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The Distribution of Wealth in Alexander Pope’s Epistle to Bathurst
Abstract: This article examines Pope’s treatment of financial inequality in the Epistle to Bathurst through a reading of the process of composition and revision recoverable from the manuscripts and editions published in Pope’s lifetime. In the sixty years since the publication of Earl Wasserman’s reading of the poem and edition of the Huntington Library manuscripts, the Epistle to Bathurst has been one of the poems by Pope that has been regularly revisited by critics. Perhaps for this reason there has been a striking lack of consensus about the way the poem treats its announced theme – the use of riches. This lack of consensus in its reception is complemented by the poem’s complex textual history. Close attention to the process of composition and revision reveals the difficulties Pope faced in incorporating his address to Lord Bathurst, with its tautologous image of ‘oeconomy’ joined with ‘magnificence’, within a poem that abounds in grotesque examples of noble misers and spendthrifts and of the corruption of financial skulduggery and luxurious consumption. By this means, the Epistle can be shown to be not so much a ‘manual of capitalist piety’ as a critique of specious justifications of extreme financial inequality.

Since the financial crisis of 2008, inequality in the distribution of wealth and resources has become an increasingly central theme in public debate. The work of Thomas Piketty in particular has pushed economists and politicians to address the trajectory and causes of the concentration of wealth within a narrow section of society – whether it be the 1% or the growing number of billionaires. In the introduction to Capital in the Twenty-First Century Piketty reminds his readers of some of the ways in which nineteenth-century literature engaged powerfully with ‘the deep structure of inequality, the way it is justified, and its impact on individual lives’.
 The focus of Piketty’s work is largely on economic history since the industrial revolution because, as he argues, growth ‘can create new forms of inequality’ and ‘fortunes can be amassed very quickly in new sectors of economic activity’, but when growth is ‘close to zero, or barely 0.1 percent per year, as in the eighteenth century’ there is ‘little or no change from one generation to the next’ (96). However, while the English (or British) economy might not have grown significantly between the late seventeenth and the beginning of the nineteenth century, there were momentous structural changes in the 1690s which allowed fortunes to be amassed by some people at unprecedented rates and by unprecedented means. The great imaginative leap in the development of capital was the 1694 Tonnage Act which established the Bank of England, a private company that lent the government £1.2 million and issued notes against the debt. And, whatever its effect on the ‘real’ economy, the resultant ‘Financial Revolution’ of the early eighteenth century certainly ‘generated a prolonged discussion of its political, social, and economic consequences’.
 J. G. A. Pocock has argued that ‘the rapidly developing style of political economy, which is the dominant mode of Augustan political thought, took shape around the varying relationships […] between land, trade, and credit as sources not merely of public wealth, but of political stability and virtue’.
 According to P. G. M. Dickson, the main reactions of contemporaries to ‘the rapid changes in public and private finance in the six decades after 1688’ were ‘alarm and disapproval […] based on fear of dislocation of the social order by the rise of new economic interests, and dislike of commercial and financial manipulation of all kinds’.
 
In January 1733, twelve years after the boom and bust of the South Sea Bubble and in the midst of another crisis in economic policy, Alexander Pope published Of the Use of Riches, An Epistle to the Right Honourable Allen Lord Bathurst.
 In his influential reading of the poem and edition of its surviving manuscripts, Earl Wasserman suggested that Pope’s subject is ‘the whole corruptness of the new moneyed society he sees mushrooming about him and invading his values’.
 This assessment has been echoed and amplified by Vincent Carretta, who has argued that ‘Pope writes as the virtuous satirist who tries to convince the politician Bathurst of the present dangers of […] the corruption caused by England’s financial revolution’.
 And yet, as David B. Morris has pointed out, given his own complicity in the emergent capitalist system, ‘only by a considerable distortion […] can Pope be transformed into the spokesman for civic humanism’.
 Indeed, Laura Brown has gone so far as to suggest that the poem ‘accepts and even celebrates the system that [it] locally satirizes’.
 In more measured terms, Howard Erskine-Hill has recognized that, at least in its treatment of Sir John Blunt, the chief ‘projector’ of the South Sea Bubble, Pope’s satire ‘could hardly avoid some sort of sense of moral involvement, or at least paradox’.
 
The lack of critical consensus in its reception is complemented by the poem’s complex textual history. The surviving autograph material relating to the Epistle to Bathurst is extensive, providing ample evidence to substantiate Pope’s claim that he ‘never took more care’ in his life ‘of any poem’.
 Two more or less complete drafts survive together with a fragment of an earlier draft. The earlier manuscript consists of two sheets, the first containing the portrait of the Man of Ross and the second all but the last six lines of the ‘tale’ of Sir Balaam. At a later point, Pope has added cues to connecting passages before and after the Man of Ross section and before Sir Balaam. The first full draft consists of seven sheets, numbered 345 to 351 together with a sheet numbered 346*, containing a fair copy of material from the verso of sheet 346. The second draft consists of five sheets, numbered 1 to 5. In this essay I will refer to the first of the complete drafts as MS1 (and the sheet numbered 346* as MS1a), the second draft as MS2 and the two earlier sheets as MS3.
 After its first publication the poem also underwent extensive revision in the course of successive editions.
 Carole Fabricant has criticised the Epistle for a failure to hold any of the positions it sets out fully to account: ‘Specific issues are fleetingly alluded to and then hastily incorporated into general moral reflection or diatribe, before they can be understood in relation to deeper ideological convictions and ethical imperatives’.
 However, a close examination of the record of the poem’s composition and revision shows Pope fashioning a structure which precisely examines conflicting ‘ideological convictions and ethical imperatives’ by the careful sequencing of contrasting exempla and aphoristic statements that purport to distill a moral from them. As Colin Nicholson has suggested: ‘the poem proceeds in complex ways, creating structural tensions by combining a repudiation of the new order and its representatives with a fascination for the subjects and objects of abomination’.
 However, as the poem evolves, the problem of riches is increasingly considered in terms of the moral imperative of social responsibility and the charitable mitigation of inequality in the face of the grotesque distortions effected by ‘Wealth in the gross’.
The revisions of the opening couplet show Pope shaping the reader’s expectations about the kind of poem we are about to read. The first version, in MS1, has ‘What can be judg’d, when Doctours disagree / And ye most thoughtful doubt, like You and Me?’ In MS2 this becomes ‘Who shall decide when Doctors disagree / And soundest casuists doubt, like you & me?’, and this version is retained in the first edition. The changes to these lines significantly shift the terms of debate, from careful consideration of the matter at hand (‘What can be judg’d’) to a simple question of authority (‘Who shall decide’); while the first line seems to promise a rigorous dialectical approach, the oxymoron ‘soundest casuists’ repudiates this immediately. ‘Who shall decide’ is a rhetorical question that ultimately goes unanswered within a poem that is concerned above all else with the paradoxes and contradictions of ‘our’ attitudes to wealth and ‘our’ responses to inequality. Throughout the revision process Pope can be seen attending particularly to the play of first, second and third-person pronouns. What emerges from this is a subtle web of implication, rather than the more straightforward opposition that usually characterises formal verse satire. ‘We’ – whether that is Pope and Bathurst, or some combination of Pope, Bathurst and the reader – are repeatedly forced to acknowledge the uncomfortable truth of ‘our’ complicity in aspects of the selfishness and greed depicted in the poem.
 
This implication is apparent in the revisions of the third verse paragraph which document subtle shifts in Pope’s presentation of the fundamental purposes and effects of money in and on society.
 The opening line is revised several times. MS1 initially reads ‘What Nature needs, we grant them, Gold bestow’d’, while MS2 has ‘What Nature needs, commodious Gold bestows’. In the first edition, ‘needs’ is replaced by ‘wants’ in both this and its mirror line (l. 25), playing on the dual sense of something lacking and something desired. The introduction of the word ‘commodious’ subtly extends the power ascribed to gold. Pope’s meaning most obviously accords with the second sense given in Johnson’s Dictionary – ‘useful; suited to wants or necessities’ – but it also suggests the way in which the exchange value of gold turns a variety of things – ‘Luxury’, ‘Lust’, ‘another’s Toil […] another’s Wife’ – into commodities that can be bought and sold. The revisions to the second line of this couplet alter the degree to which the complicity in the realities of a ‘modern’ economy of the poet, his interlocutor and his readers is explicitly acknowledged. MS1 has ‘Thro’ that, man eat the Bread he never sow’d’, and MS2 initially has a similar version – ‘Man eats by that the Bread he never sows’ – before Pope turns this into a personal admission: ‘And thus I eat the Bread another sows’. This is then replaced by a version that embraces the poet’s immediate and wider audiences in a formulation falling somewhere between abstract maxim and personal admission: ‘’Tis thus we eat the Bread another sows’. This version, which is retained in the first edition, also explicitly acknowledges a distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’ as part of its suggestion that there are fundamental injustices implicit in transactions otherwise accepted as simple facts of commercial society.
In his revisions of the next couplet, Pope doubles down on this new emphasis. The original version is expressed in impersonal terms: ‘But eat he, then, not more than he deserv’d? / And was it just, if he who sowd it starv’d?’ In MS2 these lines are revised to give explicit expression to the inequality implicit in the earlier version and to once more introduce the complicity implied by the first-person plural: ‘But how unequal it bestows, observe, / ’Tis thus we riot, while who sow it, starve’. Pope’s use of the word ‘riot’ in the sense of being ‘dissipated in luxurious enjoyments’ (the primary sense in Johnson’s Dictionary), also carries with it the suggestion that such dissipation could have serious social ramifications – ‘to raise a sedition or uproar’ in Johnson’s fourth sense of the word. As Colin Nicholson suggests: ‘Bread riots appear only in textually submerged form, in a peculiar transferral of agency from the dispossessed to those conspicuously consuming the fruits of their labour’.
 
The couplet ‘And if we count among the Needs of life / Another’s toil, why not another’s wife’ also sees Pope introducing the first person plural into its moralistic reductio ad absurdum, after using both the second and third persons in the manuscripts. By shifting from ‘he’ to ‘we’ throughout this passage Pope forgoes the detachment traditionally associated with the position of the satirist. The contrast with the oft-quoted image of spartan retirement from the world figured in Pope’s imitation of Horace’s Satire II, ii, published the following year, is striking: ‘Content with little, I can piddle here / On Brocoli and mutton, round the year’ (ll. 137–8). Repeatedly, Pope’s revisions to the Epistle to Bathurst implicate the poet, togeher with his addressee, and us as readers in social and economic relationships that are revealed to be deeply problematic. 

This movement is apparent in the revisions of the couplet that follows the invocation of ‘Blest Paper-credit!’. In MS1 the lines appear in the following form: ‘But yield we to the World: our Party’s small, / Come, take it as we find it, Gold and all’. Above the phrase ‘our Party’s small’, Pope has written the alternative ‘since things so fall’. Both of these versions of the couplet posit Pope and Bathurst in direct opposition to the ‘World’ – it is something to which they might be required to ‘yield’. In the margin Pope interpolates another version in which the first line reads ‘Howere, as by the World we stand or fall’. With this revision the opposition has gone. Although Pope still distinguishes between himself and Bathurst on the one hand and the world on the other, there is no ground from which they can oppose it, since their fortunes are inextricably intertwined – a shift of implication that is reinforced in MS1a (the clean copy of this interpolation and the section that follows it), where ‘by the World’ becomes ‘with the World’. All of the revisions replace the suggestion of specific faction implied by ‘our Party’ with another instance of the complicitous ‘we’ so that what starts as a beleagured, minority opposition becomes instead the common predicament of men of the world.

The edition of 1744 sees a final revision of the whole couplet: ‘Since then, my Lord, on such a World we fall / What say you? “Say? Why take it, Gold and all.”’ This change alters the couplet in a number of ways. The revision of ‘with the World’ to ‘on such a World’, gives a sardonic twist to a phrase that Bathurst had himself used to describe his life in a letter of September 1732: ‘For my part I am grovelling upon this earth, and am contented with living in a state of indolence, doing a little good, and no mischief to the best of my knowledge’.
 In the revisions to MS1 the word ‘fall’ refers specifically to the outcome of chance: ‘since things so fall’. In the 1744 text the word retains this suggestion, while also hinting at the Biblical fall, emphasising the fact that the contemporary commercial world is, of course, decidedly post-lapsarian.

The revision of the second line means that the couplet now explicitly takes the form of an exchange between Pope and Bathurst, in which the poet questions his interlocutor directly and in which it is Bathurst who counsels an acceptance of ‘Gold’, a point of view that had been voiced by the poet alone in the previous versions. This revision introduces Bathurst’s voice directly into the poem for the first time. The lines that follow, illuminating the potentially disastrous effects of riches, are now a response to his bluff acceptance of the status quo, where previously they had been a stage in a balanced exposition by the poet. An accompanying change in the next line reinforces this shift. In the first edition the line had read ‘What Riches give us, let us first enquire’. In 1744 the word ‘first’ is replaced by ‘then’, giving the second half of the line a conditional as well as a temporal sense – the suggestion being that it is upon a provisional acceptance of Bathurst’s proposal for things to be accepted ‘Gold and all’ that the considerations which follow must be examined.
Pope’s bathetic answer to the question is the same in all manuscript and published versions of the poem: ‘Meat, Fire and Clothes – What more? Meat, Clothes and Fire’. In the first draft in MS1 the poet includes himself in some gentle mockery in the line that follows: ‘How? think we this too little? look we grave?’ In MS1a, however, it is Bathurst and by extension the reader who is mocked, as the line becomes ‘How? think you this too little? look ye grave?’ When the line is revised once more in the first edition, the suggestion of ironic censure is reinforced: ‘Is this too little? Wou’d you more than live?’ That this is, of course, another rhetorical question lays bare the fundamental driving force behind inequality: our own selfish desires for more than we need to live might be the ‘private vices’ that drive the ‘public benefits’ of commercial society, but they build potentially grotesque inequality into the system.
 
The revisions to the paragraph that follows shift the emphasis from a fairly straightforward catalogue of the vanity of human wishes exemplified by the accumulation of wealth to a parody of the tortuous reasoning of people in the grip of pointless greed. In MS1a Pope develops the couplet that will round off the paragraph, the first version of which reads: ‘[. . .] alas denyd the happier fate / To bless a Bastard or a Son they hate’. In the first edition, the fortunes of the greedy ‘unfortunates’ are given an ironic reversal: ‘To some, indeed Heavn grants the happier fate / T’ enrich a Bastard or a Son they hate’. In this version ‘Careful Heav’n’ has provided her charges with a ‘happy’ opportunity that they will not appreciate – not least because they will be dead. 
The eight-line section that follows this couplet in the first edition has no direct antecedent in the manuscripts. It does, however, effect a striking inversion and expansion of the couplet that appears at this point in all the manuscript versions: ‘Why then the poor and needy Rich revile? / They only claim our Pity, or our Smile’. In the manuscripts this couplet is followed by the lines ‘The man who gives not, ne’r enjoys his pelf / And does but hate his Neighbor as himself’, which assert an intimate relationship between charity and the enjoyment of riches, self-worth and social responsibility. These lines open the paragraph in which Pope goes on almost to commiserate with the victims of their own greed (ll. 111–22 in the first edition). The oxymoron ‘the poor and needy Rich’ encapsulates the ironic tone of the manuscript versions of this section. Through it the poet appeals to a point of view he shares with his interlocutor and readers: it is the rich who are to be pitied or, if they are particularly ridiculous, laughed at. In the first edition this tone, by which the poet and his readers express the control of a superior sensibility, is aggressively opposed by the attitude of the rich themselves. Rather than a polite suggestion that ‘we’ forbear to revile ‘the poor and needy Rich’, Pope presents us with examples of the rich themselves self-righteously reviling the poor and needy:

Perhaps you think the Poor might have their part?

B*nd damns the Poor, and hates them from his heart:

The grave Sir G**t holds it for a Rule,

That every Man in want is Knave or Fool.

“God cannot love (says Bl*t, with lifted eyes)

“The Wretch he starves” – and piously denies:

But Rev’rend S**n, with a softer Air,

Admits, and leaves them, Providence’s Care.
This passage is a savage attack on any kind of laissez-faire, ‘Whatever is, is right’ attitude to inequality. That the fact of poverty might somehow be considered to accord with God’s larger plan does not absolve the rich of the obligations, required by charity and love for their fellow men, to do what they can to mitigate its effects. The gentle irony of Pope’s approach to the reader – ‘Perhaps you think the poor might have their part?’ – is immediately crushed by the force of ‘damns’ and ‘hates’ in the next line. Those named in this passage are not charged with comic foibles but with blasphemously unchristian conduct.
 The interpolation of these lines effects a significant  shift in the tone at this point in the poem. The passages on either side of them make use of irony for principally comic effect – the persons described are victims of the paradoxical situations that they themselves have initiated. Here, however, it is the targets of Pope’s satire who seek to exploit specious paradox to justify the inequality from which they profit. But the hateful hypocrisy of their ‘pious denial’ is evident. The thrust of this passage allows for no equivocation about the moral imperative for the poor to ‘have their part’.
As we have seen, the initial draft in MS1 continued after the couplet on ‘yielding’ to the ‘World’ with an earlier version of the section beginning ‘What Riches give us let us then enquire’. However, Pope also follows a version of the couplet on ‘the World’ interpolated in the margin of MS1 with the following passage:
But what ye Virtue, & how great ye Art,

To bear our Fortunes in our head, not heart

Large Wealth to sanctify wth Just Expence,

Join with Oeconomy Magnificence,

And keep each Bound of Reason, Fame & Health

Instruct us Bathurst yet unspoil’d by Wealth’

That secret hard with affluence rarely join’d

Which Villers mist and [        ] ne’r shall find.
Beside the fair copy of this passage in MS1a Pope has written two notes – ‘stet’ and ‘qu si del. hic & postp.’ – indicating some deliberation as to whether to let this revised structure stand or to delete the interpolated lines and leave them in their original position in the draft, where they follow the description of the activities of the Man of Ross, and are linked directly with the poem’s signal emblem of charity and socially-directed virtue. At this later point in MS1 the passage is marked ‘d’ with the note ‘qu. to leave out or preserve in this place’ in the margin, which might be taken to suggest that Pope also considered deleting the appeal to Bathurst from the poem altogether, rather than simply repositioning it.
The evident complications of these movements and rearrangements underscore the difficulties Pope faced in incorporating his address to Bathurst, with its tautologous image of ‘oeconomy’ joined with ‘magnificence’, within a poem that abounds in grotesque examples of noble misers and spendthrifts, and of the corruption of financial skulduggery and luxurious consumption. Had it been included after the injunction to ‘take it as we find it, Gold and all’ it would have been undercut directly by the scurrilously comic catalogue of the vanity of human wishes that immediately follows. But Pope paints throughout so much of the poem such a comprehensive picture of corruption and social decay that, almost wherever it comes, the efficacy of the example of Bathurst, ‘yet unspoiled by wealth’, is likely to be called into doubt.
 Altogether, there are three places in the text in which Pope considers placing this passage, and three manuscripts in which these possibilities are rehearsed. I shall examine these different versions and orderings in what appears to be the sequence of composition across the various manuscripts and discuss the impact of the various possibilities on the structure and effects of the poem. 
The first extant version appears to be that in MS1, not MS3 as Wasserman suggests.
 As mentioned earlier, MS3 consists of two sheets containing the description of the Man of Ross and the first part of the ‘tale’ of Sir Balaam, together with the address to Bathurst and cues for several linking paragraphs. Both the description of the Man of Ross and the story of Sir Balaam are written out in the neat cursive hand that Pope used for fair copies. The fact that the other material is in a rougher hand, together with its layout on the page, suggests that it was added to the two extended descriptions at a later stage; verbal readings within the material suggest that this was done after Pope had written the initial draft of MS1.
In MS1, the appeal to Bathurst occurs immediately after a version of the portrait of the Man of Ross and is introduced by this four-line link:

Such, Bathurst! such alone, give Riches Grace,

Whose Measure full o’erflows on human race;

Such make it Virtue, temper’d & diffus’d;

As Poison heals, in due proportion us’d.
In this order, the example of the charity of the Man of Ross is firmly pointed out to the poet’s addressee and his positive example is explicitly linked with the more equivocally expressed example of Bathurst himself, ‘yet un-spoil’d by Wealth’. These four lines make it clear that only thorough-going charity like that of the Man of Ross ‘give[s] Riches Grace’, while the appeal to Bathurst circumscribes his example within the limits set by the magnificence appropriate to his lordly status, and makes no mention of charity:

What and how great, the Virtue & the Art,

To bear our Fortunes in our Head, not Heart,

Large Wealth to sanctify, with just Expence,

Join with Oeconomy, Magnificence,

And keep our Fame our Reason & our Health;

O teach us, Bathurst! yet un-spoil’d by Wealth!

That Secret, rarely with Affluence join’d,

Which Villers mist, & W x x ner shall find.
MS1 then continues directly with the description of the death of Buckingham, to which the appeal to Bathurst serves almost as an introduction. On the verso of the first sheet of MS3, Pope follows the portrait of the Man of Ross with a version of the same four-line link:

Those, Bathurst! those alone, give Riches Grace

Whose measure full oerflows on human race,

Force them to virtue, tempered & diffusd;

As Poisons heal, in due proportion usd.
In this version the moral intransigence of riches is stressed: the charitable have to ‘Force them to virtue’ rather than ‘Make it Virtue’, as in MS1. After this Pope continues with a version of the appeal to Bathurst, beneath which is a cue indicating that it is to be followed directly by the description of the death of the Duke of Buckingham: ‘In ye worst Innes worst room &c’. The wording of the appeal to Bathurst is largely unchanged; however, one alteration points up a striking feature of the passage. The ambiguous wording of the fifth line in MS1 – ‘And keep our Fame our Reason & our Health’, which could be read either as ‘And still keep’ or ‘And thereby keep’ – is replaced by a reading that highlights the problematic nature of Bathurst’s example: ‘Yet keep our Fame our Reason & our Health’. The problem as stated in MS3 is how to ‘Join with Oeconomy Magnificence’ and still keep one’s fame, reason or health. The combining of ‘Oeconomy’ with ‘Magnificence’ is not a virtue that will ensure fame, reason or health, but rather an operation that may well place them in jeopardy. In a subsequent round of revision in MS1, Pope writes in two alternatives to this line, one above it and one below. The first retains the ambiguity ‘And keep each bound of Reason, Fame and Health’, while the second is a complete revision, so that the line marks a continuation of the first rather than a consequence of it: ‘With Splendor Charity, with Plenty Health’. It is this version, which introduces the concept of ‘charity’ for the first time, that is eventually preserved in the first edition. With this line Pope explicitly acknowledges that ‘Splendor’ and ‘Charity’, like ‘Oeconomy’ and ‘Magnificence’, exist in natural opposition: it requires ‘Art’ to unite them. 

In the subsequent round of revision in MS1, Pope interpolates a further couplet after the appeal, expanding the description of the ‘Secret’ that will be taught by Bathurst: ‘That only Blessing Wealth to Life can lend: / That only Comfort it affords our End’. As mentioned above, in the margin beside the lines addressed to Bathurst, Pope has drawn a line and written the note ‘qu. to leave out or preserve in this place’; the passage is subsequently marked with a ‘d’ and struck out. With its removal, the lines that follow are revised so that they make an explicit link between the description of the Man of Ross and the description of the death of Buckingham: ‘You’ve seen wt Blessings Wealth to life can lend / See next, wt Comfort it affords our End’. Thus, in the first extant draft, the appeal to Bathurst marks a transition between the rustic idyll created by the Man of Ross and the fallen world of Buckingham and Sir Balaam. It is as though Bathurst, ‘yet un-spoil’d by Wealth’, is being urged to fight a doomed rearguard action against the inevitable propensity of riches to corrupt.

As we have seen, the first place in which Pope considered repositioning the appeal to Bathurst is in the earlier part of the poem, following the couplet on yielding to ‘the World’. As I have already suggested, the positioning of the passage at this point, in which it is followed by examples of the gross misapplication of wealth, leaves it without any sort of positive context. This stage of composition, embodied in the fair copy in MS1a, sees Bathurst’s example sandwiched between the fatalistic exhortation – ‘Come, take it as we find it, Gold and all’ – and the bathetic description of the true comfort afforded by riches: ‘What Riches give us, shall we first enquire? / Meat, fire and Clothes – What more? – Meat clothes & fire’. In the revisions to MS1, this passage is eventually introduced at the point at which an explicit contrast to the example of the miser Cotta and his spendthrift son Curio had originally been provided by the invocation of Edward Harley, the Earl of Oxford, as the epitome of the virtuous middle ground:

How Providence once more shall shift the Scene

And, showing Harley, show the Golden Mean!

Where one lean Herring furnishd Cotta’s Board,

And Nettles grew, fit Porridge for thier Lord;

Where mad Good nature, Bounty mis-apply’d,

In lavish Curio blaz’d a while and dy’d;

There gracious Oxford, acting God’s own part,

Relieves th’opprest, and glads the Orphan’s heart,

There English Bounty yet a while shall stand,

And Honour linger, e’re they leave the Land.
In the course of his revisions of the opening couplet of this passage in MS1, Pope removes the reference to Harley, so that his appearance at the end of the paragraph is in answer to a question: ‘Who next appears, & gladdens all the scene? / Oh! guard him Heav’n, & show the Golden Mean!’ Pope subsequently marks the couplet with a line in the margin, beside which he then adds a cue to the lines addressed to Bathurst:
What & how great

To bear our fortunes

Not meanly, nor ambitiously pursud,

Not sunk by Sloth, nor raisd by Servitude

How Wealth to sanctify by just expence

Join with Oeconomy

Wth splendor Charity, with plenty

Oh teach us, Bathurst!

That secret rare

Which Wh – lost, and B – ner could find
In the margin Pope also develops lines to follow the final couplet of this passage. Two distinct possibilities are tried out. First, there are variations on the original version, introducing further specific examples: ‘What losing, saving, B – d ner cd hit / Not G– ’s goodness reach, nor Philip’s Wit’, and, ‘Still mist by Vice & scarce by Virtue hit / By G – s goodness or by S – s Wit’.
 Second, a couplet that reduces the contrast between Cotta and his son in the initial draft to a non-specific, theoretical level: ‘That mid-way path between th’ Extremes to move / Of mad good nature and of mean self Love’. When the passage is incorporated into the first draft of MS2, versions of both this couplet and of the topically specific lines are included as alternatives, before the lines in which contemporary figures feature are deleted. This is one of the first steps in a process that creates a more sizeable, abstract setting for the appeal to Bathurst.

In the margin of MS1, beneath the appeal, Pope develops two further couplets designed to fit on either side of the couplet in which Oxford is seen ‘acting God’s own part’, separating it from the appeal to Bathurst in a new paragraph:

Whose Wealth to merit, or to Want, is given?

Who emulate, or ease, the Care of Heaven?

Ch – os & Ox – d

Relieve &c

Whose Wealth wth Arts improves ye British soil

Wth Works adorns, like H – x & B – 

After the deletion of the lines mentioning Wharton and others, the passage reads as follows in MS2:

What, & how great, the Virtue & the Art,

To bear our Fortunes in the Head, not Heart,

Not meanly, nor ambitiously pursu’d,

Not sunk by Sloth, nor rais’d by Servitude;

But Wealth to sanctify, by just Expence;

Joyn with Oeconomy, Magnificence;

With Splendour, Charity; with Plenty, Health;

O teach us, Bathurst! yet un-spoil’d by Wealth!

That Secret rare, between th’Extremes to move

Of mad good nature, & of mean Self Love


Whose Wealth, to Merit, or to Want, is given?

Who emulate, or ease, the Care of Heaven?

Oxford & Chandos, acting God’s own part,

Relieve th’opprest, & glad the Orphans heart.

There English Bounty yet a while shall stand,

And Honour linger, e’re she leave ye Land.

This version of the second paragraph is very different from the initial account of Oxford’s charitable activities in MS1. In place of the more extended reprise of the avarice of Cotta and prodigality of Curio, with which Oxford’s own conduct is contrasted, Pope introduces the example set by him and Chandos with a flourish in response to the repeated questions. At this stage of composition these rhetorical questions receive a confident answer, a fact that highlights a failure in this respect in the version of the passage in the first edition.

In his subsequent revisions to this section in MS2 Pope revises the couplet that introduces the appeal to Bathurst. His first attempt seems to be a fusion of the original with that invoking Oxford: ‘The Golden Mean of Riches poizd with Art / Kept in our eye, yet banished from our heart’. The second line of this couplet encapsulates one of the central thematic problems facing Pope in this section of the poem. He is attempting to provide a proper example for a class of people whose relationship to riches can never be as straightforward as the parable of the camel and the eye of the needle would demand. How to avoid miserliness and maintain the tasteful and magnificent lifestyle and surroundings appropriate to lordly affluence without falling prey to greed and corruption is a nice problem indeed. After trying out a more severely moral alternative – ‘To govern Wealth by Virtue’ – Pope arrives at a version that blends self-indulgence with charity: ‘The Sense to value Riches, with ye art / T’ enjoy them, and the Virtue to impart’. In this reading, which is retained in the first edition, Pope acknowledges that the enjoyment of wealth should be allowed to the rich, provided it is accompanied by a proper sense of their charitable obligations.

The other line in the passage that receives considerable attention – ‘But Wealth to sanctify, by just Expence’ – is also concerned with this theme. Pope initially considers replacing ‘Wealth’ with ‘Fortune’ or ‘Affluence’ and substituting ‘vindicate’ for ‘sanctify’, and leaves in the margin a version that reads ‘Affluence to sanctify by just expence’. In the first edition this explicitly religious emphasis is abandoned when the line becomes: ‘To balance Fortune by a just expence’. The dual sense of ‘Fortune’ as both ‘good luck’ and ‘wealth’, which we have already seen exploited elsewhere in the poem, emphasises the element of chance involved in being born into wealth. The equilibrium between the two halves of the line ‘To balance Fortune’ and ‘a just expence’ also gives a nicely double weight to the term ‘balance’, suggesting as it does both finding a level of spending that is appropriate to one’s wealth, and evening out the unequal distribution of ‘Fortune’ through more broadly useful economic activity.
Thus in MS2 we have a structure in which, following on from the two extremes of Cotta and his son, the poet makes an appeal to Bathurst to provide an example of temperate and reasonable behaviour and immediately follows it with the specific examples of Oxford and Chandos, ‘acting God’s own part’. The poem then abruptly cuts itself off from the example of such figures – ‘But all our praises why shd Lords engross?’ – and moves on to the Man of Ross, whose merit is then pointed out specifically to Bathurst – ‘Such Bathurst! Such, to Wealth give Worth & Grace’. Such a structure undercuts the status of the lordly examples of Oxford and Chandos and, particularly, of Bathurst himself. Indeed, MS2 provides further evidence that ‘Oh teach us, Bathurst! yet unspoil’d by wealth!’ should be read as sounding a note of caution by a barely legible alternative, ‘if thou know’st thy self’, next to the line in the margin. MS2 also provides some hints of the further development that results in a more subtly insinuating version when Pope removes Bathurst’s name from the first line of the section that follows the description of the Man of Ross so that it reads ‘Such only! such, to Wealth give Worth & Grace’. Pope then interpolates the cue, ‘Such, only such &c. – Incense to ye Skies’, between the paragraph describing Oxford and Chandos and that describing the Man of Ross. In this revised structure it is explicitly conduct like that of Oxford and Chandos that can ‘to Wealth give Worth & Grace’; the contrast between the conduct of John Kyrle, the Man of Ross, and that of lordly philanthropists is no longer explicitly stated, only suggested by their juxtaposition.

Before discussing the last version of this section, embodied in lines 219 to 250 of the first edition, it might be helpful to go over the various incarnations of the appeal to Bathurst once more in terms of the overall structure of the poem. The first surviving version in MS1 has the two basic elements that made up the initial invocation of Bathurst – ‘Such, Bathurst! such alone, give Riches Grace’ and ‘Oh teach us Bathurst! yet un-spoil’d by Wealth’ – juxtaposed and following on from the description of the Man of Ross. This structure is retained in the additions to MS3. The first stage of revision to MS1 sees these two parts separated, with the first left to follow the Man of Ross while the second is moved to follow the couplet on the ‘World’ (lines 77–78 of the first edition). MS1 is subsequently revised with this second part repositioned directly before the description of the Man of Ross. In MS2 this structure, with the appeal to Bathurst followed immediately by the example of the Man of Ross, which is in turn directed back to Bathurst, is revised so that the two parts of the appeal are rejoined and linked with the example of Oxford to precede the description of the Man of Ross.

As well as altering the context of the appeal to Bathurst, the process by which this section of the poem evolves sees a greater emphasis placed on Oxford’s example. In the version in MS1, the description of Oxford forms a brief interlude, quickly superseded by the Man of Ross. In the revisions to MS1, his example is coupled with that of Bathurst and adduced in response to the question, ‘Who emulate, or ease the care of Heav’n?’ In the last stage of revision in MS3, the importance of Oxford’s example is further emphasised by the tribute originally intended for the Man of Ross being applied to him: ‘Such, only! such, to Wealth give Worth & Grace, / Whose Measure full, o’erflows on human race’. However, the revisions that Pope made for the published version of the poem see this tendency reversed. The way Pope reorganises the various elements within this revised structure introduces serious qualifications into the bold rhetoric in which Oxford’s lordly example is couched. 

The version of this passage printed in the first edition sees significant revisions to the lines drawn in from other parts of the poem, as well as considerable internal restructuring. As we have seen, MS2 poses the question ‘Whose Wealth to Merit or to Want is given?’, and answers it immediately with ‘Oxford and Chandos, acting God’s own part’. The first edition sees this question rephrased as a general dictum which makes no mention of Oxford and Chandos: ‘To want or worth, well-weigh’d, be bounty given, / And ease, or emulate, the care of Heaven’. Pope then follows these lines with a couplet that displays one of the deftest touches of any of his revisions: ‘Whose measure full, o’erflows on human race, / Mends Fortune’s fault, and justifies her grace’. In its new position, the image of those ‘whose measure full o’erflows on human race’ provides a careful contrast with the ‘lavish streams’ at which ‘men and dogs’ drink ‘till they burst’ in the earlier paradigm of the alternation between avarice and profligacy. As we have seen, the first line was part of the couplet that had formed part of the praise of Oxford after the last round of revision in MS3: ‘Such, only! such to Wealth give Worth and Grace / Whose Measure full, o’erflows on human race’. In its new combination the couplet serves to describe a state of affairs that need not necessarily be realised, and once again carries much more the force of a general dictum. The second line plays nicely on the range of possible senses of ‘Fortune’ and ‘justifies’, as well as on the resonance of ‘grace’. As in the line ‘To balance Fortune by a just expence’, Pope asserts not only that the rich have it in their power to redress some of ‘Fortune’s’ inequalities but also that such action is needful. The phrase ‘and justifies her grace’ can be read as suggesting either that generosity will vindicate ‘Fortune’s’ favouring of the wealthy or that it will correct a ‘fault’ inherent in her favouring anyone at all.

In the first edition Pope introduces into the next verse paragraph a completely new and explicitly hostile account of lordly largesse:
Who starves by Nobles, or with Nobles eats?

The wretch that trusts them, and the rogue that cheats.

Is there a Lord, who knows a chearful noon

Without a Fidler, Flatt’rer, or Buffoon?

Whose Table, Wit, or modest Merit share,

Un-elbow’d by a Gamester, Pimp or Play’r?

The second line provides scathing generalisations in response to the question in the first, while the other couplets are questions expecting the answers ‘no’ and ‘no one’. These lines are an extraordinary addition to the poem. They paint an unequivocally negative picture of the nobility; incapable of generosity – ‘Who staves by Nobles … the wretch that trusts them’ – beset by flatterers and buffoons, happily consorting with gamblers and pimps. Pope follows this with a revised version of the description of Oxford that asserts the good qualities possessed by him and Bathurst but rather suggests, especially in the context of the new passage, that the existence of further shining examples is not to be expected: ‘Who copies Yours or OXFORD’s better part, / To ease th’oppress’d, and raise the sinking heart?’ In this new arrangement, the reader is primed to read this as another rhetorical question, expecting the answer ‘no one’.
In the manuscripts Oxford’s name (together with that of Chandos) is invoked like a talisman in response to the question ‘Whose Wealth, to Merit, or to Want, is given?’ In the first edition it is incorporated into the question itself, as the poet looks beyond Oxford and Bathurst for further examples, with the rest of the paragraph rather suggesting a lack of confidence that any will be forthcoming. Gone is the unequivocal praise of ‘acting God’s own part’, replaced by the ambiguous distinction of ‘Your’s, or OXFORD’s better part’ – the formulation of which leaves opens the possibility that both Oxford and Bathurst have parts that are less than exemplary. After the cumulative effect of the three rhetorical questions, the lines that follow take on a ring of hopelessness: ‘Where-e’re he shines, oh Fortune, gild the scene, / And Angels guard him in the golden Mean!’
 Once more, ‘Fortune’ suggests both chance and riches, since the looked-for lord will in all probability have used at least some of his ‘fortune’ to create for himself a suitably ‘gilded’ scene. The concatenation of ‘gild the scene’ and ‘Golden Mean’ also makes ironic the allusion to Horace Odes II, x: ‘auream quisquis mediocritatem | diligit, tutus caret obsoleti | sordibus tecti, caret invidenda | sobrius aula (The man who cherishes the golden mean maintains a safe position: he escapes the squalor of a tumbledown house and also escapes, because of his moderation, the resentment caused by a mansion)’.
 The concluding couplet of this section – ‘There, English Bounty yet a while may stand, / And Honor linger, e’re it leaves the Land’ – which in MS2 referred the reader back to Oxford and Chandos, in the first edition refers to the nebulous figure invoked by the series of rhetorical questions that began with ‘Is there a Lord …’. If that is all it has to stand on, the foundations of ‘English Bounty’ begin to look decidedly shaky.

Vincent Carretta has argued persuasively for ways in which Pope saw Bathurst as ‘the ideal candidate to lead the Opposition attack on the corruption of charity on a national level’.
 And yet, in the course of his revisions Pope has fashioned as a setting for his appeal to him what amounts to a lengthy theoretical aside in which any example that he might set is swathed in terms which, on closer inspection, seem rather hollow. As Fredric Bogel has suggested, the appeal is ‘presented in the context of a vision of a world that seems to deny Bathurst significant influence’.
 While the structure of the first edition does not have the dramatic effect of that envisaged at some stages of the revisions in MS2, it does leave these allusions to an appropriate ‘Lordly’ use of riches to suffer sorely by their juxtaposition with the concrete example of the Man of Ross, to whom Pope turns with something like a sigh of relief: ‘But all our praises why should Lords engross? / Rise honest Muse! and sing the Man of Ross’.
 The portrait of John Kyrle itself receives very little revision in the manuscripts, appearing in much the same form in the first extant draft in MS3 as in the first edition.
 The revisions of the section that precede it have, however, created a long theoretical discourse on lordly charity, bereft of concrete examples, to which the superabundance of detail in the account of the life of the Man of Ross now provides a practical contrast. In a letter to Tonson dated 7 June 1732, Pope set out the purpose of his account of Kyrle’s life: ‘first to distinguish real and solid worth from showish or plausible expence, and virtue fro’ vanity: and secondly, to humble the pride of greater men, by an opposition of one so obscure and so distant from the sphere of public glory’.
 It is worth bearing in mind that Kyrle’s net resources of ‘five hundred pounds a year’ were twenty times greater than the average annual wage of a craftsman in England during the period.
 The Man of Ross might not have been a great Lord, but as a member of the landed gentry he was still a relatively rich man. It is the relative scale of his socially directed benevolence and charity that puts ‘Grandeur’ to shame, not to mention Sir Balaam’s niggardly response to his new-gained riches: ‘I’ll now give sixpence where I gave a groat’ (l. 360 of the first edition).
Critics from Courthope onwards have pointed out the inconsistency in the Epistle to Bathurst between an overriding bleakness and the optimistic maxims by which the establishment justifies the maintenance of a status quo of patent inequality.
 Pope seems well aware of the dissonance within the poem, and the record of its composition and revision shows him enhancing and extending it with the re-repositioning of his appeal to the poem’s addressee and his introduction of passages more scathingly critical of the attitudes and behaviour of both the ‘moneyed’ and ‘landed’ interests. Thomas Piketty has discussed the persistence of an atomised, ‘fundamentally subjective and psychological dimension to inequality’: ‘each has his or her own unique vantage point and sees important aspects of how other people live and what relations of power and domination exist between social groups, and these observations shape each person’s judgment of what is and is not just’.
 This is the point at which politics and economics most vitally interconnect. As Piketty acknowledges, ‘patiently searching for facts and patterns’ (3) that underpin a given economic situation such as levels of inequality will only be of value if people can be helped to accept a truth beyond the limits of their own ‘unique vantage point’. This is what the Epistle to Bathurst attempts to do. It invites readerly self-examination by forcing us to recognize elements of our worst and, perhaps more uncomfortably, our best selves represented at various points in the poem. In the letter to Pope from which I have already quoted above, Bathurst himself offers an example of this kind of self-examination when he self-deprecatingly suggests that his own reading of the earlier Epistle to Burlington has led him to apply its most uncompromising critique of trickle-down economics to himself: ‘My charitable vanity or folly supplies bread to many industrious labourers’.
 
John Barrell and Harriet Guest have argued that the Epistle to Bathurst presents a series of discrete and contradictory discourses, each in its own mode and each unaffected by the others: ‘The poem becomes a repository of economic wisdom, a manual of capitalist piety, which accurately represents the contradictory pieties it contains, but does not invite an inspection of the relations between them’.
 However, an examination of the process of composition and revision shows Pope creating a structure within which these apparently discrete elements are held in a tension that precisely forces the reader to question their relation to one another. In the June letter to Tonson cited above, Pope emphasises the importance, above all else, of the positioning within the poem of the portrait of the Man of Ross: ‘To send you any of the particular verses will be much to the prejudice of the whole; which if it has any beauty, derives it from the manner in which it is placed, and the contrast (as the painters call it) in which it stands, with the pompous figures of famous, or rich, or high-born men’.
 If one thing emerges clearly from the contrasts Pope engineers within the poem it is that, in the absence of any practical engagement with the broader needs of society, ‘capitalist piety’ would actually be a contradiction in terms. 
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