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cellor of Anne and Georn;e I. His grandfaMier was that Spencer

Cowper, jiuige of the Common I'leas, for love of whom the pretty

Quakeress drowned hers';lf, and who, by the rancour of party, was
indicted for her murder. His father, the Rev. John Cowper, D.D.,

was Ciiaphun to George II. His mother was a Donne, of the race

of the poet, and descended by several lines from Henry III. A
Whig and a gentleman he was by birth, a Whig and a gentleman

he remained to the end. He was born on the T5th November (old

sty'e), 1 73 1, in his father's rectory o*f Beiichampstead. From
nature he received, with a large measure of the gifts of genius,

a still larger measure of its painful sensibilities. In his portrait

by Komney the brow bespeaks intellect, the features feeling and
refinement, the eye madness. The stronger parts of character, the

combative and propelling forces, he evidently lacked from the be-

ginning. For the battle of life he was totally unfit. His judgment
in its healthy state was, even on practical questions, sound enough,
as his letters abundantly prove ; but his sen'iibility not only ren-

dered him incapable of wrestling with a rough world, but kept him
always on the verge of madness, and frequently plunrred him into it.

To the malady which threw him out of active life we owe not

the meanest of English poets.

At ii;e age of thirty-two, writing of himself, he says, " I am of a

v«."v singular temper, and very unlike all the men that I have ever
conversed with. Certainly I am not an absolute fool, but 1 have
more weakness than the greatest of all the fools I can recollect at

present. In short, if I was as fit for the next world as I am unfit

for this—and God forbid I should speak it in vanity— I would not

change conditions with any saint in Christendom." Folly produces

nothing good, and if Cowper had been an absolute fool, he would
not have written good poetry. But he does not exaggerate his own
weakness, and that he should have become a power among men is

a remarkable triumph of the influences which have given birth to

Christian civilization.

The world into which the child came was one very adverse to

him, and at thf» same time very much in need of him. It was a

world frc'ii which the spirit of poetiy seemed to have fled. There
' -^'ild be I o stronger proof of th's than the occupation of the throne

of Spense., Sh?'v;;peare, and Milton by the arch-versifier Pope.

The Kcvo'ut:-)n cl i688 was glorious, but unlike the Puritan Rev-
-!u(it,n whic! '. '".llowed, and in the political sphere partly ratified,

! w;; ; proft u; dl_. piosaic. Spiritual religion, the source of Puritan

gnii der- .,(K of the poetry of Milton, wa-^ almost extinct; there

was not much more of it among the Nonconformists, who had now
become to a great extent mere Whigs, with a decided Unitarian
tendency. The Church was little better than a political force, cul-

tivated and manipulated by political leaders for their own purposes.
The Bishops were either politicians or theological polemics collect-

ing trophies of victory over free-thinkers as titles to higher prefer-
ment. The inferior clergy, is a body, were far nearer in character
to Trulliber than to Dr. Primrose ; coarse, sordid, neglectful of


