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L. Gee, M. Crosby (eds.), William Hayley, Palgrave Studies in Life 
Writing, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-68305-3_1

Introduction: ‘Another Honest Chronicler’

Mark Crosby and Lisa Gee

William Hayley was a poet, biographer, man of letters, and cultivator of 
influential literary and artistic networks during the final decades of the 
eighteenth century. Considered one of the brightest stars in the poetical 
firmament, Hayley is now chiefly remembered for his patronage of William 
Blake, and his friendships with George Romney and William Cowper. As a 
poet, Hayley’s importance during his own lifetime has been overshadowed 
by various disparaging remarks about his poetry: his literary star began to 
wane after the publication of The Triumphs of Music in 1804, which the 
Poetical Register described as a “most feeble production.”1 In English 
Bards and Scottish Reviewers, Byron echoes the Political Register in his 

1 Poetical Register, (London 1804) 483.
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assessment of Hayley’s poetry as “For ever feeble and for ever tame.”2 As 
poetic fashions shifted at the turn of the nineteenth century, public taste 
for poetry like Hayley’s diminished and his reputation suffered. In his 
1824 review of Hayley’s posthumous Memoirs, Southey characterizes his 
poetry as displaying a “constitutional feebleness”: he had written to Byron 
on 4 August 1802 arguing that “Everything about that man is good 
except his poetry”.3 In 1830, George Romney’s son John attacked 
Hayley’s character rather than his poetry, accusing him of deceit, selfish-
ness, and flattery, further claiming that “there was a wrong-headedness in 
the general conduct of Mr Hayley”.4 An 1837 review of The Triumphs of 
Temper (1781) conflates these strands of criticism to describe the poem as 
“dull, tedious and prosaic”, adding that, “the mind of Hayley was not of 
a high order; and it is therefore scarcely to be wondered at that he became 
a spoiled and pampered man—spoiled by the world, which so vastly over-
rated his powers”.5 As Jason Whittaker and Annise Rogers explore in 
Chap. 2, Hayley’s reputation has also suffered at the hands of Blake’s 
biographers and critics. Armed with Blake’s correspondence from 1802 
onwards, which charts his increasing dissatisfaction with the reproductive 
engraving work for Hayley, and a series of satiric epigrams directed at 
Hayley that Blake composed c. 1809, Blake scholars and biographers typi-
cally cast Hayley as a creatively benumbing patron and an unimaginative 
and tedious man. Unfortunately, many Blake biographers and scholars 

2 Byron’s description of Hayley’s poetry comes in the following stanza:

In many marble-cover’d volumes view
HAYLEY, in vain attempting something new.
Whether he spin his comedies in rhyme,
Or scrawl, as WOOD and BARLAY walk, ‘gainst time,
His style in youth or age is still the same;
For ever feeble and for ever tame.
Triumphant first see “Temper’s Triumphs” shine!”
At last I’m sure they triumph’d over mind.
Of “Music’s Triumphs” all who read may swear
That luckless Music never triumph’d there.

See Lord Byron, English Bards and Scotch Reviewers; A Satire, 2nd edn. (London, James 
Cawthorn, 1809) ll. 303–312.

3 Southey, Robert. 1856. The Life and Correspondence of Robert Southey, ed. Wood Warter, 
John 4 vols. London: Longman. 1:156.

4 Romney, John. 1830. George Romney. London: Baldwin and Cradock 139.
5 The Book of Gems, the Poets and Artists of Great Britain, ed. S.C. Hall (London 1837), 246.

  M. CROSBY AND L. GEE
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ignore or disregard Hayley’s own view of Blake, including a published 
description that positions Blake in a manner comparable with Hayley’s 
view of his friend George Romney rather than associating Blake with what 
was considered the less prestigious, more mechanical (and therefore less 
creative) trade of engraving: “My friend, Mr. Blake, the Artist […] a per-
son of varied talents, and of a creative imagination”.6 As Nicolas Shrimpton 
persuasively shows in Chap. 14 of this volume, revisiting Hayley’s relation-
ship with Blake with nuance and care yields insights into their relationship 
and its productive effect on Blake.

Most of Hayley’s contemporaries considered him the poetical successor 
to Alexander Pope and his published work, which comprises plays, poems, 
a novel, didactic prose and biographies, appealed to educated and fashion-
able tastes. Indeed, Hayley was so popular during the final decades of the 
eighteenth century that in the Quarterly Review Southey concedes that 
despite his own view “[Hayley] was the most fashionable of living poets 
[who] would, in no inconsiderable degree, excite the attention of what is 
called the reading public”.7

The reasons behind the comparative lack of critical engagement with 
Hayley’s contributions to the art of life-writing are, perhaps, more com-
plex. As a biographer, Hayley’s career began with a controversial life of 
John Milton in the mid-1790s, before focusing on members of his own 
circle—achieving his greatest critical and commercial success with The Life 
and Letters of William Cowper, Esq. (1803–4)—and concluding with an 
account of his own life, and that of his son, Thomas Alphonso Hayley. 
Hayley’s biographies of Milton and Cowper are particularly notable for 
how he—forced by others to omit key details from these works—sought 
other means to communicate these omissions to interested readers (see 
Chaps. 5 and 10).

It’s clear from the final paragraph Hayley contributed to his Memoirs 
(added to and edited posthumously by his friend, William Cowper’s cousin 
and carer the Reverend John Johnson), and from the quantity and content 
of his extant correspondence, that Hayley both hoped and anticipated that 
his life would be edited and—and subsequently—written to reveal much 
that he couldn’t make public in his lifetime. The paragraph, (written, as 
the Memoirs are throughout, in the third person), reads:

6 Hayley, William 1802. Preface to Designs to A Series of Ballads. Chichester: J. Seagrave i.
7 Southey, Robert. 1824. Quarterly Review (July) 31:263.
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He resigns the pen, therefore, in a pleasing persuasion, that the person who 
devoted so much of his time and labour to render all the justice in his power 
to the talents and the virtues of several among the most deserving of his 
contemporaries, will, in due time, find another honest chronicler who may 
be more highly qualified to estimate the extent of all his merits, and of all his 
defects; and to form, from a judicious contemplation of them, useful liter-
ary, and moral lessons for the amusement and the instruction of such readers 
as peculiarly delight in the history of authors; a branch of literature perhaps 
inferior to none in its attractions, and also in its utility!8

We can surmise, then, that Hayley’s approach to biography follows 
James Boswell’s precept that the biographer must not write a “panegyrick, 
which must be all praise, but his Life”.9 As Boswell notes, such a life “must 
not be supposed to be entirely perfect”.10 Hayley was also informed more 
directly by William Mason’s Poems and Letters of Thomas Gray: With 
Memoirs of His Life and Writings (1775) in using the subject’s own writ-
ings. While Hayley is often concerned with recuperating and memorializ-
ing his subjects (himself included), like Boswell and Mason he considers 
that the duty of the biographer is to present unvarnished accounts: 
although, as Lisa Gee shows in Chap. 9, there were limits to what should 
be presented, and these limits were gendered. In his biography of Milton, 
Hayley sought to recuperate the poet, yet refused to shy away from 
Milton’s private life and, as Mark Crosby shows in Chap. 10, his republi-
canism, even though he was writing during the politically charged period 
of the early 1790s. At the same time that he was working on the Life of 
Milton (1794–6), Hayley assisted John Baker Holroyd, Lord Sheffield in 
preparing Edward Gibbon’s papers and manuscript autobiography for pub-
lication. These experiences in life-writing clearly informed his next pub-
lished work of life-writing: with The Life and Letters of William Cowper, Esq., 
Hayley interpolates personal correspondence, aiming to offer direct access 
to his subject’s internal life, his debilitating spiritual struggles, alluding as 
directly as possible to his friend’s mental health issues. As Hayley states, the 
inclusion of such material enables Cowper to “display [himself] as far as 
possible, in his own interesting language”.11 Yet, while allowing Cowper to 

8 Memoirs, 2:76.
9 Boswell, James. 1934–64. The Life of Samuel Johnson, LL.D., ed. Hill, G. B., rev. L. F. Powell. 

6 vols. Oxford: Clarendon Press 1:30.
10 Ibid.
11 Cowper (1812), 1:ix.
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reveal his character and “speak for himself”, the editing and publication of 
the letters and manuscript poems was also informed by Lady Harriet 
Hesketh’s determination that her cousin’s mental illness be downplayed.

Hayley’s inclusion of Cowper’s letters also speaks to the circulation of 
letters in the eighteenth century. As Clare Brant writes: “Correspondence 
helped construct the reputation of men of letters”, and, “[p]eople became 
letter-literate in new ways”. “Reviewing people’s lives through their letters 
was a properly melancholic engagement with personal ‘remains’. … 
[L]etters became no longer just ‘words’ but a form of the men 
themselves”.12 Hayley tells us in a letter printed in his Memoirs that “I 
esteem letters most sacred things”.13 Thus, publishing Cowper’s corre-
spondence in this context was both about memorialising and effective, 
immersive storytelling. After all, letters were central to the development of 
the novel, with one estimate suggesting that between 1741 and 1800 “a 
total of almost one-fifth of the entire fictional output” (including Hayley’s 
sole published novel14) was epistolary.15 The Mason-ic life-and-letters 
approach was, of course, most effective when the letters were written by 
people who—like Cowper—wrote beautifully. Hayley had a much trickier 
task when he came to write his life of Romney, whose correspondence 
tended to the perfunctory.

Born in Chichester in 1745, like his friend Gibbon, and frenemy George 
Steevens,16 Hayley attended Dr. Woddeson’s school at Kingston upon 
Thames (now Kingston Grammar School). After he contracted a fever 
there and nearly died, he was privately educated before attending Eton. 
He started at Trinity Hall, Cambridge, in 1763, leaving three years later—
like many gentlemen—without a degree, and attempted to establish him-
self as a playwright in London. Despite initial encouragement from David 
Garrick, none of his work made it to the stage. Hayley’s first play The 
Afflicted Father (1770), which was conceived as a cautionary tale against 
suicide was followed by a translation of Pierre Corneille’s Rodogune, 

12 C.  Brant, Eighteenth-Century Letters and British Culture (Basingstoke, Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2006) 48, 2, 58.

13 Memoirs, 1:224. The context is him sharing a letter from Gibbon, and permitting Eliza 
to show it to her host, William Melmoth, but no-one else.

14 Hayley, The Young Widow; or, the History of Cornelia Sedley, in a series of letters (London: 
G.G.J. and J. Robinson, 1789). See Chap. 7 in this volume for more on this novel.

15 Godfrey Frank Singer, The Epistolary Novel: Its Origin, Development, Decline, and 
Residuary Influence (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1933) 99–100.

16 See Memoirs 1:296–297.
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re-titled The Syrian Queen. Neither were performed, so Hayley turned his 
attention to poetry.

After his first (secretly contracted) engagement ended dramatically, 
Hayley married Eliza Ball, and, in 1774, the couple, together with Hayley’s 
mother, returned to Sussex, settling at his family’s small estate of Eartham, 
about nine miles from Chichester.17 Despite adopting the moniker 
“Hermit” and writing in an elegy of how “Ne’er will he wish thy tranquil 
shades to leave, / And fly ignobly to the shrines of power”,18 Hayley was 
a frequent visitor to London, usually staying with friends—most often 
Romney or the surgeon William Long—and, in 1787 “provided himself 
with a cheap, pleasant, and useful residence in town, for literary purposes”.19 
Hayley’s “literary purposes” typically involved the business of bringing 
works to the press. Most of Hayley’s writing was done in the rural retire-
ment, in Sussex, first at his Eartham estate then later at his Marine Turret 
in Felpham.

Anthony Ashley Cowper, the third earl of Shaftesbury, offered a formu-
lation of retirement—as a necessary restorative prelude to social and politi-
cal re-engagement in the polis—that informed the popular perception of 
retirement during Hayley’s day. Such a view is described in a letter to the 
London Chronicle, in which the anonymous author claimed to: “have 
exchanged […] active life for rural solitude and proposed to keep up no 
other than literary intercourse with the world”.20 Hayley’s approach to 
rural life appears to adapt Shaftesburian retirement by incorporating the 
communal notion of retirement articulated in the pastoral poetry of James 
Thomson and William Shenstone. Yet, unlike these poets, Hayley also saw 
that retirement was not subjective; it was not confined to expounding the 
pleasures rural retreat and the perils of the metropolis. Anticipating 
William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Hayley saw retire-
ment, and the works produced in retirement, in terms of the formation 
and interaction of a close circle of like-minded individuals. Many of the 
first poems Hayley composed at Eartham were directed at people he either 
knew or wanted to know. An Essay on Painting (1778), for example, was 
dedicated to the painter George Romney, and while providing an 

17 See Gee’s discussion of Hayley’s engagements and marriages in Chap. 9 of this volume.
18 Ibid., 1:129.
19 Ibid., 1:355.
20 Quoted in Marcia Pointon, “Gainsborough and the Landscape of Retirement” Art 

History 2:4 (December 1979) 452.
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historical survey of European painting, the poem champions Romney as 
the pre-eminent artist in Britain. In An Essay on Epic Poetry (1784), dedi-
cated to Mason, Hayley deploys the metaphor of rural toil to describe the 
process of literary composition. The poetic muse is transformed into a 
swain, whose “labor” is inspired by his surroundings, which “provide the 
Golden Harvest of the mind”.21 Retirement also encouraged the imagina-
tive potential, and offered the perspective from which to engage with, and 
attempt to improve, polite society. Hayley’s first—and most successful— 
publication directed at polite society was The Triumphs of Temper. This 
poem announced his arrival to the wider public as poet and 
commentator.

In the preface to the first edition of Triumphs, Hayley situates his voca-
tion and his poem in the Shaftesburian tradition of poetry: “It seems to be 
a kind of duty incumbent on those, who devote themselves to poetry, to 
render a powerful, and too often a perverted, art as beneficial to life, and 
manners, as the limits of composition, and the character of modern times, 
will allow”.22 Aimed at instructing young women, Triumphs is a mock epic 
that invokes Homer, Dante, Spenser, Shakespeare, Milton, and Pope to 
set out a model for the regulation of female sensibility. Comprising six 
cantos that alternate between drawing-room melodrama and the allegori-
cal realms of spleen, sensibility and wisdom, the narrative follows Hayley’s 
heroine Serena as she negotiates the transition from adolescence to adult-
hood. Hayley explains that to achieve his objectives, he felt it “absolutely 
necessary to introduce both the agency and abode of SPLEEN”, acknowl-
edging the challenges of following Pope in doing so.23 It’s spleen—mani-
festing as:

The sullen passion, and the hasty pet;
The swelling-lip, the tear-distended eye,
The peevish question, the perverse reply;
The moody humour, that, like rains and fire,
Blends cold disgust with unsubdu’d desire,24

—that regularly jeopardises this transition. While, as the poem demon-
strates, it’s not only young women who fall victim to this particularly 

21 Hayley, Works II: 68.
22 Hayley, Triumphs, 3rd End v.
23 Hayley, Triumphs, 3rd Edn vi.
24 Ibid., 13.
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grumpy form of low mood—Serena’s father and her spinster aunt Penelope 
are also afflicted—Hayley’s central conceit is that by experiencing—and 
triumphing over—‘Mental strife’ via her struggles with spleen, Serena is 
transformed from a naive girl-child into adult, ‘accomplished wife’ mate-
rial. Deploying satire in his descriptions of the quotidian instigators of 
spleen, Hayley highlights the inconsistency of Whig policies, the supercil-
iousness of the aristocracy, and the regulation of female sexuality by older 
women. In the Preface, Hayley defends his use of satire as an instructional 
device, arguing that like Alessandro Tassoni before him he had created a 
new species of poetry by adapting Augustan satire for a contemporary 
audience:

I imagined it might be possible to give a new character to this mixed species 
of poetry, and to render it by its object, though not in its execution, more 
noble than the most beautiful and refined satire can be. We have seen it car-
ried to inimitable perfection, in the most delicate raillery on female foibles: - 
it remained to be tried, if it might not also aspire to delineate the more 
engaging features of female excellence.25

Hayley believed that his version of the mock-heroic was sufficiently capa-
cious to accommodate satire and epic, the  serious and the comic, the 
visionary and the real, to achieve the same purpose: instructing young 
women to exercise their temper to regulate the socially damaging effects 
of spleen.

Triumphs was a critical and commercial success with 18 editions pub-
lished in Britain during Hayley’s lifetime. The poem was frequently 
anthologized with many reviewers lauding the book. The Gentleman’s 
Magazine compared Hayley to Pope, declaring:

In heroic-comic poetry Pope has hitherto been unrivalled and of all his pro-
ductions his ‘Rape of the Lock’ displays the greatest and most original beau-
ties. Happily for the present age, we now can boast another, and as to its 
moral tendency [it] is much superior.26

When Hayley died in 1820, Amelia Opie composed his epitaph, celebrat-
ing his status as most popular poet of the period: ‘Fashion smiled upon 
Serena’s Bard.’ Buoyed by both the commercial success of Triumphs and 

25 Hayley, Triumphs 1st edn. viii–ix.
26 Gentleman’s Magazine (1781) 51:228.
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the critical successes of his 1778 Poetical Epistle to an Eminent Painter and 
1780 Essay on History, Hayley composed An Essay on Epic Poetry, which 
sets out his ideas for improving British poetry, and by implication, society. 
Hayley conceptualizes this improvement by presenting a peripatetic muse 
that leaps through history, between poets and nations. Inspired by his own 
difficulties composing an epic about the Magna Carta, Hayley claims that 
the epic form has virtually ceased to exist. This was due, in part, to the rise 
of the novel, but for Hayley it was the critical perception of the epic form 
that had caused most damage. Hayley argues that an over-reliance on a 
system of rules inherited from classical poets, and codified by subsequent 
poets and critics, inhibits the imaginative freedom necessary for the com-
position of epic poetry. Following Dryden and Pope, Hayley claims that 
the chief culprits of the systematization of epic poetry were literary critics 
such as Samuel Johnson and Joseph Warton, who had subjected the epic 
to a strict nexus of rules.27 In his notes to the Epic Poetry, Hayley states:

A critic [Bishop Warburton], who lately rose to great eminence in our own 
country, has endeavoured by a more singular method to damp the ardour of 
inventive Genius, and to annihilate the hopes of all who would aspire to the 
praise of originality in the higher species of poetical composition.28

Hayley’s own criticism is written in heroic couplets, which may be an 
ironic attack on what he saw as the systematization of poetry prevalent in 
the eighteenth century.29 The aim of the poem is to revive the epic form 
by encouraging future poets to cast off the neoclassical rules that have 
been imposed on epic poetry and embrace imaginative freedom in order 
to compose a new epic. Hayley does, however, impose some of his own 
rules on this new epic, which should be composed by a British poet and 
concern a specifically British subject:

27 Hayley’s dislike of critics prompted him to begin composing a five-act play in 1800 sati-
rizing critics, see Osborn MSS, file. 6923. In a letter to the printer John Nichols of 17 April 
1810, Hayley also complains about “so many anonymous Malignants [who] assume the 
Mask of periodical criticism to indulge their Hatred, Malice, & all uncharitableness”. Osborn 
MSS, file, 17291.

28 Hayley, Works II:104.
29 Philip Cox argues that Hayley’s use of Augustan couplet is evidence of his “essential 

conservatism”, which runs counter to the “imaginative freedom” called for in the poem. See 
Philip Cox, Blake, Hayley and Milton: A Reassessment, English Studies 5 (1994) 434.
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…… in our land, the nation of the earth
  Ordain’d to give the brightest Heroes birth! –
  By Some strange fate, which rul’d each Poet’s tongue,
  Her dearest Worthies yet remain unsung30

The concept of freedom is central to the poem. Invoking the republican 
tradition of the epic, Hayley anticipates many of the debates regarding the 
circulation of ideas and freedom of speech in the 1790s with his insistence 
that literature can only flourish in a climate of freedom. Despite not 
achieving the commercial success of Triumphs, Epic Poetry received favour-
able reviews that highlight Hayley’s extensive knowledge of his subject—
evident in the copious notes to the poem that include the first published 
English translations of extended  extracts from  Dante’s Inferno, as dis-
cussed by Silvia Riccardi in Chap. 8, and Ercilla’s La Araucana. Hayley’s 
impressive scholarship led Southey to remark that, “A greater effect was 
produced upon the rising generation of scholars, by the Notes to his Essay 
on Epic poetry, than by any other contemporary work.”31 While Triumphs 
established Hayley’s contemporary popularity, and provided much-needed 
income (Hayley was not as well-off as previous commentators have 
assumed), Epic Poetry established his reputation as a literary scholar and 
led to William Pitt’s offer of the laureateship. The prospect of the 
becoming poet laureate was, for Hayley, an “intended Favor”, and one 
that he declined. Despite informing Pitt that he wasn’t worthy of the 
role, Hayley wrote, in the first of his Two Memorials that he turned 
down the offer for a combination of “personal & patriotic reasons”, 
which were founded

first on the absurd duties annex’d to the office, & secondly on the very shat-
tered state of my own Health & Faculties.—I thought I could not express 
my Gratitude to Mr Pitt in any mode so worthy of us both, as by persuading 
him first to render the ridiculous office infinitely more fit for a man of Genius 
& character to hold, & then by saying with great sincerity detur dignion.32

For some of Hayley’s contemporaries, it was his championing and translat-
ing of Dante’s Divine Comedy that proved most influential. For others—
Southey and Blake, in particular—it was his work on Milton. Throughout 

30 Hayley, Epic Poetry 110.
31 Southey, Quarterly Review (July 1824) 31:283.
32 Two Memorials 42–43.
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