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Abstract

Chartist poetry has received attention from critics on several key fronts, notably 1ts
political agendas, its literary development between the inception and demise of
Chartism, and its relationship to canonical literature, particularly romanticism. This
thesis focuses on the importance of Christianity to Chartist poetry. It assesses the

symbolism of its Christian language, the role of religious discourses in the
construction of Chartist cultural and political identity and subsequently the ways 1n
which the audiences of Chartist poems are addressed. It focuses on poetry by three of
the most prominent Chartist poets, Thomas Cooper, Emest Jones and William James
Linton, with respect to the operation of one specific Christian idea; the selection by
God of an individual or group to a particular task or ministry, termed throughout this
thesis the narrative of Christian election. This mythic structure provides a rich

interpretive potential and is used by these writers in a variety of ways.

I explore the tensions between the religious connotations of Christian election and the
radical-democratic resonances ascribed to it, with regard to two major aspects of that
narrative. The first concerns how these Chartists came to understand themselves as
poets, political leaders and visionaries. 1 argue that they all understood and
represented to themselves their attainment of literary status by considering themselves
elected as poets. The narrative of Christian election provided a way for them to
legitimate themselves as poets, articulating through poetry their personal relationship
with their literary influences. The second is to do with the literary and political
objectives these poets imagined and set out to achieve. These poets wrote a “theology
of liberation’ into their poetry that expressed how Chartist political and social goals
could be attained. In so doing they wrote against the political quietism of orthodox
religion, sought to raise the consciousness of the working classes and promoted the
political destiny of the rank and file Chartists. The thesis also argues that Christian
election provided a cultural and political model for rank and file Chartists that offered
a structural and symbolic way of understanding the relationship between the

individual, their allotted cultural and political tasks and the social body to which they

were to contribute.
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Introduction

In 1832, the Reform Bill granted voting rights to elements of the middle-classes. It
only partially fulfilled the democratic changes it seemed to promise, thereby
mobilising oppositional feelings among the working classes and sympathetic radicals.
Effectively the Bill was felt to endorse capitalist economics, redrawing tensions

between the working classes and the bourgeoisie. The working classes were
increasingly aware of the effects of industrialism on the growing urban populations
and were dissatisfied with the political settlement made in 1832. The collapse of the
economic boom of the mid 1830s, together with the inroads made by the Poor Law

Commission into the north of England, invigorated a pressure politics intent on

radically changing the settlement made by the Reform Bill.!

Between 1837 and 1860, the Chartists campaigned, demonstrated and petitioned for
the removal of the remaining inequities following the assent of the Reform Bill.
Revising the political mandates and strategies of earlier radical movements, Chartists
petitioned for votes for all men; equal electoral districts; abolition of requirements for
MPs to own property; a salary for MPs; annual general elections and the secret
ballot.? These principles were written into The People’s Charter. In the late 1840s,
Chartism came increasingly under state pressure to relinquish the mass platform as a
political tool. As Margot Finn notes, Chartism instead increased its emphasis on
‘education and propaganda in the radical press both to explain the past disasters of the
movement and to ensure its future success.’® This tactical change was not successful

and following the European revolutions of 1848 and the disastrous submission of the

last Chartist petition, Chartism waned.

As the work of Eileen Groth Lyon demonstrates, Chartism had a particularly
Christian dimension.* Indeed John Saville notes that the Chartist leader and poet

'Paul Richards, ‘State Formation and Class Struggle, 1832-48,’ Philip Corrigan (ed.) Capitalism, State
Formation and Marxist Theory, London: Quartet, 1980, pp.66-72.

? The radical prose of earlier figures such as Major Cartwright, advocating ‘universal suffrage, equally
diffused, annual elections and a ballot’ was reprinted in Chartist publications. See for example The
Chartist Circular no.$, 26 October, 1839, p.20.

* Margot C. Finn, After Chartism. Class and Nation in English Radical Politics, 1848-1874,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993, p. 85.

* Eileen Groth Lyon, Politicians in the Pulpit: Christian Radicalism in Britain from the Fall of the
Bastille to the Disintegration of Chartism, Aldershot: Ashgate, 1999, p. 192.




Thomas Cooper had gained his prominence during the ‘stirring years of Chartism’ by
offering a ‘gospel of social discontent’ to his audiences, a discourse that after
Chartism was difficult to re-style in the new political climate of the 1860s.” This
thesis examines the cultural and political function of religious imagery and

symbolism in the poetry of three Chartist leaders and poets: Thomas Cooper (1805-
1892), Emest Jones (1819-1869) and William James Linton (1812-1897). It focuses

particularly on the operation of one specific idea, the narrative of Christian election.
This can be broadly defined as: ‘The act of choice whereby God picks an individual
or group out of a larger company for a purpose or destiny of His own appointment.*®
The election narrative can prescribe a very close relationship between God and the
individual subject. It can also create a collective identity, articulating the sense of
salvation shared among a chosen remnant. In the Old Testament, the selection of
Abraham and his descendants for admission into the land of Canaan made a close
connection between a chosen people and their land, their ‘inheritance’.’ The New
Testament opens up the Abrahamic covenant to include the gentiles in Pauline
Christianity: ‘if ye be Christ’s, then are ye Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the
promise.”® The election narrative, as used by the poets discussed in this thesis,
emphasises the lineage and ancestry of the Judaic tradition, and personal faith as a
means of finding a place within a wider Chnistian family. Both facets of the election

narrative carry individual and collective meanings that circulate in Christian

traditions.

There has also been critical interest in the romantic and political contexts of Chartist
poetry since the mid-1950s with the publication of Yuri Kovalev’s Anthology of
Chartist Literature.” Major critical attention from within English Studies began with
Martha Vicinus’s literary survey of nineteenth-century working-class writing, The
Industrial Muse. 1t devotes a chapter to Chartist literature and focuses on Cooper,
Jones, Linton and also Gerald Massey.'’ Several studies have already examined the

three poets 1n this thesis and indicated (but not th01:oughly explored) the Christian

* John Saville, (ed.) Introduction, Thomas Cooper, The Life of Thomas Cooper, Written by Himself,
Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1971, p.9.

5 1.D. Douglas, The New Bible Dictionary, Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 1962, p. 357.

" Numbers 34:2, The Holy Bible, King James Version.

8 Galatians 3:29, Holy Bible.

Y. Kovalev, (ed.) An Anthology of Chartist Literature, Moscow: 1956




aspects of their literature. Both Percy Bysshe Shelley and Erest Jones, as Bouthaina

Shaaban observes, shared a belief in Christian ethics, but rejected its institutions."

Timothy Randall’s broad survey of Chartist literature, setting out the cultural contexts
of its production, argues that the idea of Chartists as a chosen people 1n exile was a
common theme in Chartist prison poetry.'? Isobel Armstrong notes how the balladic
and hymnal qualities of Chartist communal singing act as a means of fashioning ‘a

genuinely social rhetoric of community defiance’.’® In short, the religious paradigm
of Chartist poetry examined in this thesis has been nominally observed but not

thoroughly explored by critics to date.

The first historical study to assess the importance of Christianity to Chartism was
Faulkner’s 1916 work Chartism and the Churches, focussing on Chartist attitudes to
the church and the latter’s general hostility to Chartist political initiatives.'* Edward
Royle’s pioneering studies published in the 1970s trace the importance of Christiamty
to nineteenth-century radicalism. Though the emergence of secularism heralded the
subsequent revival of socialist politics in the late nineteenth-century, Chartism 1itself
was only tangentially connected to freethought.'” In her study of the Christian
dimensions of Chartist protest, ‘Christianity in Chartist Struggle,” Eileen Yeo remarks
that ‘from the earliest days of the movement, a body of radical Christian beliefs was
clearly in evidence and already well authenticated by struggle.’'® The occupation of
churches by Chartists between 1838 and 1842 indicates how strongly the Church was
associated more with benefiting its officials and its rich patrons, than with ministering

to ‘the people.’ Religion was a vital component of working class life that was seldom

19 Martha Vicinus, The Industrial Muse: A Study of Nineteenth Century British Working-Class
Literature, London: Croom Helm, 1974, pp. 96-112.

'l gee Bouthaina Shaaban, ‘Shelley’s Influence on the Chartist Poets, with Particular Emphasis on
Ernest Charles Jones and Thomas Cooper,’ D.Phil.,, Warwick, 1981, pp. 217-218; pp.256-260.
2Timothy Randall, “Towards a Radical Democracy,’ D.Phil. University of Sussex, 1994 p.82

13 Isobel Armstrong, Victorian Poetry. Poetry, Poetics and Politics, London: Routledge, 1993, p. 193.
See also Timothy Randall, ‘Chartist Poetry and Song,’ Ashton, Fyson & Roberts (eds.) The Chartist
Legacy, Rendlesham: Merlin, 1999, p. 173; Eileen Groth Lyon, Politicians in the Pulpit, p.205; Ulrike
Schwab, The Poetry of the Chartist Movement A Literary and Historical Study, London: Kluwer, 1993,
pp.101-107; 130-133; Philip Collins, Thomas Cooper, the Chartist: Byron and the ‘Poets of the Poor’,
Nottingham: University of Nottingham, 1970, p.11.

14 Harold Underwood Faulkner. Chartism and the Churches A Study in Democracy (1916), London,
Frank Cass & Co., 1970.

15 Edward Royle, Radical Politics 1790-1900 Religion and Unbelief, London: Longman, 1971, p.64;
Victorian Infidels. The Origin of the British Secularist Movement, Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1974, p. 137.

'S Eileen Yeo, ‘Christianity in Chartist Struggle 1838-1842,” Past and Present, no. 91, May 1981 p.

110.



attuned to middle-class religious ideals. As Martin Hewitt notes, the ‘antiwealth
communalism of scriptural Christianity’ took precedence over ‘the obedience and

worldly satisfaction which organised religion proclaimed.”"’

Chartists from both the leadership and the rank and file supporters often revised
Christian ideas and symbols, turning them into signs that acted as models of political

conduct. As David McNulty notes, Christian notions of attaining just reward were a
‘spur to political efforts’. Christianity was a ‘source of the determination to

overcome’ political obstacles.'® The Chartist banners made by the rank and file of the
movement, used in Manchester between 1838 and 1842, often carried messages that
were anticlerical, advocating religious liberty.'” Hugh McLeod observes how Scottish
Chartists made their religious inheritance relevant to their immediate political

situation. They considered themselves ‘the authentic practitioners of the principles of

social justice proclaimed by the Old Testament prophets, and of the equality of all
mankind taught in the New Testament.”

The prevalence of Christian discourses among the working classes enabled the
Chartist leadership to weave it into their speeches. Gentleman leaders and orators, as
John Belchem and James Epstein observe, used the language of Christianity and
echoed ancient libertarian traditions in order to ‘confront authority and power as they
were constituted and to suggest a reordering of political authority.’®! Christian
principles were deployed by Chartist leaders as a way of consolidating and organising
collective dissidence, articulated through anticlerical narratives, but also tapping into
the Christian narratives that constructed the everyday experience of the working
classes, rather than through institutionally legitimised beliefs. Christian language was

therefore a common currency among both the rank and file and Chartist leaders,

providing both with a familiar and ready-made language ripe for subversion, by

'" Martin Hewitt, The Emergence of Stability in the Industrial City: Manchester, 1832-67, Aldershot:
Scolar Press, 1996, pp.120-121.

¥ David McNulty, ‘Working Class Movements in Somerset and Wiltshire 1837-1848,’ D.Phil.
University of Manchester, 1981 p.180.

> One banner had the motto ‘God and our rights’ painted on one side, another called for ‘More pigs
and less parsons’. See Paul A. Pickering, ‘Appendix C: The Chartist Banners’, Chartism and the
Chartists in Manchester and Salford, London: Macmillan, 1995, pp. 214-216.

20 Hugh McLeod, Religion and the Working Class in Nineteenth-Century Britain, London: Macmillan,
1984, p.48.

*! John Belchem & James Epstein, ‘The Gentleman Leader Revisited,’ 22, no. 2, May 1997, p.185.



which Chartist politics were justified on religious grounds, in speeches, tracts, poems

and prose fictions.

Eileen Yeo first highlighted the importance of Christianity to the articulation of
political deliverance in Chartism, applying to it the phrase ‘the theology of
liberation’.** It was when ‘reading the theology of liberation that is being

developed...in Latin America’ that Yeo felt she was ‘penetrating more deeply into the
Chartist cast of mind.” In other words, salvation through humankind’s ‘active
consent’ to God’s will was understood as a covenant between God and humankind.®
This ‘theology’ encoded Chartism’s political objectives, foregrounding the enduring
sense of social justice and responsibility that was required of the ordinary Chartist
supporter. The Bible gave early Chartist supporters and leaders like J.R Stephens their
political language. Texts such as the book of Exodus provided ‘an exemplary
evocation of bondage and oppression’ and were ‘a clear sign that political and social

liberation is God’s overriding will, which needs the active consent of human agents to

be accomplished.’**

Although Christianity is a recognised influence, the major context in which Chartist
poetry has been examined is romanticism. The most recent of such studies is Anne

Janowitz’s Lyric and Labour in the Romantic Tradition. It devotes chapters to
Cooper, Jones and Linton’s poetry within a specific poetic genre, paying particular
attention to ‘romantic lyricism’.”> Janowitz argues that in the analysis of radical
poetry in the romantic tradition, the focus of attention on the relationship between
individual and collective identities can inhibit our appreciation of the historically
constructed interdependency of those two categories. The danger is that we might

mistake this relationship for ‘what look to us like mutually exclusive claims of self

226

and community.’® Her solution is to assess the effect on individual and collective

identities produced in the encounter between print and oral culture. Janowitz argues

that the meshing of the differing strictures and language patterns in both these forms

?2 Eileen Yeo, ‘Chartist Religious Belief and the Theology of Liberation,’ in, J. Obelkevich, L. Roper
&, R. Samuel (eds.), Disciplines of Faith: Studies in Religion, Politics and Patriarchy, London:
Routledge, 1987, p.410.

 Eileen Yeo, ‘Chartist Religious Belief,’ p.410.

# Eileen Yeo, ‘Chartist Religious Belief,’ p.414.
2> See Anne Janowitz, Lyric and Labour in the Romantic Tradition, Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press, p. 141-142.



produces the ‘social and personal functions articulated at the macro-level of poetic
thematics.”®’ Energised by the productive tensions between the oral and written
traditions, political dissidence found expression and validation, and sought to
consolidate itself throughout the nineteenth century. Though the relationship between
individual and collective identities articulated in Chartist poems may be analysed

within a romantic tradition, this thesis argues that the Christian dimensions of Chartist

poetry also construct and relate individual and collective identities.

Although a sense of mystical vision was ascribed to the romantic poets, from its early
days, the Victorian period was an era of earnestness in which vocations were
ardently, yet respectably pursued. Geoffrey Tillotson notes that: ‘The sense of
mission, of being born to have a big effect on one’s fellows, was strong.”®® It was a
sentiment not confined to middle-class culture. Chartism’s emerging self-educated
intelligentsia, among them the autodidact Thomas Cooper, the radical artisan William
James Linton, and the gentlemanly leader Emest Jones, took up the task of detailing
and circulating its ideas and objectives, drawing on long reading traditions in which

Milton, Bunyan, Byron, and Shelley largely figured. Cultural growth through
acquired literary knowledge was seen as a mainspring to political activism, fostering

qualities such as the personal discipline needed for self-improvement, a drive that was
also inspired by Nonconformist faith, and sometimes accompanied by initiatives such

as temperance.’’ Their Chartist poems produced highly-charged political alternatives

to the politically quietist publications that, as Richard Altick observes, were put out

by middle-class religious societies and their relentless censorship campai ons.>’

The Chartists, heirs to the radical tradition of post-Napoleonic activism, showcased
the procedural reforms contained in The People’s Charter in meetings and classrooms
up and down the country, echoing the practices of the Methodist Connexions. Eileen
Yeo notes how religion provides ‘a permanent language for liberation struggles

wherever they may occur’. Yeo also notes that one of the most accessible forms of

6 Anne Janowitz, Lyric and Labour, p.12.

21 Anne Janowitz, Lyric and Labour, p.12.

28 Geoffrey Tillotson, A View of Victorian Literature, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978, p.24

# Martyn Lyons, ‘New Readers in the Nineteenth Century,” G. Cavallo & R. Chartier (eds.) 4 History
o{' Reading, Cambridge: Polity Press, 1999, pp.337-340

*% Richard D. Altick, The English Common Reader A Social History of the Mass Reading Public 1800-
1900, London: The University of Chicago Press, 1957, p. 104



‘self-provision’ available to Chartism was by making it a participatory and
educationally inspired movement in the style of the radical Methodist classes.” More
generally, Linda Colley emphasises ‘just how important Protestantism was in shaping
the way that ordinary Britons viewed and made sense of the land they lived in’.** In
the early nineteenth century, social fears about the growth in urbanisation and the
depopulation of the countryside were represented using apocalyptic discourses. As
Andrew Sanders points out, the messages of millenarianists and schismatics resonated
in the minds of ‘the rapidly expanding, disorientated urban proletarat...the often
distressed agrarian population [and in] the political (and notably Chartist) ideas which
have since almost exclusively engaged the interest of historians.’*” This is evident in
the poetry of the Sunderland Chartist George Binns. In his 1840 poem, ‘Flowers and
Slaves,’ he contrasted an idyllic natural scene with a monstrous industrial landscape.
His poetry employs a Christian idiom in which nature is godly and industry 1s

Satanic:

The god of love seem’d joying o’er
His wondrous works before us,
And Nature seem’d to own his power

In umiversal chorus.

The idyllic scene is suddenly and brutally interrupted when ‘There burst upon my

pallid sight / A nation’s lamentation’:

The demon groan of ghastly want,
Like Etna’s muffled thunder

Was rumbling in its hollow vault
To tear restraints asunder.>

Similar oppositions between the agrarian and industrial landscapes can be seen in

Ernest Jones’s early Chartist poetry, discussed in chapter 3.

3! See Eileen Yeo, ‘Chartist Belief,’ p.414; ‘Practices and Problems of Chartist Democracy,’ in James
Epstein & Dorothy Thompson. (eds.) The Chartist Experience, London: Macmillan, 1982, p. 351-352.
32 Linda Colley, Britons Forging the Nation 1707-1837, London: Pimlico, 1994, p. 331.

*3 Andrew Sanders, ‘Dickens and the Millennium,’ in John, Juliet. & Jenkins, Alice. (eds.) Rethinking
Victorian Culture, Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2000, p. 83.

** George Binns, ‘Flowers and Slaves,’ Y. Kovalev, (ed.) An Anthology of Chartist Literature,

Moscow: 1956, p. 66.



Chnistian imagery and symbolism was used by both the better known Chartist poets,
and a host of others that remain less well-known or anonymous. Many of the poems
In Yur1 Kovalev’s survey An Anthology of Chartist Literature, contain a wealth of
religious language, often drawing from (among other influences) Methodist
hymnody.” In the anonymous poem ‘Upas-Tree,’ this poisonous tree contaminates
‘the British Soil’. It retards ‘the growth / Of life within its shade’. The poem calls on

‘Heaven’ to ‘cleave it to its root’, making way for humankind to ‘rear fair Freedom’s
tree, / And all partake its fruit.”>® Though the poem echoes the planting of liberty trees

by French radicals in the 1790s, it anticipates a heavenly intervention that will begin
the process whereby the liberation of the people may be achieved. The narrator in
‘Address to the Charter’ notes that ‘Hope’s echoes still sound’ above the head of the
worker, despite being °‘crushed beneath the rod’. Moreover, these echoes are
‘Reflected high from God.”’ In ‘To the Sons of Toil,” the narrator questions how

cruel oppressors could ‘dare to change / The equal laws of God?***

At times the organisational structure of Chartism, employing peripatetic lecturers and
speakers to spread its message, finds comparison with the missionary acts of the
apostles. In ‘One and All,’ the narrator encourages the audience addressed to act
collectively and elect representatives who could lead the Chartists to their political
rights, furthering their cause on an international stage: ‘Let us free our native
isle...And send apostles o’er the world / With the Chartist flag unfurl’d.”” ‘To the
Poets of America,’ similarly supports collective action, but also highlights individual
conscience. The narrator encourages every member of its audience to act as an
apostle, to come to their sense of political duty: ‘Wake in your might! that earth may

see / God’s gifts have not been vainly given.”*® Despite the deliberate political focus

of Kovalev’s anthology®', the Chartist poems contained therein indicate the

importance of religious language as a literary and political strategy. Clearly the

Y. Kovalev, (ed.), An Anthology of Chartist Literature, passim; Y K. Kovalev, ‘The Literature of

Chartism,’ Victorian Studies, vol. 11, 1958, p.120.
3 Anon. ‘Upas-Tree,’ Y. Kovalev, (ed.) An Anthology of Chartist Literature, p.43.

*TE.C.H. ‘Address to the Charter,” Y. Kovalev, (ed.) An Anthology of Chartist Literature, p.47.
¥ A.W. “To The Sons of Toil,’ Y. Kovalev, (ed.) An Anthology of Chartist Literature, p.49.

¥'F, ‘One and All,’, Y. Kovalev, (ed.) An Anthology of Chartist Literature, p.54.

Y0 W B. ‘To the Poets of America,” Y. Kovalev (ed.) An Anthology of Chartist Literature, p.64.
41 . » » - .. » .
An observation made by Brian Maidment in The Poorhouse Fugitives: Self-Taught Poets and Poetry

in Victorian Britain, (Fyfield edition), Manchester: Carcanet, 1992, p.24.



prophetic discourses that conditioned radical activity were indebted to the influence

of the Bible on the British working—class consciousness.

Clearly many Chartist poets, as well as those discussed in this thesis, used the

narrative of Christian election to address audiences using what these poets considered
commonly held Christian values, enacting and confirming a sense of social power in

the audience addressed. In Ernest Jones’s ‘A Song for May,’ Chartists are encouraged
to recognise that ‘God made earth an earth for freemen: / Thou! be worthy of thy
God!*** The poem echoes Owen Chadwick’s observation that religion provided a
language that could represent each person as a member of a common community,
secured by virtue of particular forms of social continuity at the level of the family
unit, such as the reverence of ancestry.* Indeed the notion of lineage and tradition is
fundamental to Chartist political identity. James A. Epstein notes that from the
Reform Bill cnisis to the end of Chartism, radical politics did at times conflate

‘political and social claims on historical precedent and the predominance of closely
related strategies of constitutionalist action’ with ahistorical Paineite notions of
natural rights. Indeed the basic incompatibility between the two trends was often
lost.** This was largely because of the desire of Chartists to seek a body of legal

precedents or fundamental principles by which their political activity could be
justified. As John Saville notes, Thomas Cooper lectured on subjects such as Saxon
history, in which he addressed issues such as ‘Alfred and his glorious philanthropy’

. . . i 45
and ‘our ancient democratic institutions’.

Cooper, Jones and Linton not only make bold statements about the conduct of their

fellow Chartists in their poetry. They also at times represent themselves as elected

missioners to particular cultural and political objectives, as individuals charged with a
particular purpose or duty: a sensation that they sought to instil in their audiences
through their poems. For example, Linton’s ‘Hymns for the Unenfranchised No. IX,’
may on one hand be read as the thoughts of a narrator thinking or speaking in

isolation, making it seem self-addressed. On the other, it may be a confrontational

2 Ernest Jones, ‘A Song for May,’ Y. Kovalev (ed.) An Anthology of Chartist Literature, p.146.
4> Owen Chadwick, The Secularization of the European Mind, Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press, 1975, pp. 113-114.
44 yames A. Epstein, Radical Expression. Political Language, Ritual and Symbol in England, 1790-

1850, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994, p.9.
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address to the reader: ‘Why are white foreheads bow’d with shame, / And infant
backs with toil? / Why is strong-sinew’d Honesty / Trade’s ignominious spoil?’*
Consequently, 1t 1s necessary to read Chartist poems as dialogic, whereby two or
more distinct voices and modes of address may be discerned in the same utterance.*’

In other words, Chartist poems often re-enact the calling of the poet as a cultural and
political leader, recognising and heeding the poet’s election as a missioner to their

literary and political objectives.

The individual objectives of Chartist poets are sometimes represented as paths created
by earlier radical movements or recent political events for subsequent generations to
follow. For example, Iota’s ‘Sonnets Devoted to Chartism III’ 1s part of a sonnet
sequence written in response to the Newport Uprising of 1839. In 1t, the narrator notes
that ‘Along this favourite walk was wont to wend / One of the noblest patriots of the
age; / Each step I take reminds me of that friend.”*® Walking that path memorialises
the Uprising and symbolises the political trajectory of Chartism. The narrator follows
in the footsteps of John Frost and his comrades, who are also commemorated in the
personal act of writing poetry for a wider public audience.*’ Poets repay their election
by fulfilling their personal calling to write poetry which, at the same time, makes
available models of political conduct for their audiences to identify with that can feel
equally as singular and unique to the reader. Chartist songs often appeared in poetry
columns and constructed a collective identity for mass audiences through singing and
recital.”® Subsequently, these Chartist poets encourage their audiences to recognise
and be inspired by both the message and the recognition of the poet’s individual
contribution to Chartism. The examples of singular and collective action encoded in
the processes of writing poems and their anticipated reception sought to bring what

Michael Sanders terms ‘the moment of dialectal transformation’ into being.”'

45> See John Saville, (ed.) Introduction, The Life of Thomas Cooper, p.19.

46 W.J. Linton, ‘Hymns for the Unenfranchised,” The National. A Library for the People, London: J.
Watson, 1839, p.289.

47 Sue Vice, Introducing Bakhtin, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997, p. 45.

‘8 Jota, ‘Sonnets Devoted to Chartism,’ Y. Kovalev (ed.) An Anthology of Chartist Literature, p.71

4 John Frost was at the head of the Chartist columns that marched into Newport on November 4, 1839.
See Dorothy Thompson, The Chartists. Popular Politics in the Industrial Revolution, Aldershot:
wildwood, 1984, p.79.

*Y For example, Edward P, Mead wrote songs set to popular tunes such as “The Bay of Biscay, O!’ and
‘March to the Battle Field.” See Y. Kovalev, (ed.) An Anthology of Chartist Literature, pp.92-94.

*! Michael Sanders, ‘Poetic Agency: Metonymy and Metaphor in Chartist Poetry 1838-1852, Victorian

Poetry, 39 (2), 2001, p.120.
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Christianity is therefore important to Chartist poetry in two specific ways. Firstly its
language and symbolism carried a political and emotional force that argued against
the political quietism of orthodox religion. It sought to raise the consciousness of the
working classes, highlighting the radical lineage and political destiny of the rank and
file Chartists. John Belchem and James Epstein note that working people often

understood the political meeting as a religious experience. The speeches made by
gentleman leaders to ‘the people’ were often codified in such terms, giving their
oratory a ‘trans-class resonance’ that was ‘indicative of nineteenth-century
radicalism, defining central continuities between popular radicalism, Liberalism and
socialism.”* Secondly, the election narrative in these poems rehearses the process
whereby individuals felt themselves selected to fulfil a particular task or ministry, or

elected to a chosen body of people, according to God’s promise, or covenant.

The election narrative is related to the conversion narrative, as detailed by Regenia
Gagnier in Subjectivities: A History of Self-Representation in Britain, 1832-1920. It
differs however, in certain important respects. Gagnier argues that the conditions
under which working-class autobiographies were published had a profound effect
upon those texts, producing distinct ‘rhetorical genres’ that both replicated and
subverted the conditions of the hegemonic order in which they were produced.”
Notable among the genres that encoded the working-class experience is the
conversion narrative. In some instances working-class autobiographies reproduced
middle-class notions of piety and devotion. Others fostered ‘the dream of a pilgrim’s
progress’ that offered salvation from the unremitting toil of a life of labour, endorsing
the growth of Methodist-influenced working-class movements. Such religious ideas
were part of the literary and cultural inheritance of the nineteenth century and were
‘secularised by radical working-class writers.”>* In the autobiographies that Gagnier
analyses, writers such as Mary Saxby repent of their past sins and find a new
relationship with God through Christ, entering a fresh state of being as a convert and

turning decisively toward God. Their conversion is a unique event, a specific moment

°2 John Belchem & James Epstein, ‘The Nineteenth-Century Gentleman leader Revisited,” Social
History, 22, no, 2, May 1997, p. 173.

53 Regenia Gagnier, Subjectivities: A History of Self-Representation in Britain, 1832-1920, Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1991, p. 151.

54 Regenia Gagnier, Subjectivities, pp. 152-153.
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at which, according to the Bible, they are ‘born again, not of corruptible seed, but of
incorruptible, by the word of God’.>” Certain Chartist poems do deploy the
conversion narrative, albeit in a subversive manner, such as Emest Jones’s ‘The
Better Hope,’ discussed in chapter 3. The election narrative differs however, by
foregrounding the ongoing tasks that converts have been chosen to fulfil, their calling,
or their recognition of their unfinished and enduring special service to God and the
privileges that such service will bring. Chartists were often encouraged to see
themselves as entrusted to complete a particular political task. Benjamin Stott’s ‘Song
for the Millions’ provides another good example of this enduring service to a political

causc.

In Stott’s poem, Chartists are encouraged to ‘Lift up your faces from the dust / Your
cause is holy, pure and just; / In Freedom’s God put all your trust, / Be he your hope
and anchor.””® The notion of Christ as the people’s ‘hope and anchor’ appears in
Methodist hymnody and has its origins in Hebrews 6:19.”’ Stott’s poem emphasises
how notions of Christian hope and belief secure and reassure expectations in God’s
purpose, to be consummated at some point in the unforeseeable future. The fight for
the franchise is thus encoded as a coming political transformation earned through the
assiduousness of the Chartists, figured as a transition between this world and the
world to come. The direct address of the poem encourages Chartists to put their
‘trust’ in ‘Freedom’s God,’ and in so doing recognise and fulfil their election as a
chosen people. Religious language, as these examples demonstrate, works in two
interrelated ways in Chartist poetry: through religious rhetoric and mode of address.
Poets can meditate on their election, attained through act of writing itself, as well as

endow audiences with a model of political conduct, encouraging them to recognise

their own election as dutiful subjects.

The mode of address of Chartist poems has also been highlighted as an important

issue. As Brian Maidment notes, Chartist poems often addressed both middle and

55 1 Peter, 1:23, Holy Bible.

°® Benjamin Stott, ‘Song for the Millions,’ in Y. Kovalev, (ed.) An Anthology of Chartist Literature,
.108.

b ‘Show them the blood that bought their peace / The anchor of their steadfast hope’, Hymn no. 462, 4

Collection of Hymns, for the use of the People called Methodists, London: Wesleyan-Methodist Book
Room, 1889. The Bible notes that: ‘...hope we have as an anchor to the soul, both sure and steadfast,’

Hebrews 6:19, Holy Bible.
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working classes. They ‘presume a double, perhaps ultimately a contradictory,
readership: one influential but intransigently hostile, the other politically sympathetic
but powerless’ in their attempts to produce a ‘significant, communal rhetoric’.”® As
the examples of Iota and Benjamin Stott demonstrate, 1t 1s also important to see

Chartist poems as at times self-addressed, or addressed to the literary traditions that
these poets felt elected them. As Anne Janowitz observes, this is a familiar romantic

model in which the speaker in the poem is understood as and associated with its
author. Janowitz however revises this model by ‘folding the 1solated romantic self

back into its originary matrix’ in order to open up space for ‘other versions of
romantic identity’ to emerge.”” She focuses her attention on ‘the notion of a

collectivised popular sovereignty, which drew upon customary culture and its popular

poetic forms, which were then marked and modified by the language of interiority.”®

Seen in this context, the narrative of election is clearly not wholly unrelated to
romanticism, indeed, this provides a framework in which the role of the poet could be
imagined. As John Lucas notes, Percy Bysshe Shelley ‘saw the poet as priest and
prophet, preaching the word to his people’.®! In the early Victorian period, the
romantic poets were represented as vatic, able to exercise powers of foresight or
knowledge. Their talent was often understood as natural, effusive, and even God-
given.”” This definition of romantic sensibility clearly filtered through to Chartist
literary culture. In 1847, the Chartist journalist Thomas Frost observed that Shelley
had gazed deep ‘into the gloom of futurity, and saw in the coming time the realisation

of his own bright visions of Utopia’.,'s3 Prior to that, William James Linton had
mythologised Shelley as a politically resolute poet, particularly the notion that
Shelley was committed to a set of personal principles of ‘the strictest justice’. His
short biographical ‘Life of Shelley,” in the pages of The National, A Library for the

People in 1839 was ‘indebted for the greater part’ to Leigh Hunt for its information.®*

8 Brian Maidment, The Poorhouse Fugitives, p.23.

59 Anne Janowitz, Lyric and Labour, p.11.

0 Anne Janowitz, Lyric and Labour, p.12.

®! John Lucas, Literature and Politics in the Nineteenth Century, London: Methuen, 1971, p.9.

52 John Lucas, Literature and Politics, p.15.

63 Thomas Frost,’ Scott, Byron and Shelley,’ in Y. Kovalev (ed.), An Anthology of Chartist Literature,
. 323.

7 W.J. Linton, The National, p.76; p. 78.
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By the mid-to-late 1840s, the somewhat hackneyed 1dea of the poet as a seer was
clearly in circulation and available to the Chartist reader. Often a romantic sensibility
worked in conjunction with a religious cast of mind. As Patrick Joyce argues, such
mixtures were able to affect popular sentiment, acting as constituent elements of a
collective consciousness.® Both tendencies emphasised ‘the struggle of moral

opposites’ in a language of ‘exaltation and expectation’ and thus produced a

‘framework of social interpretation.’®® The benefits of appreciating Shelley’s poetry
were also at times consciously represented to Chartists through religious discourses.
In the Chartist Circular, influenced by the Universalist ideals of the preacher John

Fraser’’, the political logic that permeated Shelley’s poetry was purposive and

providential:

...the pure diffusion of God’s essence throbs alike in each
human heart. His bounty, his love, his peace flows with

unrestricted hand on the poor as on the rich. It is man’s
injustice and tyranny that turns the beneficent gifts of God’s

providence into a corrupt and corrupting channel.®®

God’s good will is unceasing in upholding ordered existence, conditioning the events
and circumstances in which the free acts of humans may take place.®® The idea of the
poet as a lone figure elected to their literary objectives, as noted by recent Chartist
critics and commentators, was not uncommon iIn the wrtings of self-taught and

Chartist poets themselves. Ebenezer Jones, a friend of W. J. Linton’s, writing on the

political duty of the poet, asked:

Who wrote the Revolt of Islam? Not Shelley! *Tis the mighty
utterance of a society whose eyes have just been opened to

the glory of truth, and she made him her priest. He was but
the lute; she was the God.”

63 Patrick Joyce, Visions of the People: Industrial England and the Question of Class 1848-1914,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991, pp.33-34.

% patrick Joyce, Visions of the People, p.36.
67 Joan Christodoulou, ‘The Glasgow Universalist Church and Scottish Radicalism from the French

Revolution to Chartism: A Theology of Liberation,’ Journal of Ecclesiastical History, vol.43, no.4,
October 1992, p.619

°® “The Politics of Poets No. II," The Chartist Circular, July 25, 1840, p.178

69 1.D. Douglas (ed.), The New Bible Dictionary.

70 Ebenezer Jones, Studies of Sensation and Event, London: 1883, p. xlv, cited in Lucas, John.
Literature and Politics, p.8
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John Lucas describes Jones’s democratic sentiment as an example of intense hero
worship.”' The passage is also remarkable however, for its revelatory tone and its
representation of the relationship between Shelley as a priestly figure, the ‘truth’ he
was chosen to represent, and the audience he addressed. Society’s eyes are opened by

truth, but truth also chooses or elects her true servants and representatives.

Since this thesis analyses the encoding of collective and personal cultural identity
through Christian discourses, it will encompass a broad range of Chartist poetic
forms. It will cover hymns, ballads, and epic poetry, demonstrating that radical
Christian language was a pervasive idiom by which Chartists constructed their
cultural and political identity.’® This idiom has a long history in radicalism. E.P.
Thompson for example, notes the importance of the millenarian tradition in radical
culture. He observes that Henry Hunt would make reference in his speeches to ‘the

“fatal day”, or “the day of reckoning” [that] drew the loudest huzzas of the crowds’ at

the meetings he addressed.”

Thomas Cooper, born into a life of poverty and hardship, was driven by a personal
sense of appointment. By the most spectacular efforts, constructing his own rigorous
learning programmes, throwing himself into one journalistic, political and cultural
project after another, he managed to attain recognition as a self-taught intellectual.”
His ambition and drive is rooted in the Christian experiences that marked his
upbringing and early adult life. Cooper had become a Methodist, a dissenting
tradition in which, through the intercession of the Holy Ghost, the conviction that
Christ loved his subjects would dawn on his followers. Sins would be forgiven if only
Methodists would: ‘Resign and deliver up yourselves to God through Christ.”” It was

the duty of all Methodists to seek out, or rediscover God’s covenant with them, thus

7! John Lucas, Literature and Politics, p.8

72 John Frow notes that ‘“culture” is by definition a realm of uses and of circulating energies.’ John
Frow, Cultural Studies and Cultural Value, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 19935, p. 2. The use of the term
‘idiom’ here describes a loose collection of characteristics prevalent throughout language that are
?rcsent in the more limited context of Chartist poetry.

* E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1980, p. 685
™ Caroline Fox recalls seeing Cooper lecture. See Pym, Horace N. (ed.) Memories of Old Friends
Being Extracts from the Journals and Letters of Caroline Fox, London: Smith, Elder & Co., 1883, p.
389
7 David Tripp, Appendix 11, ‘Wesley’s Covenant Service, 1780,’ The Renewal of the Covenant in the
Methodist Tradition, London: Epworth, 1969, p.181
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recognising their salvation. Indeed as I argue in chapter 1, the Methodist theology of

covenanting is revised and politicised in Thomas Cooper’s Chartist hymns.

Though Cooper broke with Methodism and tumed to radical politics, his Wesleyan
thinking continued to exert an influence upon him and permeated his poetry. As
Chapter 1 demonstrates, nonconformist Christian 1deas encouraged Cooper into

making personal faith choices, drawing him into radical politics. He subsequently
became a key producer of a radical political discourse. In particular his Chartist
hymns revised the quietist religious doctrine that permeated Wesleyanism. His shorter
hymns and poems generally get only very brief literary analysis from Anne Janowitz,
despite her emphasis on the importance of Cooper’s place in the romantic tradition as
a transitional figure between the Chartist poets Allen Davenport and Emest Jones."

As Chapter 1 demonstrates however. his shorter hymns and poems are remarkable as

much for their religious as their romantic allusions. The Christian roots of Cooper’s

hymns, songs and sonnets problematise as much as they confirm the ‘romantic

project’ that Janowitz traces.’’

Much more critical attention has been devoted to the subject of Chapter 2, the epic
poem The Purgatory of Suicides, on which Cooper expended most of his literary
energy. Bouthaina Shaaban notes that Cooper only gave ‘his full energy’ to ‘about
five Chartist songs’ besides his epic, and so focuses on the latter in a comparative
analysis of Cooper’s epic with Shelley’s poetry.”® Stephanie Kuduk likewise makes
his epic the prime focus of attention and situates Cooper in a romantic context,
assessing his ‘immersion in republican poetics’.”” My work instead assesses the
secularised use of the election narrative in The Purgatory of Suicides. I demonstrate
how this narrative provided a means for Cooper to represent his ‘sacred function’ as a
personal calling and as a public and pedagogic duty. As an autodidact with high
cultural ambitions, Cooper represented his personal dedication to particular cultural
causes, writing himself into being through his epic. He also however, provided a

model of political conduct for his Chartist audiences.

6 Anne Janowitz, Lyric and Labour, p. 167

T Anne Janowitz, Lyric and Labour, p. 235

’¥ Bouthaina Shaaban, ‘Shelley’s Influence on the Chartist Poets,’ p. 291.

7 Stephanie Kuduk, ‘Republican Aesthetics: Poetry and Democracy in Nineteenth-Century Britain,’

D.Phil., Stanford University, 1999, p.206
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Ernest Jones could not have differed more from Cooper in his class background and
religious sympathy. Born in Germany on the fringes of aristocratic culture, after
settling in England, Jones was bankrupted by a failed property deal. He partly saw
Chartism as a means to fulfil his as yet unsuccessful literary career, but was also
dedicated to his growing sense of social mission. Exiled gentlemanly figures such as

he were often at pains to make plain their personal attachments to radical causes by

making ‘declarations of sacrifice’ and their ‘singular devotion to working people’, but
also in so doing, betrayed touches of fatherly ‘deference’ in their gentlemanly
political activity.® First as a Chartist, determined to become ‘a kind of social
missionary’ but later as a member of the Reform League and a liberal candidate,

Jones pursued the ‘romance of politics’ to the end of his life.®!

Originally a high Anglican, Jones underwent a spiritual crisis. He turned to low-
church chapel worship instead, where he began to experience the anticlerical thinking
that would energise his Chartist poetry.> Stephan Lieske for example, focuses largely
on Jones’s analysis of class relations and his changing relationship with the middle
classes through his poems. However, he also notes Jones’s prophetic, Shelleyan
romanticism, and the importance of the biblical narratives of fall and redemption in
several of his poems.® Chapters 3 and 4 examine the political importance of Jones’s
Christianity in his Chartist poetry at two ‘key periods in Chartist history: its final
flourish during 1846-48, and its decline between 1848 and 1850, while Jones was a
Chartist prisoner. Chapter 3 explores the relationship between Jones’s ‘evangelical
idealism’ and his sense of ‘patriotic history’, as noted by Miles Taylor.®* It focuses on
how the narrative of Christian election enabled Jones to represent himself as both an
authentic and legitimate Chartist leader, and as a member of the Chartist rank and file,

as one of many constitutionally legitimate members of a nation-state awaiting entry

into their rightful political status.

80 yohn Belchem &, James Epstein, ‘The Gentleman Leader Revisited,’ p.178

8! Miles Taylor, Ernest Jones, Chartism and the Romance of Politics, 1819-1869, Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2003, p.75; p.257

82 Miles Taylor, Ernest Jones, pp.67-68; p.85

83 Stephan Lieske, ‘Ernest Jones’ Contribution to the Development of Working-Class Poetry,’
Zeitschrift fur Anglistik und Amerikenistik, vol.35, part 2, 1987, pp.118-127

8 Miles Taylor, Ernest Jones, p.255
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Chapter 4 demonstrates a marked change in the uses to which the election narrative
was put in his later prison poems. It examines Jones’s response to the political
1solation and silence imposed upon him as a Chartist prisoner. The common feeling of
political destiny that the election narrative had previously foregrounded was now
directed into the experience of intense persecution. These poems represent the poet as

an isolated and imprisoned leader, who also attributed this experience to the rank and

file Chartists. Modifying their use of the election narrative, Jones’s prison poems also

employed holy communion as a metaphor. In so doing, he explored and argued his
continuing place as a gentleman-leader and poet while his imprisonment prohibited
the usual connections with audiences and literary culture that a poet ordinarly

enjoyed.

William James Linton, born into a lower middle class family, was a man of great
industry. In his polymathic career he was a life-long radical, an engraver, journalist,
newspaper editor, political activist, translator, poet and printer. It was only two

months before his death in October 1897 that he accepted he was no longer strong

enough to operate his printing press.”> Chapters 5 and 6 examine what F.B. Smith

describes as ‘the profoundly religious cast of William James Linton’s radicalism’®® as

expounded in his poetry between 1839 and 1855. Chapter 5 focuses on Linton’s
shorter poems from his and other Chartist periodicals. It shows the importance of

three key influences on his thinking and literary output, the ideas of Joseph Mazzini,

of Felicité de Lamennais (especially their emphasis on individual sovereignty and

social duty), and of radical Unitarianism. The Chapter demonstrates how Linton
justified to himself his role as an heir to republican, literary and illustrative traditions;

part of a longer radical tradition to which he felt attuned as a political visionary, poet

and a highly skilled engraver.

Chapter 6 examines Linton’s longer meditative Chartist poems, 1n particular, their
function as poetic responses to the political events of 1842 and 1848. It pays

particular attention to the contribution that Christian narratives made to the

construction of collective cultural memory in Linton’s work, but also as personal

85 F.B. Smith, Radical Artisan. William James Linton 1812-1897, Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1973, p.215
8 F.B. Smith, Radical Artisan. p. 26
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responses to the events of these years. It assesses how his works constructed textual
and graphic collective cultural memories for the unenfranchised through these poems
and their accompanying illustrations. It explores his personal relationship with
literary figures such as Milton and Shelley, particularly their contributions to

radicalism in and through the collective cultural memory that Linton constructs.

The following chapters demonstrate the importance of the individual and collective
dimensions of the election narrative in the poetry of Cooper, Jones and Linton. As a
poetic discourse, it aimed to shape the political aspirations of rank and file Chartists,
as well as represent the particular experience of cultural and political leadership that
the three Chartist poets felt called to fulfil during the major years of Chartist activity.
The conscious recognition of their literary influences, iterated in their poetry,
demonstrates their sense of election as poets, both personally to themselves and
publicly to their audiences. Each chapter explores the symbolism of Christian
language, the personal sense of election of each poet into a close relationship with
their literary influences, and the broader political applications of Christian election.
Its radical-democratic resonances articulate the relationship between the unique
cultural positions these poets felt they had attained and their depiction of Chartist
collective identity. An appendix of poems accompanies each chapter, with the
exception of chapter 2. Thomas Cooper’s epic poem suffers somewhat when
represented in extract form. Those readers interested in The Purgatory of Suicides

should consult the work of Kaye Kossick and Brian Maidment, both of whom

S 87
reproduce extracts from his epic work.

87 Kaye Kossick, (ed.) Nineteenth-Century Labouring-Class Poets, volume 2, London: Pickering &
Chatto, 2004; Brian Maidment The Poorhouse Fugitives.
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Chapter 1

’,

“Let every heart like Jesu’s move...”: Thomas Cooper’s Chartist Hymns,
Songs and Sonnets.

Thomas Cooper was born in Leicester in 1805 and spent much of his early life in
Gainsborough. His autobiography famously describes how he became a Methodist
preacher, schoolmaster, journalist, Chartist leader, lecturer and educator and author of
the epic Purgatory of Suicides.' He later became an apologist Baptist preacher and

lecturer in the late 1850s, a cause to which he was devoted until his death. His epic

poem is now beginning to receive critical attention and is the subject of Chapter 2.2

Cooper also published some of his hymns, poems and songs in the Chartist press, a
few of which were republished later in his Poetical Works, but these have received
little attention. Cooper’s shorter Chartist poems are not numerous, but they are
significant for several reasons. First they represent Cooper’s sense of his personal
election as a Chartist poet, as an agent of the literary influences he was hailed by, and
as a representative or apostle to ‘the people’. Second they demonstrate Cooper’s use
of popular and accessible song and verse forms in his attempts to shape Chartist

collective identity. Third, the chronology of these poems show changes in the

interpellation of their audiences through politico-religious discourses that acted as

‘vocabularies of conviction’ within a variety of public arenas or audience situations.’

Cooper’s later Chartist poems, ‘Sonnets on the Death of Allen Davenport’ have very
different personal and public functions from his earlier Chartist hymns. Anne
Janowitz notes that in the early 1840s Cooper was ‘central in promoting the general
production of literature’. By 1846 having wntten The Purgatory of Suicides in prison,

Cooper was ‘apotheosised as the Chartist poet par excellence’ but was also

'William James Linton noted of the Purgatory of Suicides, written by Cooper while in prison, that ‘the
rarity of such a performance gave him a certain notoriety and importance.” William James Linton,
Memories, London: Lawrence (1895) New York: Kelley, 1970, p. 41.

2 See for example Bouthana Shaaban, ‘Shelley’s influence on the Chartist poets, with particular
emphasis on Ernest Charles Jones and Thomas Cooper,’ D Phil., University of Warwick, 1981;
Timothy Randall ‘Towards a Cultural Democracy,’ D.Phil., University of Sussex, 1994; Stephanie
Kuduk, ‘Sedition, Chartism, and Epic Poetry in Thomas Cooper’s The Purgatory of Suicides,’
Victorian Poetry, vol. 39, no. 2, Summer 2001, pp.165-185.

3 I borrow the phrase ‘vocabularies of conviction’ from Robert Wuthnow, ‘Introduction: New
Directions in the Empirical Study of Cultural Codes,” Robert Wuthnow, (ed.) Vocabularies of Public

Life. Empirical Essays in Symbolic Structure, London: Routledge, 1992, p. 13.
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increasingly detached from Chartist literary culture.’ This chapter traces the changes
in the way the election narrative operates in and through the shorter poems Cooper

wrote as his literary career progressed.

Cooper’s Chartism was informed by his religious faith. Though his spiritualism did
gradually give way to a more secular perspective from 1835 onwards, and was

intensified by ‘the sufferings of the poor’, it is difficult to conceive of Cooper as an
atheist. His later imprisonment did bring about some ‘atheistic reasonings’ in May
1843, whereupon he finally accepted the futility of prayer. But Cooper says he never
‘proclaimed blank atheism’. Rather, the contradictions of orthodox religion led him to
seek to divest Christianity of its mythology, not to reject the possibility that God may
exist.” Indeed Cooper noted in The Purgatory of Suicides that ‘I say not that there is
no God: but that / I know not.”® His first address to the Leicester Chartists at All
Saint’s Open in 1841 was ‘partly on a religious theme, and partly on their sufferings
and wrongs, and on the question of their political rights.” The meeting began and
ended with a prayer, and was the first of Cooper’s ‘Sunday night meetings’ held
during the spring and summer of that year.’ Cooper eventually moved the meetings
first into Leicester market place, and then into Ducrow’s Amphitheatre. Here the

meetings developed into an ‘adult Sunday school for men and boys,” with the Holy

Bible being one of the core texts studied.®

As Thomas Walter Laqueur notes, Christian practices such as Sunday school

education were ‘a source of the biblical rhetoric which influenced popular writing and

speech during the nineteenth century.’”’ They held great common currency among the

working classes and Cooper used his adult education classes as a forum for

* Anne Janowitz, Lyric and Labour in the Romantic Tradition, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1998, p.172; p. 160.

* See John Saville, (ed.) Thomas Cooper, The Life of Thomas Cooper, Written by Himself, Victorian
Library Series, Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1971, pp. 259-263; Thomas Cooper, Cooper's
Journal (1850) New York: Kelley, 1970, p.8; Stephen Roberts, ‘The later radical career of Thomas
Cooper c. 1845-185S5,” Transactions of the Leicestershire Archaeological and History Society, vol. 64,
1990, p. 71.

% Thomas Cooper, The Purgatory of Suicides, London: J. Watson, 1847, book VI, stanza XXXI, p.170
7 John Saville, (ed.). The Life of Thomas Cooper, p. 147.

® John Saville, (ed.) The Life of Thomas Cooper, p. 164. The Northern Star carried an enthusiastic
report, written almost certainly by Cooper, on the newly formed school. The New Testament was one
of the seminal texts by which reading was taught at Cooper’s school. See the Northern Star, January
29, 1842, p.6
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encouraging literary production. The chapter begins by looking at some of the
experiences that shaped Cooper’s development as a poet, before discussing in more
detail the shorter Chartist poems that he published. As Stephen Roberts notes, Cooper
was In his mid-thirties before embarking on his Chartist career; ‘Behind him lay
important experiences...as an autodidact, Methodist preacher and radical journalist.’'?
Cooper’s hymns, songs and poems can be put into three chronological phases, each
affected by developments in Cooper’s Chartist career. The first 1s his Chartist hymns,

the second his prison songs, and the third his dedicatory sonnets to Allen Davenport.

Of the first phase of his Chartist poetry, only three of Cooper’s hymns have survived,
published while running his ‘Shaksperean’ Chartist school in Leicester. They were
printed in the English Chartist Circular and Temperance Record for England and
Wales in the summer of 1842. The moderate Inish Chartist, John Cleave, who headed
a considerable publishing and distribution agency, underwrote the paper.'’' Cleave, a
co-founder of the London Working Man’s Association in 1836, would also later assist
Cooper in finding a publisher for The Purgatory of Suicides in 1845.'% Cooper’s
hymns were written and published almost certainly with the Leicestershire Chartist
camp meeting in mind, held at Mountsorrel on Sunday July 10™ 1842." Cooper’s

‘Hymns for Chartist Camp-Meetings [.—L.M.’ appears to have been published just
prior to the Mountsorrel meeting.'* The second hymn in the series, ‘I[—C.M.’ was
written by William Jones and appeared above Cooper’s ‘Hymns for Chartist Camp,

? Thomas Walter Laqueur, Religion and Respectability Sunday Schools and Working Class Culture

1780-1850, London: Yale University Press, 1976, p. 160.
19 Stephen Roberts, ‘Thomas Cooper in Leicester, 1840-1843,” Transactions of the Leicestershire

Archaeological and Historical Society, vol. 61, 1987, p. 62.

' Dorothy Thompson, ‘Ireland and the Irish in English Radicalism,’ James Epstein & Dorothy
Thompson, (eds.) The Chartist Experience. Studies in Working-class Radicalism 1830-1860, London:
Macmillan, 1982, p. 129; Dorothy Thompson, The Chartists: Popular Politics in the Industrial
Revolution, Aldershot: Wildwood, 1984, pp.152-153.

12 Cooper described Cleave as ‘an eamest and kind friend.” See John Saville, (ed.) The Life of Thomas
Cooper, p.273.

13 At the meeting, a ‘ledge of rock about thirty feet above the grass formed a natural platform for the
speakers...masses of porphyritic granite, older than the Alps were filled with human beings who thus
formed a natural gallery for listening to the great truths of democracy and Christianity, and with the
thousands covering the greensward formed an assemblage of uncommon character.’ See report of the
camp meeting in the Northern Star, July 16, 1842, p.2. See also John Saville, (ed.) The Life of Thomas
Cooper, p. 174,

** Unfortunately, the English Chartist Circular was not a dated publication, printing only its volume
number and weekly part number, though it is known to have run from 3 January 1841 to January 1843.
See J.F.C. Harrison & D. Thompson, Bibliography of the Chartist Movement, 1837-1976, Sussex:
Harvester, p.103. Vol. II, no. 74 of the English Chartist Circular appears to have been published on or
just prior to the weekend beginning July 9, 1842, Cooper’s poem, ‘Hymns for Chartist Camp-
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I[I1.—7°s’. They were published the following week, probably after the camp meeting.
Their later date and publication suggests they may have been inspired, written and

15

published retrospectively.”” These hymns revise the Methodist practice of

covenanting to represent the election of singers and audiences into a chosen people.

Indeed Timothy Randall notes the importance of the covenant as a political idea in

Cooper’s prose fiction in the pages of the Midland Counties Illuminator.'®

Cooper’s ‘Smaller Prison Rhymes’ comprise the second phase, and have similarly
recetved little attention. Only one of his ‘Smaller Prison Rhymes’ was published
before 1877, appearing under the title ‘Truth is Growing’ in Cooper’s Journal in
1850. It reappeared much later under the title ‘Chartist Chaunt’ alongside two other
‘Chartist Songs’ in his Poetical Works.'" Edmund Clarence Stedman’s survey, A4
Victorian Anthology, 1837-1895 also reprints some of Cooper’s prison rhymes.'®

They seem to be the only survivors of the many shorter prison poems Cooper wrote.'”

Finally the chapter will turn to the third phase: the dedicatory ‘Sonnets on the Death
of Allen Davenport.” These poems do not make use of covenanting to express
political collectivism in his earlier Chartist hymns. They instead foreground his
intellectual and cultural leadership of Chartism. Cooper had by this time served his
prison sentence, written his epic poem and was now embarking on his later radical
career as an ‘independent Chartist’ and freethinker.”’ By 1846 Cooper was a leading
Chartist cultural figure and had moved to London to recommence the writing career

he had first tried to build there in the spring and summer of 1840.%' In 1846 there was
perhaps no-one more fitted than Cooper to write dedicatory poetry to the recently

deceased radical poet and activist Allen Davenport.

Meetings. —L.M.’ is dated July 5%, 1842.

'S Cooper’s poem is dated July 12", 1842 and was published that week in The English Chartist
Circular, no. 75 vol. II, 1842, p. 92.

'® Timothy Randall, ‘Towards a Cultural Democracy,’ p.124.

' Thomas Cooper, The Poetical Works of Thomas Cooper, London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1877.
Cooper also published ‘Truth is Growing’ in Cooper’s Journal: 1850, p. 40.

'® Edmund Clarence Stedman, (ed.) 4 Victorian anthology, 1837-1895 Selections illustrating the
editor's critical review of British poetry in the reign of Victoria, Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1895

12 See Thomas Cooper, Poetical Works, London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1877. Cooper had earlier
written a clutch of songs for publication while he was serving in prison. He sent them to his wife,
however Cooper later wrote back to her that ‘the opportunity of reconsidering has led me to determine
that it will be better not to publish them at present.” See DE2964/16 William Jones Papers, The Record
Office for Leicestershire, Leicester and Rutland.

*9 Stephen Roberts, ’The Later Radical Career of Thomas Cooper ¢.1845-1855,’ p. 65.
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Cooper’s early cultural experiences prior to his turn to Chartism had taught him
valuable lessons in literary judgement and what being a poet entailed. In his ‘Address
to the Reader’ that commenced his later Poetical Works published in 1877, Cooper
notes that he could have supplied short political poems ‘in great plenty.” Aware that

‘that the shelves of booksellers groan with the weight of such unsaleable “goods™’, he

was ‘not desirous of increasing their unmarketable burthen.’** By the mid-1840s,
having written his culturally ambitious epic poem, Cooper had little retrospective

regard for his shorter Chartist poems. Cooper felt his studious Purgatory of Suicides
was to be his lasting literary testament. His pre-Chartist volume The Wesleyan Chiefs
had appeared in 1833 and comprised poems written during his time as a Methodist
preacher in Gainsborough. The volume was a personal and commercial failure for

Cooper, and he self-deprecatingly recalled his literary naivete in his autobiography.*

The poems in that collection concentrate largely on the conditioning of the soul in

preparation for receiving God’s gift in heaven:

We are but pilgnms of a day,

But tenants of the house of clay,
And wait our mortal doom:

This earth is not our resting place,
To Paradise we set our face,

And soon shall be at home.**

He was not disheartened by the volume’s failure. There had been praise for some of

the poems, notably ‘To Lincoln Cathedral’ from the volume’s proofreader, James

Montgomery. This deepened Cooper’s resolve to one day ‘write a poem that should

not fail.’?>

2! Stephen Roberts. ‘Thomas Cooper in Leicester, 1840-1843," p. 63.

22 Thomas Cooper, ‘Address to the Reader,’ Poetical Works, (second edition) 1886, p. xi. In 1850
Cooper had written: ‘I assure beginners that...I see so much imperfection in what I have published,
that I wish it were possible for me to withdraw it, and write out some of the same subjects anew. No
young poet can act more wisely than to burn, and burn again, instead of furiously hurrying his
imperfect effusions into print.” Thomas Cooper, (ed.) Cooper’s Journal, 1850, p. 131-132.

2 Cooper’s Methodist friend Charles Kelvey encouraged Cooper and advised him on which poem:s to
include in order to help the volume sell; advice that Cooper seems to have followed. ¢ * Place that first,
and call the volume by that name,” he insisted, “and it will sell the book!” Dear Charley! he wished it
to be so; but he was mistaken.” The volume was funded by subscription, and it seems many did not in
fact pay up. See John Saville, (ed.) The Life of Thomas Cooper, p. 95-96.

4 Thomas Cooper, ‘Home in Heaven," The Wesleyan Chiefs and Other Poems, London: 1833, p. 29.

23 Cooper here refers to his later epic Purgatory of Suicides; John Saville, (ed.) The Life of Thomas
Cooper, p. 96. ‘To Lincoln Cathedral’ would later appear in Cooper’s Poetical Works indicating

perhaps the lasting impression that a recognised literary opinion had on Cooper.
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Cooper warned other self-taught poets of the folly of rushing poems into publication
at the behest of others. He had written to his fellow poet William Jones about the
folly of submitting ‘ephemeral rhymes’ to newspapers in 1845. More could be gained,
Cooper thought, for the working classes and the poet by writing more culturally

ambitious works:

You see Harney [then editor of the Northern Star] cannot
estimate your feelings—because he knows nothing of your
sufferings—of the sufferings of thousands of poor Leicester
lads. You will do yourself no good—and but little good to

others—by contnbuting mere ephemeral rhymes to
newspapers. It is a thing I should not stoop to, except as an

additional advertisement for a meeting, or something of that
kind,—and of course, then it would have to be something to

be sung.26

An i1mportant part of being a poet, he subsequently wrote in Cooper’s Journal, was
having the confidence to accurately judge the credibility and worthiness of the verses
that one had written. One could only be a true poet through judicious selection of
pieces for publication, and a true poet could never entertain ‘the want of knowledge
of the mechanism of verse’.’’ In other words, poets had to satisfy their personal
literary aspirations, listen to their own literary influences knowledgeably and
conscientiously, as much as think about their audiences. In Cooper’s Journal, he
further recommended that the ‘attentive rthymer’ should look at the best models of
literary form, such as Alexander Pope.® Such models however, were not universally
accepted. In a review of W.J. Linton’s Bob Thin, or The Poorhouse Fugitive, the

Reasoner noted that the form of Linton’s doggerel poem was ‘a masterly contrast to

[Pope’s] beaten peculiarities.’*’

Cooper hoped that his general criticism of work by self-taught poets would
encourage, rather than deflate their aspirations. ‘These hints...ought not deter young

men of genius from “wooing the muse:” the periodicals of the Working-classes ought

26 Thomas Cooper to William Jones, June 30, 1845, DE2964/20 William Jones Papers, The Record
Office for Leicestershire, Leicester and Rutland.

2! Thomas Cooper, (ed.) Cooper's Journal, p. 132.

2% Thomas Cooper, (ed.) Cooper’s Journal, p. 132,

# The Reasoner, London: J. Watson, vol. I, 1846, p.254.
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to abound with the purifying influences of true poetry.”*° His writings tell not only of
his wish to see more working-class writings in print. They are also important for
understanding his own interpellation as a poet. His advice to other working-class
writers represents his imagined relation to the conditions that elected him as a figure
of literary authority, accepting and embracing the criteria upon which he is hailed.”’
In Cooper’s Journal, he justified his place as one worthy of writing on the subject of
working-class literature through the election narrative. In the following, Cooper

attempts to reconcile his personal calling with his sense of public duty, while seeking

to widen literary appreciation:

A wish to be useful to many who have written to me on these
subjects, as well as love for the Muse herself, and a natural
wish to see her becomingly wooed, while her lovers are being

multiplied—must excuse for saying what I have said.*

Cooper responds not just to ‘the many who have written,” but also to the call of ‘the
Muse herself’. The exercise of his own literary skill and judgement was a homage, an
expression of his ‘love for the Muse herself,” confirming Cooper as servant of the

political and literary causes he wished to serve through being ‘useful to the many’.

The exercise of his intellect legitimised him as an authoritative cultural agent, able to

emphasise the benefits of poetry produced by the working-classes but 1t also

distanced him from the audiences he addressed.

The unresolved tension between his role as personally motivated freethinking
autodidact and that of publicly oriented educator permeates Cooper’s autobiography.
He records how his passion for learning had changed his relation to the culture he
emerged from. Despite recollections of scholarly friends and acquaintances in his
autobiography, being an autodidact set him apart from the community in which he
lived. Cooper recalled that in youth the ‘happiest hours of all I had in my early years

were spent alone, and with books.”>® Cooper attended a dame school, a Methodist

Sunday school and was a ‘Bluecoat scholar’ at Gainsborough’s ‘Free School’ in the

3% Thomas Cooper, (ed.) Cooper’s Journal, p. 132.

*! Judith Butler notes that ‘Interpellation...is not an event, but a certain way of staging the call’,
“Conscience Doth Make Subjects of Us All,” Yale French Studies, no. 88, 1995, p. 6.

*2 Thomas Cooper, (ed.) Cooper’s Journal, p. 132.

33 John Saville, (ed.) The Life of Thomas Cooper, p. 22.
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1810s.”* He was aware of the stigma of ‘being pointed at as an idle good-for-nothing’
and a lack of intellectual opportunities forced him to commence work as a
shoemaker.” Shortly thereafter, he embarked on a serious program of self-education,
but became gravely ill at the age of twenty-two as a result of his harsh, self-inflicted
educational programme. On recovery Cooper became a teacher and attended both

Anglican Church and Chapel.’® Nevertheless he was unable to reconcile his

ambitions, talents, his own capacity for learning to the more practical educational
needs that local Gainsborough parents required. Having energetically embraced the
self-improving notion of an autodidact education, Cooper’s reliance upon his personal
learning experiences for his teaching method proved wholly inappropriate.”’ As
David Vincent notes, autodidacts such as Cooper were ‘true freethinkers’ who stood
apart from bourgeois attempts to condition their educational practices. This meant
that they often came into conflict with the religious schools and establishments from

which they broke in the ‘pursuit of knowledge.”**

Cooper’s intellectual presumptuousness would often undermine his ability to
compromise. As a schoolmaster, his self-discovered educational programme did not
allow him to fully appreciate the need for developing learning methods structured for
uses beyond his own personal requirements. By his own admission, Cooper felt he

lacked qualification as a schoolmaster and ‘had learned no old teachers’ tricks.’”

Insulted by the reaction of the people of Gainsborough to his teaching methods,

Cooper resigned, fell into a depression, but recovered and returned to Methodist

preaching.*’ He still bore the hurt years later in his autobiography.”!

In his new role as a Methodist preacher Cooper began to appreciate the personal and

public benefits of thoroughly preparing his sermons:

34 John Saville, (ed.) The Life of Thomas Cooper, pp. 5;7;13.
3 John Saville, (ed.) The Life of Thomas Cooper, p. 41.

36 John Saville, (ed.) The Life of Thomas Cooper, p. 73.
37 See John Saville, (ed.) The Life of Thomas Cooper, chapters VI & VII
*% David Vincent,. Bread Knowledge and Freedom A Study of Nineteenth-Century Working Class

Autobiography, London: Methuen, 1981, p. 177.
*? John Saville,. (ed.) The Life of Thomas Cooper, p. 75.

40 Stephen Roberts, ‘Thomas Cooper in Leicester, 1840-1843,’ p. 63.
41 «Such were the kind of thanks I had from the poor, when I tried to benefit their children, without any

cost to themselves!’ John Saville, (ed.) The Life of Thomas Cooper, p. 76.
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I began to reason thus with myself “...Am I showing respect to
Christ, and to Divine Truth, by treating religion as if it were not
deserving of serious thought; and as if any raw talker could deal
with it worthily?”...I set about the preparation of written sermons;
and got the greater part of each sermon well fixed in my mind
before I ventured to deliver it. The result was more cheering and
pleasing than I can easily tell...] threw my whole heart and soul
into my preaching; and the effects were often of a memorable
kind...Nor could I continue to take a part in such work without
endeavouring to make it serve my own intellectual culture. The
art of writing out sermons was a noble induction to the art of
expressing one’s thought. I strove to make my sermons worth
listening to. I had become master of a vocabulary of no mean

order, by committing Milton and Shakespeare to memory and
repeating them so often; and my reading of the old English

divines enabled me to acquit myself in the ?ulpit with more than
the ordinary ability of a Methodist preacher.*

The accomplishments produced by the exercise of his duties as a servant of God are
attributed to the exercise of his intellectual faculties. They also disdainfully separate
him from less well-equiped ‘raw talkers.” His learning, so Cooper felt, made his
sermons all the more authoritative and engaging. This only made him more devoted
to the strategy. In other words his ability to use his learning, to ‘serve’ his ‘own
intellectual culture’ and his experience of the effects that his service to learning had

upon his audience, confirmed Cooper’s election as God’s servant. This narrative was

to influence his literary writing. The act of writing poetry was a response to the call of
the literary influences and political duties that hailed Cooper as a Chartist hymn

writer. As previously discussed, his sense of election had a profound effect upon his
understanding of his role as chief critic in Cooper’s Journal, where he responded

publicly to ‘the many who have written,” but also more personally to the call of ‘the

Muse herself’.’

A Methodist superintendent expelled Cooper from the Methodist ministry in the late

1830s.** Cooper’s subsequent search for a career that fitted his talents can be seen as

a search for the role divinely allotted to him. Cooper later admitted that though his

departure from the Methodist Society was ‘enforced’ upon him, his sense of

42 John Saville, (ed.) The Life of Thomas Cooper, pp. 89-91.

*> Cooper’s Journal, 1850, p. 132.

“ Roberts observes that ‘energetic and utterly sincere in his religious opinions, Cooper had come to
believe that the Superintendent was neglecting his duties and attempted to fill the role himself.’
Stephen Roberts, ‘Thomas Cooper in Leicester, 1840-1843,’ p. 63.
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indignation did not help. Retrospectively he felt ‘chargeable with a wrong spirit’. His
bouts of anger at his ‘ill-treatment’ tell of a most painful and reluctant separation
from Methodism that by his own admission was ‘the source of bitterest agony’ to his
wife for years to come, and instilled in him a more rebellious and secularist
perspective.* Cooper tried a variety of vocations. He first took a teaching post in

Lincoln and taught at the Mechanics Institute championing its choral society, even to

the point of leaving off his personal studies. He got himself dismissed from the

society for his ‘high-handed ways’.*°

Cooper next turned to journalism and made tentative connections with the then liberal
Lincoln politician Sir Edward Bulwer Lytton. His role as journalist for the Stamford
Mercury led him into new circles where he was first acquainted with serious political
discussion.®” He rashly resigned from the Stamford Mercury after a quarrel with the
proprietor about the running of the paper and left for London to pursue a writing
career. Here Cooper was forced to sell his books to survive, but found work on the
Kentish Mercury, Gravesend Journal and Greenwich Gazette. Again he disagreed
with the owner, resigned, and luckily was offered work on the Leicester Mercury. In
1840 Cooper left London, disappointed at his failure to succeed as a writer. Stephen
Roberts observes that Cooper’s articles in the Leicester Mercury demonstrate a
maturing radical character, conveying his developing political liberalism. Earlier, as
editor of the Kentish Mercury he had already begun to develop his radicalism in
editorials that called for an extension of the franchise, ballots, the re-organisation of
parliamentary constituencies, abolition of capital punishment, as well as educational

reform influenced by the Nonconformist British and Foreign Schools society.*®

Throughout Cooper’s erratic, journalistic, political and religious career, apparently
irreconcilable differences often came between him and the causes he sought to serve.

Cooper seemed unable to compromise his principles; an ability that would certainly

43 John Saville, (ed.) The Life of Thomas Cooper, p. 101.

46 “My heart and brain were soon on flame with the worship of Handel’s grandeur, and with the love of
his sweetness and tenderness...What mad enthusiasm I felt for music!’ John Saville, (ed.) The Life of
Thomas Cooper, pp. 107-110.

47 « Attendance at political meetings, public dinners, and concerts of music, involved the consumption
of wine, and late hours. I became a social man...The religious seriousness was gone. Yet my new
friends were all of the intellectual cast.’ John Saville, (ed.) The Life of Thomas Cooper, 1971, p.116
Roberts, Stephen. Thomas Cooper: Radical and Poet c. 1830-1860, M.Litt. University of
Birmingham, 1986, p. 62-67.
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have served better those causes had he been able to make concessions. In his
autobiography, he represents himself as a man continually thrust upon new projects
through which he finally might divine the fit and proper use for his talents. As such,
his autobiography represents his desire to find the best appointment that Cooper felt
himself elected to seek out. In so doing, he was continually renewing his covenant
with the spiritual and intellectual causes that he felt called to him. Indeed as John

Wesley had noted, ‘...good Servants, when they have chosen their Master, will let

their Master chuse their work, and will not dispute his will>.*” Cooper’s restlessness

was partly a search for his proper calling, each falling off confirming his conviction
that he had not yet found his vocation. His impatience might indicate nothing more
than an inability to effectively work with other people. His unwillingness to
compromise may also be seen in part as a misguided defence of intellectual freedom.
He could not bring himself to betray his growing intellectual status and was desperate

to avoid a position of cultural ineffectiveness.

When working for the Leicestershire Mercury in 1841 Cooper reported for the paper
on a Leicester Chartist meeting. The experience converted him to Chartism. His sense
of intellectual responsibility prompted him to criticise the treatment meted out to the
most vulnerable in society.’® He was already familiar with the arguments Chartists

espoused: ‘The political doctrines advocated were not new to me. I had imbibed a

belief in the justice of Universal Suffrage when a boy from the papers lent me by the
Radical brush makers.””' Cooper’s immediate experience of the depressed conditions
of the stocking weavers contrasted sharply with the intellectual culture he had
previously enjoyed in Lincoln. His latent political radicalism hardened, seemingly
instantaneously, into a socially grounded radicalism.>* Cooper’s employment at the

Leicestershire Mercury was ended by his growing association with the Chartist

¥> Wesley, John. ‘Directions for Renewing Our Covenant with God,’ Appendix II, in David Tripp, The
Renewal of the Covenant in the Methodist Tradition, London: Epwell Press, 1969, p. 182.

*0 Edward Said observes that ‘the major choice faced by the intellectual is whether to be allied with the
stability of the victors and rulers, or—the more difficult path—to consider that stability as a state of
emergency threatening the less fortunate with the danger of complete extinction, and to take into
account the experience of subordination itself’. Edward Said, Representations of the Intellectual,
London: Vintage, 1994, p. 26. Emest Jones would later outline a similar dilemma in his poem ‘The
Better Hope.’ See Chapter 4.

*! John Saville, (ed.) The Life of Thomas Cooper, pp. 135-6.

52 ¢The shock produced one of the overnight conversions to which he was prone: he immediately
became a Chartist.” Philip Collins, Thomas Cooper, the Chartist: Byron and the ‘Poets of the Poor’,

Nottingham: University of Nottingham, 1970, p.11.
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publication the Midland Counties Illuminator. He wrote against the universal liberal
principles of the Mercury, by directly apportioning blame to the employing classes
for the sufferings of the Leicester stockingers. Cooper became editor and writer for
the llluminator, developing a role in the local leadership of Leicester Chartism. The
paper ceased in May 1841.” His desire for prominence in Leicester Chartism led to a

quarrel with the moderate Chartist leader John Markham. Eventually the more

passionate Cooper gained ascendancy over Leicester Chartism where his career as
Chartist poet began in the early 1840s and his national profile as a Chartist leader
began to emerge.”* As Stephen Roberts notes, his ‘radical sermons and the hymns of
William Jones and John Henry Bramwich gave Leicester Chartism strong religious
overtones, one of its most distinctive features.’>> But these religious overtones also
spilled over into the nationally read Northern Star. Cooper was one of several

speakers who addressed the assembly gathered at the laying of the foundation stone

of Henry Hunt’s monument in Manchester in 1842. Cooper’s speech appealed to his
audiences using well-known religious 1mages to rationalise Chartist goals. The

Northern Star reported on the occasion of Hunt’s memorial:

Mr Cooper said they (the people) could see Chartism on a
fine scale; they might expect a glorious harvest and in
gathering to their ranks during the ensuing

summer—{cheers)}—all coming for the support of the
Charter,>

The report in the Northern Star makes Cooper speak with the surety of one that has
already witnessed the future events that he foretells. He envisages a greater coming
glory through the sheer weight of numbers that will turn to Chartism, or ‘ripen’ as
subjects elected into God’s faithful remnant. The Holy Bible makes great use of the
harvest as an image of the election of God’s chosen people. For example, in the
parable of the separation of the ripe wheat from the tares, Chnist asks ‘Let both grow
together until the harvest: and in the time of harvest I will say to the reapers, Gather

ye together first the tares, and bind them in bundles to burn them: but gather the
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