SCENES FROM THE LIFE OF GOLDSMITH

“...Thine, Freedom, thine the blessings pictured here,
Thine are those charms that dazzle and endear:
Too blest indeed were such without alloy,

But fostered even by freedom, ills annoy.

That independence Britons prize too high,
Keeps man from man, and breaks the social tie;
The self-dependent lordlings stand alone,

All claims that bind and sweeten life unknown.
Here, by the bonds of nature feebly held,

Minds combat minds repelling and repellled;
Ferments arise, imprisoned factions roar,
Represt ambition struggles round her shore;
Till, over-wrought, the general system feels

Its motions stop, or frenzy fire the wheels.

“Nor this the worst. As nature’s ties decay,

As duty, love, and honor, fail to sway,

Fictitious bonds, the bonds of wealth and law,
Still gather strength, and force unwilling awe.
Hence all obedience bows to these alone,

And talent sinks, and merit weeps unknown;

Till time may come, when, stript of all her charms,
The land of scholars, and the nurse of arms,
Where noble stems transmit the patriot flame,
Where kings have toiled, and poets wrote for fame,
One sink of level avarice shall lie,

And scholars, soldiers, kings, unhonored die...”

~ from “The Traveller” (1764) [lines 335-360.]

Our present topic does not fit what has hitherto been the general run of titles in our “Continental
Army series” -- being neither tied in or focused on matters and or personages of a military or political sort.
Unless, that is, we include the American struggle for literary autonomy; that ensued shortly after America’s
“second war for independence,” i.e., the War of 1812; and in which cultural struggle the Edinburgh
Review, Quarterly Review and British dominance in literature generally might symbolically or
euphemistically -- at least in the mind of certain American authors and readers of the time -- be seen as the
literary equivalent of military forces of Howe, Clinton, and Cornwallis; nefariously bent on intellectual
subjugation of the infant nation. And yet just as American swords and arms were furnished by and or had
their start based on British models; so, not surprisingly, did American pens. You are probably familiar with
how Sir Walter Scott served as a direct influence on and inspiration to Fenimore Cooper and Gilmore
Simms. But are you aware also that Oliver Goldsmith, in conjunction with Joseph Addison, served a
comparable role with respect to Washington Irving and James Kirke Paulding? Not only can one find
obvious echoes, borrowed notions, and stylistic imitations of the Irish poet, novelist, and playwright in
these American humorists, but they made open avowals of their debt to and admiration of him. Goldsmith,
like the Americans, was, and for all his personal association with such as Johnson, Joshua Reynolds, and
Edmund Burke, a bit of an outsider to high British culture and yet competed successfully with them; in
addition he appealed to sentiments of common people and the domestic foibles and felicity of such, and
which struck a ready chord with Irving and Paulding. And like Irving and Paulding, Goldsmith’s humor is
rarely laugh out-loud provoking and more than pleasantly mirthful. And it’s fair to say that all three authors



are more well known for their proclivity for the humorously sentimental, including an attachment to the
loving qualities of ordinary folk, than for riotous comedy per se.

In 1840, Irving, in tribute to his literary mentor, published a biography of Goldsmith, and which is
a surprise minor masterpiece of psychological study that reveals and examines multiple facets of
Goldsmith’s personality and of those he knew. Practically no one goes unpraised or unscathed in his study,
and Irving’s candid impartiality evinces a scholarly professionalism and sense of justice that does him
credit as a serious historian.

On a personal level, we find Goldsmith was rather an odd fish in London society, and there are
aspects to his real life character that resemble Rip Van Winkle and Ichabod Crane -- in the case of Rip,
Goldsmith’s sometimes foolish spendthrift generosity, and regarding Ichabod, his often cutting an absurd
social figure and being made the butt of not infrequent practical jokes. Possibly Goldmsith’s worst
misfortune, strange as it may sound, was that he became a major public figure of sorts during his life --
when it might have been best -- at least for his writings -- if only these last actually survived him, rather
than his biography. For his life story is in many way a both pathetic and ludicrous one, and that is at
somewhat embarrassing odds with the sometimes lofty and elegant quality of his literary works -- a
discrepancy which, even in his lifetime, cast him, no doubt unfairly, in a farcical light.

In Whig versus Tory politics, Goldsmith steered a carefully neutral course, and dieing suddenly as
he did of rather amorphous causes in 1774, we can little guess quite how he would have reacted to the
revolt of the colonies. For this reason he stands as someone who perhaps appears friendly to both sides --
without it ever having become necessary for him to publicly choose between them; as doubtless would
have been the case, as with Johnson, had he lived.

The following then are some notable passages from Irving’s warm and astute biography.

“My father,” says the “Man in Black” [quoting from a work of Goldsmith’s], who, in some
respects, is a counterpart of Goldsmith himself, “my father, the younger son of a good family, was
possessed of a small living in the church. His education was above his fortune, and his generosity greater
than his education. Poor as he was, he had his flatterers poorer than himself; for every dinner he gave them,
they returned him an equivalent in praise; and this was all he wanted. The same ambition that actuates a
monarch at the head of his army influenced my father at the head of his table: he told the story of the ivy-
tree, and that was laughed at; he repeated the jest of the two scholars and one pair of breeches, and the
company laughed at that; but the story of Taffy in the sedan chair was sure to set the table in a roar. Thus
his pleasure increased in proportion to the pleasure he gave; he loved all the world, and he fancied all the
world loved him.

“As his fortune was but small, he lived up to the very extent of it; he had no intention of leaving
his children money, for that was dross; he resolved they should have learning, for learning, he used to
observe, was better than silver or gold. For this purpose he undertook to instruct us himself, and took as
much care to form our morals as to improve our understanding. We were told that universal benevolence
was what first cemented society; we were taught to consider all the wants of mankind as our own; to regard
the human face divine with affection and esteem; he wound us up to be mere machines of pity, and
rendered us incapable of withstanding the slightest impulse made either by real or fictitious distress. In a
word, we were perfectly instructed in the art of giving away thousands before we were taught the necessary
qualifications of getting a farthing.”

In the Deserted Village we have another picture of his father and his father’s fireside:

“His house was known to all the vagrant train,
He chid their wanderings, but relieved their pain;
The long-remembered beggar was his guest,
Whose beard, descending, swept his aged breast;



The ruin’d spendthrift, now no longer proud

Claim’d kindred there, and had his claims allow’d;

The broken soldier, kindly bade to stay.

Sat by his fire, and talk’d the night away;

Wept o’er his wounds, or tales of sorrow done,
Shoulder’d his crutch, and show’d how fields were won.
Pleased with his guests, the good man learned to glow
And quite forgot their vices in their woe;

Careless their merits or their faults to scan,

His pity gave ere charity began.” [ch. 1]

Among the most cordial of Goldsmith’s intimates in London during this time of precarious
struggle were certain of his former fellow-students in Edinburgh. One of these was the son of a Dr. Milner,
a dissenting minister, who kept a classical school of eminence at Peckham, in Surrey. Young Milner had a
favorable opinion of Goldsmith’s abilities and attainments, and cherished for him that good will which his
genial nature seems ever to have inspired among his school and college associates. His father falling ill, the
young man negotiated with Goldsmith to take temporary charge of the school. The latter readily consented;
for he was discouraged by the slow growth of medical reputation and practice, and as yet had no confidence
in the coy smiles of the muse. Laying by his wig and cane, therefore, and once more wielding the ferule, he
resumed the character of the pedagogue, and for some time reigned as vicegerent over the academy at
Peckham. He appears to have been well treated by both Dr. Milner and his wife, and became a favorite with
the scholars from his easy, indulgent good nature. He mingled in their sports, told them droll stories, played
on the flute for their amusement, and spent his money in treating them to sweetmeats and other schoolboy
dainties. His familiarity was sometimes carried too far; he indulged in boyish pranks and practical jokes,
and drew upon himself retorts in kind, which, however, he bore with great good humor. Once, indeed, he
was touched to the quick by a piece of schoolboy pertness. After playing on the flute, he spoke with
enthusiasm of music, as delightful in itself, and as a valuable accomplishment for a gentleman, whereupon
a youngster, with a glance at his ungainly person, wished to know if he considered himself a gentleman.
Poor Goldsmith, feelingly alive to the awkwardness of his appearance and the humility of his situation,
winced at this unthinking sneer, which long rankled in his mind. [ch.7]

A still more congenial intimacy of the kind was that contracted by Goldsmith with Mr. afterward
Sir Joshua Reynolds. The latter was now about forty years of age, a few years older than the poet, whom he
charmed by the blandness and benignity of his manners, and the nobleness and generosity of his
disposition, as much as he did by the graces of his pencil and the magic of his coloring. They were men of
kindred genius, excelling in corresponding qualities of their several arts, for style in writing is what color is
in painting; both are innate endowments, and equally magical in their effects. Certain graces and harmonies
of both may be acquired by diligent study and imitation, but only in a limited degree; whereas by their
natural possessors they are exercised spontaneously, almost unconsciously, and with ever-varying
fascination. Reynolds soon understood and appreciated the merits of Goldsmith, and a sincere and lasting
friendship ensued between them. [ch. 14]

Goldsmith had, as yet, produced nothing of moment in poetry. Among his literary jobs, it is true,
was an oratorio entitled The Captivity, founded on the bondage of the Israelites in Babylon. It was one of
those unhappy offsprings of the muse ushered into existence amid the distortions of music. Most of the
oratorio has passed into oblivion; but the following song from it will never die:

“The wretch condemned from life to part,
Still, still on hope relies,
And every pang that rends the heart



Bids expectation rise.

“Hope, like the glimmering taper’s light,
[1lumes and cheers our way;

And still, as darker grows the night,
Emits a brighter ray.”

Goldsmith distrusted his qualifications to succeed in poetry, and doubted the disposition of the
public mind in regard to it. “I fear,” said he, “I have come too late into the world; Pope and other poets
have taken up the places in the temple of Fame; and as few at any period can possess poetical reputation, a
man of genius can now hardly acquire it.” Again, on another occasion, he observes: “Of all kinds of
ambition, as things are now circumstanced, perhaps that which pursues poetical fame is the wildest. What
from the increased refinement of the tunes, from the diversity of judgment produced by opposing systems
of criticism, and from the more prevalent divisions of opinion influenced by party, the strongest and
happiest efforts can expect to please but in a very narrow circle.” [ch. 15]

Sixty guineas for the Vicar of Wakefield! and this could be pronounced no mean price by Dr.
Johnson, at that time the arbiter of British talent, and who had had an opportunity of witnessing the effect
of the work upon the public mind; for its success was immediate. It came out on the 27th of March, 1766;
before the end of May a second edition was called for; in three months more a third; and so it went on,
widening in a popularity that has never flagged. Rogers, the Nestor of British literature, whose refined
purity of taste and exquisite mental organization rendered him eminently calculated to appreciate a work of
the kind, declared that of all the books which, through the fitful changes of three generations, he had seen
rise and fall, the charm of the Vicar of Wakefield had alone continued as at first; and could he revisit the
world after an interval of many more generations, he should as surely look to find it undiminished. Nor has
its celebrity been confined to Great Britain. Though so exclusively a picture of British scenes and manners,
it has been translated into almost every language, and everywhere its charm has been the same. Goethe, the
great genius of Germany, declared in his eighty-first year that it was his delight at the age of twenty, that it
had in a manner formed a part of his education, influencing his taste and feelings throughout life, and that
he had recently read it again from beginning to end--with renewed delight, and with a grateful sense of the
early benefit derived from it.'

It is needless to expatiate upon the qualities of a work which has thus passed from country to
country, and language to language, until it is now known throughout the whole reading world, and is
become a household book in every hand. The secret of its universal and enduring popularity is undoubtedly
its truth to nature, but to nature of the most amiable kind; to nature such as Goldsmith saw it. The author, as
we have occasionally shown in the course of this memoir, took his scenes and characters in this as in his
other writings, from originals in his own motley experience; but he has given them as seen through the
medium of his own indulgent eye, and has set them forth with the colorings of his own good head and
heart. Yet how contradictory it seems that this, one of the most delightful pictures of home and homefelt
happiness, should be drawn by a homeless man; that the most amiable picture of domestic virtue and all the
endearments of the married state should be drawn by a bachelor, who had been severed from domestic life
almost from boyhood; that one of the most tender, touching, and affecting appeals on behalf of female
loveliness should have been made by a man whose deficiency in all the graces of person and manner
seemed to mark him out for a cynical disparager of the sex.

We cannot refrain from transcribing from the work a short passage illustrative of what we have
said, and which within a wonderfully small compass comprises a world of beauty of imagery, tenderness of

!'«“Jt 5 essential,” continued Goethe, ‘that you build up capital that will not be exhausted. This will accomplish this with h studies you
have begun in the English language and literature. Hold yourself to these and profit by every hour of the excellent opportunity
provided by the young Englishmen...And don’t forget, our own literature has for the most part come from theirs...Our novels, our
tragedies, where have they come from but Goldsmith, Fielding, and Shakespeare? And still today, where can you find in Germany
three great literary figures to equal Lord Byron, Moore, and Walter Scott? Therefore, I say again, strengthen your English...” 3 Dec.
1814, Conversations with Goethe by Eckermann [Gisela C. O’Brien trans.]



feeling, delicacy and refinement of thought, and matchless purity of style. The two stanzas which conclude
it, in which are told a whole history of woman’s wrongs and sufferings, is, for pathos, simplicity, and
euphony, a gem in the language. The scene depicted is where the poor Vicar is gathering around him the
wrecks of his shattered family, and endeavoring to rally them back to happiness.

“The next morning the sun arose with peculiar warmth for the season, so that we agreed to
breakfast together on the honeysuckle bank; where, while we sat, my youngest daughter at my request
joined her voice to the concert on the trees about us. It was in this place my poor Olivia first met her
seducer, and every object served to recall her sadness. But that melancholy which is excited by objects of
pleasure, or inspired by sounds of harmony, soothes the heart instead of corroding it. Her mother, too, upon
this occasion, felt a pleasing distress, and wept, and loved her daughter as before. ‘Do, my pretty Olivia,’
cried she, ‘let us have that melancholy air your father was so fond of; your sister Sophy has already obliged
us. Do, child; it will please your old father.” She complied in a manner so
exquisitely pathetic as moved me.

““When lovely woman stoops to folly,
And finds too late that men betray,
What charm can soothe her melancholy.
What art can wash her guilt away?

“‘The only art her guilt to cover,

To hide her shame from every eye,

To give repentance to her lover,

And wring his bosom -- is to die.”” [ch. 17]

THE social position of Goldsmith had undergone a material change since the publication of The
Traveler [sic]. Before that event he was but partially known as the author of some clever anonymous
writings, and had been a tolerated member of the club and the Johnson circle, without much being expected
from him. Now he had suddenly risen to literary fame, and become one of the lions of the day. The highest
regions of intellectual society were now open to him; but he was not prepared to move in them with
confidence and success. Ballymahon had not been a good school of manners at the outset of life; nor had
his experience as a “poor student” at colleges and medical schools contributed to give him the polish of
society. He had brought from Ireland, as he said, nothing but his “brogue and his blunders,” and they had
never left him. He had traveled, it is true; but the Continental tour which in those days gave the finishing
grace to the education of a patrician youth, had, with poor Goldsmith, been little better than a course of
literary vagabondizing. It had enriched his mind, deepened and widened the benevolence of his heart, and
filled his memory with enchanting pictures, but it had contributed little to disciplining him for the polite
intercourse of the world. His life in London had hitherto been a struggle with sordid cares and sad
humiliations. “You scarcely can conceive,” wrote he some time previously to his brother, “how much eight
years of disappointment, anguish, and study have worn me down.” Several more years had since been
added to the term during which he had trod the lowly walks of life. He had been a tutor, an apothecary’s
drudge, a petty physician of the suburbs, a bookseller’s hack, drudging for daily bread. Each separate walk
had been beset by its peculiar thorns and humiliations. It is wonderful how his heart retained its gentleness
and kindness through all these trials; how his mind rose above the “meannesses of poverty,” to which, as he
says, he was compelled to submit; but it would be still more wonderful, had his manners acquired a tone
corresponding to the innate grace and refinement of his intellect. He was near forty years of age when he
published The Traveler, and was lifted by it into celebrity. As is beautifully said of him by one of his
biographers, “he has fought his way to consideration and esteem; but he bears upon him the scars of his
twelve years’ conflict; of the mean sorrows through which he has passed; and of the cheap indulgences he
has sought relief and help from. There is nothing plastic in his nature now. His manners and habits are
completely formed; and in them any further success can make little favorable change, whatever it may
effect for his mind or genius”...



It may not have been disgrace that he feared, but rudeness. The great lexicographer [Johnson],
spoiled by the homage of society, was still more prone than himself to lose temper when the argument went
against him. He could not brook appearing to be worsted; but would attempt to bear down his adversary by
the rolling thunder of his periods; and when that failed, would become downright insulting. Boswell called
it “having recourse to some sudden mode of robust sophistry”; but Goldsmith designated it much more
happily. “There is no arguing with Johnson,” said he, “‘for when his pistol misses fire,he knocks you down
with the butt end of it.” [ch. 18]

After all, it was honest pride, not vanity, in Goldsmith, that was gratified at seeing his portrait
deemed worthy of being perpetuated by the classic pencil of Reynolds, and “hung up in history,” beside
that of his revered friend, Johnson. Even the great moralist himself was not insensible to a feeling of this
kind. Walking one day with Goldsmith, in Westminster Abbey, among the tombs of monarchs, warriors,
and statesmen, they came to the sculptured mementos of literary worthies in Poets’ Corner. Casting his eye
round upon these memorials of genius, Johnson muttered in a low tone to his companion,

“Forsitan et nostrum nomen miscebitur istis “?

Goldsmith treasured up the intimated hope, and shortly afterward, as they were passing by Temple
bar, where the heads of Jacobite rebels, executed for treason, were mouldering aloft on spikes, pointed up
to the grizzly mementos, and echoed the intimation,

“Forsitan et nostrum nomen miscebitur istis *“ [ch. 27]

“He always wore a wig, a peculiarity which those who judge of his appearance only from the fine
poetical head of Reynolds would not suspect; and on one occasion some person contrived seriously to
injure this important adjunct to dress. It was the only one he had in the country, and the misfortune seemed
irreparable until the services of Mr. Bunbury’s valet were called in, who, however, performed his functions
so indifferently that poor Goldsmith’s appearance became the signal for a general smile.”

This was wicked waggery, especially when it was directed to mar all the attempts of the
unfortunate poet to improve his personal appearance, about which he was at all times dubiously sensitive,
and particularly when among the ladies. [ch. 32]

Near to his rural retreat at Edgeware, a Mr. Seguin, an Irish merchant, of literary tastes, had
country quarters for his family, where Goldsmith was always welcome.

In this family he would indulge in playful and even grotesque humor, and was ready for anything--
conversation, music, or a game of romps. He prided himself upon his dancing, and would walk a minuet
with Mrs. Seguin, to the infinite amusement of herself and the children, whose shouts of laughter he bore
with perfect good-humor. He would sing Irish songs, and the Scotch ballad of Johnny Armstrong. He took
the lead in the children’s sports of blind man’s buff, hunt the slipper, etc., or in their games at cards, and
was the most noisy of the party, affecting to cheat and to be excessively eager to win; while with children
of smaller size he would turn the hind part of his wig before, and play all kinds of tricks to amuse them.

One word as to his musical skill and his performance on the flute, which comes up so invariably in
all his fireside revels. He really knew nothing of music scientifically; he had a good ear, and may have
played sweetly; but we are told he could not read a note of music. Roubillac, the statuary, once played a
trick upon him in this respect. He pretended to score down an air as the poet played it, but put down

% “And perhaps our name(s) will be mingled with these.”



crotchets and semi-breves at random. When he had finished, Goldsmith cast his eyes over it and
pronounced it correct! It is possible that his execution in music was like his style in writing; in sweetness
and melody he may have snatched a grace beyond the reach of art!

He was at all times a capital companion for children, and knew how to fall in with their humors. “I
little thought,” said Miss Hawkins, the woman grown, “what I should have to boast, when Goldsmith
taught me to play Jack and Jill by two bits of paper on his fingers.” He entertained Mrs. Garrick, we are
told, with a whole budget of stories and songs; delivered the Chimney Sweep with exquisite taste as a solo;
and performed a duet with Garrick of Old Rose and Burn the Bellows.

“I was only five years old,” says the late George Colman, “when Goldsmith one evening, when
drinking coffee with my father, took me on his knee and began to play with me, which amiable act I
returned with a very smart slap in the face; it must have been a tingler, for I left the marks of my little
spiteful paw upon his cheek. This infantile outrage was followed by summary justice, and I was locked up
by my father in an adjoining room, to undergo solitary imprisonment in the dark. Here I began to howl and
scream most abominably. At length a friend appeared to extricate me from jeopardy; it was the good-
natured doctor himself, with a lighted candle in his hand, and a smile upon his countenance, which was still
partially red from the effects of my petulance. I sulked and sobbed, and he fondled and soothed until I
began to brighten. He seized the propitious moment, placed three hats upon the carpet, and a shilling under
each; the shillings, he told me, were England, France, and Spain. ‘Hey, presto, cockolorum!’ cried the
doctor, and, lo! on uncovering the shillings, they were all found congregated under one. I was no politician
at the time, and therefore might not have wondered at the sudden revolution which brought England,
France, and Spain all under one crown; but, as I was also no conjurer, it amazed me beyond measure. From
that time, whenever the doctor came to visit my father,

“‘I pluck’d his gown to share the good man’s smile; a game of romps constantly ensued, and we
were always cordial friends and merry playfellows.” [ch. 34]

“Thwarted in the plans and disappointed in the hopes which had recently cheered and animated
him, Goldsmith found the labor at his half-finished tasks doubly irksome from the consciousness that the
completion of them could not relieve him from his pecuniary embarrassments. His impaired health, also,
rendered him less capable than formerly of sedentary application, and continual perplexities disturbed the
flow of thought necessary for original composition. He lost his usual gayety and good-humor, and became,
at times, peevish and irritable. Too proud of spirit to seek sympathy or relief from his friends, for the
pecuniary difficulties he had brought upon himself by his errors and extravagance; and unwilling, perhaps,
to make known their amount, he buried his cares and anxieties in his own bosom, and endeavored in
company to keep up his usual air of gayety and unconcern. This gave his conduct an appearance of
fitfulness and caprice, varying suddenly from moodiness to mirth, and from silent gravity to shallow
laughter; causing surprise and ridicule in those who were not aware of the sickness of heart which lay
beneath.

His poetical reputation, too, was sometimes a disadvantage to him; it drew upon him a notoriety
which he was not always in the mood or the vein to act up to. ‘Good heavens, Mr. Foote,” exclaimed an
actress at the Haymarket Theater, ‘what a humdrum kind of man Dr. Goldsmith appears in our green-room
compared with the figure he makes in his poetry!” “The reason of that, madam,” replied Foote, “is because
the muses are better company than the players.”....

On the 4th of August we find them together at Vauxhall; at that time a place in high vogue, and
which had once been to Goldsmith a scene of Oriental splendor and delight. We have, in fact, in the Citizen
of the World, a picture of it as it had struck him in former years and in his happier moods. “Upon entering
the gardens,” says the Chinese philosopher, “I found every sense occupied with more than expected
pleasure; the lights everywhere glimmering through the scarcely-moving trees; the full-bodied concert
bursting on the stillness of the night; the natural concert of the birds in the more retired part of the grove,
vying with that which was formed by art; the company gayly dressed, looking satisfaction, and the tables



spread with various delicacies, all conspired to fill my imagination with the visionary happiness of the
Arabian lawgiver, and lifted me into an ecstasy of admiration. [ Citizen of the World, Letter xxi]” [ch. 43]

He belonged to a temporary association of men of talent, some of them members of the Literary
Club, who dined together occasionally at the St. James’ Coffee-house. At these dinners, as usual, he was
one of the last to arrive. On one occasion, when he was more dilatory than usual, a whim seized the
company to write epitaphs on him, as “The late Dr. Goldsmith,” and several were thrown off in a playful
vein, hitting off his peculiarities. The only one extant was written by Garrick, and has been preserved, very
probably, by its pungency:

“Here lies poet Goldsmith, for shortness called Noll,
Who wrote like an angel, but talked like poor poll.” [ch. 44]

Never was the trite, because sage apothegm, that “The child is father to the man” [Wordsworth],
more fully verified than in the case of Goldsmith. He is shy, awkward, and blundering in childhood, yet full
of sensibility; he is a butt for the jeers and jokes of his companions, but apt to surprise and confound them
by sudden and witty repartees; he is dull and stupid at his tasks, yet an eager and intelligent devourer of the
traveling tales and campaigning stories of his half military pedagogue; he may be a dunce, but he is already
a thymer; and his early scintillations of poetry awaken the expectations of his friends. He seems from
infancy to have been compounded of two natures, one bright, the other blundering; or to have had fairy
gifts laid in his cradle by the “good people” who haunted his birthplace, the old goblin mansion on the
banks of the Inny.

He carries with him the wayward elfin spirit, if we may so term it, throughout his career. His fairy
gifts are of no avail at school, academy, or college; they unfit him for close study and practical science, and
render him heedless of everything that does not address itself to his poetical imagination and genial and
festive feelings; they dispose him to break away from restraint, to stroll about hedges, green lanes, and
haunted streams, to revel with jovial companions, or to rove the country like a gypsy in quest of odd
adventures.

As if confiding in these delusive gifts, he takes no heed of the present nor care for the future, lays
no regular and solid foundation of knowledge, follows out no plan, adopts and discards those recommended
by his friends, at one time prepares for the ministry, next turns to the law, and then fixes upon medicine. He
repairs to Edinburgh, the great emporium of medical science, but the fairy gifts accompany him; he idles
and frolics away his time there, imbibing only such knowledge as is agreeable to him; makes an excursion
to the poetical regions of the Highlands; and having walked the hospitals for the customary time, sets off to
ramble over the Continent, in quest of novelty rather than knowledge. His whole tour is a poetical one. He
fancies he is playing the philosopher while he is really playing the poet; and though professedly he attends
lectures and visits foreign universities, so deficient is he on his return, in the studies for which he set out,
that he fails in an examination as a surgeon’s mate; and while figuring as a doctor of medicine, is outvied
on a point of practice by his apothecary. Baffled in every regular pursuit, after trying in vain some of the
humbler callings of commonplace life, he is driven almost by chance to the exercise of his pen, and here the
fairy gifts come to his assistance. For a long time, however, he seems unaware of the magic properties of
that pen; he uses it only as a makeshift until he can find a /egitimate means of support. He is not a learned
man, and can write but meagerly and at second-hand on learned subjects; but he has a quick convertible
talent that seizes lightly on the points of knowledge necessary to the illustration of a theme; his writings for
a time are desultory, the fruits of what he has seen and felt, or what he has recently and hastily read; but his
gifted pen transmutes everything into gold, and his own genial nature reflects its sunshine through his

pages.



Still unaware of his powers he throws off his writings anonymously, to go with the writings of less
favored men; and it is a long time, and after a bitter struggle with poverty and humiliation, before he
acquires confidence in his literary talent as a means of support, and begins to dream of reputation.

From this time his pen is a wand of power in his hand, and he has only to use it discreetly, to make
it competent to all his wants. But discretion is not a part of Goldsmith’s nature; and it seems the property of
these fairy gifts to be accompanied by moods and temperaments to render their effect precarious. The
heedlessness of his early days; his disposition for social enjoyment; his habit of throwing the present on the
neck of the future, still continue. His expenses forerun his means; he incurs debts on the faith of what his
magic pen is to produce, and then, under the pressure of his debts, sacrifices its productions for prices far
below their value. It is a redeeming circumstance in his prodigality, that it is lavished oftener upon others
than upon himself; he gives without thought or stint, and is the continual dupe of his benevolence and his
trustfulness in human nature.

We may say of him as he says of one of his heroes, “He could not stifle the natural impulse which
he had to do good, but frequently borrowed money to relieve the distressed; and when he knew not
conveniently where to borrow, he has been observed to shed tears as he passed through the wretched
suppliants who attended his gate”...

“His simplicity in trusting persons whom he had no previous reasons to place confidence in, seems
to be one of those lights of his character which, while they impeach his understanding, do honor to his
benevolence. The low and the timid are ever suspicious; but a heart impressed with honorable sentiments
expects from others sympathetic sincerity.” [Goldsmith’s Life of Nashe.]

His heedlessness in pecuniary matters, which had rendered his life a struggle with poverty even in
the days of his obscurity, rendered the struggle still more intense when his fairy gifts had elevated him into
the society of the wealthy and luxurious, and imposed on his simple and generous spirit fancied obligations
to a more ample and bounteous display.

“How comes it,” says a recent and ingenious critic, “that in all the miry paths of life which he had
trod, no speck ever sullied the robe of his modest and graceful muse. How amid all that love of inferior
company, which never to the last forsook him, did he keep his genius so free from every touch of
vulgarity?”

We answer that it was owing to the innate purity and goodness of his nature; there was nothing in
it that assimilated to vice and vulgarity. Though his circumstances often compelled him to associate with
the poor, they never could betray him into companionship with the depraved. His relish for humor and for
the study of character, as we have before observed, brought him often into convivial company of a vulgar
kind; but he discriminated between their vulgarity and their amusing qualities, or rather wrought from the
whole those familiar features of life which form the staple of his most popular writings.

Much, too, of this intact purity of heart may be ascribed to the lessons of his infancy under the
paternal roof; to the gentle, benevolent, elevated, unworldly maxims of his father, who “passing rich with
forty pounds a year,” infused a spirit into his child which riches could not deprave nor poverty degrade.
Much of his boyhood, too, had been passed in the household of his uncle, the amiable and generous
Contarine; where he talked of literature with the good pastor, and practiced music with his daughter, and
delighted them both by his juvenile attempts at poetry. These early associations breathed a grace and
refinement into his mind and tuned it up, after the rough sports on the green, or the frolics at the tavern.
These led him to turn from the roaring glees of the club, to listen to the harp of his cousin Jane; and from
the rustic triumph of ‘throwing sledge,” to a stroll with his flute along the pastoral banks of the Inny.

The gentle spirit of his father walked with him through life, a pure and virtuous monitor; and in all
the vicissitudes of his career we find him ever more chastened in mind by the sweet and holy recollections
of the home of his infancy.



It has been questioned whether he really had any religious feeling. Those who raise the question
have never considered well his writings; his Vicar of Wakefield, and his pictures of the Village Pastor,
present religion under its most endearing forms, and with a feeling that could only flow from the deep
convictions of the heart. When his fair traveling companions at Paris urged him to read the Church Service
on a Sunday, he replied that “he was not worthy to do it.” He had seen in early life the sacred offices
performed by his father and his brother, with a solemnity which had sanctified them in his memory; how
could he presume to undertake such functions? His religion has been called in question by Johnson and by
Boswell; he certainly had not the gloomy hypochondriacal piety of the one, nor the babbling mouth-piety of
the other; but the spirit of Christian charity breathed forth in his writings and illustrated in his conduct give
us reason to believe he had the indwelling religion of the soul.

We have made sufficient comments in the preceding chapters on his conduct in elevated circles of
literature and fashion. The fairy gifts which took him there were not accompanied by the gifts and graces
necessary to sustain him in that artificial sphere. He can neither play the learned sage with Johnson, nor the
fine gentleman with Beauclerc, though he has a mind replete with wisdom and natural shrewdness, and a
spirit free from vulgarity. The blunders of a fertile but hurried intellect, and the awkward display of the
student assuming the man of fashion, fix on him a character for absurdity and vanity which, like the charge
of lunacy, it is hard to disprove, however weak the grounds of the charge and strong the facts in opposition
to it.

In truth, he is never truly in his place in these learned and fashionable circles, which talk and live
for display. It is not the kind of society he craves. His heart yearns for domestic life; it craves familiar,
confiding intercourse, family firesides, the guileless and happy company of children; these bring out the
heartiest and sweetest sympathies of his nature.

“Had it been his fate,” says the critic we have already quoted, “to meet a woman who could have
loved him, despite his faults, and respected him despite his foibles, we cannot but think that his life and his
genius would have been much more harmonious; his desultory affections would have been concentered, his
craving self-love appeased, his pursuits more settled, his character more solid. A nature like Goldsmith’s,
so affectionate, so confiding -- so susceptible to simple, innocent enjoyments -- so dependent on others for
the sunshine of existence, does not flower if deprived of the atmosphere of home.”

The cravings of his heart in this respect are evident, we think, throughout his career; and if we
have dwelt with more significancy than others upon his intercourse with the beautiful Horneck family, it is
because we fancied we could detect, amid his playful attentions to one of its members, a lurking sentiment
of tenderness, kept down by conscious poverty and a humiliating idea of personal defects. A hopeless
feeling of this kind -- the last a man would communicate to his friends -- might account for much of that
fitfulness of conduct, and that gathering melancholy, remarked, but not comprehended by his associates,
during the last year or two of his life; and may have been one of the troubles of the mind which aggravated
his last illness, and only terminated with his death.

We shall conclude these desultory remarks with a few which have been used by us on a former
occasion. From the general tone of Goldsmith’s biography, it is evident that his faults, at the worst, were
but negative, while his merits were great and decided. He was no one’s enemy but his own; his errors, in
the main, inflicted evil on none but himself, and were so blended with humorous, and even affecting
circumstances, as to disarm anger and conciliate kindness. Where eminent talent is united to spotless virtue,
we are awed and dazzled into admiration, but our admiration is apt to be cold and reverential; while there is
something in the harmless infirmities of a good and great, but erring individual, that pleads touchingly to
our nature; and we turn more kindly toward the object of our idolatry, when we find that, like ourselves, he
is mortal and is frail. The epithet so often heard, and in such kindly tones, of “Poor Goldsmith,” speaks
volumes. Few who consider the real compound of admirable and whimsical qualities which form his
character would wish to prune away its eccentricities, trim its grotesque luxuriance, and clip it down to the
decent formalities of rigid virtue. “Let not his frailties be remembered,” said Johnson; “he was a very great
man.” But, for our part, we rather say “Let them be remembered,” since their tendency is to endear; and we
question whether he himself would not feel gratified in hearing his reader, after dwelling with admiration
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on the proofs of his greatness, close the volume with the kind-hearted phrase, so fondly and familiarly
ejaculated, of “POOR GOLDSMITH.” [ch. 45]

For the complete text of Irving’s Oliver Goldsmith, see:

http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/7993/pg7993.txt

William Thomas Sherman

http://www.gunjones.com and http://'www.scribd.com/wsherman_1
For a full list of titles in the Continental Army series, see:
http://www.gunjones.com/Cont-Army-series.html

And for Lee’s Legion on Face Book:
http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=121637007849696
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