scurlock was his second wife; he met her

  at the funeral of his first, and courted her with a single-minded passion. The second letter here, written two weeks before their wedding, is both amusing and touching in Steele’s description

  of himself as a man completely distracted from day-to-day concerns by thoughts of his beloved. Richard and Mary were married in 1707, although their marriage remained secret for some time after

  that, perhaps for reasons of propriety – this could explain the rather mundane postscript to the third letter below. Their marriage was famously happy, although sometimes tempestuous, and she

  remained throughout his life his ‘dear Prue’. Steele wrote his wife more than four hundred letters both before and during their marriage; she died in 1718.
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  To Mary Scurlock




  Madam,


  With what language shall I address my lovely fair to acquaint her with the sentiments of a heart she delights to torture? I have not a minute’s quiet out of your sight; and when I am with

  you, you use me with so much distance, that I am still in a state of absence, heightened with a view of the charms which I am denied to approach. In a word, you must give me either a fan, a mask or

  a glove you have worn, or I cannot live; otherwise you must expect that I’ll kiss your hand, or, when I next sit by you, steal your handkerchief. You yourself are too great a bounty to be

  secured at once; therefore I must be prepared by degrees, lest the mighty gift distract me with joy.




  Dear Miss Scurlock, I am tired with calling you by that name; therefore, say the day in which you will take that of, Madam, your most obedient, most devoted, humble servant,




  Rich. Steele




  


  August 1707 (two weeks before their wedding)




  Madam,


  It is the hardest thing in the world to be in love and yet attend to business. As for me all who speak to me find me out, and I must lock myself up or other people will do it for me.




  A gentleman asked me this morning, ‘What news from Lisbon?’ and I answered, ‘She is exquisitely handsome.’ Another desired to know when I had last been

  at Hampton Court. I replied, ‘It will be on Tuesday come se’nniht.’ Pr’ythee, allow me at least to kiss your hand before that day, that my mind may be in some composure. O

  love!




  A thousand torments dwell about me!




  Yet who would live to live without thee?




  Methinks I could write a volume to you; but all the language on earth would fail in saying how much and with what disinterested passion I am ever yours–




  Rich. Steele




  


  7 October 1707




  My Loved Creature,


  I write this only to bid you good-night and assure you of my diligence in the matter I told you of.




  You may assure yourself I value you according to your merit which is saying that you have my heart by all the ties of beauty, virtue, good nature and friendship. I find by the progress I have

  made to-night, that I shall do my business effectually in two days’ time. Write me word you are in good humour which will be the highest pleasure to your obliged husband,




  Rich. Steele




  I shall want some linen from your house tomorrow.
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  George Farquhar was born in Londonderry, the son of a clergyman, and educated at Trinity College, Dublin. On leaving Trinity, he tried his hand as an actor, but suffered from

  paralysing stage fright. He made his way to London where his first play, Love and a Bottle, was staged in 1698, telling the story of an Irishman newly arrived in the city who is a great

  success with the ladies. By all accounts, Farquhar was himself both handsome and charming, a wit and a troublemaker.




  One night in a tavern, Farquhar heard a young woman named Anne Oldfield reading aloud behind the bar. He was so convinced by her talent that he introduced her to friends in the theatre, and she

  was taken on as an actress at Drury Lane.




  George and Anne’s liaison was not long lasting, and in 1703 George married a widow named Margaret Pemell. He had money troubles all his life, and health problems, but even when his

  difficulties were at their height he was still writing his dazzling and iconoclastic comedies, the best-known of which is probably The Recruiting Officer.




  Anne Oldfield began a long-term relationship with an MP named Arthur Mainwaring at around the same time as George’s marriage. Her career went from strength to strength, and by the time she

  died in 1730 she was both rich and famous. She is buried in Westminster Abbey.
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