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THE

O F

THOMAS CHATTERTON.,

THE anceftry of men of genius is fel-
dom of much importance to the public or
their biographers ; the commonwealth of
literature is almoft a perfe& democracy,
in which the rife or promotion of in-
dividuals is generally the confequence
of their refpective merits. The family
of Chatterton, however, though in ne
refpeét illuftrious, is more nearly con-
neGted with fome of the circumftances
of his literary hiftory than that of moft
other votaries of the Mufes.—It appears
that the office of fexton of St. Mary

B Redcliffe
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2 LIFE OF

Redcliffe, in Briftol, had continued in
different branches of this family for more
than one hundred and fifty years; and
that John Chattcrton, the laft of the
name who enjoyed that office, was elected
in March 1723, and continued fexton till
his death, which happened in the year
1748 *. Thomas Chatterton, the nephew
of the preceding, and father to the extra-
otdinary perfon who is the {ubject of thefe
memoirs, had, we are informed, been in the
early part of life in the ftation of a writing
uther to a claflical fchooi+, was after-
wards engaged as a finging man of the
Cathedral of Briftol, and latterly was maf-
ter of the free {chool in Pyle-ftreet in the
fame city . He died in Auguft 1752{,

leaving

* Dr. Milles’s Preliminary Differtation to Rowley’s
Poems, page 6.

+ Ibid.

1 Ib. Mr. Bryant’s Obf. p. 514,

|| bid.
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CHATTERTON. 3

leaving his wife then pregnant of a fon, who
was born on the 20th of November, and
baptized the 1t of January following, by
the name of THomas, at St. Mary Red~
cliffe, by the Rev. Mr. Gibbs, vicar of
that church.

The life of Chatterton, though fhort,
was eventful ; it commenced as it end-
ed, in indigence and misfortune. By
the premature lofs of his father he was
deprived of that careful attention which
would probably have conducted his early
years through all the difficulties that
circumftances or difpofition might op-
pofe to the attainment of knowledge ;
and by the unpromifing afpe& of his in-
fant faculties he was excluded a feminary,
which might have afforded advantages fu-
perior to thofe he afterwards enjoyed. His
father had been fucceeded in the f{chool
at Pyle-ftreet by a Mr. Love, and to his
care Chatterton was committed at the age

B2 of
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4 LIFE OF

of five years ; but either his faculties were
not yet opened, or the waywardnefs of
genius, which will purfue only fuch ob-
je&s as are felf-approved, incapacitated
him from receiving inftruion in the or-
dinary methods; and he was remanded
fo his mother as a dull boy, and incapable
of improvement *. Nothing is more fal-
lacious than the judgments which arz
formed during infancy of the future abili~
ties of youth. Mrs. Chatterton was ren-
dered extremely unhappy by the apparently
tardy underftanding of her fon, till e fe/l
in love, as the expreflfed herfelf, with the
illuminated capitals of an cld mufical ma-
nufcript, in French, which enabled her,
by taking advantage of the momentary
paflion, to 1nitiate him in the alphabet 4.
She taught him afterwards to read from an
old black-lettered Teftament, or Bible }.

Perhaps

# Bryant’s Obfervations, p. 519«
4+ Ib. Milles’s Prelim. Difl p. 5.
$ Milles’s Prelim, DifL. p. 5.
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CHATTERTON. 5

Perhaps the bent of moft men’s ftudies
may, in fome meafure, be determined by
accident, and frequently in very early life;
nor is it unreafonable to fuppofe that his
peculiar attachment to antiquities may, in
a confiderable degree, have refulted from
this little circumftance.

We are not informed by what means or
by what recommendation he gained ad-
miffion into Colfton’s charity-fchool ; but
doubtlefs, in the fituation of his mother
at the time, it muft have been 2 moft de-
firable event; however unfuitable fuch a
courfe of difcipline might be to the im-
provement of Chatterton’s peculiar talents.
Moft of thofe prodigies of genius, who
had hitherto aftonithed mankind, by the
early difplay of abilities and learning, had
been aided by the advantage of able in-
ftructors, or had at leaft been left at liberty
to purfue the impulfe of their fuperior
underftandings ; it was the lot of Chatter-

B3 ton
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6 LIFE OF

ton to be confined to the¢ mechanical
drudgery of a charity-fchool ; and the little
ordinary portions of leifure, with which
boys in his fituation are indulged, was the
only time allowed him to lay the founda-
tion of that extenfive and abftrufe erudition
which decorated even his early years.
This feminary, founded by Edward Col-
fton, Efq. is fituate at St. Auguftine’s
Back in Briftol, and is much upon the
fame plan with Chrift’s Hofpital in Lon-
don, (the only plan perhaps on which a
charity-fchool can be generally ufeful,)
the boys being bdoarded in the houfe,
clothed, and taught reading, writing, and
arithmetic. Chatterton, at this period,
wanted a few months of eight years of age,
being admitted on the 3d of Auguft 1760 *.

The

* On the authority of a lettex figned G. B. dated Briftol,
Auguft 30, 1778, printed in the St. James’s Chronicle. ln
Dr. Milles’s Prelim. Difl. it is 1761 ; but this muft be a
mifprint, as all agree that he was between feven and eight
years old when admitted.
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CHATTERTON, 7

The rules of this inftitution are ftrick.
The {chool hours in fummer are from
feven o’clock till twelve in the morning,
and from one till five in the afternoon ; and
in winter, from eight to twelve, and from
one to four. The boys are obliged to be
in bed every night in the year at eight
o’clock, and are never permitted to be ab-
fent from f{chool, except on Saturdays and
Saints days, and then only from between
one and two in the afternoon till between
feven and eight in the evening. The de-
tail of thefe apparently trivial particulars
may at prefent favour of a culpable minute-
nefs ; but their importance will be ex-
perienced before I have concluded.

The firft years of his refidence at this
feminary paffed witbout notice, and per-
haps without effort. His fifter, indeed,
in her letter to Mr. Croft, remarks, that
he very early difcovered a thirft for pre-
eminence, and that even before he was

B 4 five
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8 LIFE OF

five years old he was accuftomed to prefide
over his play-mates *. There is a curious
letter from Mr. Thiftlethwaite of Briftol,
publifbed by Dr. Milles in his edition of
Rowley’s Poems, which contains many
interefting particulars concerning Chatter-
ton. In the fummer of 1763, Mr. Thiftle-
thwaite, who was then very young, con-
traCted an intimacy with one Thomas
Philips -}, an ufher or affiftant-mafter at
Colfton’s fchool. Though the education
of Philips had not been the moft liberal,

he

* Love and Madnefs, p. 161. 'There is an anecdote of
Chatterton (it is given, however, only on a vague and in-
diftin& report) partly to the fame purpofe. When very
young, a manufaturer promifed to make Mrs. Chatterton’s
children a prefent of {fome earthen-ware ; on afking the boy
what -device he weuld have painted on his—¢¢ Paint me
{faid he) an angel, with wings, and a cumpet, to trumpet
my name over the world.”

+ In all probab:lity the perfon on whofe death Chatterton
compofed an Elegy. Iwifh we were poflefled ot more per-
fe&t memoirs of Philips. His tafte fo poetry excited a fimi-
lar flame in feveral young men, whe made no mean figure
in the periodical publications of that day, in Chatterton,
‘Thiftleshwaite, Cary, Fowler, and others.
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CHATTERTON. 9

he yet poffefled a tafte for hiftory and
poetry ; and by his attempts in verfe, ex-
cited a degree of literary emulation among
the elder boys. It is very remarkable, that
Chatterton is faid to have appeared alto-
gether as an idle {peator of thefe poetical
contefts ; he fimply contented himfeif with
the [ports and paftimes which appeared
more immediately adapted to his age; he
apparently poflefled neither inclination nor
ability for literary purfuits, nor does Mr.
Thiftlethwaite believe that he attempted a
fingle couplet during the firft three years
of his acquaintance with him* Whatever
grounds Mr. Thiftlethwaite might have
for this opinion, it, however, only ferves
to furnifh an additional proof of the de-
ceitfulnefs of thofe conjeGtures which are
formed concerning the abilities of youth.
The pert and forward boy, of adtive, but

fuperficial

* Milles’s Rowley, p. 454
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fuperficial talents, generally bears away
the palm from the modefty and penfivenefs
of genius. Such a difpofition, which is
in reality the refult of infenfibility, too
frequently meets with encouragement,
which produces indolence, impudence,
and diffipation ; while the lefs fhewy, but
more excellent underftandings, are depref-
ed by negle&, or difheartened by difcou-
ragement. Chatterton, doubtlefs, at that
very period, was poflefled of a vigour of
underftanding, of a quicknefs of penetra-
tion, a boldnefs of imagination, far fupe-
rior to the talents of his companions.
But that penetration itfelf led him, per-
haps, to feel more ftrongly his own de-
ficiences ; thofe delicate, yet vivid feel-
ings which ufually accompany real abili-
ties, induced him to decline a conteft, in
which there was a danger of experiencing
the mortification of being inferior. If he
produced any compofitions, his exquifite

tafte

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781108063357
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

	http://www: 
	cambridge: 
	org: 


	9781108063357: 


