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sion of William IIT and Mary.

The Pope family move to Hammersmith, outside London.
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in Windsor Forest: the family in residence there by 1700. While
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mentors, including the retired diplomat Sir William Trumbull,
the dramatist William Wycherley and the actor Thomas
Betterton.

Accession of Queen Anne. Start of the War of the Spanish

Succession (to 1713), with British forces under the command
of the Duke of Marlborough.

Isaac Newton becomes President of the Royal Society (to
1727).
Jonathan Swift, A Tale of a Tub and The Battle of the Books.

Marlborough and the allies gain a spectacular victory over the
French at the battle of Blenheim.

Alexander Pope’s first surviving letters. Close friendship with
Trumbull, a neighbour in the Forest. Has begun work on his
Pastorals.

About this time, Pope meets Martha and Teresa Blount, mem-
bers of the Catholic gentry; Martha was to become his closest
woman friend for the rest of his life.

Final stone laid on St Paul’s cathedral, designed bv Sir Christo-
pher Wren.
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issued by subscription. Bolingbroke flees to France. Jacobite
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Introduction

It would not be quite true to say that Pope has proved a poet for all the ages,
if only because some late Victorians thought him safely dead and buried in
terms of any active presence in the poetry of their day. Even then, however,
Pope refused to lie down, and for the past three hundred years he has shown
surprising resilience in the face of condescension, assumed indifference, or
outright hostility. Recent generations of poets and critics have joined the
scholars in helping to recover some of the ground he had lost. A look at his
reputation as it stood 100, 200, and 300 years ago may help to make the
point.

In the first quarter of the eighteenth century, Pope had seen his career take
off with a series of major poems: An Essay on Criticism, Windsor-Forest, The
Rape of the Lock, and Eloisa to Abelard, which would all be packaged in the
sumptuous collection of the poet’s Works in 1717. Scarcely anyone without
a personal grudge then doubted that a poet of the highest excellence had
arrived on the scene — in the view of most dispassionate observers, the greatest
English writer since Milton and Dryden in the late seventeenth century. A
hundred years later, in the first quarter of the nineteenth century, his position
had undergone serious challenge, but he remained a potent influence for
Wordsworth, and earned the vehement support of Byron:

Neither time, nor distance, nor grief, nor age, can ever diminish my veneration
for him, who is the great moral poet of all times, of all climes, of all feelings,
and of all stages of existence. The delight of my boyhood, the study of my
manhood, perhaps (if allowed to me to attain it), he may be the consolation of
my age. His poetry is the Book of Life.!

This may seem hyperbolic, with its calculated reworking of a tag from the
Roman moralist Cicero in the second sentence. But a similar tribute came
from Byron’s contemporary, the essayist Charles Lamb, when he remarked
that Pope paid the finest compliments ever devised by the wit of man — “Each
of them is worth an estate for life — nay an immortality.”* Pope’s reputation
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reached its low point in the late 1800s. Then, just a hundred years ago, things
began to look up for the poet in the first decades of the twentieth century.
His admirers were not critics who set the blood raging today — figures such
as Austin Dobson and George Saintsbury, whose learning and love of poetry
may be disguised from us by their blimpish personae. But the tide turned
between the two world wars, as poets such as Edith Sitwell and W. H. Auden
recognized Pope’s outstanding technical accomplishments, and scholars such
as George Sherburn began to reappraise his legacy. In the heyday of “New
Criticism”, around the 1940s and 1950s, Pope prospered mightily, enjoying
the esteem of writers like Cleanth Brooks and W. K. Wimsatt; and even the
ranks of Cambridge could scarce forbear to cheer, as these were represented
by influential pioneers of twentieth-century literary analysis such as E. R.
Leavis and William Empson. Pope also gained in public recognition through
the efforts of modern scholarship, especially the imposing Twickenham edi-
tion of his complete poems spearheaded by John Butt from the 1930s to the
1960s, and the massive contributions to Popian study of Maynard Mack
right up to the late 1980s.

But that was then and this is now. Against all expectations, Pope has
made it into the early twenty-first century with very little, if any, loss of
momentum. New approaches in the post-structuralist era have confirmed
just how central a place he holds in the narrative of poetic history. Scarcely
any critical school has managed to sideline his work: all our new terms and
favored concepts turn out to fit Pope’s practice with startling precision. It is
no accident that so many of the shibboleths of modern criticism repeatedly
turn up in the criticism of Pope. Nor, for that matter, that these keywords
have come to the fore in this volume. The reason that the Companion is
organized in part around issues such as identity, gender, the body, the history
of the book, crime, and the other, goes back to a simple fact: Pope’s work
raises these issues in a peculiarly direct and pervasive way. No work of
the time adumbrates the concerns of modern feminism more immediately
than the Epistle to a Lady; no poem dramatizes the march of the literary,
journalistic and publishing profession so richly as The Dunciad. We should
find it hard to name any considerable body of poetry so replete with images
of crime and punishment as the Imitations of Horace. Few writers have
confronted the nature of heroism in the modern world so searchingly as
did Pope in his translations of Homer. If there is a single text in the entire
canon which brought the topic of consumerism and commodification into the
western mind, then it must be The Rape of the Lock —as innumerable modern
readings serve to confirm. Luxury, politeness, effeminacy, private and public
spaces, neuroticism — they all come into question during the course of the
Rape, in a text that lasts less than 8oo lines (you could recite it within the



