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ALEXANDER POPE (1688-1744):  INTRODUCTION
This handout was prepared by Dr. William Tarvin, a retired professor of literature. Please visit my free website www.tarvinlit.com. Over 500 works of American and British literature are analyzed there for free.

I.   LIFE
     A.   OVERVIEW:  Pope is regarded as the greatest poet of the 18th century.
     B.   EARLY LIFE

1.   He was born into a wealthy Roman Catholic family, which operated a profitable business as linen-drapers.    

2.  Restrictions against Roman Catholic residence in London forced his family to move around 1700 to Binfield in Windsor Forest.  

3.  Catholics were also subject to double taxation.    

4.  Because of his religion, he was educated privately, the major public schools being barred to Catholics.  He was largely self-education.


5.  Pope remained a Catholic all of his life; that he achieved such prominence showed the extent of religious toleration which was beginning to appear in England.  

6.   He lived under the most grievous physical handicap; a serious illness (tuberculosis of the spine) as a child (age 12) left him hump-backed.


7.  He never grew taller than 4 and a half feet; he was forced to wear a corset to keep his torture spine upright.   

8.  He continuously suffered throughout his life, referring to “this long disease, my life."   

9.  Pope may have inherited at least some tendency to deformity from his father, who suffered from a slight curvature of the spine.
     C.    EARLY POETRY

1.  Very early he showed a talent for poetry.  

2.  He published his first volume Pastorals in 1709, when he was only 21.  

3.  This volume consisted of four poems, one for each season, which Pope claims were written at the age of 16.       

4.  Of course, Pope frequently lied about the dates of the composition of his works; he kept revising backward the dates of his composition to make himself a boy wonder.  

5.  In 1711, when he was only 23, he published his An Essay on Criticism, which established him as a leading poet.


6.  In 1712, he published The Rape of the Lock, which still stands as the most brilliant of English poetical satires.  At 25, Pope was recognized as the greatest living poet in England.  

     D.   MATURE YEARS

1.   Pope became a friend of many of the leading writers of the period, including Swift.  

2.  His friendship with Swift lasted 31 years, and never once did they have a quarrel.    

3.  Writers and statesmen, wits and nobility avidly sought Pope.  

4.  Daniel Defoe, who was branded a mere hack writer by Pope, was acutely pained because he was denied acquaintance with the great man.  


5.  He was nicknamed “The Wicked Wasp of Twickenham” because of his rancorous satires.    

6.  His cruelty to political and literary foes, however, did not exceed that of his contemporaries, except that his ability to express himself far exceeded theirs.  

7.  He could boast, “I must be proud to see / Men not afraid of God, afraid of me.” 

8.  He never married, but was deeply attached throughout his life to Martha Blount, who was the beneficiary of his will.  

9.  And for a time to Lady Mary Worthley Montagu, whom he later attacked bitterly in print.  It is said that when he openly expressed his affection for her, she laughed at him on account of his deformity.
     E.   TRANSLATIONS OF HOMER 


1.  In 1713, in order to provide an income for himself, Pope announced his intention of translating Homer.  

2.  Advance subscriptions came pouring in. 4,000 pounds more.   

3.  Pope was not an expert scholar in Greek.  He used the Greek translating ability of William Broome and Thomas Parnell, two scholars.    The Odyssey was largely translated by Elijah Fenton and Broome.  Pope was accused of underpaying his coadjutors and concealing their large role in the project.  Broome, however, admitted that Pope carefully revised every page written by his assistants.     


4.  The translation is not that good.  He uses many abstract terms, the epithets, the chill formality of diction were employed to capture the dignity of the Greek epic, but they became the model for a poetic diction by Pope’s imitations.  It was against this that the Lyrical Ballads of Wordsworth and Coleridge in 1798 rebelled.  Pope’s Homer stands out in one area:  it is certainly the raciest ever made.



5.  Dr. Richard Bentley, the best Greek scholar of the era, chided the poet:  “A pretty poem, Mr. Pope, but you mustn’t call it Homer.”   


6.  The six volumes of the Iliad which appeared between 1715 and 1720 brought him the handsome royalties of 5,000 pounds.  The Odyssey (1725-26) brought him some


7.  The Iliad and the Odyssey together earned Pope 9,000 pounds (equivalent to about $500,000 today).   


8.  In 1725, Pope’s edition of Shakespeare’s works appeared.    Pope was the second true editor of Shakespeare (Nicholas Rowe in 1709 was the first). 


9.  It contained several mistakes in scholarship which were exposed by Lewis Theobald.  The man was therefore picked by Pope as the main victim of his Dunciad, the first version published in 1728.

10.  He retired to an estate at Twickenham (pronounced Twit'nam), near London, which he converted into a miniature Versailles. 

11. Living comfortable off the money he made from his poetry and translations of Homer’s Iliad (1715-1720) and Odyssey completed 1726), Pope made sound investments and was able to live thereafter in security.  
 

12.  He was the first English writer to demonstrate that literature alone could be a gainful profession.   
     F.   LAST YEARS 


1.  Pope’s last years were mired in controversy.


2.  Much of his later writing was biting satire (based principally on literary quarrels) or philosophical poems.

3.   He purposely encouraged pirated editions of his correspondence, so that he could then triumphantly come out with the correct edition. 


4.  He died in 1744, 56 years old, of dropsy (swelling in the muscles) and asthma and was buried at Twickenham, 12 miles from London.
II.   FAMOUS LINES:   No poet in English has bequeathed more of his lines than 


Pope to the common vocabulary of the English-speaking world, 



excepting Shakespeare:


(1)  "A little learning is a dangerous thing" (An Essay on Criticism).

(2)   "What oft was thought, but ne’er so well expressed” (An Essay on 




Criticism).

(3)  "To err is human, to forgive divine” (An Essay on Criticism).

(4)  "Fools rush in where angels fear to tread"  (An Essay on Criticism).

(5)  “At every word a reputation dies” (The Rape of the Lock).

(6)  "Hope springs eternal in the human breast"   (An Essay on Man).

(7)  “Whatever is, is right”  (An Essay on Man).

(8)  "The proper study of mankind is man"  (An Essay on Man).
III.   STYLISTIC ASPECTS 


A.   PORTRAITURE POETRY


           
1.  Much of Pope’s work has the quality of posed portraits and scenes.  



2.  No other English poet so presents a series of gallery-hung paintings each consciously balanced and harmonized.  



3.  The effect is static.


B.   HEROIC COUPLET 


1.  Virtually every couplet by Pope is stopped by a punctuation mark, which in most cases is a semicolon or period.  


2.  In an overwhelming majority of the couplets the first line also is stopped, usually by a comma.


3.  Pope does not use that many triplets.  In The Rape of the Lock and Epistle to Dr. Arbuthnot the triplet is not used at all.



4.  In his couplets the rhyming word is usually a significant word.  



5.  Pope gets variety in his heroic couplet lines by using caesura effectively.  The pause is usually indicated by a mark of punctuation.  Sometimes a line may have more than one pause, even four as in the opening lines of Dr. Arbuthnot.  


6.  Pope also shifts the regularity of the weak strong iambic foot.  While the basic rhythmical pattern consists of a regular alternation of light syllables and heavy, Pope often shifts it in the first foot, beginning with a stress instead of a weak. 

C.    RHYME



1.  Pope’s rhymes are marked by difference in parts of speech or in the grammatical usage of the rhymed words.



2.  Pope censured the use of the same rhymes within four or six liens of each other.

D.    IRONY



1.    ZEUGMA  



2.  “Or stain her honor, or her new brocade.”  



3.  “And sometimes counsel take—and sometimes tea.”  


E.   IMAGERY



1.  Pope saw more in insects than any other poet.  


2.  Swift sees human often as beasts, a rats or wolves.  Pope sees men often 


as insects.

F.   USE OF NAMES



1.  Pope delights in weaving names into his verse.  


2.  Sometimes they are for humor.  


3.  Sometimes they are allusion, as in Adonis, Timor, and Sporus.  


4.  Or they have an allegorical cast, as in Uxorio, Pipilla.  


5.  At other times the name personifies.

G.    ALLUSIONS



1.   Pope’s poetry uses much allusion.  


2.  Sometimes the allusion will elevate, sometimes diminish what he is discussing, as in comparing Sporus to Satan, then to a toad.  


H.    JUXTAPOSITION



1.   Pope likes to use a serious list with one inharmonious term.


2.  “Puffs, powders, patches, Bibles, billet-doux.” 


3.  Or when he has “lapdogs” awaken at the same time as “sleepless lovers” 


(The Rape of the Lock, 15-16).

