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PREFA CE 

When I began my s tudy of William Cowper , I wa s a ma z ed 

and a lmost overwhelmed by him; the ge ntleness of h is natur e 

I mist oo k f or effeminacy ; h is re l igi ou s turm o ils , f or 

fanaticism; his desire f or s eclusi on , f o r e cc entri c ity. The 

more I read, h owever, t he more fa sc inated I bec am e. It wa s 

only aft er I had read hi s wo r ks t ha t I began t o un d erstan d 

him as a person. I le a rned t ha t he wa s fearles s in seekin g 

the trut h , t ha t he believed in t h e integrity of hi s own 

judgment, hated in s incerity and a f fe ctati on , and gen uinely 

l oved hi s fellow man . I came t o admire hi s re gard f or 

justic e and hi s very r ea l s ympathy f or t he poor--t hei r ha r d 

s hips an d suffering--as evidenced in hi s l ett e rs and his 

poetry. Hi s work s erved to e l evate h umble lif e to an honor 

ab le and stately p l ace a s poetic materia l . His love of 

freed om was apparent in many issues · but was most s tartling 

in hi s desi re to give the political fr eed om of Engli s hmen t o 

a ll slaves everywhe re and t o give t he freed om of Chri s tian s 

t o a ll pe ople he ld in spiritua l bo ndage. It wa s clear that 

Cowper co nceived of Chri s tianity a s a me an s f o r righting th e 

wro ng s of t he wo rld. It i s unf ortunate t ha t he became so 

entangl e d in hi s own fear s an d doubt s t ha t hi s e nti re life 

wa s influen c ed by them. 
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Few men have been the center of more co ntr oversy than 

ha s William Cowper. His life is a pathetic s t ory o f a shy 

and timid geniu s wh o f ound the wor l d of men t oo r ough and wh o 

withdrew to nature like a wounded anima l . The event s in his 

life are few but rema r kab l e. He was the victim of fear , d oubt, 

me l anch ol y, and madness. He was a man o f fine taste, tender 

feelings, and p l ain s ince r ity; he wr ote ab out the simpler 

things of life that inte r ested and t ouched him. He ha s been 

ca l led the mos t s en s itive and morbidly s eri ou s of all the 

Engli s h poe t s. Hi s positi on a s the fir s t Eng l i s h poet t o 

champi on the new mi ss i onary impul s e exten s ively in hi s ver se 

s eem s t o be u n chal l enged. He i s al so kn own a s one o f th e 

g r ea t e st o f t he Eng l i s h l e tter wri t er s. 

Sc ho lars have dev ot ed them s e l ve s t o a st udy o f t hi s 

ex t remely s hy and painfu l ly fearfu l man. De fini t e rea so n s 

f o r hi s re c urring s eizures of melanch ol y and in s anity have 

been so ught and pr opos ed but never estab l i s hed. I n thi s 

s t udy I d o no t offe r any c onc l usi on s o r reas on s of my own 

co nce r ning this psych o l ogica l p ro b l em , a l th ough I am attempting 

pr ima r i l y t o s tudy the backg ro und and organic structure of 

the poetry o f Co wper . I sh ow that hi s th oughts , words , and 

deed s were tinged with the fee l ing s of s e l f- do ubt , the fear 

o f da mna tio n , the ab s en c e o f s a l vati on , and th e un certainty 

o f the everla s t i ng g r a c e o f Go d in hi s own life . 
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CHAPTER I 

THE POET SPEAKI NG 

William Cowper , eighteenth-century lett e r wri ter and 

poet, was one of the link s bet ween Po pe and t he r oman t i c re

vival , be tween t he ne ocl a ss icist s and t he r omanti c i sts. I n 

·hi s early c a reer he a cce pted t h e literary fa s hi on s inh er i ted 

f rom t he ne ocl a ss i cists. La ter, a s f o r example in The Ta s k , 

he was less dependent u pon hi s predecessors; he del igh ted in 

na ture and in homely chara cters ; he wa s su bje ci ive an d hi s 

cl a ssicis m was modified by r oman t ic fee li ng s; ne verthe less, 

he is usu a ll y regarded a s mor e remin isc ent of the cl a ssi ca l 

agetha n anticipative of the romantic. It is these manife s ta-

ti ons--f ee lin g s and idea s-- l ite r ary mode s, that this s tudy 

of Cow per i s most c on cern ed with. 

Cowper began writing p oetry at Bath when he was 

s eventeen years o l d . He f ound the hee l of a s h oe and began 

a poem ab out it. In a ha l f-m oc king , ha l f - ban t ering t one, he 

ad opted the conv en tion of addres s ing Fortu ne and s peak in g of 

hi s Muse : 

F ortune, I t hank t hee : gentle God des s , thanks ! 
Not t ha t my Muse, t h ough ba s hf ul , s ha ll deny 
She would have t hank ed t h ee rat her ha dst t hou c a st 
A tre a s ure i n he r way; f o r ne i t her nee d 
Of early b rea kfa st, t o d i s pel the fume s 
And bowel-r a kin g pain s of e mpt in e ss, 
Nor noo ntide fea st , no r evening 's cool re pa s t, 

1 



Hopes s he from thi s , presumptu ous ness,--th ough perhaps 
The cobbler, leather-carving arti s t, might. 
Nath l e ss s he thanks thee, and accept s thy boo n, 
Whatever; no t a s erst the fab l ed c ock, 
Vain-gl ori ous f oo l , unkn owing what he f ound , 
Spurned t he ri c h gem th ou gavest him. Wheref ore, ah ! 
Why not o n me that fav our (worthi e r s ure !) 

2 

Confe r red s t th ou , Godd e ss? Th ou art b l ind , t h ou s ay' s t: 
En ough ! t hy b l in d ne ss s ha l l excu s e th e dee d. I 

In t he fir st few line s he imitate s ; he f oll ows co nven t i on s . 

He t a l ks ab out the man wh o lost th e s h oe he el , t he n l ap s e s 

in to t he co nv en t i ona l pa tte rn on c e again. He illu st ra t e s an d 

mora l i z e s: 

Thu s fare s i t oft wi t h ot he r t han t he feet 
Of h umble villager : t he s tatesman thu s, 
Up t he st e ep r oad whe re p r oud ambi t i o n lead s , 
As piring, fir s t uninterrupted winds 
Hi s p ro spe ro u s way ; nor fear s mi s carriage f oul. 
While p o licy prevai ls and friends pr ove true : 
Bu t that s upp ort so on failing , by him l eft, 
Betrayed , deserted,--fr om hi s airy height 
Head lo ng he fa lls , a nd thr ough the rest o f life 
Drag s the du ll l oad of di s app o intment on.2 

Again in the s e li ne s we s ee the so cia l and ethica l ideas of 

the day ; we re co gni z e the ol d theme of fa ll en greatnes s ; and 

we kn ow Cowper i s no t attempting t o deve lo p a s tyle o f hi s 

own; he ha s something t o s ay and he i s trying t o s ay it. 

Thi s fi rs t poem wri tt en while he wa s s ti l l a s tuden t wa s an 

i mi t a t i on o f J ohn Phi 11 i p ' s "S p 1 e nd id Shi 11 i n g . " " It s e a s y 

1Th e Po et i ca l Wor k s tl William Cow pe r , ed . Wi ll iam 
Be nham ( Londo n : Ma c mi ll an an d Company , Limi t ed, 1924), p. 1 , 
11. 1-16. Be c au se a ll qu ot a t i on s fr om t he poe ms are fr om 
t hi s vo lume , t he n c ef or t h i t wil l be c i ted by t he s h ort ti tl e , 
The Po e t i c a l Wor k s . 

2 J bi d., pp. 1-2 , 11. 36-4 5 . 



and finished rhythm su gge sts that it wa s by no mean s the 

on ly a tt emp t o f the kind. " 1 

After writing t hi s fir st high l y imi t a tive poe m, 

Cow per left West min ster an d was ar t i cled to a sol icit or, 

3 

Mr. Chapman, o f Ely Pl a ce, Holborn. Not far off in 

Sout hamp ton Row, l iv ed hi s uncle As h le y Cow per and hi s t hre e 

daughter s. It wa s arrang ed that Wil l iam s hou ld visit hi s 

uncle 's h ous eh ol d every Sund ay. Be f or e lon g he fe ll deep ly 

in love with his cousin, The odor a, t o wh om he began writing 

love poems. Addres s ed to "D e l ia " and " Celia, " these lo ve 

songs are the record of h is courtship. Fro m the evidence of 

his verse and hi s letters, we be l ieve that Cowper wa s deep l y 

in love with The od ora . To a ll appearance s, s he returned his 

love. They quarre l ed often; they l aughed and j oked ab out 

the q uarre ls and reconciliati on s ; and we se e the poet a s a 

gay young man , happily in l ove. He had c a st a sid e a ll the 

d oubt s and fears o f life t ha t had a ss ai led him bef o re . He 

ha d c hang ed, and t he chang es are evident in hi s works. I n 

o ne of hi s poe ms, he revea ls him sel f and, a t t he s am e ti me, 

keeps h is se ri ous ne ss blende d wi t h ju st t he r igh t am ou nt o f 

fun a t hi s own expense: 

p. XXV. 

Wi lliam was once a ba s hf ul y outh; 
Hi s modesty wa s s uch, 

Tha t one might s ay (t o say t he trut h ) 
He rat her had t oo mu ch. 

1t\Til l iam Benham, I ntr oduction, The Poetical Work s, 



Some said that it was want o f sen s e, 
An d others want of spirit, 

(So ble st a thing i s impudence, ) 
While ot hers coul d not bear it. 

But some a different notion had, 
And at each other winking, 

Ob s erved, that though he littl e said, 
He paid it off with thinking. 

Howe ' er it ha ppened, by degree s, 
He mended and grew perter; 

In co mpany wa s more at ea se, 
And dre ss ed a littl e s mar t er. 

Nay, now and t hen would l oo k qui t e gay, 
As ot her pe op le do; 

And someti mes s ai d, o r tr i ed to s ay, 
A witty t hing or so . 

He e yed t he women, an d ma d e fre e 
To c omm ent on t heir s hap es ; 

So that t he re wa s, o r see med t o be, 
No fear o f a re l ap se . 

The women s aid , wh o t hought him r ough 
But now no l onger f oo lish 

" The cre a tures may d o we ll en ough, 
But wants a dea l o f pol i s h. " 

At len gth, improved fr om head to heel, 
'Twere scarc e t oo much to say, 

No dancing bear wa s s o gentee l, 
Or ha l f so degage. 

Now that a mirac l e so strange 
May n ot in vain be s hown , 

Let the dear maid wh o wr ought change 
E ' er cl aim him f o r her own.I 

4 

Cowper never f org o t the h our s which he and Edward 

Thur lo w s pent a t Southampt on Ro w; nor did he f orget a ll the 

po li s hing, co a ching , and enj oyment he ha d re ceived under t he 

ab l e s upervi s i on o f Ha rriet an d The od ora Cowper. In a lett er 

lThe Poet i ca l Wor k s , p . 3. 



to Harriet , written after she had be co me Lady Hesketh and 

dated Ap ril 12, 1786 , he wrote: 

. I did actua l ly live three years with Mr. Chapman, 
a so licit or, that is to say, I sle pt three years in 
hi s hous e; but I lived , t hat i s to s ay, I s pent my 
day s in Southampt on Row, a s y ou well remember. Ther e 
was I, and the future Lo rd Chan cellor, c onst ant l y 
emp lo yed fr om mornin g till night in giggling an d 
making gigg le, in ste a d of studyin g l aw ... 1 

5 

So far we hav e see n only the poet in l ove, but t here 

is an ot h e r s ide of this poet to be considered, a more se ri ous 

or g loomy s i de. I f we ex amine hi s ear l y poetry closely, we 

find me l an c hol y moral i z ing. One of hi s piece s he ch o se to 

entit l e "The Cer t ainty of Death, " f our- l ine s tanza s t ot a l ing 

twenty-f our l ines in whi ch we hear the poet s ay : 

Mo rta ls! aro und y our de s tined head s 
Thie~ fly the s hafts of Death 

And lo! the s avage s po iler spre ads 
A th ousand t oils beneath. 

In vain we trif l e with our fate; 
Try every art in vain i 

And best we but prol ong the date , 
And l engthen o ut o ur pain. 

F ondly we t hink a ll danger f l ed , 
For Death is over riigh; 

Ou tstrips ou r unavailing s peed, 
Or meet s u s a s we f l y. 

Thu s t he wrecked mariner may s trive 
Some desert s h ore to gain , 

Se cure of l ife , if h e ~urv ive 
The fury of t h e main . 

Bu t t here , to famin e doo med a prey, 
Find s t he mi st ak e n wretc h 

1Th e Le tt er s .Q.f Wi lliam Cowper, e d . William Had l ey 
( Lo n.d on : T P. Dutt on and Company, I nc. , 1926 ), p. 11. 



He but escaped the troubled se a , 
To peri s h on the beach. 

Sin ce then in vain we str ive to guar d 
Our frai lty from the f oe, 

Lo rd, let me l ive not unprepared 
To meet the fatal bl ow.I 

6 

We are aware o f the c onventional image s in the first stanza 

of the po em ; we know the conventiona l ity of the wrecked 

mariner; but we cannot he l p fee li ng that Cowper used these 

conventi ons and the dark and hope l ess-s oun ding words t o con-

vey to the reader hi s dreary and fearful outlook. Since an 

auth or may a l l ow hi s em oti ons to permeate his works, is 

Cowper 's poem on death an expressi on of an emoti on that held 

him capti ve lo ng en ough to gr ow int o a poe m? Or d oes i t 

expre ss his perso na l opinion ab out death and the mor bi d i t y 

o r futility o f l ife? We fee l t hat he is rea lly s peaking 

fr om hi s he ar t about a subject whi c h i s extremely rea l an d 

terrorizin g t o him. 

In one poe m wri t ten l a ter in thi s pe ri od, " Od e, Sup

p os e d to be Wri tt en on t he Marri~g e of a Friend, " 2 we se e a 

deeper note t ha t revea ls the poe t at hi s sincerest: 

Ah me ! h ow lo ng bewildered and astray, 
Los t and benighted , did my f oo tsteps rove, 

Till sent by Heaven t o cheer my path l e ss way, 
A st ar ar ose--the radiant s tar of love. 

The God pr opiti ous j oined ou r willing hands, 
As Hymen wreathed us in his r o sy b and s. 

lThe Po etica l Works, p. 3. 

2 I bid. , p. 10. 



Yet not the beaming eye, or placid br ow, 
Or g o lden tres s e s hid t h e subt l e dart ; 

To charm s superi or far than th ose I bow, 
And nob l er wor~ h en sl ave my vanqui s hed heart; 

The bea ut y , elegance , and g race combined , 
Whi c h beam tran sc endent fr om that ange l mind. 

( Ll. 19-30 ) 

7 

The dicti on is co n s erva t i ve an d conventi ona l, but t he reader, 

pa ssin g bey ond the ar t ifi c ia l language, bel i eves t h e poe m to 

b e expres s ing Cowper's re a l and true fee l ing s t oward Theod ora 

an d tow a rd lov e i tsel f. The reader sees a lo nely y ou ng man , 

wandering t hr ou gh yout h , se ar chin g f o r so me s e cu rity. 

The l a st part of t h i s p o em c au s e s us to pau se f or 

reflecti on ; we susp e c t that Cowper 's c onc e pti on o f lov e was 

not that of the average s en su a l man. As we r ead, we see t ha t 

he th ought o f marriage in terms of a mut ua l comp a ni on s hip. 

The li nes expre ss or s uggest the courtly lo ve c onventi on; t he 

poe t is a ss uming a pos e ; the lo ve i s cl ear l y s piritual lov e, 

not phy s ica l lov e ; but the wo rd s revea l the poet : 

While vulgar pas s i on s, mete or s of a day , 
Expire bef ore t he chi l ling b l a sts of age , 

Our h ol y flame with pure and st eady r ay , 
Its g loo m s ha ll brigh t en , · and it s pang s a ssu ag e; 

By Virtue (s a cred ve st a l) fed, s ha ll s hine , 
And wa r m our fain t ing sou ls wi t h e ner gy d i v in e. 

( LI. 31-36 ) 

Do t hes e l ine s ex plain, per hap s, t he re a so n Cow per a cce p ted 

hi s uncle's f or biddan ce of any ma tr im onia l uni on bet ween t h e 

two c ous in s? Do t h ey expl ain , a lso, t he re a so n Cowper never 

mar r i ed even t hou gh he ha d s evera l chan ces to d o s o in hi s 

remaining years ? The s e word s , conventi onal t h ough t hey a re, 



mi gh t well be the clue to the future events of the young 

man's life. 

8 

A n ote o f insecurity be gin s t o s ound as he write s to 

Del ia in t h e lines "Writ te n Afte r Le aving Her at New Burns'': 1 

How quick the chan g e fr om joy t o woe! 
H0w chequered i s our l ot bel ow! 
Seld om we vi ew t he pros pect fair, 
Dark cl ouds of so rrow , pain and care 
Some pleasin g interval s between, 
Scowl ove r more t han ha lf t he scene. (LI. 1-6 ) 

-In an ot her poem, "To Delia" 2 written af ter a min o r l over' s 

quarrel, Cowper s ays : 

Ha ppy! when we but s eek t o e ndur e 
A littl e pain, then find a cure 

By d ouble j oy re quited; 
Fo r frien dship , like a s evered bon e 
Improv e s and ga ins a stronger tone 

When aptly reunit ed . (Ll. 19-24 ) 

He was t o have oc casion to remem be r these lines in l ater 

years. All hi s voice d insecurities and d oubts were t o c ome 

ba ck into f ocus a s the friend s h ips of hi s l ifetim e were 

s evered and reunited, and some s evered never again t o be 

reunited. 

Hi s l a st p oem, " To Deli a, 11 3 reveals hi s fina l despair 

a s he compare s him sel f to a marin e r: 

The seaman t hu s, hi s s ha ttered ve ssel lo s t, 
Still strives to s h un t h e t h re a tenin g de a t h ; 

And while he thinks to gain t he fri endly co a st, 
And dro p s hi s f eet, a nd feel s t h e s an d bene ath . 

1Ibid., p. 11. 

2 I bid. , p. 7 . 

3 I bid. , p. 15 . 



Borne by t he wa ve stee p- slo ping f r om t he s hore , 
Back to t he in cleme nt dee p , again he be a ts 

The su r g e a s i de, an d see ms to tre a d secure; 
And now t h e refluent wav e hi s baff led to i l de feats. 

Ha d you, my love, f orbade me to pursue 
My f o nd a ttempt; d i sdainfu lly ret i red, 

And wi t h pro ud scorn co mpe lled me to subdue 
Th e i ll -fa t ed pa ss i on by y ourse l f in s pired; 

Then hap l y t o some di st an t s pot remov ed , 
Hop e l e ss t o ga in, unwilli ng t o molest 

Wi t h f o nd entreatie s wh om I dear l y l oved, 
Despa ir or ab s en ce had redeemed my r e st. 

But now, s o le partner in my De l ia ' s heart , 
Yet doo med far off in exile t o co mpl a in, 

Eterna l ab se nce ca nn o t ea s e my s mart, 
And Hope su b s ists but t o prolo ng my pa in . 

Oh t hen, ki nd Hea ven , be t h is my l a t e st brea t h ! 
Here end my l ife, o r make it wor t h my ca r e ; 

Ab s ence fr om wh om we love is worse t han de a t h , 
And frustrate h ope severer t han de spai r. ( Ll. 13-36 ) 

9 

Defea ted, t ired, t he de s pondent o ld-y oung man of twe nt y-fiv e 

ha s su ffere d muc h . Ea rly, h e lost hi s mot her. La ter, h e wa s 

f o rced int o a pr of ess i on t ha t h e d ete sted, he surv i ved a f i t 

o f ma dness, he lost hi s best friend, n ow he ha s gi ve n up hi s 

love. 

I n t hese e a rly poe ms we meet t he y ou ng poet. We s ym

pa t hi ze wi t h him i n hi s dilemma, but we are perhap s most in

te re sted in t he c a use of hi s me l an c ho ly, t he loss o f hi s 

mistres s . I n 1756 , As h l ey Cowper f or bade t he ma rri age of 

The od ora t o Co wpe r f o r no re co rded reas ons . Gilbert Thoma s 

su gge s ts : "As h l ey Cowper ma y ha ve f or bidden the uni on on the 

gr ounds of co n s a ng uinity . He may have been skeptica l ab out 

his nep hew 's prospects . He may e ven have de t ected hint s of 
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hi s latent mor bidi t y ." 1 

Wi lliam Cowper r ea ct ed to t he ban again st a mar r iag e 

wi t h Theodora: " Here end my lif e , or mak e i t wort h my c are ;/ 

Ab sence fr om wh om we love is worse t han de a t h ,/ And f rustr a te 

h ope severer t han de s pair " ( 11. 34-36 ). 2 I n s pi te of hi s 

ex pressed desire for de a t h , l ife did not end when h e wrote 

t h ese li nes (proba bly in 17 57 ), an d we cann ot be sure t ha t 

l if e was made wort h hi s c ar e. We do kn ow t ha t t he re a fter h e 

spent muc h o f hi s l if e in constant fear of de a t h and in ag ony 

a t t he t hou gh t of being s epara ted fr om t h os e wh om he love d. 3 

Grad ua ll y, he became a conno i ss e ur of " fru st rate h op e " t hat, 

inde ed, grew "s evere r t han de sp ai r" a s he wa tc hed a nd anti c i

pated ea c h day , each event , each hou r, and won dered h ow he 

woul d rise to meet the next c ha ll enge. 

Th e poet wh om we have be co me a c quainted with thr ou gh 

h is e a rly po em s i s de s tined to be co me even more familiar t o 

us . In 175 2 , t he d ou bts , fear s , and in s e cur it i es t ha t we 

ha ve wa tc he d h im a ccumul a te s udden l y bec am e t oo muc h f or him 

to bear, and h e wa s e nv el ope d in madn e ss . We kn ow t ha t he 

ha d melanc hol y fits a t sc hool, 4 an d t he ope ning l in es of hi s 

1Gi lbert Th oma s , Wi ll iam Cow per a nd t he Ei gh tee n t h 
Cen tu ry (Lond on : Ge or ge Alle n a nd Unw i n Li mited, 19 48 ), 
p. 68 . 

2Th e Poet i ca l Works, p . 15. 

3 Th oma s, p. 68. 

4 Lord David Cec i l, Th e St ri c ken Deer ,In diana pol i s: 
The Bobb s-Merr i ll Company, 1930 ), pa ssi m-:--



"Epist l e to Ll oyd," 1 written in 1754, sh ow that these fits 

had taken an intenser f o rm: 

. That , with a b l ack inferna l train, 
Make crue l inr oads in my brain, 
An d dai ly threaten t o drive thence 
My lit t le garri so n o f s ense. (LI. 16 -1 9 ) 
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Hi s fear o f pover ty more than l ike l y increa s ed his anxieties 

and made matters mu ch wors e. I n hi s "Line s Written under 

the Influenc e of Delirium ," the p oet reveal s in ag oni z ing 

Sapphic s t h e t orture he endured whil e he wa s in s ane : 

Ha tred and vengean ce, --my eter na l porti on 
Scarce l y c an e ndure delay o f execution,-
Wai t wit h impatient rea d ines s to se i ze my 

Soul in a mome nt . 

Damned be low Juda s ; more abh orred t han he wa s, 
Wh o f o r a few pence sold hi s hol y Ma ste r ! 
Twi c e-betrayed Jesu s me, t he l a s t delinquent, 

Deem s the pr ofane st. 

Man di savows, and Deity di sown s me , 
He ll might aff or d my mi s eries a s he l ter ; 
Theref or e, He l l keeps her ever-hungry mou ths a ll 

Bolted again s t me. 

Ha r d lo t ! en co mpa ss ed with a th ousand danger s; 
We a ry, faint, tremb l ing with a th ousand terrors, 
I'm called , if vanquished ! t o receive a sentence 

Wo r s e than Abiram 's. 

Him the vin di ct ive r od o f angry Jus tice 
Sent qui ck and h owl ing t o the c entre head lon g ; 
I, fed with judgment, in a f l e s h l y t omb , am 

Buried ab ove gr ound.2 

Thi s dirge o f despair with it s note o f fina lity co nvey s t he 

impr ess i on t ha t it s a ut hor wa s b eyond hope o f r eco very . 

1The Po etica l Wor ks, p. 9 . 

2 l b id. , p. 23 . 

Yet , 



through t he inf l uence of Evange l ica l re l igi on , Cowper wa s 

again to find p le a sure in l iving . 1 In 1765 , s h ort l y after 

his rec overy in t he a sylum at St. Al ban 's he aded by Dr . 

Cotton, he wr ote a poem ca lled "A Song o f Mercy an d Judg

me nt." In t he s e l in es we hear t he rec overed poet expre ss 

the pe a ce, com f or t, an d exultation of a soul reb orn. We 
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kn ow by hi s wo rd s that he experienced a great and ha pp y change 

when he wa s c onverted to Evange l i c a l i s m: 

Me thr o' waves of deep aff l icti on 
De a rest Savi our ! Thou ha st br ought, 
Fiery deeps of dark c onviction 
Ha r d to bear and pa ss ing th ought. 

Sweet the s ound of grace Divine, 
Sweet the gra c e that made me Thine. 

Bound and watched, l e s t, l ife abh orring, 
I s h oul d my own death procure, 
For to me the pit o f r oaring 
Se em ed more ea s y t o endure. 

Grace divine , h ow s we et the sou nd ! 
Sweet the grace whi c h I have f ound . 

But at le ng t h a word o f hea l ing , 
Sweeter t han an ange l ' s note, 
From t he Sa v i our' s l ip s dist i ll ing , 
Cha sed des pair an d chang ed my lo t. 

Sweet t he sou nd of gra ce Divin e, 
Sweet t he gra c e t ba t make s me Thine . 

"Tak e t hi s bl ood y se a l I gi ve t hee 
Deep impressed up on t h y soui ; 
God, t hy God, will now re ce i ve t hee, 
Faith ha t h s aved t he e , t hou ar t wh ole. " 

Gra c e divine , h ow s weet t he sou nd ! 
Sweet t he gra c e whi c h I have f ound. 

1Maur ice J. 
Life €M innea polis: 
pp. 55-57. 

Qu in l an , William Co wper: ! Cri tica l 
The Univers i ty of Minne so ta Pre ss, 1953 ) , 



All at o nce my chai ns were br oken , 
Fro m my feet my fetters fe ll, 
And that word in p i ty s p o ken, 
Snat c hed me fr om the gates of He ll. 

Grace di vine, how sweet the s oun d ! 
Swee t the g r ace which I have f ound. 1 
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Thi s poem l ead s us in to Cow per 's s ec ond peri od of writing , 

the peri od o f the Ol ney Hym ns €1779 ), whi c h he com pos ed in 

cooper a ti on with t he Revere nd J ohn Newt on. Since Cowper wa s 

one of t he most widely r ead o f a l l t he Evange l i ca l writer s, 2 

ac qua in tance with t he hi stor y an d ba c kg rou nd o f t he Evang el i

c a l reli g i on i s essent ia l t o an understanding o f t h e poet a s 

h e s peak s durin g t hi s per i od. 

The term " evange l i ca l" refers t o t he Go s pe l an d i ts 

teac h in g . It i s used by t hos e Chri st ian c hurc he s which 

em pha size t he t ea ching s and auth ority o f the Scr iptu r e s , 

e speci a ll y o f t he New Testament , in opp o s iti on t o that of 

the churc h itse l f or o f r ea s~n. It is a l s o us ed in c onnec

ti on with c e rt ain mov ements in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries which str e s sed th e im por tan c e of the per so na l 

experience o f gui lt f o r s in a nd o·f rec onciliati on t o God 

t h r ough Christ. It is with t hi s eighteenth-century Evangel-

ica l move ment t hat we a r e concerned . It i s no t my intenti on 

to set f ort h Cow per's religi ous prin ci ple s o r c ondemn a t i on s ; 

f or, a s we kn ow fr om hi s letter s an d hi s b i ographi es, he wa s 

1Ibid., pp . 56-57. 

2Ibid., p. 57 . 
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very toler an t of other re l igi on s . Hi s toler an ce i s s h ow n in 

hi s friendship with t he Throckm ortons, wh o were Roman 

Ca t ho lics. It i s my aim , rather, to s how t ha t Cowp er wa s 

a c e rt ain kind of po et wh o wr o te and fe lt a ce rt ain way . 

Like a ll men o f any era , he was inf luenced by hi s times. 

Wi t h the a cc e ss i on of the Han overian li ne , the churc h 

ente re d on a period of feeb le l ife and ina ct i on ; many chur ch 

fabri cs were neglected; dai l y s ervi ce s were disc ontinued; 

h o ly day s we re di sr egarded ; Hol y Communion wa s infrequent; 

the poor we re little cared f o r ; and th ough the chur ch remained 

popul a r, t h e cler gymen did not perform t heir regular fun ct i on s 

and duties. The church wa s regarded a s s ub s ervient to t he 

st a te; an d it was tre ate d by pol i t i ci an s a s t ho ugh i ts prin

cip a l functi on was to su pp ort t h e gov ernm e nt. The c hurc h wa s 

ina ct i ve in pr a ct i ca l work, but it s h owed vig or in t he in tel

lectu a l defense of Chri st ianf t y . 1 

In 1739 a cler gyman named J ohn Wesley 2 began hi s 

dev ot i on to evangelizati on. Whi le he ur ged hi s f o ll owers to 

adhe re to t he churc h, he coul d n ot him sel f work in su bordina

ti on t o discipline; the Met h odi st or ganization whi c h he 

f ounded was independent of the c hurc h 's system, and it soo n 

1c. Sydney Carter, The Engl i s h Ch urc h i!!. the Eighteenth 
Century {Lon d on : Churc h Boo k Roo m Press Limited, 1948 ), pas s im . 

2Th oma s S . Kepl er, Ch r i sti an Perfecti on ll Believed 
a nd Taught lu. Jo hn Wesl ey ~Ne w York: The World Publishing 
Co . , 19 54), pa ss im. 
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drifted int o separati on. Neverthele ss, he did much to bring 

ab out a revival of l ife in t he c hur ch. A number o f the 

c l ergy were hi s a ll ie s , and t he se be came t he fa t hers o f t he 

Evange l i c a l par t y. They d iffered fr om t he Met hod i sts in 

remaining in t he church an d working on t he par oc hia l syst em. 

Th e Evangel i ca ls soo n grew in numb er, an d t heir inf luence 

f or good wa s exten s i ve. They l ai d stress on t he imp ortance 

o f consc i ous convers i on, giving pr ominen c e to the nece ss i ty 

o f person a l s a l vati on rather than o f inc orp orati on wi t h and 

abid in g in t he church of t he redeemed. The Ang l ican 

Evange list gradua ll y drew off mo re and more complete l y from 

th e Meth odi sts. The chur ch was active ; the Su nday Sc h ool 

movement, whi c h began in 1780, fl ouri s hed; the cru s ade 

again s t the sl ave trade was vig oro us l y suppor ted by Evange l 

ica ls ; and the Church Mis s i onary Soc iety was f ou nded. 

After the Meth odi sts had separat e d fr om the Ang l i c an 

Ch urc h , t hei r Evange l i sm wa s taken up by th os e Ang l i c an s wh o 

were di.ssatis fied with the ra t i o n~ l i sm of t he ir colleagues. 1 

I t wa s memb ers of t hi s gr ou p wh o powe rfu ll y impre ssed Will iam 

Cowper; i t wa s in t heir int erests t hat Cowper played an 

import an t pa rt in ar ous ing t he co n sc i e nce of t he cou ntry. 

Again st t hi s b a c kgr ou nd , let us l oo k a t t he a ut h or o f t h e 

Ol ney Hy mn s . 

Cowper fi rst came in to co nt a ct wi t h the Evangelica ls 

thr ough hi s st ay at Dr. Cot t on 's a s y lum f or t he insane. 

1Qu in l an, p . 57. 
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Dr. Cotton wa s a man of deep religi ous co nvicti ons, a mild 

Evange lica l , wh o wrqte poetry and c omp o sed sermons in addi

ti on t o car ryin g on a regu l ar medica l practice. For the 

fi rst si x month s at St. Al ban s, Dr. Cott on ' s asy lum, Cowper 

wa s fi ll ed with despair . He fe l t a s th ou gh he were d oomed, 

f or ever barred f rom s a lv a tion. Af t er a per i od of ti me, he 

be ga n to t hink t ha t perhap s divine vengeance migh t be de fer

red , and some sl ight ray of h ope perme a ted hi s bei ng. Thi s 

ray of hope grew int o re a lit y wh e n he began to rea d the Bible 

whi c h Dr . Cotto n ha d le f t in hi s q uar ters in t he h ope t ha t 

Cowper would find it , read i t, and a cc ep t i t s p r omi ses. Th e 

r e adin g of t h e Bib le marke d Cowper's r ecov ery f ro m de s pair. 

Cowper remain ed a t Dr. Cot ton's f or over a ye ar af t er 

he was recover ed fr om hi s seizure. Hi s co nver s i on pr of o undl y 

affe ct ed hi s pe rs ona l habit s and tastes; he had no de s ire t o 

r e turn to Lo nd on , which he regarded a s a center o f iniq u ity. 

We hea r, in hi s p oem "Retirement, " hi s determinati on t o find 

so me quiet, r em ote, and pea c efu l h ome where he can meditate 

and be clos e . t o God and nature : 

Far fr om t he worl d , 0 Lord, I flee , 
From st rife and tumult far; 

From sc ene s where Satan wages s til l 
Hi s most s ucc e ss f u l war. 

The c a l m retr ea t, t h e s il e nt s ha de, 
Wi t h prayer and prai se ag ree; 

And s eem by t hy swe et b ounty ma de 
F or t hose who f ollow t hee . 

There, if t hy s piri t touc h t he soul, 
And gra ce her me an ab od e, 



Oh l wit h wha t peace, and j oy , and l ove, 
She c ommunes with her God ! 

There l ike the ni gh tinga l e s he pours 
Her so l i tary l ays i 

No r a s k s a wi t ness o f her s ong , 
Nor t hi r s t f o r human prai s e. 

Au th or a nd guard ian of my l ife , 
Sweet so urce of li gh t divine, 

And--a l l harm oni ous names in one-
My Savi our ! t ho u art mine ! 

What thank s I owe thee, and what lov e , 
A b oun d l e s s, endless st ore, 

Sha l l echo through the rea l ms ab ove, 
When t ime sha l l be no more. 1 
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I n t he se l ine s it is not difficult to see t he poet's relief 

a t n o t re t urning t o Lo nd on. Cowper did n ot mere ly wi s h t o 

e s c a pe; he lo ved nature and the c ountry, and he wan ted t o 

withdraw fr om t he ar tifici al wo r l d in t o one o f tr anquili ty. 

Thi s message, however, i s not conf in ed t o the peri od of hi s 

hymn s i he s ha l l hear i t in l a ter per i ods. We s ha l l especi a l ly 

enj oy it in The Ta s k . 

In t he hymn s we he a r t he vo i ce of a happ y man. In 

" The Ha ppy Change " 2 h e s ay s: 

The s oul , a dre a ry prov in ce once 
Of Satan ' s d a rk d omain , 
Fee ls an e mpi re f o rmed wi t hin, 
And owns a heaven l y reign. [ LI. 13- 16 ) 

We hear the v oice of t he co nverted man in "Li ve l y Hope and 

Graci ou s Fear": 3 

1The Po etica l Work s , p . 37 . 

2 I bid. 

3 I bid . , p. 39 . 



I was a groveling creature once, 
An d ba sely cleaved t o earth; 

I wanted spirit to ren ounc e 
The clod t ha t gave me bir t h. 

But God ha s breathed upo n a worm, 
And se nt me fr om ab ove 

Wing s such a s clot h e an angel's f orm, 
The wing s of joy and love. ( Ll. 1-8 ) 
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In an ot her hymn , " For the Poor ,"2 we recogni ze t he words o f a 

man whose f a t her wa s a mini ster, an d a man wh o kn ows the 

Bib le when we re a d: 

Wh en Haga r f oun d t he bottle s pen t, 
And wept o ' er Is hmae l, 

A me ss age fr om t he Lord wa s s ent 
To g uide her to a well. G:Ll. 1-4) 

Some of hi s hymn s su gge st that he wa s more Ca l vinistic t han 

is usually a ssumed, be ca us e he occ a sio na ll y s eemed to think 

of him self a s sp e c ia ll y chosen o f God. He wr ote in "The 

Hidden Life": 2 

To tell the Savj or a ll my want s, 
How ple a s ing i s the task ! 

Nor less t o prai s e him when he grant s 
Bey ond what I can a s k. CLI. 1-4 ) 

We hear the sermon o f Cowper, t he preacher, when he wr ote in 

" Not of Wor ks": 3 

Grace, triumphan t in t he t hr one, 
Sc orns a riva l reigns a lo ne; 
Come an d b ow beneath her sway , 
Ca st your id ol works a way ! 

1 rb i d . 

2 Ib i d., p. 38 . 

3 I bid., p. 4 2 . 



Works of man , when ma de hi s pl e a , 
Never s ha ll a cGe pted bei 
Fru i t s of pr ide €vain-gl ori ous worm ! ) 
Are t he best he can perform. (LI. 1-8 ) 

I n "The Contrite Hea rt, " h owever, Cowper begin s t o doubt 

h im s e l f a nd hi s faith : 

The Lo rd will ha pp ine ss divine 
On c ontrite hearts be st owi 

Then te ll me , graci ous God, i s mine 
A c ontr i te he a rt, or no? 

I hear , but s eem t o hear in vain, 
I n s en s ib l e a s steel ; 

I f aught is fe l t, 'tis only pain, 
To find I cann o t fee l . 

I sometimes t hink my s elf in c l ined 
To l ove t hee, if I c ouldi 

Bu t often fee l an o t her min d, 
Averse t o a ll t ha t 's g ood . 

My be s t des i re s are fain t an d few , 
I fain would str i ve f or morei 

But when I cry "M y s tren gt h re ne w!" 
Se e m weaker t han before. 

Thy s ai nt s c omf orted, I kn ow, 
And lo ve t hy hou s e o f praye r; 

I th e refore go where o t her s g o , 
Bu t find no c omf o r t t here . 

Oh make t hi s hear t rej o ice or a che; 
De c ide this d oub t ' f o r mei 

And if i t be no t b r oken ! break,-
And hea l it if it be. 

He ref l e c t s t h i s gr owing d oubt in poem after poem . He is 

c onvinced o f hi s si n , and he fee l s that he ha s suffered a 
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lo s s o f fav o r with God . I n " Wa l king With God ," he begin s t o 

brood and be come s mor bid , and h is mor b id s e l f-d oubt s s h ow a 

s train of Ca l vini s m: 

libid ., p . 26 . 



Oh for a closer walk with God; 
A c a l m an d heaven l y frame; 

A li ght to s hine upon the r oa d 
Tha t le ads me to the I amb i 

Wh ere i s t he blessedness I knew 
When first I s aw the Lord? 

Wh ere i s the soul -refre s hing view 
Of Jesus and hi s word ? 

Wha t peaceful hours I once e nj oye d! 
How s weet t heir me mory s till ! 

But t hey ha ve l eft an aching vo id 
The world can never fi l l. 

Return, 0 hol y Dove, return, 
Sweet mes sen ger o f rest ! 

I hate the s ins that made thee mour n, 
And dr ov e me from thy brea st. 

The deare s t id ol I have kn own, 
Whate ' er that id ol be , 

He l p me t o tear it fr om t hy t hr one, 
And worship only t hee . 

So s ha l l my wa l k be cl os e with God, 
Calm and serene my frame; 

So purer l igh t s ha ll mark the r oad 
That le ad s me to the Lamb .I 
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Hi s mind osc illates fearfu lly on t he ba l an ce be twe en a ssuran ce 

o f s a l vati on and a ssuran ce of perditi on until hi s whole being 

r eels an d totters . I n "The Shining Ligh t" we hear: 

My f ormer hopes are f led, 
My terror now be gin s ; 

I fee l, a l a s! t ha t I am dead 
In tres pa ss es and s in s . 

Ah , whi t her s ha ll I fly ? 
I h ear t he thunder ro ar ; 

The l aw procl aim s destructi on nigh , 
And vengeance a t t he d oo r. 

When I review my way s, 
I dread im pending d oom: 

1 Ibid ., p. 24 . 



But sure a friendly whi sper s ay s, 
"Fl ee fr om the wrath to come ." 

I see, or t hink I se e , 
A glimmering from afar : 

A beam of day, t hat s hin es f or me, 
To save me fr om despair. 

F orerunner of t he sun , 
It marks a pilgrim 's way; 

I'l l ga ze up on i t whi le I ru n , 
And wa tch t he rising d ay. l 

Long before t he complet i on o f the Ol ney Hymns, Cowper wa s 

.o nce mor e in s ane. 

2 1 

I f we need to sum up wha t we ha ve l earned about t he 

poet 's re l igi ou s l ife up to t hi s l a test i ll ness, we may 

a l l ow hi s hymn, "The Hear t Hea l ed and Changed by Mercy," 

t o speak for us: 

Sin en sl aved me many years, 
And l ed me bound and b l ind; 
Ti ll at lengt h a th ousand fears 

Came swarming o' er my mind. 
" Where," s aid I , in deep di s tres s, 

" Wil l these sinful ple a su res end ? 
How s ha ll I s e cu re my pe a ce, 

And make the Lord my friend. " 

Friends and mini sters s aid much 
Th e Gos pe l to enf orce ; 

Bu t my b lindness st ill was s uch, 
I c h os e a le ga l c ourse : 

Muc h I fa st ed, watched , and strove , 
Sc a rce would s h ow my fa ce abr oad , 

Fear ed a l most to spe ak o r move , 
A strange r st i ll to God . 

Thu s afraid to trust hi s grace , 
Lo ng t ime d i d I rebe l: 

Till despai r ing of my ca s e, 
Down a t hi s fee t I fe ll: 

1 r bid ., p. 33. 



Th en my s tu bb or n hear t he b r oke , 
And su bd ued me t o hi s sway : 

By a s im pl e wor d he sp o ke , 
"Thy s in s a r e d one away . " 1 
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I n t h is l a s t pqem we f e e l t hat Cowpe r ha s f ound r edem pti on 

at l a s t; h e f ee ls a cert a in t y o f f or g i vene ss of si n ; a nd he 

i s a ss ured o f return t o t he g r a c e of God . All hi s hymn s 

te nd t o s h ow a s tr ong per so na l s en s e of r e l a ti on s hip t o God . 

I n t h e s e poems co mpos ed fr om 1767 t o 177 1 , t he poet 

- i s a t r oub l ed so ul. Hi s poe t r y i s in te ns e l y an d rig or ou s l y 

pi e t i st i c, a nd i t s e e ms a lw a y s to be se a r c h i ng t h e min d an d 

t he he ar t. Hi s p r ogre ss i ve de s ponde ncy , howe v e r, c an be 

seen mor e cl e a r l y in hi s l e tt er s t han i n hi s poe try. In 

Ma r c h , 177 1 , he wr ot e hi s fr i e nd, Newto n, wh o wa s v i s i t i ng 

in Lo nd on : "I f you fin d your s e l f hin der e d by a n out s i d e 

b ustle, I a m e qua l l y hi ndere d by a b ustl e wi t hi n. The Lo rd, 

I t ru st , wlll g ive pe a c e o f _min d in hi s own t ime : but I 

c a n t ru l y s ay f o r t he most pa rt tha t my so u l i s am ong l i ons. " 2 

Pe a ce of mind , howev e r, wa s not t o r e tur n. I ns t ead , 

he bec am e more de sp onden t. S i nc e l ea v ing St. Al ban s he had 

be co me frien d s wi t h t he Unwin fami l y , had moved wi th t hem t o 

Olney , a nd ha d co ntemp l a t ed ma rr iage with t he wi d owed Mr s . 

Unw i n , seven year s hi s s e ni or. As t he t ime f o r t he ma r riage 

a ppr oa c he d, he bec am e mor e ha r a ss e d , an d f ina l ly s ank ba c k 

1 I bi d . , p. 40. 

2J os i ah Bull , " The Ea r l y Ye a r s of t he Poet Cow per 
a t Ol ne y ," The Su nda y il Home,! Fam i l y Ma ga z in e , 1866 , 
p . 379. 
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in to t he dept h s o f in s ani t y. On New Year' s Da y, 1 773 , he 

h eard hi s l a st se rm on; t he next day he wa s overcome by ha l 

lucina t i on s. Hi s devoted f r iend, t he Revere nd J ohn Newto n , 

pa stor o f t he Evangel i ca l Chur c h a t Olney, a tt en d e d him 

every day, too k him wa lk ing, and fina ll y took t he poe t in to 

hi s own h ome . Cowper re co vered slowl y and quie tl y . Mr s . 

Unwin , wh o wa ~ t o have been his wife , never l eft hi s si de. 

In May , 1774 , he surpr i s ed hi s friends by sudden l y agreeing 

t o g o home . 

Cowper, h owever , did n o t renew hi s attendance at 

chur ch s e rvices and prayer meeting s. He dev oted hi s atten

ti on to hi s garden and a variety o f sma l l anima ls: t hree 

lev ere ts, severa l pair s of pige on s, a l innet, r obin s, a 

magpie , two g o l d fin che s, a jay, a st ar l ing and canarie s, 

a s well a s guinea pig s, do g s, an d cats. Hi s in te res t in 

t hese a n ima ls led him to ca r pe n try ; he b u i lt c age s or h ouses 

f o r t hem. He bui lt a gr ee nh o use wh ere he g rew pin e a pples 

an d ot he r d e l i c a c i es. He d evelo ped an in terest in drawing; 

hi s pi ctures re f l ected t he s imp le l ife ar ound him; t hey 

s howe d not hing o f the re l igi ous ferv or t ha t ha d marke d hi s 

poem s . 

F r om 1774 until 1776 , Cowper wr ote l itt l e poetry, 

but he g r ad ua ll y r e sumed hi s l ette r writing. Late in the 

year o f 1776 he gained an other corr e spo ndent when Reverend 

Newt on re c eived a ca l l t o a c hur c h in Lo nd on and ac cepted . 
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Alth ou gh Cowp er wa s de sol ate with out hi s friend, the sep ara 

ti on wa s f o rtunate . Newt on , wit h h is s tr ong re l igi ous be nt, 

fe lt that compos iti on of s e c ular ve rse wa s a worldly, time

wa st ing occupati on . Wi t h Newton out of t h e way, Cowper wa s 

f r ee to devote hi s t a l en t in wr i t ing t o wha tever su bject he 

wi s h ed. Mrs.Unwin , fe a r fu l o f t he effect t ha t t h e loss o f 

Ne wto n a s a fri e nd an d co un selo r migh t hav e upon him , 

persuad ed Cow per to write a mor a l s a t i re, af t er t he fa s hi on 

o f Po pe an d ot her co n te mp ora r y wr i ters wh o were fin d i ng new 

subject ma tter in soc ia l t he mes an d mora ls an d manner s. 

Cowper responded wi t h "Pro gre ss of Err or, " whi c h wa s f ol 

lowed rapid l y by "Tab le Ta l k ," " Exp os tul a t i on ," " Hope, " 

"Cha rit y, " " Conversati on ," and "Retirement. " 

The s h ort po em s of thi s peri od are , f o r the most pa rt, 

de l ightf ul in their simplicity, trut hf u l ness , and reve l ati ons 

ab out t he poet him s e l f. I n hi s " Ode t o Peace " he s ay s: 

Co me pea ce of mind , de l ightfu l guest ! 
Ret urn and make thy d owny nest 

On c e more in t h i s s ad heart : 
Nor ric hes I, nor po wer pursue, 
Nor h o l d f orbidden j oy s in view; 

We t herefore ne e d not part. 

Wh er e wi lt t hou dwell, if not with me, 
Fr om a vari ce an d ambi t i on free, 

And plea sure's fa t a l wile s? 
For wh om, a l a s! dost t hou pre par e 
The swe ets t ha t I wa s won t to s hare, 

The banq uet of t hy smi le s? 

The g re a t, t he gay, s ha ll t he y pa rt ake 
The hea ven t ha t t h o u a lo ne c a n st mak e, 

And wi lt t h ou q u i t t he st ream 



That murmu rs t hr ou gh t he dewy me ad, 
The gr ove and t h e se que stered s hed, 

To be a gue s t wi t h t he m? 

For thee I panted, thee I pri z ed, 
For t h ee I g l ad l y s a cr ifi c ed 

Wha te'er I l oved before, 
An d s ha l l I s ee thee st art away, 
And he l pl ess, hope l e ss, hear thee s ay, 

"Farewe ll ! we meet n o more " ? l 
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The tune is me l an ch o ly and p l aintive ; the vo ice betrays a 

sou l yet filled with s ome despair; but the under to ne is one 

.of quie t s ati sfaction. In "The Shrubbery, " written during 

this peri od, t he poe t s peak s a s a man wh o f ound nature a 

g r eat s ourc e of p l ea sur e and s o l a c e when hi s mind was no t 

tortured, but t ell s us that natur e co uld not s erve a s a 

refuge in hi s darkest moment s : 

0 Happy s hade s ! t o me unble st l 
Fr iendly to pe ace , but not to me ! 

How ill the sc en e t ha t offer s rest, 
And hea rt t han cann ot re s t, agr e e ! 

Thi s gla ssy stre am , t ha t s prea d ing pine , 
Th os e a ld er s q uivering in the bre e ze, 

Migh t s oot he a so ul le s s hur t t han mine 
And please, if any t hing c ould p l ea se. 

But fixed unalterable Care 
F or eg oes not what s h e fee ls within, 

Sh ows the s ame s adne ss eve rywhere , 
And sl ight s the s ea s o n and the scene. 

F or a l l that p l ea s ed in wood o r l awn, 
While Peace pos ses s ed these sil ent b owers, 

He r animating sm ile withdrawn , 
Ha s l o s t it s beautie s and it s p owers. 

The saint or mor a list s h ould tread 
Thi s moss-gr own a l l ey, mu s ing, s l ow; 

They s eek like me the s e cr et s hade, 
But not, like me , t o nouri s h woe ! 

1The Poe ti c a l Works, p. 165 . 



Me fruitfu l scenes and prospects waste 
Al ike adm onish no t to r oam; 

The s e te ll me of enj oyments past, 
And those of sorrows yet to c ome. 1 

In thi s poem Cow pe r admires and lov e s nature, but his mel

anch ol y is so great that he cann ot c omplete l y l o se him self 

in nature or respond t o it as he d oes in the later perio d s 

of hi s life when h is mind i s re l ative l y peacefu l . Perhap s 

in this peri od Cowpe r i s trying to t hr ow off hi s religi ou s 
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.d e spondency and ha s turned to nature a s an outlet. Ma ny of 

hi s ot her poems o f t hi s time are al so concerned with nature. 

In "The Win ter Nos egay, " we mee t t he poet a s he pi c ks a 

bun c h of h ot h ouse pink s in t he midd le of winter; 2 in "Th e 

Pineapp l e and t he Bee, " he ob se rves a be e trying to light 

on a row o f pineapple s under a g l a ss frame of t he h ot house. 

The poet turns moralizer and c ompares the incident t o man 's 

temptati on to searc h f o r or s tea l the f orbidden j oys of 

I ife . 3 

In these poems Cowper sh ows depth and breadth of 

sympathy and interest in a ll nature . He lov ed animals, 

birds , and a ll nature' s creatures . We have on l y t o check 

the index o f a b oo k of hi s poetry to pr ove this; better 

still we can n ot e the many times he menti on s bird s, animal s, 

and the ot her forms of wildlife a s we read hi s poetry. 

1 Ibid., p. 173. 

2 I bi d . , p . 174. 

3 I bi d., p. I 7 I. 



Thr ou gh hi s p oem s we le arn t ha t he l oved t he s impl e an d 

gen tle event s of life. He was a s hy an d se ns i t i v e pers on . 

Th i s does n ot mean , however, t ha t he could not or would 

not rise to def e nd wha t he t h o ugh t wa s righ t, a s we s ha l l 

see in t he defen s e o f t he s l ave s, t h e Ol ney l a ce-mak e r s, 

and ot her in c ident s. 
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Wh en pe rsu aded t o writ e hi s mora l satire , Cow per 

u s ed the prog r e ss of error as the theme , no t f or on e poem 

a lon e, but f o r virtua ll y the wh ol e v ol ume . I n "The Progress 

o f Error," 1 he r ef l e c ted up on t he wo r l d. We mu s t rem ember 

that he , fro m hi s s e cl u s i on, had only b r ief g l imp s e s o f t he 

worl d. Perha ps t hi s, in part, acc ou nts f o r hi s be l ief t hat 

the worl d wa s a corrupt pl a ce and t ha t it wa s gr owing 

st eadi l y wors e . Of man in genera l he s aid : 

P laced f o r hi s tri a l o n t hi s bu s tling s t age , 
From t houg h tless yout h t o rumina t ing ag e, 
Free in h i s will to -c h oose o r refus e, 
Man may impr ove t he cris i s, or abu se; 
El se, on t he fa t a l i st's unrig hteous plan , 
Sa y, to what ba r am e nab le we re man ? ( LI. 23-28 ) 

Of wi s d om, kn ow ledge , an d l earnin g he s ai d: 

Accompli s hmen ts have t ak e n vir t ue' s pl a c e , 
And wisd om fa lls befo re exteri or g r a c e; 
We sl i gh t t he pre c i ou s ke rnel s of stone, 
And t o il t o pol i s h i ts r ou gh co a t a lo ne. 
A just d e port ment , ma nners graced with ea s e , 
El ega nt phra s e , and figure f ormed t o p l ea s e, 
Ar e qua l iti es that s eem t o c omprehend 
Wha tev e r paren ts, g uard ian s, sch ool s intend. 
Hen c e an unfurn i s hed and l i s tles s mind , 
Th oug h bu s y , trif l ing; empty, th ough r efined; 

1 I bid., pp. 64-76. 



Hence a ll that interfere s, and dares to c l ash 
With ind ol ence and luxury, is tra s h ; 
While l earning, once the man 's exc l usive pride, 
Se ems verging fa s t toward the fema l e side. 

(LI. 4 17-430 ) 
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I n spite o f a ll the wickedness of the worl d and hi s reflec

ti on up on t hem, he d oes not entire l y fai l to in s ert an 

occ a s i ona l note o f op timism, as in: 

Like tr o ut pursued, t h e critic in despair 
Darts t o the mud and find s hi s s afe ty t here. 

(LI. 501-503 ) 

·Th r ou gh t hi s poe m we le a rn t ha t t he poet could t ak e so me of 

l ife 's evi ls f or g r an ted, but h e co n t inu ed hi s belief t ha t 

man wa s a n utterly de praved cre a ture: 

Thu s men g o wro ng wi t h an ing e ni ou s s kil l, 
Bend t he straight rule to t heir own cr oo ke d wil l, 
And wit h a clear and s hin ing l amp suppl ied , 
First put it out, t hen t ake it out f o r a guide. 
Ha l ting on cr ut c he s of unequa l s ize, 
One l eg by trut h suppo rted , one by l ie s, 
The y s id l e to t he goa l wi t h awkwa rd pa ce, 
Se cur e of nothing but t o los e the race. 
Fau lts in the l ife b r eed er rors in the brai n, 
And t he s e reciprocally, t h o se again. 
The mind and conduct mutually imprint 
And stamp t heir image o ri each othe r ' s mint ; 
Ea c h s i r e and dam of an infe rn a l race 
Begetting and conc eiving a ll tha t's ba s e . ( Ll . 556-569 ) 

The poem end s wit h the voi c e o f the poet a s a pr ea c he r, 

making one l a s t ple a f o r man t o impr ove hi s way s, and we 

he a r bri ef l y an e cho of the p oet , c omp os er of hymn s : 

The Cross on ce see n i s death t o every vi ce : 
El s e h e t ha t hung t here s uffered a l ~ Hi s pain . 
Bled, g r oan ed and ag oniz ed, an d d i ed in vain. 

( LI. 622-624) 

I f we read " The Pr ogr e ss of Err or " wi t h t h e i de a of 

fin d ing a phi loso phi ca l di sq u i s i t i on , we will be somewha t 
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mi sled . I n t he p oem t he poet expre sses hi s opini on that 

g luttony, re ading of bad nov e l s, intempe ran ce, card -playing 

and bad habi ts ar e t he c a us es o f man' s err or. I n a 11 

s in ceri ty he s ay s , " He t hat ha tes trut h s ha ll be t he dupe 

of l ie s." €L. 607 ) 

The poem s of thi s period c ontain traces o f remain-

ing evidences of the poet ' s Evange l ica l idea l s. 

poem "Trut h, " 1 he l ament s the sinfulness o f man : 

Man, on the dubi ous waves of error t o ssed , 

I n his new 

Hi s s h ip ha l f-f oundered, and hi s c ompa s s lo st, 
Se e s, f ar a s human op ti on may c ommand , 
A sl ee p ing f og, and fancies it dry l and: 
Spread s a ll hi s canva s, eve:cy sinew plies; 
Pan ts f or it, aim s at it, enters it , and die s . 
Then farewell al l s e l f- s a tisfying s cheme s , 
Hi s we l l-b uilt systems, phil oso phic dream s, 
Deceitful views o f fu tu re b l i ss, far e wel l ! 
He r ead s hi s se nten c e at the f l am es of He l l. 

(Ll. 1-10 ) 

He remind s us of t he perfecti on of God : 

Oh , h ow unlike t he comple x work s o f man , 
He a ven's e a s y, ar tless, unencumbered p l an ! 
No me retr i c i ous gra c e s t o be guil e 
No clust ering ornam e nts to clog t he pile; 
Fr om ost entati on a s fr om we akn ess free , 
It st and s l ike t he caeru l ean ar ch we s e e , 
Ma jestic in it s own s impli c ity. [ Ll. 23-27 ) 

F ina l ly, he tells us o f the need of the pr opitiati on of 

Chris t : 

When the great So vereign wo u l d hi s wi ll express, 
He gi ve s a perfect ru l e; what can He l e ss ? 
And gua r d s it with a sanct io n as s evere 
As vengeance can inf l ict , o r sinner s -fear ? 
Els e hi s ow n gl orious rights he would disclaim , 

li bid. , pp. 76-87 . 



He bid s him g low wit h unremitting lo ve 
To a ll on earth , and t o Him s elf ab ove; 
Con demn s the injuri ous deed , the sl ande rous tongue , 
The t h ought that meditates a br other' s wr ong: 
Bring s no t a lo ne t he more con s pi cuous part , 
Hi s conduct t o th e t est, but tr i es hi s he art. 

( LI. 551-562 ) 
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In " Expost ulati o n" th e poet s peak s a s a man wh o l ove s hi s 

c ou ntry and i s pleading with her to av o id the s in , and t he 

c on se q uent ruin , o f the J ews . 1 The n in " Hope " hi s t one 

changes and bec omes more p l ea s ing and kindly. We hear the 

same voice as bef or e , but it is so ftened by nature and the 

simp l e and gentle side o f life . 2 

"Cha r ity 113 is the poet's p l ea for mankind t o ad opt 

as a keyword or a goa l the 

Fai r est and f oremost of the train that wait 
On man's most d ignifi ed and happy st ate , 
Whether we name thee Charity or Love , 
Chief grace bel ow, and all in a ll ab ove. ( Ll. 1-4 ) 

When we read ''Co nversati on , 11 4 we are captivated by the poet' s 

li gh ter ton e; yet we rec ogni ze the g oodnes s and wisd om o f 

the words o f the speaker: 

Th o ugh Na tu re weigh our ta l ent s, and dis pen s e 
To every man hi s modicum o f sen se, 
And Conservati on in it s be tter part 
May be est eemed a s a gift , and not a s an ar t, 
Yet mu c h depend s, a s in the tille r 's to il, 
On c u lt ure , an d t he so wing of the so il. 

l I bid . , pp. 87-101. 

2 I bid ., pp. 102-11 6 . 

3 r bid ., p. 117. 

4 l b id• I p. 129. 



Words l earned by rote a parro t may r ehea rs e , 
Not more di st inct from ha rmony divine 
The c ons tant c reaking o f a c ountry sign. 
As a l phabet s in ivory emp loy, 
Hour afte r h our, the yet un l ette r ed boy , 
Sor ting and pu zzl ing with a dea l of g l ee 
Th os e seeds of scienc e c a ll ed hi s A BC, 
So l anguage in t he mout h s o f the adult , 
Witness it s i nsi gnificant result , 
Too often prov e s an implement of pl ay, 
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A t oy t o sport wi t h , and pa ss time away. ( LI. 1-18 ) 

Cowper ' s next poem , "Retirement ," 1 i s a gra ceful and pi ct ur

esque poe m t ha t a llows t he re a der t o ga ze in l onging or ama ze 

ment at t he p l a c e o f retirement pain ted by t he poet whe n he 

a ss ume s hi s na t ural r ole o f a gent le , pea ce-l ovin g man who 

sees t he bu s y wor l d arou nd him but ha s no de s ire to par t ake 

o f it s a ctivit ie s : 

Opening t he map o f God 's exten s ive p l an , 
We find a l ittle i sle, thi s life of ma n; 
Et e rnity's unknown expan s e a ppear s 
Circling ar ound and l imiting hi s year s . 
The b usy rac e examine and exp lore 
Ea c h cr eek a nd cavern o f the da ngerous s h or e , 
Wit h ca r e coll ect what in their eyes exce l s , 
Some s hining pebb l es , and some wee d s and she lls; 
Thus l aden, dream that they are ric h and great , 
And hap p iest he that gr oans beneath his wei ght : 
The waves o' e rt ake them in their serious p l ay, 
And eve ry hour swee ps multitud e s awa y; 
They shri ek and s hr ink , su rv iv ors s tart and wee p 
Pursu e their sp ort and f ollow t o the deep . 
A few f ors ake the th ro ng; with l ifted eye s 
As k wea lt h of Hea ven , and gain a real prize. 
Truth , wis d om, gr a c e , and peac e l ike t ha t ab ove , 
Sea l ed with hi s s ignet wh om they s erve an d l ove; 
Sc orned by the re st, wi th pa tient h ope t hey wai t 
A kind release fr om t heir imperfect st ate , 
And unre grett ed are soo n s nat ched a way 
From sc enes o f s orr ow in t o g l ori ous · day . 
Nor t hese a l one prefer a l ife reclu se, 
Wh o s eek r et ire men t f o r it s pr ope r u se; 

1 Ib i d., p. 147 . 



The lo v e o f c hange that lives in every br e ast , 
Genius, and t emper , and de s ire of re st, 
Discordan t motives in one centre mee t, 
And ea c h inc l ine s i ts v ot ary to retreat. 
Some mind s by na tur e are aver s e t o no i s e, 
An d hate the tumult ha l f the world enj oy s, 
The lure of avarice , o r the p om pous prize, 
That courts di s p l ay bef or e ambiti ou s eyes ; 
The fruit s that ha ng on p l easure's f lowery st em , 
Whate ' er enchanted them, are no snares t o t he m. 
To t hem the deep r e c ess of du s ky gr oves, 
Or for e sts where the deer s ecure l y roves, 
The f a ll o f wate rs and the song of birds, 
An d hi lls that e c ho to the di s tant herd s, 
Ar e luxur ie s exce ll ing a ll the g l are 
The world can boa s t , and her chief fav our ites share, 
Wi th eager st ep and care l e ssl y arrayed , 
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For suc h a cause the poet s eek s the shade. (Ll. 147-188 ) 

Many times in letters to h is friend s, Cowper spoke of h is 

preferen ce for the co untry and hi s f ondne ss f o r retireme nt. 1 

The closin g lines o f "Retirement " 2 s ummari ze hi s purpose or 

mess ag e: 

Me poetry (or rat her not e s t ha t aim 
Fe eb ly a nd fain tl y a t p oe tic fame ) 
Empl oy s, s hut ou t fr om mor e imp or t an t views, 
Fa st by t he bank s o f t he slow- wi nding Ou se: 
Content if t hu s s eque ster ed I may r ai se 
A mon i tor's , t h ou gh no t a poe t' s praise, 
And while I tea c h an art to o little kn own, 
T-0 close l ife wi s e l y, may no t wa s te my own . ( Ll. 801-808 ) 

I f we dwell f or a moment on the p oe try o f this peri od 

of Cowper 's fi rst pub l ished volume of poetry, we find many 

hi nts of the future. The maj o r poems of this peri od are 

called mor a l satires and were designed t o praise the Ev an

ge lica l mor a l princip l e s and spread the Evangelica l me ss age. 

1The Se lec ted Letters o f Willi am Cowper, ed. Mark Van 
Doren (N ew Yor k : Farrar , Stra-;; and Young , I nc ., 1950 ), 
pp. 44-47; 50. 

2The Po etica l Works, p . 16 2 . 



However , in th em t her e are hint s of t he r oman tic poet, who 

will s pe ak to us mor e vividly in t he ne ar fu tur e . I n 

" Conver s a t i on " t her e a re f ewer Evange l i ca l precepts than 

in t he ot her poe ms; in "Ret i re me nt" t her e a re indi ca t i on s 
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o f t he exc e lle nt nature poe try t ha t we fin d in t he next 

peri od when he be gin s h is lo ng p oem , The Ta s k ; he a dmi ts t o 

u s that reli g i on i s not so consumin g and f orbidding that it 

ba ns suc h enj oy ab l e a cts a s till ing and cu l tivating the soil, 

· pa inti ng bea ut iful pi ctur e s o f the cou nt rys ide , or c ontem

p l a t ing na tur e .I 

As we go int o t he f ourth peri od o f Cowper 's poetry 

~1 78 1-1 787 ), we carry with us l a s ting i mpressi ons made by 

t he sp eake r. We remember the f ox-hunting cl ergyman in "The 

Pro gres s o f Error," the s ketch of Sir Smug in "Ho pe, " the 

pr os er in "Co nver s a ti on ," or the an c ient pru de in "Truth. " 

At t he be g innin g of thi s pa rt of Cowper' s l ife we 

encounter t he influence of a wo man , La dy J an e Auste n . 

not wi s h to imply t ha t t he influ e nce of Mrs. Unwin up on 

I do 

Cowper wa s sl ight. On t he contr ary , Mrs. Unwi n wa s hi s life-

t im e frien d an d perh ap s hi s g re a t e st hel p in t im e of need. 2 

But t hi s n ew infl uen c e ca st a g low of r oman c e over hi s l ife 

t ha t wa s t o be far-rea ching in effe c t. I n t he su mme r o f 

1781 , whi l e he wa s writing the l a s t of hi s mor a l s atire s, he 

1 Ib id ., 11 . 1 83- 800 . 

2The Se lec ted Le tt ers tl Wi ll iam Cow per, ed . William 
Had l ey , pp . 155-156 . 
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met the charming wid ow who was lat er t o s et off a chain of 

reacti ons in the poet. 1 For a descripti on of their meeting, 

we turn t o Cowper' s " Epi s tle t o Lady Austen, " 2 writt en in 

hi s last period: 

A tran s ient v i sit intervening , 
And made a l mos t with out a meaning , 
(Hard l y the effect o f inclination , 
Much l ess of plea s ing expectation , ) 
Produced a friend s hip , then begun , 
That ha s cemented us in one. ( LI. 97-102 ) 

Greater detail o f their acquaintance need not concern u s here; 

we need o n l y to kn ow t ha t Lady Aust en , having be e n an evange l 

ica l f or severa l years, shared a re l igi ous bond with the sensi-

tive poe t . She s hared the plea s ures of out doo r l ife and the 

lov e and enj oyment of nature with Cowper and Mrs . Un win . But 

mos t o f a ll, her bri lli ant c onversati on and taste for verse 

made a definite p l a c e f or her in our study. 

Up on one occasion when lo w spirits overtook Cowper, 

she told him the s t ory of an unf ortunate Lo nd on citizen wh o 

managed t o bec ome the victim of a ll s orts of strange happen

ings. Cowper wa s so mu ch entertained and amused that he 

turned t he s t ory int o a bal l ad, "Jo hn Gilpin. " I n thi s poem, 

speaking entire l y as an entertainer , Cowper a cts a new and 

s ingular r o le.3 

1Quinlan , pp. 125- 135. 

2Th e Po e t ica l Work s, p. 339. 

3 I bid. , pp . 3 06-3 09. 
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Lady Auste n' s next successful a ttempt t o get Cowp e r 

to write br ought him hi s gre a t poem and hi s second pub l ished 

volume. She had often begged him t o try writing in blank 

verse . One day , he agreed to write if she would furnish the 

subje ct. Sh e suggested writing ab ou t the s ofa. The result 

wa s The Tas k. 1 The p oem rambles on from topic to topic to 

the extent of near l y five th ous and l ines. 

hear and come t o kn ow best , the real poet. 

In these l ines we 

We kn ow that Cowper began the poem t o please Lady 

Austin; he ha d no definite purpos e in mind. Kn ow ing this, 

we admire h i m f o r rising t o meet s uch a c ha l lenge. We have 

not read far int o the first b oo k of t h i s poem bef ore we dis

c over the ga ll ant or, perhap s, grat e fu l poet, wh o pay s tribute 

to Mrs. Un win: 

And witness, dear compani on of my walks, 
Wh os e arm t hi s twentieth winter I perce i v e 
Fa st loc ked in mine , wi t h plea su r e suc h a s l ove, 
Confirmed by lo ng experience o f t hy wort h 
An d we ll -tried vir tues, could al one inspire, 
Wi tness a j oy t ha t thou ha st d oubled lon g . 
Thy knowest my praise o f nature mos t s in cere, 
And th a t my ra pt ures are u ot co njured up 
To s erv e occasions of p oetic pomp , 
But genuine , and art partner o f them a ll. 
How often upon yon eminence our pace 
Ha s sl a ck ened t o a pause, and we have born e 
The ruff l ing wind , scarce consci ous that it b l ew, 
Whi l e admirati on feeding at the eye, 
And stil l unsated, dwe l t up on the s cene . 
Thence with what p l easure hav e we just discerned 
The di s tant p low slo w moving , and be s ide 
Hi s labor ing team , that s werved not · fr om the track, 
The sturdy s wain dimini s hed to a boy. CLl . 144-16 2 ) 

1 I bid. , pp. 183-285 . 
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It may be intere s ting t o note here that after the s evered 

friend s hip between Cowper and Lady Auste n , t he po em wa s c on

tinued in s u c h a way a s t he poet th ough t would p le a se Mr s . 

Unwin. Th e s ix t h boo k of t he poe m furni s hes us pr oo f o f 

t hi s when we rea d: 

It s ha ll no t g r i eve me, t h e n , t ha t on ce , when ca l led 
To dre ss a So fa wi t h t he f l owers of vers e, 
I pl ayed a while , obe die n t t o t he fair , 
Wi t h t ha t l ight ta s ki bu t soo n t o p le a se her more, 
Wh om f lo wer s a lo ne I kne w wou ld little p l ease, 
Let fa ll the unfinished wr eath , and r oved f o r fruit . 

([LI . 1, 006 -1, 0 11 ) 

During the c o urse of The Task, the poet as s ume s suc h nume ro u s 

poses, f orms, at ti tude s, the ories, and idea ls that we s h ou l d 

find it nece s s a ry t o limit our di s cussi on t o s ome o f the out-

s tanding ones. Ti me and s pace wi ll not permit u s t o say a ll 

tha t coul d be s aid in c onne ct i on with thi s s tudy . 

Fr om rec o rd s of many kind s we kn ow that Cowper di s -

tru ste d c it y l ife al mos t t o ~he po int o f hatred. We mee t 

again t hi s l ov er o f s eclu s i on whe n we read, " God ma de t he 

country, an d man made t he town " (1 . 749 ). We he ar t he v o i c e 

of a pa tr i ot whe n he excl aim s, " Eng l an d, wi t h a l l my faul ts, 

I lo ve t hee st il l" Cl. 206 ). We mus t bear in min d t ha t he 

wr ot e t hese l in es in day s when i t was c on s i dered unfa s hi on

ab le to mak e publi c co nfe ss i o n s of s uc h fin e f eel ing s . 

I n t he t hird boo k , "The Garden ," we hear the home

lo vin g man wh o s ay s: 

Domestic ha ppin ess th o u on l y b l i ss 
Of Paradise t hat ha s s urvived the fa ll! 



Th o ugh few now ta st e thee unimpa ir ed and pure, 

Th ou art the nurse o f Virtue. ( Ll . 4 1-48 ) 

And in the beginning of " The Winter Evening " we hear the 

poet s ay , "No w stir the fire, and cl ose the s hutte rs fa s t " 

«: 1. 36 ), and we fee l secure and warm as we compare our 

eveni ng at the fire s ide wit h the bu stli ng a c tivi t y of an 

even in g in t he c ity. 
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Th ough in secl u s i on, Cow per pr oves that h e ke pt up 

·wi t h wo r l d ha ppe ning s ( 11. 235-254 ); in t he eve ning he r e a d 

a f o l i o o f f our pag es" (1. 50 in " The Win te r Mor ning Wa l k" ); 

he wr ote o f t he Bastille wi t h pr oph et i c in s ight more t han 

fi ve ye a rs bef or e t he fa te f ul July 14, 1789 (11. 389-392 ) ; 

in ''The Ti me- Pie c e " he ke pt u p wit h t he event s o f t he Fren c h 

Rev o luti on, and he had definite views and opini on s c oncern

ing the turmoil (1 1 . 263-265 ) ; he expre ss ed himse l f on the 

i ssu e of Ea st In dian patron age in " The Sofa " (11. 736-738) 

a nd in " The Winter Evening " (11. 28-30); he t oo k great 

interest in t he social c onditions ar ound him. 

I f we l i st en, in " The Winter Walk at Noo n , " we can 

hea r the vo i c e o f the p oet expre ss ing a tenderne ss t ow a r d 

a ll living t hing s : 

I wou l d n o t enter on my li s t of fri ends 
[ Thou gh g race d wi t h pol i s h e d manner s and fin e se n s e , 
Yet wan tin g s en s ibili t y ) t h e man 
Wh o need l e ssl y s et s f oo t up on a worm. ( LI. 560-563 ) 

We can he a r hi s s ympathy with t he we ak an d oppre ss ed. Thi s 

ma y well be i llu s tr a t ed by hi s humani t arian a tt i t ud e towar d 
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t h e sl ave quest i on . H~ s poke out stro ng ly in hi s poe m, 

"Chari ty." Again , in The Ta s k he return ed to t he a tt a ck. 

Wh en t he su bje ct o f t he sl av e t ra de wa s e ngaging t he a tt en

t i on o f t he gove rnm e nt in 178 8 and 1789 , he wa s am ong t h e 

f or em ost in t he a ttempt to inf lu ence p ub l i c opini on on 

beha lf of the Negr oe s. In the secon d boo k of The Task he 

wr ot e : 

I would not have a sl ave to ti ll my gr o und, 
To carry me, t o fan me while I sl eep 
And tremb l e, when I wake , f o r a ll the wea l th 
Tha t s inews bought and sol d have earned . {LI. 29-32 ) 

Hi s s ympa t hetic nature i s ev i den c ed in the f ourth b ook of The 

Ta s k when hi s heart goes out t o the poo r , enduring t he rig or 

of t he winter night {11. 37 4-406 ). He abh or red t he p l igh t of 

t he Olney l a c e-makers and wr ot e ab out t he ir dest i t uti on in 

"Trut h ," 1 and, tr ying to get soc ia l co nd i t i on s in t he town 

improved, in "Th e Win ter Evening " 2 he wrote: 

Pa ss wh er e we may , t hr ough c i t y or t hr ou gh town , 
Village or ham let, o f t hi s me rry l a nd, 
Th oug h le an and be gga red, every twe n t i et h pa ce 
Cond ucts t he ung ua rded nose to s uc h a whiff 
Of st a l e debau c h , f ort h i ss u ing fr om t he styes 
Tha t l aw ha s l i censes, a s · mak es te mp er an c e reel. 

€LI . 466-471) 

It would n ot be e rron e o us to propose t hat Co wper did f or 

Oln ey and t he vic ini t y what Wor d s worth wa s l a t e r t o d o f or 

t he Lake District. He de s cribed t he countrys ide and the 

pe op l e so min ut e l y t hat t he read e r fee ls a s ense of be lo nging 

1 I b i d. I P • 82 , 11. 3 17 - 322 . 

2 I b id., pp. 240- 24 1. 
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a s we read the l ine s of Th e Ta s k. In ttThe Winter Wa l k at 

Noo n, " we rec ogni ze the co mm on "o vergr ow n with fern, and 

r ou gh with prickly gOss"; we are fami li a r wi t h t he wilder

ness a t We sto n tll. 149-151 ) an d we can f orm an ac cu rate 

mental ima ge o f t he po et's gre e nh ouse, hi s ga rden , t he sou nds 

a round him ; we c an se nse hi s true lov e of na tu re by t he way 

h e s pe ak s to us. We real i ze t ha t i t wa s hi s power of 

g r aph ic a lly and fai t hf ully depicting t he sce ne s and object s 

·wit h whic h he wa s in dai l y comm uni on t ha t made him so imp or

tan t a figure in th e Ro man t i c Re viva l . 

Ti me permi tting, we could le arn muc h ab ou t Wil l iam 

Cowper fr om a detai l ed study o f hi s s e con d published vol ume, 

The Tas k . He was a man of intrigue and path os . His changing 

moods and hi s nerv ou s d ispos i ti on le ad the reader to expl ore 

and de lv e int o the dee pest and da r kest recesses o f hi s 

writing s. The Ta s k is a ll ab ou t him s e l f . He take s u s int o 

hi s con fidence, and we lon g t o listen to hi s p le a s an t con 

ver s a tion, h i s interest ing views; and t he revel a t i o ns he 

make s a re a ll ab o ut him sel f. Muc h o f t hi s p le a s antry i s 

lost in hi s l a ter writing s. 

Th e fif t h and l a st d i v i s i on of Cowp e r' s wor ks i s 

c ha racterized by a gr ow ing des pair o f l if e an d dou bt s an d 

uncert a inties ab ou t re l igi on . These do no t app e a r sudd enly; 

t he y a re ste p s in a slow pr oc e ss . As soo n a s Cowper co mp let ed 

The Ta s k in 1784 , he de c ided to publish it and include in the 
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pub l i s hed v o lume hi s "John Gilpi n" and a sec ond p o e m 

entit led "Tirocinium." 1 The l a s t i s a sati r e t ha t has been 

cust oma rily r efe rred t o as an atta c k on pu b lic sc h ools. I t 

wa s in s pired by Cowper 's meditation upon hi s childh ood . Hi s 

return to ear l y mem or ies may or may not have l ed h im t o 

deje ction. Biographers agree that hi s sc hool day s in ear l y 

c h il dhood wer e un ha ppy, but hi s da ys a t Westmin st er , a s we 

ha ve a l ready seen , appear t o have been fairly no rma l and 

·p l easurable . Th r ough out t h e poem we he a r t he poet p le ading 

wi t h fa t hers to real i ze t he i r res pon s ibili t i es and exerci se 

t heir duties to t heir sons . Hi s t one i s wi s t f ul wh e n he 

de scr ibes wha t h e f eels a true fa t he r s h ould be. He re a l i zes 

t he p ubli c sc hool s y s tem ha s c hang ed, an d he b l am es t he 

pa ren ts, e s p ec ia l ly t he f a t hers, f or i ts decl in e. It would 

be neces s ary he re t o quot e t h e ent ire poe m to s h ow t he many 

poses of t h e poet. Not only t he li ne s bu t t he mes s age be twee n 

the l ines is necess a ry f or co mpl ete mean in g and under s tanding 

of t he poet 's me ss age a s he s peaks. 

With a few minor a llowances, thi s pr o te s t and criti

cism o f pu b l ic s c hools migh t have been written in modern 

times. Cowper make s so me goo d po ints that are app l icab l e 

t oday . He s ees man y of t he mora l danger s in pu b l ic school 

ed uc ati on; he rea l izes t ha t t h e sch oo l is re s pon s ibl e f or 

t he competitive s pirit th a t l i es a t t he r oo t o f many soc ia l 

1Ibid., pp. 288-306. 
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evil s; and he s hows hi s f eeling s towar d me n wh o cl imb in to 

re s pon s ib le p os iti on s t hr ough t heir fri e nds hip s an d co nn ec 

ti on s f ormed at sc h ooI. 1 

Th ree or f our day s af ter fini s hing "T ir oc ini um," 

whi le he wa s su ff er ing an a tt a c k of mel an c hol y Cowper be gan 

a tr a nslation of Homer a s a d i vers i on. Ea c h t im e h e ha d an 

a tt a c k , he tur ned to hi s tr an sl a t ing. Soo n he t oo k up t he 

work a s re g ul ar empl oyment. It wa s during t hi s u n c ertain 

peri od of h is l ife that he co mp o se d the poem s that revea l 

him a s one wh o be l ieved that h e wa s vain l y s eeking c omm union 

wit h God, and was de st ined t o ha ve no comf ort i n life. I n 

hi s "L ine s to t he Reverend Mr. Newt on, " 2 he wro te : 

That oc ean you l a te surveyed, 
Th os e r oc k s I t oo have s een , 
Bu t I aff lict ed and di s mayed, 
You tr anq u i l and s erene. 

You r se a o f tr oub l e y ou hav e past, 
And f ou nd t he pe a ce fu l s h ore; 
I, tempe st -t oss ed, an d wre c ked a t l a s t , 
Come h ome to port no more. (LI . 1-8 ) 

In "So ng o f Peace, " we kn ow t h e poe t' s des pair : 

No l onger I f ollo w a sou nd; 
No lo nger a dr eam I pur s ue; 
Oh Happi ne ss! not to be f ound, 
Una tt ai n ab le tre a s ure, a d i eu! 

I ha ve sou gh t t he e in s p le nd our a nd dre ss , 
I n t he re gi on s o f p l ea s ure and t a ste; 
I ha ve so ught t hee , and s eemed t o pos s ess, 
But ha ve pro ved t hee a visi on a t l a s t. 

1Th oma s, p. 63 . 

2The Po eti ca l Wor ks, p. 328 . 



An h um ble amb it i on and h ope 
The voice of true Wi s d om in sp ire s; 
'T i s su ffici ent, if Pea c e be the sc ope, 
And the summ it of a ll our de sires. 

Pea c e may be the lo t o f the mind 
Tha t s eek s it in meek ne s s and l ove; 
But rapture and b l i ss are con f in ed 
To t h e g lor ied s pirit ab ove.I 
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We hea r t he occ a s i ona l vo i ce o f the l over of nature ri s ing 

o ut of depr e ss i on and vi ewing l ife in gay er terms. We me et 

a s adde ned man wh o turn s t o chi ld h ood memor i es an d re collec 

tfons wh e n we re a d " On t he Rece ip t of My Mot he r 's Pi ctur e 

out of Nor f ol k ." 2 On ce mor e, we h ear t he voice o f t h e poet 

spe aking out again st sl a ver y ; 3 we he a r t he te nder an d 

appre c ia t ive poe t wh o pay s t he highe s t tr ib ute to hi s 

dear est friend and compa ni on in "M y Mary " 4 and hi s so nne t 

c a ll ed "To Mrs. Unwin. 11 5 Wi t h wa r m and tender wo rd s Cowper 

pay s tri bute s t o hi s f rien d s in the poems written during 

thi s l a st pe ri od. We d o not . d o ub t the si nc erity of his 

phra s e s; we are deep l y impresse d . 

I n hi s p oem , "The Yard l ey Oak , " he compare s man 's 

slowl y ebbing li fe with t he l ife· of the oak tree. Just a s 

man i s slo wl y being reduce d fr om hi s pre se n t s tate t o 

1 I bi d . ' p . 347 . 

2 I bid. , pp . 32 1-322 . 

3 Jb i d ., pp . 36 1-363 . 

4 rb i d., pp . 395-396. 

5 r bid. , p. 390 . 
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not hing ness, so i s t he gre a t tree be i ng dest r oy e d by t ime 

an d t he eleme nts. The sole supp or t of t h e age d tree i s it s 

str on g roots ; so i t i s a lso with man an d with a kingdo m. 1 

Cowper, like t he grea t Yard ley Oak that with s t ood 

man y o f life's il ls and man's c r uel ab us e s, suffered mu c h at 

t he me rcy of h is own t o r mented mind. At l a s t, he fell int o 

unutterab le despair . I n hi s last ori gina l poem , "The Cast

awa y," 2 we hear t he poet 's voic e of de spair : 

Ob scure st night inv o lved the sky, 
The Atlantic bi llows ro ared, 

When such a de st ined wret ch a s I 
Wa s hed head lo ng fr om on boa r d , 

Of friends, of h op e , of a ll bereft , 
Hi s f lo a t ing home f o rever l ef t. 

No braver chief could Al bi on b oast 
Than he with whom he went, 

Nor ever s hip le f t Alb i on 's co a st 
With warmer wi s h es se nt. 

He lo ved t hem bot h , but in vain , 
Nor him behe ld, no r her again. 

No t l ong benea t h t h e whe l ming brine , 
Expert to sw im h e l a y; 

Nor soo n he fe l t hi s st reng t h decl ine, 
Or courag e die away; 

But wag e wi t h de a t h a l a st ing str ife, 
Supported by desir e o f li fe. 

He s h outed : nor hi s friend s had failed 
To c hec k t he ve ssel's course, 

But so t he furi ous b l a s t prev ai l ed, 
Tha t, pit i less per f orce, 

They le ft their outc a st ma t e behind, 
And scudded st i ll bef ore the wind. 

Some succor yet they c oul d aff ord; 
And suc h as st orms a llow, 

Irbid., pp. 380-383. 

2 r bid ., p . 400 . 



The ca s k , the coo p, the fl oa te d cord, 
Delayed not t o best ow. 

But he (they knew ) n o r s hip nor s hor e, 
Wha te ' er t hey have, s h ou l d vi s i t more . 

Nor, cruel a s i t see me d, could he 
The ir ha ste him sel f co ndemn , 

Aw a re t ha t f lig ht, in suc h a se a , 
Alo ne could rescue them; 

Ye t bi tter fe lt i t st ill to d i e 
Deserted, an d hi s f r iends so nigh . 

He lo ng surv ives , wh o l i ves an h ou r 
I n oc e an , sel f- u ph eld; 

And so lo ng he , wit h un s pent power, 
Hi s dest iny re pelled; 

And ever , a s t he min utes f le w, 
En tr ea te d hel p , or cried ttA di eu l " 

At le ngth, hi s tran s ien t re sp i te pa s t, 
Hi s comrades, wh o bef ore 

Had hea r d hi s vo i c e in every b l ast , 
Coul d cat ch t he so und no mor e : 

For t hen , by t oil s u bdued , he drank 
The st if l ing wave, and then he s ank . 

No poet wept him ; but the page 
Of narrative s in c ere , 

Tha t t e lls hi s name, hi s worth, hi s age , 
Is we t wi t h Ans on 's tear : 

And te a rs by ba rds o r he r oes s hed 
Al ike immorta l i z e t he d e ad . 

I t her ef ore purp os e n ot, o r dream , 
De sc an t ing on hi s fate, 

To give t he mel an c h o ly t hem e 
A more e ndur ing d aie : 

Bu t m i s e r y s t i 11 d e li g h t s t o t r a c e 
Its se mb l an ce in an ot her ' s ca se . 

No vo i ce d i v in e t h e storm a ll a yed, 
No l ight pr op iti o u s s hone, 

Wh en, s nat ch ed fr om a ll e ffe ctua l ai d, 
We per i s hed, e a c h a lon~: 

But I be nea t h a rou gh er se a, 
And whel med in dee per g ul f s t han he . 

The poet spo ke n o mor e . 
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CHAPTER II 

CONNOTATION THROUGH ALLUSION IN COWPER ' S POETRY 

Cowper adds t o the conn o tative meanings o f his 

poetry through the use of allusi on. The ass oci ati onal 

mean i ng s and feelings of the allusi ons add t o the richness 

and em otio nal intensity of his s ubject. The effectivene ss 

o f the allu sions as conn otative devices depends up on their 

drawing up on t he reader 's intellectual backgr ou nd and up on 

t heir cau sin g him to use hi s constructive ima ginati on. The 

three kind s o f allusi ons which c oncern us most in this study 

may be identified according t o sourc e : the Biblical, the 

myth ol ogi cal, and the h istorical. These allusi on s , as used, 

are bot h a challenge to the reader's backgr ound and an 

illu s trati o n of the exten sive background upon wh i ch the poet 

drew f or inspiration and subject matter. 

Being a member of a deeply re l igious and ministerial 

fa mily, Co wpe r knew the Bible . As a pr oduct o f the schools 

of the eighteenth c entury , he wa s acquainted with the classi

c a l writers and wit h hi story ; and a s a s ensitive member of 

eighteenth century society, he t oo k c on s iderable interest in 

publi c affair s and current events. Fr om ~he c omp ositi on of 

hi s first p oem, " Verses Written at Bath " (17 48), t o hi s la st 

4 5 
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original p oem, "The Castaway" (1800), the Biblical allusi ons 

outnumber the myth ol ogica l and hist ori cal allusi ons, re sp ec

tively. 

In 1763, while rec overing fr om a fit of madness, 

Cowper co mp os ed "L ine s Written Under the I nfluen c e o f 

Delir ium." 1 In t h is poem his Biblical allusi ons begin. He 

be lieves h i ms elf 

Damn e d bel ow Judas; more abh orr ed than he was, 
Wh o f o r a few pence sold hi s h o ly Master ! (LI . 5-6 ) 

Thr ou gh thi s a ll u s i on we kn ow h ow miserable he mu st have 

felt in h is madne ss and thr oughout hi s slo w rec overy . Judas 

I scari ot, the man wh o betrayed Jesus, wa s the l owest of the 

lo w; if Cowper wa s " damned bel ow Judas," he felt he had no 

p l a ce t o go, no one to turn to . His hope l ess plight was 

lik e Abi r am ' s : 

Weary , faint , tremb l ing with a th ousand terrors , 
I' m ca ll ed , if vanquished ! t o receive a sentence 

-Worse than Abi ram's. (LI. 14-1 6 ) 

Deject ed and melancholy, he intended f or hi s reader t o recal l 

Abiram, the s on of Eliab , one o f the rev o lter s again s t Moses. 

Abiram and h is friends, f o ll owers, and leaders were puni s hed 

wh e n the Lo rd made the earth "o pen up her mouth and swall ow 

t h em. 11 2 I n the la st ver se of "Lin es Written Un d er t he I nflu

ence of De l irium ," 3 the poet s h owed hi s utter de s pair : 

lTh e Po eti c al Work s , p. 23. 

2N um. 16: 1-50. 

3The Po eti ca l Work s , p . 23. 



Him the vindictive r od of angry justice 
Sent quick and how lin g t o the centre headl ong; 
I , fed wit h judgment, in a fleshly t omb , am 
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Buried ab ove gr ound. (Ll. 17-20) 

In "fed with judgment, " he a l ludes t o the st ory o f the 

shepherds wh o fed themse l ves, but no t their f locks . The 

Lord s a i d He would s eek out and care for ~he fl ocks a nd in 

d o ing s o wo uld take away the f oo d of the shepherds. 1 Cowper 

c ompares himself t o the shepherds; he feels h is chance of 

bei~g taken back int o grace t o be small indeed. He feels 

that the fate of the s hepherds is s yn onym ous with his own . 

After hi s c onversi on in 1764, Cowper ' s writings 

bec ome markedly different fr om his previ o us work, a s can 

readily be s een in one of hi s hymn s , " The Lo rd Will Pr ovide ." 

He expre s se s hope an d faith and g ladnes s in 

The s aints sh ould never be dismayed, 
Nor sink in hope le ss fear; 

F o r when t hey leas t expect hi s aid, 
The Savi our will app e ar. 

Thi s Abraham f ound ; he rai s ed t he knife ; 
God s aw an d s ai d, " Forbear ! 

Yon ram s ha l l yie l d his meaner l ife; 
Beh o ld the victim there. " 

On c e David seemed Saul ' s certain prey; 
But hark ! t he f oe 's at hand ; 

Saul turn s hi s arms an other way , 
To save the invaded l and . 

When Jo nah sunk beneath the wave , 
He th ought t o rise no more; 

But God prepared a fi s h t o save, 
And bear him t o the s hore. 

1Ez ek . 34 : 15. 



Blest pro ofs of power and grace divine, 
That meet u s in his word ! 

May every deep-felt care of mine 
Be trusted with the Lord . 

Wait f or his seas onable aid, 
And th ough it tarry, wait; 

The pr omi s e may be lo ng delayed, 
But cann ot come too late.I 
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In this poem, Cowper uses three Biblica l a llusions referring 

to t he story of Abraham , 2 the stru gg le between David and 

SauI, 3 and J o nah and the wha le.4 In each , the Savi or come s 

t o t he aid o f people in trouble . To Cowper these are omen s 

that he can s afely trust " every deep - fe l t care" t o the Lord 

and sure l y wait His "seasonable aid ." A man's faith will 

see him thr ough a ll tria ls and tribu l ations t o glory and 

sa l vati on. 

In an ot her hymn of this type, " The Lord My Banner, " 

Cowper again uses the st ory of Davids t o prove that every

thing man possesses, everyt~ing that man gains, is gained 

thr ough God . He a s ks: 

By wh om was David taught 
To aim the deadly bl ow, 

Wh en he and Go liath f o~ght, 
And l aid the Gittite low? 

Nor sword nor s pear the stripling t oo k, 
But chose a pebb le fr om the br oo k. 

1Th e Poetical Works, p. 24 . 

2Gen. 22 : 1-24 . 

3 I Sam. 9-3 1 . 

4I Sam. 24: 1-22. 

SExod. 17 : 15. 



' Twas I srael 's God and King 
Wh o sent him t o the fight; 

Who gave him s trength t o sling, 
And skill t o aim aright . 

Ye feeb l e sa int s, y our strength endures, 
Becau s e young David's God is y ours. 

Who orde r ed Gideon forth 
To st orm the invaders ' c amp , 

With arm s of l ittle worth, 
A pitcher and a l amp ? 

The trumpet s made hi s c oming known, 
And a ll the host wa s overthr own . 

Oh ! I have seen the day, 
When with a s ingle wo rd, 

God he l ping me t o s ay, 
"M y tru s t i s in the Lord ," 

My so ul hath que lled a th ousand f oes, 
Fe ar less of a ll t hat could opp ose. 

But unbelief, sel f-will, 
Self-righte ousn es s, an d pride, 

How oft do t hey ste a l 
My weapons fr om my s ide ! 

Yet David 's Lord, and Gideo n' s fri end, 
Wi ll he l p hi s servan t to the end.I 

Un s werving trust in the Lor d i s expre ss ed. I n s pi te of 
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"u nbe l ief, self-will,/Self-righte ousnes s , and pride " David' s 

Lo rd in the end will pr ovide, chart the course. 

In "Ex hor tati on t o Prayer, " 2 Co wper endeav ors t o 

pr ove the effi ca c y of prayer : 

Pr aye r makes the darkened cl oud withdraw, 
Prayer climbs the l adder J ac ob saw, 
Gives exercise to faith and lov e, 
Brings e very b lessin g fr om ab ove . [Ll. 5-8) 

1The Po etica l Works, p . 25. 

2 I bid. , p . 32 . 
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Jacob 's l adder , in this instance, comes fr om the Bi b lical 

story of Jacob and Esau. Jacob dreamed he saw a lad de r 

set up on the earth; the top of it reached t o Heaven and 

he saw the angel s of God a sc ending and descending o n it . 1 

If J a co b 's l adder reached a ll the way t o heaven and prayer 

could c l imb the ladder, then prayer s are certain t o reac h 

heaven if we offer them. 

I n the f ourt h st an z a o f "Exh ortati on t o Prayer,"2 

Cowper wrote: 

Whi l e Moses st oo d with arm s spre ad wide, 
Succes s was f oun d on Israel ' s s ide. (L I . 13-14) 

The allusi on here i s t o the crossin g of the Red Sea by Moses. 

As the stor y in the Bible is told, Moses, leading the children 

out of bondage in Egypt , was pursued by the Pharoa h , the 

Egyptian king. The Isr ae l ites were trapped against the Red 

Sea when the Lord appeared t o Mos es, t old him to stretch out 

his hands over the sea, and then r o lled back the waters f o r 

the Israelite s a safe path acr o ss the sea. 3 The alm os t 

imp oss ible, the dividing of a sea t o save a pe ople, was 

a cc omplished thr ough faith and prayer. 

Cowper ' s hymn s are replete with Biblical allusi ons. 

In "Lively Hope and Graci ous Fear, " 4 h e expre ss es his joy a t 

1Gen. 28 : 1-22. 

2Th e Poet i ca l Works, p. 32. 

3Ex od. 14 t 1-31. 

4The Po eti ca l Works, p. 39. 



be ing converted when he s ay s: 

With t hes e to Pisgah 's top I f l y ; 
An d there delighted st and, 

To view bene ath a s hining s ky 
The spacious promised l and. f Ll. 9-12 ) 

His r e newed h ope and confi dence and his faith in God have 

gi ven h im wing s, and he fee ls that he can fly t o "Pis gah 's 

top" and view " the pr omised l and. " The Bib l e states that 

Moses s aw the Promised Land fr om Pi sgah , a moun ta i n range 

in the Near Ea st. 1 
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In "Fo r the Poor,'12 Cowper aga in make s a ple a f o r 

h is fellow men to g iv e up their wi cked ways and tak e their 

burdens to the Lord. He po ints out the things the Lord ha s 

d one f or ot her s: 

Wh e n Hagar found the bottle spent, 
And wept o' er Is hma el, 

A me ss age fr om t he Lord wa s s ent 
To gui de her to a wel l. 

Sh ould not Eli j ah 's c ak e an d cruse 
Co nvince us a t t hi s day , 

A graci ous God will not refuse 
Provisi ons by t he way. (Ll. 1-8) 

Two a ll usions are used i n these .ver s e s. Hagar, the Egyptian 

concubine o f Abr aham , and he r son, Is hmae l, were driven int o 

t he desert where they wandered for day s as outcast s and a lmos t 

perished with thirst . When Haga r cried t o God , the Lo rd s ent 

a n angel t o direct he r t o a well. 3 Elijah, hiding fr om his 

1De ut. 34:1 . 

2The Poe tica l Works, p. 39 . 

3 Gen. 21: 9 - 2 1. 
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enemy, Ahab , was supplied " cake and cru s e " by a poo r wid ow 

wh os e supp lies never failed thr ough the Lord 's pr ovisi on. 1 

In t h is poe m Cow per is pr omi si ng ete rn al l ove an d care fr om 

the Savi or ; t he a llusions pr ove hi s point that t he Lo rd 

p r ovi des f or t hose wh o are Hi s own. 

Varied in t heme , t he Ol n ey Hymn s reflect Cow pe r' s 

fee li ng s ab out hi s religi ous li f e . Th ro ugh t hem, t he chang es 

of moo d, t one, ment a l an d phy s i c a l well- bein g of t h e au t hor 

c a n be noted. Hi s prayer s, h iB ple a s, h is ser mon s, reveal 

much. But net a ll h is Bibli c a l a ll u s ion s are f ound in his 

re l igi ous h ymn s. I n "Tru th, " hi s Biblica l a ll usi ons inc l ud e 

the Phari s ee s, J e wis h pe ople wh o l ived in Ju dea in Pa l e s tine 

in the time o f J es us, 2 and Adam, the father of Seth , Abe l , 

a nd Cain, and acc ording t o the Bible, the f irs t man of crea

tion.3 In "E xp o stu l at ion, " 4 he a l ludes t o the pr ophet 

J eremiah : 

The pr ophet wept f or Isr ae l; wi s he d hi s eyes 
We re f ou nt ain s fed with infinite supplies: 
Fo r Is rael dea lt in ro bbe ry and wr ong ; 

He s aw h is pe ople sl ave s t o every lust, 
Le wd, a varici ou s, ar rogant, unju st; 
He h eard t he wheels of an avenging God 
Gr oan he avily a lo ng t he dist an t road; 
Saw Baby lo n s et wide her t wo- leaved bra ss 

11 Kin g s 17 : 1-24. 

2Th e Po etical Wor ks, p. 77, 1. 44. -

3Ibid. , p . 79, 1. 183. 

4 Ibid., pp . 88-1 01. 



To let the military deluge pa ss; 
Jerusalem a prey, he r g lo ry s o iled, 
Her prin c es captive and her treasure s spoiled . 

(LI. 35-62) 

By this allu s i on, Cowper pr ove s the power of man t hr ough 
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fai t h in God, Hi s mercy and justice. I n this s am e p oem, he 

u s e s a Biblica l al lus i on t o the Levites t o illustrate t he 

precari ous ne ss o f l ife, of man, o f a co untry , and of t he 

entire universe: 

0 I~rael, of a l l nati ons most und one ! 
Thy diadem di s p l a ced , thy sc eptre gone ; 
Thy temp l e, once thy g lory, fa l len and rased , 
And th o u a worshipper e ' en where th ou may s t ; 
Thy s ervices, once holy with out spot, 
Mere shadows now, their ancient pomp forgot; 
Thy Levites, once a consecra ted hos t , 
No longer Levites, and their l ineage los t ; 
And thou thy s e l f o' er every country sown, 
With n one on earth that th o u cans t call thine own; 
Cr y al oud , th ou that sit test in the du s t, 
Cry t o the pr oud, the cruel, and unju s t; 
Kno ck at the gates of nati ons, rouse their fears; 
Say wrath is comtng , and the st orm appears; 
But r ai s e the shrillest cry in British ears. 

( LI. 257 - 27 1) 

I n many of hi s work s Cowper use s the life o f Saint 

Pau l, one of the grea test pr e achers and organizers o f the 

early Chri st ian Church, t o s h ow the need f or a deep an d true 

fai t h , t h e rewards of a goo d life, and t he j oy of tru st ing 

in t he Lo rd. I n "The Pr ogres s o f Err or," 1 the a llu s i on to 

Pa u l s hows the avarici ousnes s and inc on s t an c y of man : 

He fr om It alian so ng s ters takes hi s cu e; 
Set Pau l t o mu s ic, he s ha l l qu ote him t oo. 
He takes the fie l d , the master of the pack 
Cri es--" We l l d one, s aint !" and c l ap s him on 

the back. {LI. 11 3-115 ) 

lib id ., p . 66. 
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The desired d ominant characteristics of man a s illustrated 

by some members of the pri estly broth e rh oo d are discussed in 

"Expos tul a tion." 1 Boldnes s in regulated pr opor t i ons s houl d 

be displayed by good men. I n t he wo rd s of the poet man 

s hould be " a s bo ld a s in Agri ppa 's prese nc e Pau l" (1. 44 5). 

Here t he a ll usi on i s t o the trial of Saint Pau l when h e wa s 

br ou ght by Fe s tus before Her od Agri ppa II, king of the pr o

vinces of Philip, and with honesty, faith, and c ourage c l eared 

him s e l f oi t he charges br oug h t aga i nst him a s to l d in the 

book of Acts 25 :1 2 and 26 : 32 . 

I n " Hope ," Cowper a ll udes t o Pau l of Tarsus and the 

spread of Christi anity2 t o prov e that man can exist a s a mere 

li ving unit, b ut can no t li ve wit h out wi sd om, change, h ope, 

p ro phe cy , and a de s ire f or the truth s o f l ife, now and here

af t er . La ter in this s ame poem, man is given some o f Paul 's 

c hara cte ristics : hi s l ov e of _Chri s t, hi s "steadiness 

unbribed," his " ap os t oli c cha rity," hi s quest f or truth . 3 

In " Co nver s ati on , " a l lu s i on i s made to the trave ls 

and ob s erva t i on s of Paul on hi s j ourney s . 4 Man i s e nd owed 

wi t h va l uab l e g i f ts when he i s b orn; he i s e x pected t o a cquire 

other traits a s he gr ow s o lder. The wi s e man f o ll ows t his 

libid ., p. 96. 

2 r bid ., p. 107 , 1. 257 . 

3 I bid ., p. 113, 11. 580-583 . 

4 I bid., p . 130, 1. 155. 
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pattern and p l aces his trust in God as Paul did; the f oolis h 

ma n errs an d fl ounders by t he wayside, never realizing fully 

the blessings o f the Lo rd. 

In "The Time- Pi e ce," 1 Paul ' s h onesty, sincerity, 

judgment, mer cy, and l oya l ty to God are s et out a s ideal 

aims f or man as a neg otiat or between God and hi s fell ow men . 

The auth o r expresses his fee l ing toward Pau l when he says: 

Wou l d I describe a preacher, such as Paul, 
Were he o n earth, would hear , approve, and own, 
Pau l sh ould himse l f direct me . I wou l d trace 
His master-strokes , and draw from hi s design. 
I would expre s s him simp l e , grave, sincere; 
I n doctrine unc orrupt ; in language p l ain, 
And plain in man ner ; decent, so lemn, chaste, 
And natura l in gesture ; much impressed 
Him s e l f, as c onsci ous of his awful ch a r ge , 
And anxi ous mainly that the fl ock he feed s 
May feel it t oo; affecti onate in l oo k, 
And tender in addre s s, a s well becomes 
A me s senger o f grace t o guilty men. (LI. 395-407) 

In Cowper ' s post hum ous poems written from 1779 t hr ough 

1800, the Bib l ical allusi ons differ fr om the allusi ons in hi s 

ear l ier work s . In s tead of s erving t o win pe ople t o Chri s t or 

to depict the wonder s o f heaven, they s erve to sh ow disc ourage-

men t, f orl ornne ss , and los s of hope . In the poems of this 

l a st peri od Cowp e r often used Gide on, judge and her o of 

Is rae l , t o illustrate h is dec l ining faith ; whereas in his 

ear l ier c omp os iti ons the a ll usi ons t o Gide on pr oved the p ower 

a nd wi s d om of the Lo rd. In a hymn entitled " The Lo rd My 

Banner, " 2 Gide on 's power thr ough God is to l d : 

1 I bict., p. 201 , 11. 463-4 72 . 

2 J bid ., p . 25. 



Wh o ordered Gide on f o rth 
To st orm t he invaders' c amp , 

Wi t h arm s of little worth, 
A pitcher and a l amp ? 

And trumpets made hi s coming known, 
And a ll the host was overt hr own. [ LI. 13-18) 

I n "Ta b le Ta l k," 1 t he a llusion shows the victories and 

triump hs of God thr ough Gideon: 

When Pr ovid e nce means mercy to a lan d . 
He speaks, and they appear; t o Him they owe 
Skill to direct, and stre ngth t o stri ke the b low, 
To ma nage with address, to s e ize with power 
The. crisis of a dark decisive hour. 
So Gide on earned a vict ory no t hi s own, 
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Sub s erviency his praise , a nd that al one. (LI. 355-36 1) 

Man is but a t ool or a pie ce of c l ay t o be mo ld ed in a ll way s 

after the will o f God. 

When in lat e r l ife Cowper writes "To an Afflicted 

Pr ote s tant Lady i n France,"2 evidences of h is waning faith 

and fu t ile gra s ping f o r religi ous comf ort ar e revealed. I n 

t h is inst ance t he a llusion t o Gide on s h ows a wi st fu l ne ss f or 

the fee l ings and assurance s of t h e pa st: 

Ah , be n o t s ad , alth ough t hy l ot be cast 
Far fr om t he f l oc k and in a bound l ess waste ! 
No shepherds ' t ent wit hin thy vi ew appear, 
But the Chief She pherd even ' there is near; 
Thy tender s orr ow a nd thy p l a intive strain 
Flow in a f oreign land , but not in vain; 
Thy tears a l l is s ue fr om a s ourc e di vin e , 
And e v ery dr op be spea k s a Savi our thine . 
So once in Gide on ' s f l ee ce t he dew s were f ound, 
And d r ought on a ll the d~ opping he r bs a r ound . 

1 l b id . , p. 56 . 

2 lb id . , p. 354. 

{Ll . 4 1-50 ) 
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He r e the mention of shepherds and f lo cks is reminiscent of 

previ ous a llus i ons during a peri od when Cowper felt he was 

d oomed t o despair; the tears are indicative of the hopeless

ness that he mu st have felt bef o re hi s c onversi on , during 

h is fits of insanity and delirium, and during the times o f 

hi s "reject i on." The a llusion to " Gideon 's f l eece" presents 

a ray of hop e that s a lvat ion might be forthcoming. 

Thi s s ame wistful fee l ing i s expressed in "To a 

Youn g Fri~nd": 

If Gideo n 's f le ece, which drenched with dew he f ou nd, 
Wh ile mo isture none refres h ed the herbs ar oun d, 
Mi gh t fitly repre sent t he Church end owed 
Wi t h heavenly gif ts to he a t he ns not a llowed ; 
I n pledge, pe rhap s , of fav ours fr om on high, 
Th y locks were wet when ot her s' loc ks were dry. 
He a ven gran t u s ha lf t he omen ,--may we see 
Not drou gh t on ot hers, but mu ch dew on thee t 1 

The a llusion to "Gid e on's f le e c e '' revea ls Co wp er ' s ha l f-h ope 

that mira cl e s may be repeated and that faith i s ever l asting. 

Dur ing this peri od Cowpe r was, f or the most part, 

moody and de j e ct ed . He had los t his interest in r e li gi on; 

he felt that he had failed in every test given him by the 

Lord and that he was d oomed t o failu r e . Hi s friend s tried 

to c hee r him and revive som e spark of interest, but appar

en tly t o no a vail. F ina ll y, Mr. Bean, the curate of Olney, 

asked him t o write a hymn f or Sun day School, and Cowper 

consented. I n the " Hymn '' i s heard a s ad and wi s tful vo ice 

1 Ibid., p. 390 . 
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that hopes, yet dares not hope t oo much . His next re l igious 

poem , entit l ed "Stanzas," 1 s hows his increa s ing me l ancholy: 

Like crowded f orest-trees we stand, 
An d some are marked to fal l ; 
The axe wi ll smite at God ' s c ommand, 
An d so on s ha ll smite u s all . 

Green a s the bay-tree, ever green, 
With its new f o liage on, 
The gay, the th ou ght l e ss, have I s een; 
I passed--and they were g one. 

Re ad, ye that run, the awful truth 
With whi ch I charge my page; 
k wo r m is in the b ud of y outh, 
And a t t he r oot of age . 

No p rese nt hea l th can he alth en sure 
For yet an hour t o c ome; 
No me di cine, th ough oft can cure, 
Can a l way s ba lk t he t omb . 

And oh ! that humb le a s my l ot, 
And sc orned a s is my s train, 
The s e truth s , th ough known, t oo much f org ot, 
I may not teach in vain. 

So prays your Cl erk with all his heart, 
And e r e he quit s the pen, 
Beg s y ou f or once to take his part, 
And an s wer a ll--" Am en l " {LI. 13-36 ) 

In t h e l a s t s t a n z a o f t h e po em '' 0 n a Si m i I a r O c ca s i o n , " 2 

written in 1788, Co wper s ay s: 

Lea rn then, ye l iving ! by the mouth be taught 
Of a ll t hos e sepulchres, in s truct ors true, 
That soo n or l ate , death a lso i s y our l ot, 
And the next opening grave may yawn f or you. 

1 I bid., p. 366 . 

2Jbi d., p . 367 . 

( LI: 33-36) 
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In 1792 , in an o the r r e l igious poem, " On a Simi l ar Occasi on, " 1 

he tries t o find the r ea son f or man 's fear of death . He 

concludes: 

' Tis judgment s ha kes him ; there 's the fear 
That p r omp t s t he wi s h t o st ay : 
He h as incurred a l ong arrea r, 
And mu st de s pair t o pay . ( LI. 29-32 ) 

Hi s l ast religi ous poem " On a Similar Occ a si on ,'' wa s wr i tte n 

in 1793 : 

He wh o lives t o God, a lo ne , 
And a ll a re dead be s ide; 
Fo r ot her s our c e t han God i s none 
When c e l ife ca n be s upplied . 

To l ive t o God is t o r equite 
His l ove as be st we may ; 
To make Hi s precepts o ur de li ght , 
Hi s pr omi ses our stay . 

But li fe , within a narr ow ring 
Of giddy j oy s c omprised, 
Is fa ls e l y named , a nd no suc h thing, 
But rather dea th di sgu ised . 

Can l if e in them de serv e the name, 
Wh o only live t o pr ove 
F or what po or t oy s t hey can disc l a i m 
An end l e ss li fe ab ov e ? 

Wh o , muc h di s ea s ed , yet nothing fee l ; 
Muc h mena ced, nothing dread ; 
Ha ve wounds wh ic h only God c an hea l , 
Yet never a s k His aid ? 

Wh o d eem Hi s house a useless p l a ce, 
Fai t h , wan t of common sense, 
And a rd our in the Christian race 
A hyp oc rite ' s preten c e ? 

Wh o tr amp le order; and t he day 
Wh i c h God a sserts h is own 

lJbid., p. 369 . 



Dishonour with unhallowed play, 
An d worship chance al one ? 

If scorn of God's co mmands , impress ed 
On word and deed , imply 
The better part of man unblessed 
With life that cannot die; 

Such want it : and that want, uncured 
Till man resigns his breath, 
Speak him a criminal, assured 
Of everlasting death. 

Sad peri od t o a pleasant course! 
Yet so will God repay 
Sabbaths pr ofaned without remorse, 

· And Mercy cast away .I 

The poem is a summation of Cowper's views and a perfect 

examp l e of his ever-increasing fee li ng of hopelessness and 

despair. The religious feelings o f the poet are clearly 

revealed not only in this poem, but in much of his other 

poetry. Ano ther side of his nature, the scholarly and 

intellectua l side, r e vea ls its e lf in his many myth olo gica l 

a llusion s. 
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In his early poetry, Cowper emp loys freq uent a llu

sion s t o mythology. Famil iar wit h Gr ee k and Ro man mythology, 

he draws freely on these so urces f o r hi s poetry, alludin g t o 

Phoebus, Hymen , Eurydice, Hebru s, Phil omel, Parnassu s , t he 

nymphs, and any number of the more familiar myth olo gica l 

deities of the ancient world. 

In the fir s t two lines o f hi s fir s t poem, "Vers es 

Written at Bath, " 2 he s ay s : 

1Ibid., p. 369 . 

2 I bid., p. 1. 



Fortun e ! I thank thee : gent le Goddess, thanks ! 
Not that my Mus e, th ough bashful s hall deny. 

(LI. 1-2) 

"My Muse" her e is the god dess wh o in s pired Cowper t o write 

poetry. Fortune, he fee ls, has put the s hoe heel in hi s 

path; f o r thi s hi s Muse is gr atef ul in that new subj ect 
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ma tter is provided. Since the g od s and g odde ss e s reign over 

the heavens, Cowper knows t ha t "For tune " has maneuvered cir

cu ms tances and made it poss ible f or hi m t o find the sh oe 

hee l and be motivated t o write a poe m ab ou t it. In a l ater 

poem written to The od ora,"An Apology," 1 the poet s ays : 

Di d not my Mus e qwhat can s he l es s?) 
Perceive her own unwor thiness, 
Coul d s he by some we ll- chosen theme 
But hope t o merit your e s teem . «:L I. 1-4) 

In a s hort poem, "In a Lette r t o C. P., Es qu ire, " 2 written in 

hi s y ou th, Cowper p l eads f or a gent l e patient Mus e wh o would 

be c ontent " t o visit of t the s till Lethean l ake" in s tead o f 

seeking the "pernicious he ig hi " o f the " ta l l Parna ss ian 

cli ff. " The a l lusion t o the Mus e i s used effe ctively and 

meanin gf ully in this poem writt en t o some one ill with rheuma

tism . The slow, gent l e, soo thing mov ement of t he words , 

imag e s, and rhy t hm has a c a l ming effect on th e reader. 

In li nes "Addr e ss ed t o Mi ss Ma cartn ey " 3 after reading 

her po em , "Prayer f o r I ndi f f eren c e ," Cowper emp lo ys an 

1 I bid. , p . 4. 

2 I bid ., p . 7 . 

3 I bid. , pp. 20-2 1. 



allusion to the Muse t o pay tribute t o Miss Macartney and 

her poem: 

Th e Arts com e smiling in the cl ose, 
And l en d cele s tia l fire; 

The marb le brea t hes, the canva s g lows, 
The Muses sweep the lyre. ( LI. 80-84) 
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In "Tab l e Ta lk," 1 the Mus e i s ofte n use d to pr ove a poi nt or 

make cl ea r e r a compa rison: 

I kn ow the mind that fee ls indeed the fire 
The Mus e imparts, and can command the l yre, 
Acts with a force , a nd kind l es wi th a zea l , 
Whate ' e r the the me , that othe rs never fee l . 

«:LI. 480-48 3 ) 

In discussing the subjects of p oets and poe try later i n this 

same poem, Cowper alludes again t o the Mus e t o show th e 

f ut i l ity of effor t if a poet can no t wr ite ab out a g oo d sol id 

su bject t ha t will be a cr ed it t o the l ab ors of the Mus e. 2 

Lat e r in th e po em the conversation between A. and B. turns 

t o the vari ous poets;and the impatience, rud e ness, and dis

respect of on e poet are s h own· thr ough an a llusion t o the Muse: 

Surly and sloven ly , and b old an d c oar s e, 
Too p rou d f or a rt, and trusting in mere f orce, 
Spendthrift a lik e of money an d of wit, 
Alway s a t s peed, and ne v er drawing bit, 
He struc k the lyre in suc h a c are less mood , 
An d so d isdaine d the rules he und e rs t ood , 
The l aurel seemed t o wait on hi s command, 
He sn a tched it rudely fr om the Mus e s' hand. 

( LI. 682-689 ) 

"The Prog r e ss o f Error " 3 begins in a conv enti on a l addre ss t o 

1I bid. , p . 58 . 

2Ibid., p. 59. 

3 Ibi d., p. 64. 



the Mus e : 

Sing, Muse (if such a theme, so dark, so long, 
May find a Muse to grace it with a song), 
By what unseen and unsuspected arts 
The serpent Error twines r ound human hearts. 

(Ll. 1-4) 
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Cowper asks the g od des s presiding over poetry and song, the 

power suppos ed to in spire the poet, f or grace and blessing 

on his poem. In this sam e traditi on the opening lines of 

"Expostulation" 1 read: 

Why weeps the Muse f or England? What appears 
In Englan d 's case to move the Mu s e to tears ? 
From sid e to side of her delightfu l isle 
Is s he not c lot hed with a perpetual smile? 
Can Nature add a charm, or art c on fer 
A new-f oun d luxur y not seen in her ? 
Where under heaven is pleasure more pursued, 
Or where d oes cold reflection less intrude? 
Her fields a ric h expan s e of wavy c or n, 
Poured out from Plenty's overflowing horn; 
Am br os ia l gardens, in which Art supp lies 
The ferv ou r and the force of Indian skies; 
Her peaceful shores, where busy Commerce waits 
To pour his gold en tide thr ou gh all her gates, 
Whom fiery suns, that -scorch the russet spice 
Of Eastern gr oves, and oc ean s f loor ed with ice, 
For bid in vain to push his daring way 
To darker climes, or cl imes of brighter day; 
Wh om the winds waft where'er the bill ows r oll, 
From the world ' s girdle to. the fr oz en po le; 
The chariots bou nding in her wheel-worn streets, 
Her vaults bel ow , where every vintage mee ts ; 
Her t heatres, her revels, and her s port s ; 
The scenes to which not y outh a lone re sorts, 
But age, in sp ite of weaknes s and of pain, 
Still haunts, in h op e to dream of y out h again; 
All speak her happy : let the Mus e look round 
From East to West, no sorrow can be f ound: 
Or onl y what, in cottages confined, 
Sighs unregarded t o the passing wind . 
Then wherefore weep f or England? What appears 
In England's case t o move the Muse to tears ? 

((LI . 1-32 ) 

libid., pp. 87-101. 
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Thus t hi s passage sets the st age f or the poem. A q uestion 

ha s been pr op osed, not just to a mortal, but to the g od des s 

o f t he heavens, the ruler of destiny and f ortune. In the 

course of the poem t he a ut hor appea ls t o man t o s tand up 

for hi s right s , hi s integrity, hi s c ountry, and his God; he 

addre sses the Muse: 

Mus e, hang this ha rp up on y on aged beech , 
Still murmurin g with the sol emn truths I teach; 
An d whi le at interva ls a co l d b l ast s ing s 
Thr oug h the dry leaves , and pants up on the strings, 
My soul shall sigh in s ecret , and l ament 
A nati on scourged , yet tardy t o repent. QLl. 7 18-723 ) 

The first verse penned by Cowper c on tain s an addre ss 

to the Mus e; Many of the poem s duri ng the produc tive peri ods 

of his life, it has been no ticed, c ontain these same addre sses. 

When he writes The Task, he a l ludes t o the Muse many times. 

In speaking o f his lo ve o f nature and of the country and hi s 

poet ic eff orts in " The Win te r Evening, " 1 he s ay s: 

My very dr eam s were rural, rural too 
The fir st born efforts of my youthfu l mu se, 
Sp ortive, and ji ng l ing her poetic be lls 
Ere yet her ear was mi stress of the ir powers. 

(Ll. 700-703 ) 

I n " The Win ter Mor ning Wa l k ," 2 the sh ortc oming s of man are 

di scuss ed . I t i s co ncluded that a good and wise man i s what 

he bec omes thr ou gh the guidance o f God and that the truthfu l 

ma n, the hon est man , the patri o t bec omes immorta l in scu l pture 

an d a pr ou d tr ea sure of " the hist or ic Mu se" (1. 707 ) . 

1 I bid., p . 245 . 

2 I bid., p. 26 1. 



In "Tirocinium, " 1 Cowper again poses an i mportant 

q uestion to the Mu s e : 

Say, Muse (f or, educati on made t he s ong, 
No Muse can hesitate, or l inger l ong), 
What cau s es move us, knowing as we mu s t, 
That these menageries all fail their trust, 
To send our s ons t o scout and scamper there, 
While c olts and puppies c os t u s s o much care ? 

(LI. 290-295 ) 
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Later in the p oem, after much discu s si on of parents, educa

ti on, and s ch oo ls, and after the auth or i s quite disillusioned, 

he s ay s: 

' But, c ourage, man !' meth ou ght the Muse rep l ied, 
'M ankind are vari ous , and the world is wide . 

G:Ll. 787-788 ) 

After the publicati on of hi s lo ng poem, The Task , Cowper 

wr ote many s horter poems. Myth o l ogy plays a great part in 

the s e poems also . In "The Death of Mrs. Thr ockm orton's 

Bu l lfinch " 2 he re l ates the horrible death of the bird wh o 

was eaten by a rat . The event was so tragic that even the 

auth or pleads : 

'Ah, Mu s e l f orbear t o s peak ' 

The Mu s es mourn. (LI. 5 1-61 ) 

When the dreadful crime was c ommitted, even t he Mu s e s mourned 

t he loss of t he bullfinch. 

In the poem, " To Sir J os hua Reyn o ld s , " 3 two a l l us i ons 

1Ibi d., p. 29 4 . 

2 r bid . , p. 311. 

3 l!l.i.£. . ' p . 329. 
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to t he Mus e s are u s ed t o intensify hi s creative versatility : 

You cannot with gra ce dec lin e 
A special mandate o f the Nine-
Your s e lf , whatev er ta s k y ou ch oose, 
S o much inde bted t o the Muse. «LI . 7-10 ) 

"The Cock-Fighter ' s Garlan d " 1 sh ows Co wper ' s sympathy t oward 

a ll nat ur e 's creat ures. He is perturbed by the crue l ty t o 

the bird and he c a lls: 

Mus e, hide his name o f wh om I s ing, 
Le s t his surviving h o u s e thou bring 

Fo r hi s sake int o scorn; 
Nor speak the sc h oo l fr om which he drew 
The much o r l ittle that he knew, 

Nor place where he wa s bor n. 
(Ll. 1-6) 

The nature of his prayer to t he Mu se sugg ests the en o rmity 

o f t he ac t. In " On a Mischiev ous Bull," 2 the a uth or i s 

gr eatly an no yed at t he anima l f o r disturbing the peaceful 

surround i ng s with his pugna c i ous di s p l ay o f pr owess . 

Cowper's anger is so great that he c a lls f or more t han human 

casti ga tio n : 

I care not whether ea s t or nort h , 
So I no more ma y find thee ; 
The angry Mu s e thu s s ing s thee f o rth, 
And cl aps the gate behind thee . (Ll. 2 1-24 ) 

In "To Dr. Austen, of Ce cil Street, London," 3 Cowper heighten s 

his deep appreciati on t o Dr. Austen f o r hi s so l iciti ous atten

tion t o Mrs. Unw in in her illness thr o ugh a poem i ns pired by 

the Mus e s: 

1 I bid ., pp . 371-372 . 

2 I bid ., pp. 363-364. 

3 I bid., p. 384. 



Aust en! a cc ept a grateful ver s e fr om me, 
The poet 's tr ea su re , no ingl ori ous fee. 
Lov ed by the Muses , thy ingeni ou s mind 
Plea s ing requital in a verse may find . (Ll. 1-4) 

In "Catharina: On He r Marriage to Geo rge Cou rtenay, 

Esq u i re ," 1 Cowper co mpar es the or a cul ar power of a poe t to 

t he Muse: 

Believe i t or not , a s y ou chuse [s i cJ, 
Th e d oct rine i s cert ain l y true, 

Tha t t he future i s known to the Muse , 
And poets a re oracles t oo. CLI. 1-4) 
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He had wi s hed f or t he marriage of Catharina t o Ge orge; the 

Muses approvin g , had made it c ome tuue; now the poet decides 

t o use his p ower t o wis h f o r a family . In the very s h ort 

1 ate poem , " 0 n a Lett er t o Mi s s Fan s haw e , " 2 Cowper fee 1 s h i s 

own h uma n e mo ti on a l capacity i s in suff icient f or the situa

tion a nd he c a lls up on the Mus e t o give the em oti ona l inten

s ity that the occ a sion demand s whatever the em otion be . Here 

he a lludes t o the Mu s e t o pay Miss Fan s hawe a compliment: 

Her pen dr ops elo quen c e a s sweet 
As any Muse 's ton gue can s pe ak; 

Nor need a sc ribe, l ik e he r , regret, 
Her wan t of La ti n o r of Greek. ( Ll . 1-4) 

A s imi lar prin ci pl e i s t he ba s is of hi s compliment 

to The od ora. In "Son g ," 3 wr i tt en to hi s mi s tres s , he uses 

myt holo gy to aid in describ ing he r beauty, charm, an d grace: 

li bid., p. 386. 

2 I bid ., p. 394. 

3 I bid., p . 5. 



Gl o ssy loo ks, and br ows s erene , 
Venu s' smi l e s, Diana 's mien , 
All meet in you, and y ou a lone . ( LI . 3-6 ) 
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The se words were addre sse d t o Delia, Cowper' s fir s t love. 

The key t o her bea uty is t he a ll u s i on to t he g odd e ss es ; s he 

ha s two outstandin g cha r acter i s tics whi c h set her apart fr om 

other women, "Ve nus' smi les " and " Diana' s mi e n." Venus i s 

the "sweet ly s mi l ing Venus or Aphr od i te," goddess of lo ve an d 

bea uty wh o ruled t he he a rts of me n wi t h he r smi les and s t o le 

the wit s o f even t he wis e . Diana ( Ar temis), t win s i s ter of 

Apollo, i s the godde ss o f t he cha s e and t he moo n . She epi to-

mi z ed ma id e nly virtue. Deli a , t he n we kn ow, wa s a bea utiful 

woman, bea uti ful as a moo n godde ss i s beautifu l , p os ses so r of 

a ll the beg uil ing way s and feminine charms that a g odde s s can 

be s t ow. 

Ano ther po em whi ch us es a ll u s i ons t o Gr eek myth olo gy 

is entit l ed "Upon a Venerab le Riva l . " Here Cowper u s e s a 

com mon t heme , you th and age , to s atiri z e lo ve: 

Fu ll t h irty fr osts s in c e t hou were young 
Have chilled t he wit hered gr ove, 

Th ou wretc h ! an d ha st t h ou lived so l ong, 
Nor yet f org ot to l ove ! 

Ye Sag es! s pi te of your pretences 
To wi sdom, y ou mu st own 

Your f oll y frequ e ntly co mm e nces 
Wh en you a c kn owle dg e none . 

Not t ha t I dee m i t weak to l ove, 
Or f o lly to a dmire ; 

But ah ! t he pang s we love r s pr ove 
Far ot her year s re q u ire . 



Unheeded on t he youthful brow 
The beams of Phoebus play; 

Then un support ed age stoops low 
Beneath the sultry ray . 

For on ce, then, if untutored youth, 
Youth unapproved by years, 

May chance to deviate int o truth, 
When your experience errs; 

For onc e attempt not t o despise 
What I esteem a ru l e; 

Who early l oves, th ou gh y ou ng, is wise,-
Who ol d , th ou gh grey, a f oo l. I 

The poem is a direct statement until we reach the f ourth 

stanza, beginning with 

Un heeded on the yout hful br ow 
The beam s of Phoebu s p l ay, 
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an d it extends our experience thr ough allusi on t o Ph oeb u s 

( Apol l o), t h e god of li gh t who drove t he chari ot of the sun, 

who br ough t back the sunshine in the spring. He wa s the g od 

o f so ng a nd p oet.ry, t he idea l of manly beauty . The "be am s 

of Phoe bu s [t hat ] play" on t he "youthf ul br ow" su gge st that 

youth is repre s en t ed, bu t ther e is a lso the implicati on that 

the l ife-givi ng beam s cannot remain f orever . "Unsupported 

age " creeps up, and the l ife-giving beams fade . Through 

t hi s a ll u s io n the poet ha s caused us t o summon up fee li ngs 

for youth a nd what happen s t o y outh when the "fro sts " c ome; 

he has cau s ed us a lso t o detect a hint of cynica l bitterness 

toward l ife, love, t he world , or the so-c a lled " wise men " of 

1 I bid., p. 6 . 
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the world who are ready t o sit in judgment of y outh and its 

errors. 

In his " Ode " 1 written on t he marriage of a friend, 

Cowper uses allu sions to describe how he fe lt ab out marriage 

and lo ve. The fir st stanz a draw s up on myth ol ogy: 

Thou magi c lyre, wh ose fa scin a tin g so und 
Seduced t he s avage mon sters fr om t heir cave 

Drew rocks a nd trees, and f orms uncout h ar o und, 
And bade wild He br us h us h hi s listenin g wave; 

No mor e thy undulating warb l ing f lo w 
O' er Thracian wild s of everlasting s now! [LI. 1-6 ) 

Here is the familiar lyr e of Grecian myth olo gy, the lyr e that 

could seduce monsters fr om their caves, draw r ocks and uncouth 

forms ar ound, bid " wi l d Hebru s hu s h his l istening wave," and 

prevent him fr om f low ing "o ' e r Thracian wi l d s of eve rlasting 

s now." But now the magic l yre ' s son g has ce a sed; the be lo ved 

friend has won his prize . 

note : 

In it s place is a new song, a ne w 

Awake to s weeter s ounds, th ou magic lyre, 
And paint a lo ver 's bli ss- -a lover's pain ! 

Far no b l er triumphs now t hy notes in s pire, 
For s ee, Eurydice a tt end s thy s train; 

Her s mile, a pri ze bey ond t he conjurer 's aim, 
Super i o r to the canceled breath of fame. ( LI . 7-12 ) 

The l yre n ow sin g s of a lo ver 's bliss fulfilled, of the pai n 

t ha t co mes fr om l oving and losin g. Eurydice, the bel oved 

wife of Orph eus in Grecian myth o l ogy, suffers a snake-bite, 

die s , goe s to Ha des, is br ought out by Or pheus only to be 

lost again . Her name here s hows a "lover's pain," and the 

libid., p. 10 . 
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son g of the l yre is nobler because of the su fferi ng endured. 

At the s ame time , Eurydice has chas ed " the g lo om of care," 

che c ked the tears, and t ou ched the springs of rapture and 

of love. 

Abr uptl y the son g of the ly re fades a s the p oet 

in s erts a pers on a l note: 

Ah me ! how lon g bewildered and a stray, 
Lost and benighted did my f oo tstep s r ove, 

Til l s ent by Heaven to cheer my path l e ss way, 
A st ar arose--the radiant st ar of love. 

The God pr opiti ous jo ined our wil l ing hands, 
And Hym e n wrea t he d us in hi s r os y band s . 

( LI. 19-24) 

Cow per pi ctures him s e l f, "lost an d benigh ted ," wan derin g 

aim lessly ab out until he fa lls in love with The od ora. He 

su ggests t ha t the match wa s fav or ed by God and ble sse d by 

Hym en t he g od of marriage. Here the myth o l ogica l allusi on 

to Hymen is use d to show b l es s ing and happiness. 

In "An Ode"l written s h ort l y bef ore he s uffered hi s 

first atta c k of de l irium , Cowper draws upon myth olo gy many 

times. "Swee tly warbling Phi lomel" a lludes t o the Greek 

mytholo gi ca l Phi lome l a , wh o was ·turned into a night i ng a l e 

(1. 51); " when the bright su n no w gi l d s hi s mornin g beams " 

{I . 60) i s an a l lusi on t o Phoeb us [ Apol lo) , the g od of li gh t 

wh o dr ove t he chari ot of the sun; the sunset i s described a s 

"s inking on hi s The tis 1 brea st," Thetis being t he chief of 

t he se a-mymph s (Nereids) Cl. 6 1). The au t hor boa sts, "I 

1 Ib i d., pp. 22-23 . 



72 

crown the summit of Parnassus ' hill (1. 64)." When he ha s 

reached the t op o f Mount Parnassus, sacred t o Apo llo and the 

Muses, symb o lic of poetic inspirati on and achievement, he 

has attained great height s as a poet. 

The allu s i ons of the peri od of the Olney Hymns 

(1771-1779) ar e chief l y Bib l ical a l lusi on s , but with the 

beginning of Cowper' s mora l satires (1780) the myth ological 

al l usi ons reappear . "Tab l e Talk," 1 the first of the satires, 

opens with an a l lusion t o a very o ld superstiti on that 

l ightning would no t strike l aurel : 

Strange doctrine this ! that wi th out s crup l e tears 
The laurel that the very lightning spare s. (LI. 5-6) 

This superstiti on is so ol d that the Emp er or Tiberi us wor e 

a wreath of l aure l when a th understorm threatened . Pr e s erved 

thr ough the ages, the superstiti on a ppe ared aga in in the 

works o f Byr on : 

For the true l aure l wreath whi ch g l ory weaves 
Is o f the tree no bo lt of thunder c l eaves.2 

Sin c e t he day s of the ancient Gr eek s the laurel ha s been used 

as t he symb ol of vict ory an d as ·a cr own f or victors o f their 

gam es. This s acred tree of Ap o llo, c onnected with s uccess 

in l i te rat ure, an d Parnas s us, the s a cred mountain o f t he 

Mu s e s , f o rm th e basi s of the next tw o a llusions in "Tab le 

1 I bid ., p . 49 . 

2Ge org e Gordon Byr on, Childe Harold's Pilgrimage, 
I V, 41. 
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Talk" 1 when Cowper turns fr om s uperstiti on to myth o l ogy : 

Let l a urels, dre nched in Parna ss ian dews, 
Rew ard hi s mem ory, dear to every Muse. ( Ll. 13-14) 

Later in the poe m Cow per uses two ot her my t ho l ogical allu

sions to clarify a t opi c a l event: 

Not Brind ley nor Bridgewater would essay 
To turn t he course of He licon t ha t way ; 
Nor wou ld the Nine cons en t the s a cr ed tide. 

( Ll. 182- 184) 

These l ine s a re B. 's answer t o A. 's hint t hat B. might turn 

his verse t o us efu l a ccount by pr opounding some p l an f or 

paying the nati on a l debt. " Bridgewater " r efe rs t o Franci s, 

thi rd and l a st Du ke of Bridgewater , wh o i s call ed the father 

of British in t erna l navigati on. " Brind l ey " is Jam e s Brindley, 

a n engineer wh o specialized in the bui l ding of c ana ls. The 

fir st English c ana l ( 1761 ), const r uct ed t o transp ort coal, 

was created through t he enterprise of t he Duke of Bridgewater 

an d of hi s engineer, James Brin dle y. 2 In the l ine s Cowper 

is s aying t ha t me n a s g ood at draw ing p l an s an d building 

can a ls for t h e improvement of co mmer ce a nd ind ust ry a s 

Brindley and Bridgewater would n~t cons ider tryin g to c hanne l 

poet ic in spir a t i on or "t he course o f Helic on" in any ot her 

course except its natural one. The wor d s "t ha t way " allude 

to t he po int o f t he wh ol e conv er s ati on ab ou t a p l an t o pay 

1The Po eti c a l Works, p. 49. 

2R. B. Mo wat, Eng l a nd in the Eighteenth Cent ury 
(Lon d on : Geo rge G. Ha rrap and Co mpany, Li mited , 1932 ), 
p . 268. 
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the nati onal debt. And even the Nine, referring to the nine 

g oddesses of the art s and sciences in Greek mythol ogy, would 

not want the sacred tide of Helic on t o be changed. 

I n " The Pr ogres s of Err or," 1 Cowper gives his views 

on the cau s es of Err or; he l ists the many temptati ons faced, 

yie l ded to , or r es is t e d by man. Among these f o ib l e s in 

d i s g u i s e i s t he c harm of " Bacchanalian madness" (1. 56) . 

Here, a myth ological a l l us i on t o th e ancient Roman fe s tival 

in honor o f Ba cc h us , g od of wine and reve l ry, i dentified with 

t he Greek god Di ony s u s , i s us ed t o s ignify indu l ging in 

orgies, c arous ing, or being up r oari ously drunk. The a l lusi on 

is dev oid, h owever, of any s uggesti on of the old pagan 

Bacchana l ian or Di ony s ia c ritual. 

Line 184 of " Pr ogress of Err or" c ontains a l iterary 

a ll usion with a basis in mythol ogy. This allusi on, "Let 

Comu s rise Ar chbi s hop of the l and," is an a l lusi on t o 

Milt on ' s Comus , a young man of reve l ry, g od of mirth, repre

s ented by Mil to n as the so n of Bacchu s and Circe. In line 

23 1 the poet s peaks o f " the fabied Tantalus." He is asking 

if man i s p l aced in t he cen t er of activities and pleasures 

t hat he l ike s an d desire s and restrained fr om t ouching them 

or ta s ting them as wa s Tan t a l us, wh o wa s sent t o suffer in 

t he Lowe r World be ca use he killed hi s so n Pe lo ps and served 

him to t he g od s to eat. Tantalus was given a great thirst 

lThe Poetical Works, p. 65. 
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and hunger and made t o st and in wa te r t ha t re ach ed to his 

chin a nd ga z e upon delightful, unre a cha b l e f oo d . 1 In t he 

l atter part of t he poem Co wper uses a myth o logic a l a llu si on 

to warn man agai nst the f ool ish deeds and il l habits pos ed 

by l ife : "W ith caut i on taste the sweet Circean cu p ," he 

ad v i ses. The magic cup be lon ged t o the beaut ifu l sorc e r ess , 

Circ e , in Greek myth olo gy who us ed he r magi c powers and son gs 

to a ttract s ail ors t o her i sl and where s he chang ed them int o 

a nimals by he r magi c. 

"Trut h " c ont a in s fewer a l lu sions t han t he ot her poe ms 

of t h is peri od . I n i t Cowper's main co nc ern is to mak e man 's 

sinfulness clear, to im p ress up on man the per fecti on o f God, 

and to as sert t he need of t he pr opi t ia t i on of Ch rist. Hi s 

chief my t holo gi c a l a llusio n i s to Ni obe , 2 d a ugh ter o f 

Tant a lus and mot her of se ven stron g so ns an d seve n beau tiful 

dau gh ters wh o a llowed he r pr i d e to inflict ang er up o n Leto, 

t hus bringin g death f or her children and causing he rs e I f to be 

turne d to stone. In t he poem towper points out the me nda-

ciousn e ss o f mankind. Thr oug h ~he allusi on t o Ni obe he 

concr eti zes h is meaning and purp o se. 

Th re e speci a l a llus ion s in "Exp os t ulati on" 3 i llus trate 

lcharles Mil ls Gayley, 
Literature 3!.!!.& A.!:..!. (N ew York : 
pp . 99, 166, 275, 358. 

The Cl a ssic My th s .i..!!. Englis h 
Ginn and Company, 1930 ), 

2The Po etical Wor ks, p . 79, 1. 174. 

3 Ib id ., p. 97 . 



the varied sources upon which Cowper drew for his poetry. 

He wrot e : 

Thy Druids struck the we l l-strung harps they b ore 
With fingers deeply dyed in human gore; 
And, while the victim slowly bled to death, 
Upon the tolling chords rung out hi s dying breath. 

CL I. 496-499) 
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The Druids, priests who lived in Gau l and Britain unt i l 

s hortly af ter t he death of Christ, had the same gods as 

t hose worshipped by t he Greeks and Ro man s but gave them 

different names. These Druids were reputed to have prac

ticed various f orms of magic, to have exercised soverei gnty 

ab ove rulers, to have be li eved in the exc ommunicati on of 

persons, to have indu l ged in the teaching of imm or a lity and 

transmigration, and to have originated the venerati on of the 

oak tree with mist l et oe on it; unwilling t o bro ok their 

power, the Ro man s ad opted the po licy o f extermi nati on. 1 

Several lines later, in "Exp ostul ati on," 2 Cowper makes two 

allusions to Northern myth o logy: 

But still light reached thee; and those gods o f t hin e, 
Woden an d Thor, each totterin g in hi s shrine, 
Fell br ok en and def a ced at his own door. (LI. 504-506) 

Wode n, t he German name f or Od in, was the c hief g od of the 

my t holo gy o f Northern Eur ope, a s Zeus was t he ruler in Greek 

le gend , and Jupiter in Rom an. The Scandinavian s called him 

Odi n also. Thi s god wa s t he father of a ll the gods of Norse 

1Fr ank Chapin Bray, The Wor l d of Myt hs ( New York: 
Th om as Y. Crowell , 1935), p. 11. 

2The Po eti cal Works, p. 97. 
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mythology and r ep r ese nte d wisdom and victory. Thor, g od of 

thun der in Nor thern myth o l ogy, was the ol dest s on o f Odin 

a nd the stron gest of the god s. He was the her o wh o f ought 

the battles o f the god s again s t the giant s. 

In " Hope ," Cowper de ve lo ps the s ame theme that pro

vid e s the main inf orming idea of "Truth." It i s perhaps more 

pleasant t o read; i t is kinder in t one, and it contains few 

a l lusi ons . The a llusions in "C hari ty" and " Conv e rsati on " 

are, f or the most pa rt, Biblical, bu t wi t h t he comp osit i on 

of "Retirement," 1 Cowper uses my t h olo gi cal allusi on s to pr ov e 

his love of t he country an d natur e. The poe m ope n s wit h a 

reve l ati on o f his wis h f or solitude an d pe a ce . I n d i scuss ing 

t he subject o f retirement, Cowp e r refers to t he " di sencu mbered 

Atl a s of t he st a te" ( l . 394). I n Greek my thol ogy Atlas wa s a 

great Titan wh o rebelled again st Zeu s, onl y t o be co nquered by 

Zeus and made to bea r the heaven s on hi s shoulders . Co wper ' s 

a ll usion i s t hus de s igned t o s how the bu r dens of society or 

responsi bi lity t hat man is f or ced to car ry. Whe n man retir e s, 

he is "dis e ncum be r ed " of hi s buidens . 

In 1783, when Cowper began writing The Ta s k , he 

laun c hed int o the mos t imp ortant par t of h is car eer . The 

poe m is a ll ab out Co wp er; he t e lls ab out hi s re ligi ou s medi

tations, hi s health, hi s pe ts, hi s friend s, hi s view s and 

ideas, hi s li kes and disli ke s . Thr ou gh out the poem, he u ses 

1 Ibid., p. 154. 
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myt holo gica l a l lusi ons t o sol i d ify hi s observati on s an d 

be l iefs. In the second boo k of The Ta sk, e n titled "T he 

Time- Piece," 1 he a lludes to "J un o's he a ven" Cl. 660 ) t o 

s h ow that hu sbands an d wives do n ot rea l ize t ha t t hey waste 

t heir l ives and ha ppiness un til with t heir l a st " poo r 

pittance" t hey make a des pera te offering t o Fortun e wh o is 

far costlier than "all that he ld their r ou ts in Juno's 

heaven." Since Juno ( He r a t o the Greeks) wa s the l eading 

godde ss, the queen of the gods a nd of heaven and the wife 

of Jupiter, it i s cle a r that this fina l of fe r ing o f mortals 

to appease the goddesses is inadeq uate . 

In the a llusion to the "pr iesthood o f Baal " (1. 677 ), 

is t he f irst Can aanite myth in Co wpe r ' s poetry. Baa l was 

the name o f an an cient god worshipped by t he Hebrews; t he 

Heb rews borrowed t hi s wors hip of Baa l fr om t he Canaani tes, 

who looked upon t h e g od a s t he c hi ef Sun-g od re pr esentin g 

ma le productive power, fertility, an d gen er a ti on. The wors h ip 

rese mb le d the pagan an d grossly se n su a l Di ony s ia c ritua list i c 

or gies o f an cient Gre ece. Here i s t he he a t h en sinfulness 

again st which prop he ts invei ghed . Cowper uses t he a llusion 

to s h ow the fate of a society d omi nated by greed , vice, 

su bterfuge, frauds, and c orru pti on. Cowper, lik e the 

Isr ae l ite pr ophets, den ounc es the e v i ls of hi s day in t one s 

of righteous i ndi gnati on. 

1 I bid., p. 211. 
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In "The Garden " 1 the poet is concerned with the 

subject of domestic happiness. He feels that real happines s 

can come only thr ou gh faith, trust, and loving God. Such 

people as have lived wi s e and Chri stian lives are the ones 

who are able to utter true pr ayer s a nd thereby impr ove man's 

lot. These prayers, which flow from "l ips wet with Castalian 

dews," CI . 25 1) are the purest and hol iest of prayer s because 

the waters f lowing fr om the f ount ain spring of Ca st a l ia have 

wonderful p ower and magi c to impart. 

In li ne 587, Cow per s peaks again of t he 0rph e an lyre. 

The a l lu sion here is used as a p oss ible expl ana tion f or a ll 

the lovely bl ooms in the greenh ous e. They may have come fr om 

many far-away places, or they may have been summone d by the 

magic of the 0rphean lyre. 

Cowper discusses the city at so me length in the p oem. 

He gives the disadvantages of the cit y and emphasize s his 

dis l ike with his final thrust in line 738: "Stygian throats 

breathe darkne ss all day long." The myth olo gical a llusion to 

the river Styx, one of the five rivers surroundin g Hades , 

turns the city into a dark, gl oo my, infernal place fi lle d 

with hate and lust. 

The next boo k of The Task, 2 "T he Win ter Evening, " 

consists of descriptions of nature, do mestic sce nes, an d 

sketches of enjoyable pe ople. 

IIbid., p. 22 0. 

2Ibid . , pp. 234- 270. 

Cow per uses mythological 
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a ll us i on s to make hi s d e sc ripti on s more po ignant. When the 

win te r ev e ning be gin s and t he l amps are l igh t e d, Cowper 

de sc rib es t he ir g lo w an d r e f l ec t i on a s one in whi c h Go liath 

coul d see hi s gia nt bul k " wh ol e wi t h out sto pping " (1. 271) . 

He de sc ribe s t he poorer sect i on o f tow n, t he peo p le and th e ir 

in dul ge nc e s. He does not st a te dire ctl y t ha t t he peopl e were 

l a z y or slo ve n l y ; he s ay s t hey have t aken a "Le t hean l eave 

of a ll t heir to il " (I . 475 ) . He emp lo y s an a llu sion t o Lethe, 

a r iver i n Hades wh ose water ind uces f orgetfu l ness o f all 

pr evi ous exi st en c e in th os e wh o drink of it . Theref o re, if 

the workers take a 11 Lethean l eave ,'' they have no c onsci o us 

conce p t i on o f wo rking or earning a l iving; they fit their 

su rr ou ndings. 

I n "The Win t er Mo rning Wa l k, " 1 the descripti on s of 

t he cat tl e , t he woo dman, t he s un, t he so il, and th e s n ow 

p ro d uc e a fe el ing of close ness to na t ure ev e n t hough the 

poet ex pou nds hi s vi ews on lib e r t y an d hi s opini on s a s a 

Whig . Ea rl y i n t he poe m, Cow pe r d e sc rib es t he be au t i es of 

na tur e, a f roze n l and, s pa r kl ing · in the ear l y wintry su n. 

The l an d, t o t he poe t , loo k s l ike a marb l e pa l a c e. He 

a l l udes to Ar i st ae us , so n of Ap oll o and tutelary dei t y o f 

he r d s men a nd beekee per s , t o s ub s tantia t e his de sc ripti on: 

I n suc h a p l a c e Aristaeus f ound 
Cyrene , when he bore the p l aintive ta l e 

1 I bid. , p . 250, 11. 135- 139 . 
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Of his lost bees to her maternal ear: 
In such a palace poetry might place 
The arm oury of Winter. {LI. 135-139) 

In the "Winter Walk at Noon," 1 as Cowper walks al on g 

the paths and winding roads, through the partially melted 

snow and ice, he tries to imagine what the countryside will 

look like when spring blankets the world in her blossoms 

and vivid col o r s . He sees the world as God's one b i g crea

ti on, but thinks of the tutelary goddesses and gods suc h a s 

Pomona,2 the Greek goddess of fruit and trees; Pan,3 the 

Greek god o f the f orest and meadows; Flora, 4 the Roman g odde ss 

of flowers and spring; and Vertumnus, 5 the Roman goddess of 

the changing seasons and growin g plants. 

In "Tirocinium," 6 Cowper expresses his feelings about 

schools and education. As he de scri be s the schools, methods 

of learning, disciplinary practices, and other problems of 

education, he us es references to myt hology once again to make 

his meaning clear . Wh en he discusses the many practices and 

habits acq uir ed by school boys; he spe aks of the tavery 

waiter 's "bacchanalian lays " (1 . . 214) and s h ows his contempt 

libid . , pp . 265-285 . 

2Ibid . , 1. 233. 

3 Ibid . 

4 I bid., 1. 234. 

5Jbid. 

6Ibid., pp. 288-306 . 



f or lewdne ss and dr unkenness. Considering t he r o le o f a 

f a ther , he s ay s father s s hou ld sp end time wi t h their so ns 

and a c quai nt t hem with the wo nder s o f na tur e an d t he world 

ab out t hem . A boy mi gh t le arn of t he va stness of t h e uni 

verse by being s h own "t he moo ns of Jove, an d Sa turn 1 s 

belted ball~( l. 634). Here the myth olo gica l a llus i ons to 

Jove ( Ju pi ter), t he god of l igh tnin g and weat her , a nd to 

Sa turn {Cr onus) , t he youn ge st son of He a ven a nd Ear t h who 

ruled t he world i n its Golden Age, a re used to su gge st t he 

8 2 

immensity o f cre a tion. In t hi s po em a l so he advi s e s the u s e 

of t a les and fable s of ol d a s a necessary part of a c hild 's 

education and ba c kg roun d . 

In the poems of Cowper 's l ater l ife a ll the a llus i ons 

are use d t o s h ow hi s de sp air, hi s me l anch ol y, and hi s fina l 

re s ignati on to fate. Allusions t o Chri st ianity and to 

my t h o l ogy constitute much of . t he matte r; hi storic a l a llu

s i ons in bot h his works a nd lett er s give e viden ce o f his 

h istor i c a l kn owl edge an d in ter e st. I n a lett er t o t he 

Reverend William Unwin, da ted May 8 , 1770, he tells of hi s 

readings in hi story : 

. From a gen er al recollection of Lord Cl aren don's 
Hi story .Q.f t he Rebel li on, I t h ou gh t (an d I reme mber I 
told y ou so) t ha t t h ere wa s a str iking resemblan ce 
between t ha t peri od and t he pr esent . But I am n ow 
reading, a nd ha ve re a d t h ree vo lumes of Hume's 
History, 1 

1William Cowper, The Se lect ed Letter s .Q.f William 
Cowper, ed. ·William Had l ey (New Yor k : E. P . Dutt on and Company, 
Incorpor a t ed , 1926 ) , pp. 304-305 . 
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In Cowper's works, there are more frequent and more imp ortant 

al lus ion s to hi stor i cal persons and p l aces than t o his torical 

events. Of the ma jor eighty-six allusi ons to persons and 

p l aces, sixty-two occ ur in the p oetry bel on ging to the pr o

ductive peri od beginning with the »Pro gress of Error» (1780) 

and extending thr ough the c ompletion of The Task (1784) ; twenty 

of the allusions appear in the posthum ous poems o f middle and 

later life; two allusions occur in the period of the Olney 

Hymn s and two in his early poetic career, which began at the 

age of seventeen. 

In "Hope,» 1 Cowper discusses the meaning of human 

life. He asserts that nowhere bu t in " feign ed Arc a di an 

scenes" Cl. 9 ) c an the poor firid any taste of happines s. I n 

"The Win ter Nose gay,"2 he ha s gathered a bouquet o f pink s 

from hi s greenh ouse and ha s presented them to Mary: 

'Tis a bower of Arcadian s weets, 
Where Flor a i s sti ll in her Pri me, 

A f ortress to which she retreats 
From the cru e l as s au lts of the clime. (L I . 9-1 2 ) 

In »T he Winter Evening,"3 he expresse s a wish that he could 

have lived in the »happier days," the " gol den times "; he 

wishes for the "Arcadian sc enes " {I. 215). Allus i on s t o 

Arc adia, the name whi c h the ancient Greeks gave to the 

1The Poetical Works, p. 102. 

2Ibid., p. 174. 

3Ibid., p. 241. 



picturesque mountain re gi on in the central part of the 

Pelo p onnesus, symb olize ru st ic simplicity and happine ss. 

Arcadia is t he a l mos t perfe ct place; th e wor s hip of the 

shepherd g od Pan be gan there; t o the poe t it i s a p l ace 

f or seclus i on and retirement. 
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Many of t he references to hi stor ical pla ces in 

Cowper's poetry may a lso be f ound in the Bible. I n " Hope," l 

he spe ak s ab out sl ander, ma lic e, and crimes " s uch a s Sodom 

never knew" (1. 562). In " The Garden,"2he tell s o f the 

vastness, th e desecrati on, the poverty, and the crue l ties 

of Lo nd on; he s ay s the city i s more obn oxious "th an Sod om in 

her day had p ower t o be " (1 . 8 47). Both these a llusio n s t o 

the ancient city of Sod om on the p l ain ar ound the Dead Sea , 

which during ear ly Bib l e times was so fertile it was c ompared 

t o the " garden of the Lord," draw their fu ll meaning fr om the 

st ory in the Ol d Te st ament ab out God ' s destructi on o f Sodom 

a nd t he neighb oring city of Gomorr ah be cause the people were 

so s inful , g reedy, and wick ed. 

Occ a s i ona ll y in Cowper's · poetry there is a ge ograph

i c a l a llus i on, t he primary c onnotation of which is an 

hi sto ri c a l o ne. The pla ce referred to of ten s uggests a wh ol e 

culture, an his to rical event, o r a c ivili z a tion instead of 

just a ge ographi c a l p la c e or l o c a tion. 

libid ., p. 112. 

2 I bid., p. 23 1 . 

In "Anti-
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The l yphth o ra ," 1 the attire, c onduct , and duties o f knight s 

a r e des c ribed, and the reader i s t ol d that famed "cedars of 

Leban on " wh i ch g r ew on the slopes o f the Leba no n, Mountain s 

i n Bib l e time s , f urn i s hed the wood f or the we l l - p o ised l ance 

o f t he knigh t. Phili s tia , a regi on of ancient Pa l e s tine on 

t he Medite r ra n ea n Co a s t, was inhabi t ed by t he Phili st ine s in 

Bi b le ti me s. Cowper a l l ude s to th e hi sto rica l c i t y in 

"Ex p ost u l a t i on." 2 I n " The Winter Mor ning Walk, " 3 h e s peak s 

o f t h e mag ni f ice n t and cultured city of Babel ( I . 193 ) and 

l a ter of Bab ylon { I . 40 ). Ba bel i s t he He b rew name f or th e 

c i ty of Ba bylon, an d th e name "Babel" c ome s fr om the 

Bab ylon ia n l anguage , in whi c h i t mea ns " gate of God . " The 

nam e ha s now come to mea n any great, ri ch, luxuri o u s , or 
, 

wicke d city. In t he hym n , "Prayer f o r Pa t ience, " 4 he speak s 

o f a " Baby lon i s h ve s t " (I . 15 ) a s a p o s s ib l e c a us e o f an 

of f ens e to Go d . In "Cha r i t y ," 5 he a lludes t o Sparta ( 1. 27 1), 

whi c h wa s a t on e t ime the mos t p owerf ul city state o f ancient 

Gree c e, fam ous f o r it s mi l itary power and it s lo ya l so ldiers . 

The a llus i on c arries the c onnotati on of Spartan endurance, 

sco rn of lux urie s, unyie l ding firmnes s a s de s irab l e Spartan 

vir tue s fea s ib l e t o man . 

1 I bi d., p . 97. 

2 Ibid. , l. 507. 

3 Ibid. , pp. 25 1-255 . 

4Ib i d., p . 37. 

5 Ib i d. , p . 122. 
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Often in his poetry Cowper a llud es to fam ous rivers. 

In "The Winter Wa l k at Noo n," 1 he speaks of the Avo n Cl. 681), 

made famous by Shakespeare, the "Bard of Avo n. " In "The 

Progress o f Err or," 2 he a llud es to the river Cam Cl. 369); 

in "The Sofa,"3 he de scr ibes the Ou se and it s slow wind 

through the countryside ( 11 . 163-180}; and in on e of his 

ear li est po ems , "Written in a Quarrel," 4 he calls the Thames 

the "purest s tream " (1. I} and compares it t o his love. In 

"Valedicti on," 5 he alludes to the third largest river in 

Afr ica , fam o us f or its g ood passage f or s hips : 

Farewell, fa ls e hearts ! wh os e be st affecti ons 
Like shallow br oo ks whi c h summ er suns exhale! 
Forgetfu l of the man whom once ye chose, 
Cold in hi s c a use, and careles s of his woes, 
I bid you bot h a lon g and last adieu, 
Cold in my turn, an d unconcerned like you. 

f ai 1, 

First, farewe ll Niger ! whom, now 
I d i sre gard a s mu ch as onc e I loved . 

duly pr oved, 
(LI. 1-8) 

In "An Ode," 6 he views some of the pr oble ms of a poet and 

establ i s hes a feeling of st range calm on a river bank by an 

a ll usi on t o "t he sluggish waves by Granta 's s hore" Cl. 20) . 

While revealing hi s patri otic feelings and views t oward his 

count ry in "Expostul ati on, " 7 he displays a lso a kn owledge of 

libid., p. 278. 

2 I bid., p. 71. 

3 I bid • I p. 186. 

4 Ibid., p . 8. 

5 Ibid., p. 352. 

6 I bid., p. 22 . 

7 I bid ., p . 97. 



the h istory o f the stru gg l e s affecting his country in his 

allusion to the Tiber Riv er: 

But Rome with sorc eries and magic wand 
Soon raised a cloud t ha t darkened every l and ; 
And thine wa s smot hered in the stench and f og 

87 

Of Tiber's marshes and the papa l bog . (LI. 508-511) 

In " On the Ice Isl an ds ," 1 written during the latter 

part of hi s life , Cowper uses a llusions to unify the descrip

tions of the p oem int Q one large picture of vast de pt h and 

scope. He describes the i ce islands, then endeavors to est a b

lis h their or igin. He considers splendent India, but rejects 

this idea t hat suc h a da zzlin g si ght " had le ft, unse en, the 

Gangesv peopled s hor e .,01. 13-18). Next, he consid er s Mount 

Ve s u vi us or "Aetn a ' s burn i n g wom b" ( I . 2 2 ) . The poem concludes 

with the sinkin g o f the pon derous mass of ice, and the next 

a llus i on i s to the Aegean Sea and the civilization a nd culture 

which grew up in ancient times on it s islands and shores. In 

conjunct i on wit h t hi s fee lin g o f blacknes s a nd my ster y o f t he 

se a and ages past, in t he phrase "C immerian darkness" C:l. 118), 

t he poet a lludes to the hist or ica l race of people wh o lived 

along the northern s hore of the Black Sea, the Cimmerians. 

Cowper's allu s i ons to per sons in Greek and Roman 

hi story are evidence of hi s in terest in that field o f le arning. 

He dr aws frequently upon t hi s sourc e. In "The Garden, " he 

speaks of Rosc iu s, 2 a Rom an a ctor wh o wa s so famous in hi s day 

1Ibid., pp. 398-399 . 

2 Ibid., p. 226, I. 597. 



that hi s name c ame t o stand f o r " great act or"; in "The 

Pro gress of Er ror," 1 he spe ak s o f the s harp ton gue and 

s a tire of Petr oni ous , the Ro ma n s a tirist under whos e name 

we hav e some considerab le fragment s of a remarkab le s atire 

or satirical romance: 

Petroniousl a ll t he Muses weep f or t hee , 
But every t ear s ha ll sc a ld t hy memory. 

( LI. 335-336 ) 
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In "The Ti me~Piece , " 2 t he va riety a nd ex pen se of clot hing are 

being discussed, and Cowper a llud es to Lucullus, a Roman 

consul who was proverbia l f or hi s wea lth, t o s h ow the va lue 

of some fa s hi ons . These e le ga nt hab its are " costli er than 

Lucullus wore" (1. 596) . 

Many a llus i ons to some of the gr eat men in hist ory 

add inter e st a nd vari ety t o hi s poetry . I n "The Pr ogres s of 

Error," 3 he mea su res time by the fading of "Caesar ' s image 

(I. 279 ) on a coin . In "The Winter Wa lk a t Noo n, "4 he 

a lludes to Caes ar a s on e of eart h 's inhabitant s who hav e 

stru gg l ed with and con q uered t he ob st a cles to success a s a 

st a te sman , gener a l, or so me high · offi c ia l , but he s ay s these 

"l a urels t ha t Caesar reap s are weeds " Cl. 939 ) when compared 

with t he v i rtu ous an d rewarding l ife l i ved by a gen u i nel y 

1 Ibid . 1 p . 70. 

2 Ibid ., p. 2 10. 

3 I bid., p . 69. 

4 I bid ., p. 283 . 
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g oo d and co mpletely ha ppy man. In "The Co c k-Fighter's 

Gar l and, " 1 the pr oud an d va l iant cock i s c a l led t h e " Cae s ar 

of hi s race~ (1 . 4 2 ) . He d e ems the Ro man fabuli st Pha edrus 

an d t he Greek fab ulist Ae so p of e qua l imp ort an ce. In 

"Table Talk," t he al lus i on t o Dem ost he ne s, great At h e nian 

or a tor and patri ot ,illustrates the a ut hor's opini on th a t 

Eng l and ha s a great need of true pa tr i ots l ike the one s of 

old. In "Expostul a t i on, " he rei t era t e s va ri ous outst an din g 

hi storic a l a ccompli s hment s by grea t men; here he a llu des to 

t he Persi an , Cyrus, 2 wh o defeated Be ls hazzar , the l ast 

Baby loni an ki ng . Be ls haz zar appears a lso in " On the Queen 's 

Visit t o Lond on," the a llus i on being to the great ba nquet, 

Be ls ha zz arv s Fea s t , at whi c h ha ndwritin g, f oretelling the 

d ownfa ll o f Baby lo nia , appeared on a wa ll. 3 

Cowper, interested in the affairs and hi story of 

hi s own cou ntry, frequent ly a llud e s to fam ous British king s , 

political leaders, and l iterary figure s. I n "Tab le Talk,"4 

he a l lude s to Alfred a s "t he f~ther of hi s ag e" ( I. 105 ) , 

an d in "The Sofa, 11 5 he give s t he · hi stor i c a l deduct i on of 

1 Ibid., p . 37 I. 

2 Ib i d., p. 89, I. 75 . 

3 J bi d • I p. 370 , I. 51. 

4 l b id• 1 p . 51.· 

5 I bid ., p . 18 3 . 
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s eats fr om the stool on which " immorta l Alfred s at " (I. 22 ) 

to the s ofa . In " Hop e, " 1 he a llu des t o "E the l red's h ou se . 

[l. 302 ), and in "Tab l e Talk," 2 t o the "S ixth Edward" (1. 106 ) . 

Often his interest in curr ent affair s and his cont emp oraries 

i s se en in hi s a llus i ons t o suc h pe op l e a s Wi ll iam Pitt , 

Ear l o f Chatham in "Tabl e Ta l k, " 3 Lor d Ge or ge Ans on, English 

navigator in "The Ca st away ,"4 Brind l ey an d Brid ge wa ter in 

"Tab le T'a l k, " Ca ptain Coo k in "Chari ty," 5 to Dr. Wil liam 

Heberdeen h is friend a nd medic a l a dvi s er in "Retiremen t, 11 6 

in "C ha rity" t o J ohn Howard! wh o wa n ted to use hi s ri c hes to 

he l p t he sufferers of t he Li sbon earthqu ak e . Of Al ex a nde r 

Po pe, whose tr a nslati on of Homer Cow per disl ike d , he s ay s 

in "Tab le Talk": 8 

I f f l a tter y , f oll y , l ust employ t he pen , 
I f a cr i mony , sl an der and ab use, 
Give it a charge to b l a c ken and tr ad uc e ; 
Though Butl er 's wi t, Po pe ' s numbers, Pri or 's ea se, 
With a ll t ha t fan c y can invent t o ple a s e , 
Ador n t he pol i s h periods as they fa ll, 
One ma drigal of theirs [S ternh old a nd Hopkin s) i s 

worth them a ll. (LI. 76 1-767 ) 

Cow per had evident l y read But l er' s poem , " Hudi bras, " which 

1Ibid., p . 107 . 

2 I bid ., p . 51. 

3 I bid ., p. 55, 1. 339. 

4 I bid ., p . 400, 1. 52 . 

5 Ibid., p . 11 7 I 1. 23 . 

6 I bi d . , p . 152, 1. 27 9 . 

7 Ibid., p. 122 , 1. 296 . 

8 I bi d., pp. 63-6 4. 
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had de li gh ted t he pa tr ons of the Lo nd on co ffeeh ous e s and 

members of t he Cou r t of Char l es II. Hi s a llus i on to Ma tthew 

Pri or ' s "e a se" appa rentl y refers t o t he a ctive par t Prior 

took in a l l kinds of gove rnmental affair s an d ot her pol itica l 

affair s and the agi l ity he dis p l aye d in helping to neg oti a te 

t he treaty of Utr e cht. In "Tir ocinium," 1 Cowper a lludes t o 

Alexander Pope: 

Force no t my drift bey ond it s jus t intent; 
I praise a sc hool a s Po pe a g overnment : 
So take my judgment in hi s l ang uage dres s ed , 
' Whate ' er is be st admini s tered is best .' 

(LI. 505-508 ) 

I n "A Mistake in Hi s Tran sl at i on of Homer ,"2 he says: 

COW PER has s inned with so me exc us e , 
I f , f oun d in rhymin g tethers, 
He had committed t heir abu s e 
Of changing ewe s f o r wethers. 
But ma le or fema l e in a tr ope, 
A rather ba l d mi sn omer, 
Tha t would have st art led even Po pe , 
When he tran sl a t ed Homer. t LI. 1-8) 

One o f t he pa ss ages in "Tab l~ Ta l k" 3 pr ovides an a l lusi on t o 

Geor ge III [1738-1830 ): 

To po ur in Virtue ' s l ap her just rew a rd; 
Keep Vi ce re s trained behind a dou ble guard; 
To que ll t he fa ct i on th a t affr ont s the thr one, 
By s il e n t magnanimity a lo ne ; 
To nur se with tender ca re t he thriv i ng Arts, 
Wa tch every be am Phi loso phy imparts; 
To give Re l igi on her unbr id l ed s c ope, 
Nor judge by st a tute a be liever ' s hope; 
With cl os e fide l ity and love unfei gned 

1I bid .' p. 298. 

2 I bid ., p . 400. 

3 I bid ., p . 50. 



To keep the matrim onial bond unstain ed; 
Covet ous only of a virtuous praise, 
His l ife a l e sson t o the land he sways; 
To t ouc h the s word with conscientious awe, 
Nor draw it but when duty bid s him draw; 
To s hea t h i t in the peace-rest orin g close 
With j oy bey ond what vi ctory best ows,--
Ble st country! where these king l y g lories s hine, 
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Blest En g l and ! if this happine ss be thine . {LI . 65-82) 

Ge orge III, wh ~ s ucceeded hi s grandfather Ge orge II in 1760, 

wa s ruler o f Eng l an d wh e n the American colonists became an 

independent nati on. He wa s a man of high moral char a cter; 

and, unlike t he firs t Ge orge, he ha d no intenti on o f giving 

over t he g overnment t o mini sters . He wa s a th or oug h English

man with a love of hi s c ountry an d a de s ire t o be a real 

ru l er , a lt h o ugh he did not want t o ru le in t he ab so lu t e 

mann er of t he ol d Stuart king s. During his reign a bi ll 

was introdu c ed and pa ss ed which gave the En g l ish Ro man 

Catho l i cs the right t o purchase and inherit land and made 

the priest s exempt fr om imprisonment . 1 Later in " Table 

Ta l k ," 2 Cowper a lludes t o on e o f the e vents of Ge orge ' s 

reign, the Gord on Ri ots of 1780 : 

When Tumult lately burst his pris on d oo r, 
And s et plebeian th ou sands in a r oa r, 
When he usurped Aut hority 's just place, 
And dared to l oo k his ma st er in the face, 
Wh en the rud e rab bl e ' s watc hword was, "Destr oy I " 
And b l a z ing Lo ndo n s eemed a s ec ond Tr oy, 
Liberty blu s hed an d hung her dr oo ping hea d, 
Behe l d t heir pr ogre ss wit h t he deepest dread, 

1Mow a t , Eng l an d l..!!. t he Eighteenth Century, pp. 24 3-44. 

2The Poetical Wo rks, p. 55. 



Blushe d t ha t e ffe cts like t hese s he s h ou ld pr oduc e, 
Worse t han t he deeds of ga lley - sl a ves br oke loos e. 
Sh e loses in suc h sto rms her very ma ne, 
And fierce Licent i ous ness s hould bear the bl am e. 

(Ll. 3 18-329 ) 
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Here t he word " Tumult " is a subst itute f or t he Gord o n Ri ots. 

These Ri ots c am e ab out when t he Anti-Roman Ca t holic feelings 

of people were arouse d by t he 1778 Ac t under Ge or ge III. I n 

an swer t o this a ct, a Prot e st an t Ass oci a ti on wa s f ormed in 

London a nd Lo rd George Gordon was e l e ct ed t o be its president . 

Being a man o f violent opinions, he headed a n agitat io n 

dem a nding the rep ea l of the Act. Lo nd on be came a mob sc ene; 

c hape ls were destr oyed ; houses a nd bu s inesses we r e loot ed 

a nd s a c ked, p ill aged and ruined. The end o f this destructi on 

c am e when Geor ge III st ep pe d in a nd ordered t he mili t ary to 

sup press the ri ots; within twenty -f our hours peace wa s 

restor ed t o Lo nd o n, and t he c ou ntry wa s s av ed fr om a " se c ond 

Troy." 

In " Exp ostul ati on, " 1 a s Cow per p leads hi s cause t o 

hi s country, he alludes to the Test Act of 1673 whi c h ende av

ore d to excl ud e Papi sts fr om powe r . The Act demanded t ha t 

a l l per so ns h o lding a ny civi l o r milita r y p osition o f tr ust , 

or admitted t o the Ro ya l House h o ld, receive the Sa cr ament of 

the Lord 's Supper a s ob s erved by the Church of Eng l and : 

Ha st t h ou by s tatute s hoved fr om its de si gn 
The Savi our 's feast, h is own b l e st b rea d and wine 

1 Ibid, I p , 95 . 



An d made the symbols o f atoning grace 
An office key , a picklock to a place, 
That infidels may prove their title g ood 
By an oath dipped in s acramental b loo d ? 
A b lo t that will be s till a b lo t , in spite 
Of a ll that gr ave ap o l ogists may write; 
And th ou gh a bi s hop t o il t o clean s e the st ain, 
He wipe s and s c ou rs the si l ver cup in vain, 
An d ha st th ou s wor n on every sli ght preten ce, 
Ti ll perjuries are comm on a s bad pence, 
While t h ousand s, care less of th e da mning sin, 
Kiss th e boo k's outside, wh o ne'e r l oo k wi t hin ? 

C: Ll . 376-389) 

The Act was not repealed until 1828. 
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In " Hope, " Cowper a lludes t o the Ni ce ne Creed! which 

summa rize d t he chi e f arti cles o f t he Chri sti an faith at that 

time . It is next o ldest t o the Apostles' Creed . I n this 

instance the po et thin ks hi s own creed of d o ing on e 's best 

i s much mor e effective than a l l the hi s t or ical creeds of the 

fam ous cr eed makers. 

In "Charity ," he allude s to the crushing of a rev o lt 

of the is l ander s in Sant o Domingo by Cor tez in 1504 . 2 The 

poem , " On the Loss of the Ro ya l George, " c ontains Cowper ' s 

versio n of the s inking of the Ro yal George in Por tsm outh 

Harb or with Admiral Kempenfelt arid near l y 800 men in 1782. 

Cowpe r ' s version ha s been dec l ared err one ous; it did not, as 

Cowper s aid, s ink be cau se of a l and-bree z e which s hoo k the 

s hr ouds; i t s ank bec a use of its r otten timber s. 3 

1 I bid ., p. 109, l. 194. 

2 I bid ., p. 117, l. 40. 

3Mo wa t , Eng l and in t he Eight e enth Century, p. 97 . 
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Eyen in h is s e clus i on Cow per read a great dea l ; 

theref ore, he wa s awa r e o f the wor k s a nd a ccompl ishments o f 

many of hi s prede c essors. In "T ab l e Ta l k ," he a lludes to 

Hor a c e , Po pe , Add ison, Ar buthn ot, and Swift , giving hi s 

in t e rpret ati on of t heir worth and rank in the l ite r a ry world 

as A. a nd B. carry on their discu ssion i n the poem. 1 I n " The 

Progres s of Error," he a ll udes t o Si r Is aa c Newt on, En g l ish 

mathema tician, a stronomer, and natura l phil oso pher , Boyle, 

a n Iris h physicist and chem ist noted f or hi s definiti on o f 

a c hem ical element a nd f o r t he fam ous Bo yl e ' s La w, and t o 

Jo hn Locke, so met imes c a lled "t he intellectual ruler of t he 

ei gh teent h century" bec a use of hi s co ntr ibu t i ons to p syc h o l ogy 

and educati on. These a llusions s h ow Cowper's wide intere st in 

a ll t he fie lds of le arning. 

Further eviden ce may be f ou nd in h is frequent a llu 

sions to ot he r wor ks of art. In "An Ep istle to Jose ph Hill ," 

he a lludes t o one of Ter e nc e 's co mi c drama s; 2 in ~o nver s a tion," 

to the fierce c omba t betwee n Dare s and Entellu s in Virg i l's 

Aeneid ; 3 in "An Epistle to Ro be r t Llo yd , Esquire," t o the 

cel ebrated comedy of "Gammer Gurt on's Ne ed l e ," 4 said t o have 

been writt en by Bishop St ill ab out the year 1565; in "An 

l r he Po etical Works, p. 6 1, 11. 608-657. 

2 I bid ., p. 286 , 1. 6 . 

3 r bict., p. 133, 1. 198 . 

4 I bict . , p. 9, 11. 39-46 . 
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Epistle t o Jo s eph Hill , Esquire " 1 and "Lines Addressed to 

Miss Macartney," 2 t o cha ract er s fr om t wo of Shakespeare's 

plays: Horatio fr om Ham l et and Ober on from Midsummer Night 's 

Dream; in " Hope, " t o Chl oe, fr om the Greek past or a l r omance 

a tt ributed t o Lo ng us ; 3 in "Anti-Thelyphyhor a ," t o t he works 

of Cha ucer, 4 pr obab l y The Canterbury Ta les ; in " Ho pe," to 

Lot hari o, 5 the young Gen oe s e nobleman in Nich ol as Ro we's The 

Fair Penitent ; and in "The Need l ess Alarm," t o "Reynard's 

track ~I. 34 ), 6 which may have it s origin either in Aes op's 

fab l es o r in Chaucer's "Nun's Priest ' s Tal e . " The numer ous 

a llus i ons t o Hom er in Cowper ' s poetry indicate his interest 

in the clas sics. 

Al lus i ons in Cowper ' s works reveal much ab out his 

likes and ·dislike s, hi s interests a nd ann oyances, his joys 

and his sorrows. Hi s allusions t o different bodies o f 

traditi ona l kn owl edge a l mos t .a lway s functi on t o express hi s 

person a l views ab out religi on and its relati on t o life. 

1I bid ., p . 287, l. 28. 

2 J bid., p . 20, 11. 2 1-22. 

3 Jbid., p . 107, I. 293. 

4Jbid., p. 332 , I. 84. 

5 Ibid., p . 102, I. 28. 

6 J bid ., p. 3 18. 



CH APTER III 

THE ORGANIC STRUCTURE OF COWPER'S POETRY 

The a rr angemen t an d t he dev e lo pm e nt of a l l t he p oetic 

ma ter ia ls and dev i ces in relati on t o the theme or t he tot a l 

effect of a poem are its structur e . The preced in g cha pt ers 

have pre s ented the matter of Cowper ' s poetry; thi s present 

chapter will be concerned with the organic structure of his 

poem s. It wi ll concern the arranging and hol ding o f the 

matter in arti st i c f orm. I t wi ll be an attempt to analyze 

t he manner in whi c h the s tructuring of the poem gr ows ou t 

of or i s i nherent in the poetic experien c e it s e l f and the 

extent t o whi c h it functi on s t o determine the meaning of t he 

p oem. The meaning, we may consi der , i s that end whi c h i s 

produced by t he union o f ma tter and structu re ; it s h oul d be 

matter comp letely an d s a tisfyingly expre ssed . Th eme i s 

imp or t an t an d must be considered in rel a tio n to me an in g 

because it i s t he main inf orming o r co ntr olli ng id e a of t he 

wor k ; t hem e i s t he expression o f the poet's main concer n or 

hi s a ttitud e tow a rds hi s su bject. Such ana l y s i s and evalua-

tion s houl d lead to an understanding o f the si gnifi can ce of 

hi s work. 1 

lin my meth od I have been inf l uen c ed by Cl eanth Br oo ks 
and Robert Penn War r en , Un der s tanding Po etry ( New York : Henry 
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The previ ous chapters have sh own Cowper's main 

attitude t owards his l ife. His poetic experience is an 

expressi on or ref l ecti on of his own actual experiences. 

His poetry is a rec ord of his pietistic lif e and alm o st 

c onstant suffering fr om re l igious desp ondency evident fr om 

hi s earliest p oetic utterances t o hi s l a st original p oem, 

"The Castaway ." 
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On e o f the mos t preva l ent l y rec urrent t hemes of 

Cowper ' s poe t ry is hi s morbid s e l f-d oubt, of which t here is 

a c oncrete repre s entati on in the Ol ney Hymns, but t hi s t heme 

appears als o in work s not of a specifically religious nature. 

It is f ound, f or example, in the opening lin e s of Bo ok III 

of The Ta s k 1 in the figure o f the person wh o has lo s t hi s 

way and wh o wanders in woods and s wa mp : 

As one , wh o , l ong in thickets and in brakes 
Entang l ed, win ds now this way and now that 
Hi s devious c ourse unc ertain , seeking h ome; 
Or having lo ng in miry ·ways been foiled 
And sore di s c omfited , fr om sl ough t o slough 
Plungi ng , and ha l f despairing to escape, 
If chan c e at l ength he fibds a greensward smoot h 
And faithful t o the f oot, h is spirits rise, 
He ch er ups b r i s k hi s ear- e r ,e ct in g ste ed , 
And winds his way wit h pleasure and with ease. 

(LI. 1-10) 

Holt and Company, 1958), and Fred B. Millet, Reading Poet ry 
(New York: Harper and Br others Publishers, 1950). These 
writers, of c ourse, have not ana l y z ed Cowpe r's poems. 

1~ Po e t i cal Work s , p. 215. 
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The details of the imagery are patt erned to develop idea 

and at the s am e time to evoke feeling. The movement of the 

passage su gge sts t he wanderin g movement of t he person lost. 

Indirect in order and interrupted and slowed down by 

qua lifyin g elements, t he sent ence is predominantly slow 

and devious in tempo . The formal metric pattern i s iambic 

pentameter; the particular rhythmic movement within this 

regular mea sur ed patterning fits s pecific sense and feeling 

and changes as these change. The heavy a cc enting o f ill..[, 

thickets, and brakes in line 1, for examp l e , creates the 

impressi on of a slowed, heavy thrashing movement that comes 

to a culmina tion in en t ang led; here a momentary cessation of 

any f orward movement is dictated by t he str e ss of t he word 

itself and by t he synt a ctica l pau se before winds. Acce ntua

tion in t he rest of t he seco nd line i s li ghten ed, a lmost 

neutralized. Winds is q uan t ita tivel y long but not heavy in 

stress. "F ir st t hi s way and t hen that" ha s little variation 

of stress and does not mov e f orward ea sily, smoot h l y; t here 

is a certain tens enes s that is in c rea s ed by the rather fret

fully ha rs h and unple a s ant sou nd of the wor d s. With the 

sli ght len gthening and the somewhat more marked stress of 

syll ab l e s in the rest of the phrase " His dubi ous course 

unc erta in, " there i s more movement f orward, but there is a 

tension between the slow, heavy wearines s o f movement and 
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the straining f orward devi ously, un ce r tain l y. The pause 

bef ore "seeki ng h ome " a nd the l ength and clear s tres s make 

this phra s e st and a lo ne, somewhat s eparated fr om what precede s 

it; t he effect is particularly si gn ific a nt in devel oping the 

meaning of t h e pa ss age . 

The s peci fi c imagi st i c detai ls o f the fig ure b l end 

wit h t he sound and movement to bui ld t he me aning d en o t a t ive ly 

an d connotatively. Entang led, f or example, f ocuses the 

develo p ing imag e mos t g r aphica lly, concre te ly an d specifically. 

Cle ar evoc a t i on o f se n sory exper ience- - vis ua l, t a ctical and 

even a uditory--c ombine s wit h em o tion a l c onn otati ons an d with 

t he spe cifi c den o t a ti ona l me aning of t he word in i ts par tic ular 

co ntext . Cert a in words and phrase s j o in with the sense o f 

be i ng lost and the fee li ng of uncertainty t o g ive the impres

sio n of a lon g durati on of time : l...2.!!..9., .!1.QJ:Y. this~ and .!!...Q.!Y. 

th a t a nd de vi ou s; the s lown ess and devi ou sn es s of time sug

ge st ed by these wo rds a nd cr eated a lso by the movement of the 

pas s age he l p to determine and t o inten si fy the particul ar 

experience and t he specific meaning of the pa ss age . 

Cowper ha s a rr anged and devel oped t he poetic materia ls 

an d devi ces o f t h e pa ss ag e in o rde r t o create its me aning . 

Such devices a s r hy t hm , sound, se n te nce pa tterning, and 

d i ct i on hel p t o gi ve a rtist i c f orm to t he emotional, se nsuous, 

an d in tel lectual materi a ls of t h e pa ss ag e. The poe tic experi

ence, i t i s clea r, ha s dict a ted t he par t i cul ar ordering or 



st ructuring of the materia ls. Stru ctur e i s organic, 

gr ow ing a s it does ou t of the p oetic experience i ts elf 

an d d e termining al so t he me aning of t he pa ss age. 

Cow per goes on to d evel op t he t heme of sel f-d oub t 
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and uncert a inty in an ot her si mili tude, l in es 4-6 , t h e 

centr a l i z ing figur e of which is t he perso n " mi red" in 

"slough " af ter "slou gh " " ha l f d e s pairing of escape." The 

"Greensward s moot h / And fai t hf ul to t he f oo t " that he may 

c ha nc e up on and that may make " hi s s pirit s rise " pr ovide s 

" e sc a pe " but o ne tha t at be st s eem s in complete and temp orary . 

Cowper says that he , in his poem (and pr obab l y in his 

l iving ), mea ns "to tread " a "Cl ean l ier road." There is no 

sense of real re l ease or e scape here . I n one of hi s ear l y 

poems, "The Cert ainty of Death, " Dea t h i s the pe rs onificati on 

of a ll t he t orments, d ou bts, and miseri e s t hat su r ge ar ound 

him . Lif e is mere l y t he su rviva l o f a t empest and t he checker-

board of fa te: 

Mo r t a ls! ar ou nd y our de sti ne d he ad s 
Thi c k f ly t he s haf ts of Deat h, 

And lo ! the s avage s poil e r s preads 
A t h ous a nd to il s beneath. 

I n vai n we tri f le with ou r fate; 
Try every a rt in vain ; 

At be st we but pr o l ong the da te, 
And le ng t he n out our pain. 

Fondly we t hink a l l danger f l ed, 
For Death i s ever ni gh ; 

Out st rip s our un availing spee d, 
Or meets us a s we f l y . 



Thus the wre c ked mariner may strive 
Some desert s hore t o ga in, 

Secure of l ife, if he survive 
The fury of the main . 

But there, t o famine do omed a prey, 
Finds the mistaken wretch 

He but escaped the tr oub l ed sea, 
To peri s h on the bea ch. 

Since then in vain we s trive t o guard 
Our frailty fr om the f oe, 

Lord , let me live no t unprepared 
To meet the final bl ow. I 
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For a moment, Cowper may lull him s elf int o thinkin g t ha t " all 

danger ( i s] fled" and that hi s l ife will be a "cleanlier 

r oad, " but in a moment he review s the hopele s sness o f hi s 

p l ight and sees hope dra wing away until he is l eft with only 

a lo nging f o r fai t h in God ' s ever l a s ting lo ve t o gui d e him 

s af el y . 

Hi s s e l f- dou bt an d uncertainty are les s , it i s true, 

but hi s meaning t o make t hem le ss is what is particularly 

s triking in t he l ines fr om The Task an d the l ines on Death . 

They s eem n one the less rea l and still persistent even th oug h 

they may be repre s sed . The t one _of The Ta s k up t o this point 

and c ontinuing thr ough out the p oem i s persistently, even if 

so mewhat gently, melanch o ly . 

What can be s een here i s evidenced thr ough out Cowper ' s 

l ife and hi s p oetry . Even when he was writing t he hymn s--

and t here were moments of apparent as s urance--he wa s never 

l i bid., p . 3. 



free fr om t he morbid sensati on s that kep t him wavering 

betwe en hope o f salvati on and co mp l e t e damna t i on . 

"Pr ai se f or t he Fou ntain Op ened " or " The Fount ain 

Filled wit h Bl ood ," one of Cow per 's best-kn own hymns, 

expresses a be l ief t ha t God ha s reprieved hi m momentarily 

fr om etern a l per d iti on: 

There is a f ou ntain fill ed wit h bl oo d 
Dr awn f r om Emman uel's veins; 

And s inners , plunged bene a t h t ha t f loo d, 
Los e a ll t hei r gu i lt y st ain s . 

The dying thief rej o i c ed t o s ee 
That f ou ntain in h is day ; 

And there have I, a s vile a s he, 
Wa s hed al l my s in s away . 

Dea r dying Lamb , thy pr e ci ous b loo d 
Shall never los e its power , 

Till a ll the rans omed c hurc h of God 
Be s a ved t o s in no more . 

E ' er si nc e , by faith, I s aw t he s tream 
Thy f low ing wounds suppl y, 

Red eeming l ove ha s bee n my t heme, 
And s ha l l be till I die. 

The n in a nob l er, s weeter s ong , 
I' ll si ng t hy power t o s av e; 

Wh en t hi s poo r lispi ~g . st amm er ing t ongue 
Lie s s ilent in t he grave. 

Lo r d , I beli eve t hou ha st pr e par ed 
(Unwort hy t hough I be) 

F or me a b lood -b ough t free reward, 
A go lden ha rp f or me ! 

' Tis strun g and tuned f or endle ss ye a rs, 
And f orme d by power divine, 

To so un d in God t he Fa t her ' s ear s 
No ot he r name but thine.I 

1 r bid ., p . 28 . 
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Th e title o f this hymn gives the first indicati on o f the 

meaning . In it there is a symbolic epit omizati on of Christ's 

sacr ificia l death f or man . 

for the hymn : 

Zechariah 13 :1 prov ide s the text 

In that day there s ha ll be a f ountain opened to 
the house of Dav i d and to the inhabitants of Jerus a lem 
f or sin and f or uncleanne ss. 

The fountain t ha t is su gge sted here is a f ou ntain o f purga

tion, t he onl y mean s by whi ch man 's sou l c an be redeemed. 

The first two l ines a llude to t he Crucifixi on, the sacri

ficia l de a t h o f Christ. The "blood/ Dr awn from Emma nuel's 

veins" repe a ts t he idea of the "Fount ain Op ened." The 

f ountain is tr adit i on a lly t he source of life; here the 

openi ng of t he f ountain, fi lled wi t h Christ' s blood, prov ide s 

f or t he purgation of man fr om his unclean and sinful st ate. 

Th e image o f the "Founta in Opened " is the piercing o f Christ 's 

body to set af low the c l eansing and redeeming b lood. 

The "Dea r dying Lamb , II Christ , i s the pr omis ed new 

dispensation f or sinful man, a substitute f or the ol d Hebraic 

s acrificia l Pascal Lam b of the Passover . The d ou b l e symbolism 

here presents the " dying Lamb " as the Hebraic s acrificial 

Lamb and at the same time Christ the redeeming Go d a s a Lamb 

submissi ve to the wil l of the Father bec oming man 's sacri

ficial Lam b . 

The " dying t h ie f " who "rej oic ed to see / That f ountain " 

a l l ud e s t o the thief on t he Cr oss whose rec ogniti on o f Chri st 
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won his salvati on. He may al so be a symb o l f or s inful man 

who nee d s to be purged o f his sins . Cowper likens himself 

to the "dying thief"; this identification ties Cowpe r, in 

hi s sin and in his need, t o the "dying thief" and t o sin ful 

man f or wh om Christ spilled his b lood. 

The t one is one of a ssurance of s alvati on on the 

part of Cowper . Both the thief and Cowper rej o ice in their 

r ealizati on of their salvati on . Co wpe r s ee s redeeming love 

as the on e significant theme of his saved s ou l . He con

cretizes t he stat e of the saved soul after death in the 

symbo l of a "nobler, sweeter s on g" and of the "blood-b o ught 

free reward " o f the "gold en ha rp" to sou nd in praise of God. 

Cowper's use o f the s ymb ol of the gol den harp may be an 

a llus ion t o the "harper s harping with their harp s, at the 

time of the Last Jud gment ," the son g that "no man could 

l earn but the hundred and f orty and f our th o usand 

whi c h were redeemed fr om the earth." 1 

The fig ure " b lood-bought free reward" c oncentrates 

and unifies the various e l ement s ·of the poe m. It looks back 

to purgation and looks ahead t o redempti on a s the result o f 

purgation, f usin g them. The main imagi s tic detail s in the 

first part o f the poem re l ate t o the b lood-fil l ed f ou nt ain. 

I n t he image o f the sinners " p lun ged beneath that f lood, " 

p lunged and fl ood magnify the f ountain t o a vastness sufficient 

1Rev . 14 : 2-3. 



to ho ld the everlasting supply of precious b l ood f o r man 

"Drawn from Emmanuel ' s veins . " 
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The l ine , 0 Dear dying Lamb , thy precious b l ood," 

suggests the c o st of the divine b lo od which is being shed. 

Imagistica ll y the word s dear and preci ous sh ow the l ove 

that inspired the s acrifice and a lso the preci ousness o f 

this Lamb t o man because it pr ovided the redempti on . Preci ous 

a lso sugge s t s the great wo rth of the s acrific i al bl oo d bo t h 

becau s e of its divinene ss and Qecau s e of its worth t o man. 

Clos e l y r e l ated t o these imagi s tic d etail s are th os e which 

gr ow out of ~an' s need t o be c l ean s ed of his sin : the s e are 

epi to mi z ed in the gui l ty s tain s wa s hed c lean in the f loo d of 

b loo d . I magistically the detail s build t o a c l imax in 

wa s hed ; thi s c l imax i s enf orced by the l ength and stress of 

the word, metrica ll y, in its l ine : Instead of being the 

l ightly stres s ed first sy l lab l e o f the iambic f oo t , washed 

receives a lo ng full s tress that gives it a sl owed sweeping 

effect . 

Structura l ly, the first three s tanzas have built up 

Chri s t ' s redemptive sacrifice f o r man . Stanza f our move s 

f orward t o deve lo p the theme that the redeemed so ul bec omes 

a hymn of prai se t o God. 

image s r elated t o mu s ic. 

The meaning i s created thr ough 

The s ong of the redeemed mortal i s 

sung with th e " poor li s ping, s t amm ering t ongue. " Contra s ting 

vividly with thi s , t he so ng of th e redeemed so ul in heaven 
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sounds as a gol den ha r p in t o a concord of melodi ous prais e 

of God . The sound and rhyt hm o f the l ast stanza (t he first 

and third lines pa r tic ul ar ly) cr eate the effect of the 

p luck ed t on e s of the harp. Cowper deve lo ps the matt er o f 

the p oem until it swe lls int o the s ong of the redemptive 

sou l in prai s e o f God . The manner in whi c h t he hymn ha s 

been structur ed ha s be en determined by the s pecific reli gi ous 

experience t ha t Cow pe r recreates . At t he s am e time, t he 

structurin g o f t he poetic ma tter and devi ces hel p s t o cr eate 

t he meaning of t he hymn. The structu re of the hymn is an 

org anic one. 

Cowper i n the hym n expresses a t one of as s uran c e 

and joy in anticipati on of r ede mpti on . A note of d oubt 

i ntru des up on his certainty of being s aved : «unwort hy 

though I be « su ggest s a sense o f s in that is not ordinari l y 

fe lt by one wh o ha s experien~ed c omp l ete conversi on. This 

d oubt is e vi dent in mo s t of his hymn s e ven th ou gh they grow 

ou t of t he per io d of his l ife when he s eemed tranquil a nd 

s e cure. In hi s hymn, «Walking wi~h God, « l he expre s ses a 

de sir e : " Oh l for a cl os er walk with God " ([1 . 1 ). His 

reference t o Genesis 5: 24 is an a ll usi on t o En oc h 's walk 

with God: hi s godline ss and hi s translati on into imm or tal

ity wit hou t su ffering a mortal deat h . 

1The Po e tic a l Works , p. 24. 



Cow per feel s him s elf in a state not in union with 

God at all; he lament s the l o ss of his ble s sedness: 

Where i s the b l e ss edne ss I knew 
When f i r st I s aw the Lo rd ? 

Where i s t he sou l-refreshing vie w 
Of J e sus and hi s word ? [ LI. 5-8 ) 
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He p l eads t o be taken ba c k int o the grace o f the Lo rd . The 

co nsci ou snes s of sin pr evails thro ugh out the hymn. The walk 

with God that he l ament s having lo st pr ovides the unifying 

s ymb ol of the poe m. 

Ev en th ou gh Co wper fee l s that his re l ati onship with 

God i s ve r y i mpor tant , in "Light Shining Out of Darkness , " 1 

he rea l ize s that God i s his own interpreter and He wil l make 

it p l ain ; theref ore, man cann ot attain an under s tanding o f 

God un le s s it i s Hi s wil l . Structurally, the wh o le c onc ept 

of the hymn build s on light and dark, awareness and una ware

ne ss; the i mage s fun c ti on t o s h ow a God wh o will wo rk out in 

Hi s own t ime an d Hi s ow n way, t he fat e of man, here in a 

pre d ominan tl y benign way . 

I n "T he Shining Light, " a s en s e of impending d oo m 

i s preva l ent : 

My f ormer hope s are fled , 
My te rro r now begin s ; 

I fee l, a l a s ! that I am dead 
I n trespas s e s and sin s. 

Ah , whithe r sha l l I fly ? 
I hea r the th under r oar ; 

The l aw pr oc l aim s destructi on nigh , 
And vengea nc e at the door. 

li bid ., p . 34 . 



When I review my ways, 
I dread impending d oo m: 

But sure a friendly whisper says, 
"Flee fr om the wr ath to come." 

I see, or t hin k I s ee, 
A glimmering fr om afar; 

A beam of day, that s hine s f or me , 
To s ave me fr om despair. 

Forerunner of t he sun, 
It mark s the pilgrim 's way; 

I'l l ga ze up on it while I run, 
And watch the ri s ing day .I 
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He is waveri ng between belief and di s belief; he fee ls t here 

is a pr ovidential guidance. The functi onally s ignificant 

image in this hymn i s expre ss ed in the last lin e s: 

I 9 ll gaze upon it [ a beam of day] while I run, 
And watc h the rising day . 

Whatever pr omise he ha s to s ave him fr om despair is on l y a 
•/'1). 

beam . ·''.~ Thi s beam of l ight represents a g limpse o f the g lory 

a nd bright ness of heaven in c on trast to the darkness of his 

wor l d of sin . The im age that impresses itself upon us here 

is that of a fig ur e running, trying t o cling t o a beam which 

i s his only ho pe o f being s aved fr om despair . 

Thi s is no t far, t onally, fr om the pr of ound religi ous 

de s pair of Cowper ' s last original poem, "The Ca st a way, " in 

whi c h religi ous de s pair find s its symb o l in d e s pair o f Th e 

Castaway : 

Ob scurest night inv o lved the sky, 
The Atl anti c bill ows ro ared, 

When suc h a destine d wretch as I, 
Wa s hed headl ong fr om on board, 

1 Ibid., p . 33 . 



Of friends, of hope, o f all bereft, 
Hi s f lo a tin g home f orever le ft . 

No braver chief c ould Albi on boast 
Than he with wh om he went, 

Nor ever ship le ft Albi on 's coast 
With warmer wishes sent . 

He l oved them both , but both in vain, 
Nor him beheld, nor her again. 

Not lon g beneath the whelming brine , 
Expert t o swim, he lay; 

Nor soon he felt hi s strength dec lin e , 
Or c ourag e die away; 

But waged with death a l asting str ife, 
Supported by despair of lif e . 

He s hou ted : nor his fr i end s had failed 
To check the vessel ' s c ourse, 

But so the f urious b l ast prevailed, 
That , pitile ss perf o rce, 

They left their outcast ma te behind, 
And sc udded s till bef o re the win d . 

Some s uccou r yet they c ould aff ord; 
And suc h a s storms all ow, 

The cask, the coo p, the fl oate d c ord, 
Delayed not to best ow. 

But he [they kne w) nor s hip nor s hore, 
Wha te'er t hey gave , s h ould vi s it more. 

Nor, cruel a s i t s eemed, could he 
Their ha s te him s e l f c ondemn, 

Aware t hat f li gh t, in suc h a s ea , 
Alo ne could re su ce them ; 

Yet bit t er fe lt it still t o die 
Deserted, and his friends so nigh . 

He long surviv es , wh o liv es an hour 
I n oc ean, se l f-upheld; 

And so lo ng he, with unspent power, 
His destiny repelled ; 

And ever , as the minutes flew, 
Entr eated he l p, or cried "Adieu !,. 

At l ength, his tran s ient respite past, 
Hi s co mrad e s, wh o bef ore 

Had heard h is vo ice in every b l ast, 
Could catc h the s ound no mor e : 

For then, by t oi l s ubdued, he drank 
The s tif lin g wave, and then he sank . 
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No poet wept him ; but the page 
Of narrative s i ncere, 

That tells his name, his worth, his age, 
I s wet with Ans qn ' s tear : 

And tears by bards or her oes shed 
Alike imm ortali z e the dead. 

I theref ore purp os e not, or dream, 
Des canting on his fate, 

To giv e the me l an cho ly theme 
A mor e enduring date: 

Bu t mi s ery s ti l l de l ight s t o trace 
I ts s emblance in an othervs case. 

No vo i c e divine the s t orm allayed, 
No light pr opiti ous s h one, 

When, s natched fr om a l l effectual aid, 
We perished, each al one : 

But I beneath a r ougher sea, 
And whelmed in deeper gulf s than he.I 

Here again , Cowper is l ikening his state t o that of the man 

wh o i s los t at s ea fr om An so n vs ship . He estab l ishes an 

identificati on between himse l f and the l ost mariner wh om he 

refers to as "s uch a destined wretch as I . " Previ ous 

chapters have po inted out that all his life Cowper had felt 

that he was destined t o de s pair ; thi s s ense of impending 

d oom pervades his poetry fr om the earliest of hi s works 

onward t o thi s fina l expre ss i on of fatedness. 

The actual s t ory of the seaman ~s being l ost at sea 

is a straightf orward a c c ount o f a d eath at s ea that i s 

su pp ose d l y re co rded by Ans on in h is s hip t s l og . It be co me s 

t ran s la t ed in to symb oli c a l meaning a s it fu s es with th e st ory 

of Cowpe r , " The Ca s taway ." The l o st seaman and Cowper are 

1I bid , I P • 400 , 
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both c a st away s l ost in a st orm, the s eaman in a real s torm 

at s ea a nd Cow per in a s ea of s piritua l desp air . 

Earlier he c oul d s ay th at "[God ] pl an ts hi s f oo t

st eps upon the s ea , / An d rides up on the storm. " 1 For the 

castaways, h owever , 

No vo ice divi ne the s t orm a ll ayed , 
No l ight pr opiti ous sh one, 

When, sn a tc hed fr om a ll effectua l aid , 
[They] perished , each a lon e.2 

They a r e l eft with out any he lp fr om man o r God . Cowper ha s 

identified hi s plight wi th t ha t o f the l os t s eaman be cause, 

a s he s ay s , 

. Mis ery s till delig hts t o tr a ce 
Its s emb l an ce in an ot he r ' s ca se . ( LI. 59-60 ) 

Cow per expr esses a stri k in g fea ture of t heir ca ses when he 

s a ys : " We pe ris hed, ea c h a lo ne. " Here we have a se n s e o f 

a str a nge c omf ort. In t he "e a c h a lo ne , " howe ve r , t here i s 

a s epara teness or an unli ken ess t ha t s ha tt er s t he kin s hip 

of t he tw o and prep are s f or t he ev e n more strikin g d i ffer

e nce be tween t he i r c a s e s that d~ve lo p s in the l a st tw o lines. 

The se a ma n ha s died a mort a l death , the phy sic a l h orr or o f 

whi c h ha s bee n pictured in vivid re a l i s tic detai l. The 

horr or of Co wper 's death , we su dden l y re a l ize wit h sh oc ked 

surpris e , is n ot that of a morta l death but that o f the 

death of hi s very s oul : 

1 Ibid ., p . 34, "Li ght Sh i ning Out of Dark ness, " 
11. 3-4. 

2 I bid ., p . 400, " The Castaway ," 11. 61-64 . 



But I beneath a rougher sea, 
And whelmed in deeper gulf s than he . 

{Ll. 65-66 ) 
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The "rougher sea" is the storm that may be equated with the 

spiritually do omed life. Cowper ' s s truggle f or survival in 

t hi s storm is hi s spir i tu a l struggle against da mnati on. The 

"deeper gu lf s'' in whi ch he is "whelmed " are the very depths 

of hell . Significantl y , Cow per, in the poem, ha s not yet 

died physically. Hi s dea t h has to be a spiritual death. 

It is the pr ofound irrevocable religi ous despair o f his 

closing years . 

Emp hasi zin g this c ontrast between the tw o castaways 

is the rhythm of the lines that recount their final plight : 

For then, by toil subdued, he drank 
Th e stifling wave, and then he sank. 

CLI . 47-4 8 ) 

What little stru gg le there is in the first line ceases 

complet e ly wit h the phrase : " He drank/ The stifling wave ." 

There is s omething very qui ck and final in the last phrase: 

" and then he sank." This effect is buil t by the s yntactical 

pause that comes after the openin'g phra se, "For then," an d 

af ter t he somewhat lon ger slow ing-d own phra se " by t o il 

su bdued ." The e mpha s is in stress and end-p os ition o f drank 

c a uses a brea t h pau s e t hat fits wit h t he meaning, " he drank/ 

The stiflin g wave. " The s hort and equally stressed wor ds 

of the final phra se are with out ten sion or s train . There is 

a s en se of simpl e s inking t o rest. 
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The rhythm of the l i nes that te l l Cow per ' s fate ha s 

n o such s ense of c oming t o re s t. The movement is t ha t o f a 

turbulent, st orm- toss ed s ea . This effect i s created by t he 

qua l itative an d quan t itative variati on s wit h in the regular 

iambi c tetram e ter pa tt e r ning. The movement of the first line 

ri s es and fal ls wi t h definit e a c cent wi t h a str ong rising and 

l engthening of r ou gh- and dr opping with -rr ~; whelmed 

receive s t he greatest quantitative pr o l onging and swells 

even wi t hi n it s e l f t o fa ll s l ight l y and rise again in dee per, 

wh ic h r epeat s the movement of r ougher of the preceding line; 

the r e is a l e ngthening and f l attening out o r dropping in 

gul fs and a rathe r ch oppily added- on effec t in the fina l 

phrase than~- The movement i s l eft s omewhat s uspended 

r ather than being br ought t o fina l re s t. At the end o f t he 

poem Cowp er i s left at s ea . I r onica l ly, however, the dr ow ned 

sail or is imm ortali ze d thr ough the rec ords of his death in 

the s hip 1 s l og , wher eas Cowper ha s no hope o f imm ortality. 

I n the f oreg o ing study this lack of hope ha s bee n 

evi d en t in t he poet 's exi st en c e and in notabl e porti ons o f 

hi s wo rk. Hi s re l igi ous poem s , e s pecia l ly, are deeply c har

a ct eri st ic of their auth or. The most frequent organi z ing 

co nc ep t of hi s poetry ha s its ba s is in a religi ous s piritual 

experience . For Cowper , a religi ous poet, the d ominant 

themes are s in , death , God, and red empti on; for Cowper, a 

na t ure poet, the themes are sec l usi on and peace of mind 
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gr owi ng out o f and inv olving inherent religi ous principles . 

At times, as we have s een , Cowper the poet was completely 

abs or bed with these theme s. He was never free of s elf-doubts 

and fears that as soci ated themse lves in his mind with the 

problems of salvation and damnati on. 

The more our kn owl edge of Cowper's works broadens 

and deepens, the greater is our awareness o f the poet as a 

unique personality. He may be reas on ably c onsid ered, 

acc or ding to Gilbert Thomas, a s a "c ust odian of religi ous 

truth;' 1 f or the religious impulse was the strongest element 

in him . Hi s stron g love of nature led him to f oc us hi s 

poetic imaginati on on God and nature. Hi s poe tic imag ery, 

drawn fr om scr iptural, myth ological, and hi stor ical sources 

furnishes us many clues to a better understan d ing o f Wi lliam 

Cowper. 

1 Th oma s, p. 286 . 
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