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BUONAROTTL

BURGER, GopFREY AUGUSTUS, 2 popular German
poet, and well known in this country as the author of the
celebrated ballad of Leonora, was born at Wolmerswende,
in the principality of Halberstadt, on the 1st of January,
1748. In hisinfancy, as he himself informs us, he dis-
playcd no uncommon indications of superior genius ; but
was, on the contrary, cousidered by his parents as re-
markable only for stupidity and indolence. The first ten
years of his life were employed in learning to read and
write his native language ; the Bible and book of church
hymns were his principal and favourite study; and his
memory being naturally retentive, he easily remembered
what he read from these volumes. From the prophetic
books of the Old Testament, and the volume of hymns
already meptioned, he caught the first glow of poetical
inspiration ; and to the latest period of his life, he recol-

. lected, and mentioned with emotion, the enthusiasm to

which they had elevated his youthful mind.
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taining from the philosophical faculty the degree of doc-
tor. Two ycars afterwards,- he was appointed an ex-
traordinary professor of philosophy, though without any
salary ; and, in the same year, he published the second
edition of his poems, which comprehended, in addition
to the contents of the previous edition, his Hokes Leid,
which he appears to have considered as his best and most
finished production~two poems in commemoration of
the fiftieth anniversary of the foundation of the university
of Gottingen, and several other pieces.

In 1790, Burger most unadvisedly entered into a third
marriage with a Swabian girl, after a poetical courtship,
in which the first advances were made by the lady. The
marriage proved a most unhappy one, and was attended
with consequences which it is believed contributed to
shorten the existcnce of the poet. .

In 1792, he was judicially divorced from his wife, af-
ter having suffered a great dcal of misery during the lat-
ter period of the subsistence of the union. A short while
before the separation, Burger had caught a cold, which
produced a hoarseness that adhered to him during the
remainder of his life, and deprived him of the faculty of
speaking in public. His situation now became truly de-
plorable. Without any certain means of subsistence, he
was compelled to earn a scanty and precarious livelihood,
by translating out of foreign languages for the booksellers.
Meanwhile, his strength rapidly declined. Inthe month
of October 1793, he was forced, by a feverish complaint,
to confine himself to bed. Symptoms of consumption
ensued ; and, after a painful and lingering illness, which
he bore with becoming fortitude, he expired on the 8th
of June 1794, in the 47th year of his age. A small mo-
nument was erected to his memory in Ulrié's garden at
Gottingen, a spot which the poet was in the habit of fre-
quenting at early hours, and which is now used as a pub-
lic promenade and place of amusement.

The moral character of Burger was far from being a
model of purity; yet, if his failings must be allowed to
have been numerous, his acknowledged virtues may per-
haps be allowed to soften the tone of rigorous censure.
His friends have borne ample testimony to the benevo-
lence, disinterestedness, and liberality of sentiment, which
uniformly distinguished him; and have recorded in-
stances of generosity and truly Christian charity, which
do him infinite honour. An uncommon vivacity of feel-
ing, and a want of steady principle in the general con-
duct of life, appear to have constituted the defective part
of his character; and while the former frequently hur-
ried him into errers, which reason must have acknow-
ledged and reprobated ; the latter-removed every obsta-
cle to the impetuosity of passion. An indolent and ir-
resolute mind, unable to resist the seductive allurements
that are presented to the senses, produced a life which was
too much marked by irregularity and dissipation ; and ac-
tions which will not stan‘c;l a trial, according to the strict
tests of velig#@nd of virtue. _

Upen the poetical character and merits of Burger, we
can dwell with more unmingled pleasure. Although all
of his numerous productions will by no means satisfy the
rigorous demands of tastc and criticism ; yet there will
be found, in general, throughout his works, a spirit of
originality, a copiousness of poetical imagery, an energy
and fircof language, and a harmony of versification, which
indicate the offspring of no ordinary genius. Of these

. excellencies, his Pervigilium Veneris, his Ode to Hope,

his Hohes Lied, the two poems on the fiftieth anniversary
of the foundation of the University of Gottingen, and
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others, afford abundant examples. His defects, which,
however, are more than compensated by his acknowledg-
ed beautics, may be partly ascribed to the peculiarities of
his genius, and partly flow, as a necessary consequence,
from the system he professed and pursued, in regard to
poetical composition. He possessed more vigour and
originality, than chasteness and disciplined thought;
more boldness and luxuriancy of imagination, than cor-

-rectness of judgmentor refinement of taste. Like some

writers of poetry in our own country, he avowedly look-
ed upon popularity as, at once, the greatest proof of lite-
rary merit, and the highest reward of poetical exertion;
and not that species of popularity which is conferred upen
an author by the suffrages of the truly learned and dis-
cerning, but that which is acquired by condescending to®
adopt the feelings and prejudices, and even the very
language, of the illiterate and the vulgar. To this er-
roneous systemn he too frequently sacﬁE::s the rules of
art, and the feelings of propriety, and gives to his effu-
sions an occasional coarseness, which is apt to offend a
critical and refined reader. Some of his sonnets and
smaller pieces, too, however beautiful in diction and ver-
sification, betray too much of the individual character,
sensations, and sufferings of the author: They not only
exhibit pictures of individual and peculiar dispositions
and emotions of the mind, but are, in fact, the offspring
of these peculiar and temporary feelings ; feclings too
minute and particular to be Tully comprehended and en-
joyed by the reader, and often too violent to permita free
exercise of the poet’s powers. .

In one species of poetical composition, however, Bur-
ger has few rivals. His ballads, whether original or imi-
tated, exhibit a richness in all the different essential
qualities of that kind of writing, which has seldom been
equalled, and perhaps never surpassed. In simplicity,
encrgy, pathos, and humour, according to the nature of
his subject, he always displays powers as excellent as
they are various. His attention had been drawn, at an
early stage of his literary career, to Percy’s « Relicks,”
a collection which he perused with delight, and of which
he translated some of the contents. Several of his bal-
lads, however, are unquestionably original. An attempt,
indeed, was made in the Monthly Magazine, (September
1796,) to show that Burger had taken the story of his
Leonora, from an old English ballad, ZThe Suffolk AMi-
racle. But, in the first place, it is extremely improbable
that Burger ever saw this supposed original ; and, in the
second place, it is certain that he used to give his friends
a very different account of the matter, and we do not un-
derstand that his veracity was ever called in question.
The first idea of writing such a ballad, he said, was sug-
gested to him by hearing a peasant girl sing, by moon-
light, some verses, of which he recollected only three
lines, which we translate thus: .

« The moon it shines so bright,
The dead ride fast by night :
. Sweet love, art not afraid

From which it appears very probable, that an old bal-
lad, somewhat similar in its subject, had existed at one
time in Germany. After all, in a poen such as Leonora,
it is not so much the invention, as the manner of execu-
tion, which evinces the genius of the author; and, in this
latter respect, the merit of Burger is indisputable.

‘The amateurs of German literature are probably fa-
miliar with his other ballads, « Der Wilde Jager,” (which
has been translated, or rather imitated, by Mr B
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« Die Weiber von Weinsberg ;” « Des Pfarrers Tochter
von Taubenhain ; ¢ Das Lied von Treue,’ &c.; be-
sides his translations from the English, which will not
shrink from a comparison even with their beautiful ori-

s.

The ballad of Leonora has been frequently translated.
The admirers of splendid specimens of typography are
acquainted with the elegant version of Mr W. Spencer,
beautifully printed in folio, with engravings, from admir-
able designs, by Lady D. Beauclerc. See the Life pre-
fixed to the fourth volume of Burger’s warks, published
by Reinhard, in four velumes 8vo. Gottingen, 1796,and
following years ; and Schiller’s Reviesw of Burger's Po-
ems, in the 4th volume of that author’s prose writings,
Leipsic, 1802. (z)
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