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C 118 : BURGER.

_LIFE OF GODFRED-AUGUSTUS BURGER.

THE poet, fa};s Biirger, in one of his prefaces, lays no claim in
the fcale of being to the rank of afun; he is content with the
bhumbler, harmlefs, welcome offices of the zephyr. What,
though he neither move the mills of manufa&ure, nor the fhips
of commerce, he may unfold the petals of the fweeteft flowers,

-and kindle the flufh of ripenefs on the moft delicious fruits; he.

may fan the brow of wedry toil, or lap in Elyfian airs the ftroll-
ing enthufialt of nature. Well may he expect then at his tomb
the figh of regret, the cyprefs-wreath of elegy, and the blographlc
memorial of pofthumous admiration.

Godfred-Auguftus was the fecond child and only fon of the
Lutheran minifter John-Godfred Biirger, by his wife Gertrude-
Elizabeth, whofe maiden name was Baner. He was born in
1748, on new year’s day, at Wolmerfwende, in the German
principality of Halberftadt, and inherited with the indolence of
his father the talents of his mother. His early progrefs was in-
confiderable. At ten years of age he could barely read and write.
But he had a good memory: he leamed by heart, and repeated
with eafe, many of Luther’s hymns, and other pious fragments.

He read the-bible with delight : the hiftorical books, the pro-
phets, and pfalms, and efpecially the apocalypfe, were turned
over by him daily with renewed pleafure.

To thefe hymns of Luther he afcribed, in after-hfe, the hint
of that impreffive populanty which charaerifed his ballads. He
had always an ear for rthythm, and, while a bay, would indicate
and blame the lines which had a half foot too much, or which

were {o conftruéied as to throw on diftinét fyllables the ié7us of

the {canner and emphafis of the reader. By a kind of inftin&
he knew already what interfered with effe®. He loved to ftroll
alone about a wild uninclofed heath near his father’s home. He
" was ordered to carry a Latin grammar in his pocket, and to learn
his declenfions. The firft rudiments his mother attempted to

teach him, . .
Hc was next entruﬁed to the careofa neughbourmg preacher;
bu.
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but fo averfe was he to this kind of .application, that after two
years he did not know his grammar, and was forced to withdraw
as a duncc incapable of literary culture.

In 1760 his grandfather put him to a boarding-fchool at
Afcherfleben, under the re@or Auerbach. Here young Biirger
learned fomething, and exerted his talent for verfification in 3
poem on the fire that happened it the fpring of 1764 at Afcher-
fleben, which advantageoufly difplays both his metrical and pious
tumn of mind. An epigram on the ufher’s bag-wig, which the
poet’s fchool-fellows repeated with troublefome and .feditious
complacency, foon after occafioned his expulfion as a ringleader
in this petty infurrefion againft authority.

He was next fent to the univerfity of Hallé, to ftudy theology.
" This was not the profeffion of his choice, but his choice of this
profefion was the condition of his grandfather’s bounty. He
according went through the routine of inftruction, and once
preached in a village near Hallé, T

But his acquaintance while at this college with a counfellor
Klotze, 2 man of literary attainments and free manners, brought
on Biirger a reputation for libertinif, which, in the then ftate
of Proteftant Germany, was fuppofed incompatible with the
paftoral office. Even his grandfather thought it neceffiry he
fhould relinquith the holy profeffion for the ftudy of the law,
and accordingly confented to his removal to Géttingen for that
purpofe, in the Eafter term of 1768. To jurifprudence he ap-
plied with affiduity, and became well verfed in the Pande@s;
but experience had taught him no difcretion in refpe@ to his per-
fonal condu@®. The lodgings which Klotze recommended he
took at Géttingen, and again made a noife by his diffolutenefs,
which provoked his grandfather to withdraw his patronage.
Poor, and a rake, it was difficult not to incur a fiyle of living
repulfive to mere acquaintance, and difgufting even to the tole-
rance of friendthip. Biefter, Sprengel, and Boie, were
thofe friends who valued in Biirger the good qualities which ftill
remained to him, and who conferred on his adverfity what it -
* admitied of confolation. For Biefter he was conceived to feel;
to Boie he was thought to owe predileQion.

A humorous poetical epiftle to Sp&cngel, requiring back a

: ) 14 greae
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great coat left at his rodms, and the drinking fong Herr Bacchus
if? ein braver Mann, were then ‘cpnﬁde{'ed as indicating the na-
tural line of purfuit for his literary talents. Pecuniary diftrefs
Had made him fenfible of the neceffity of ewertion; for the fear
of want is a ftronger ftimulus than the hopc of remote advance-
ment.

- It was now that he firft read with ardour-the ancient claffics, -
and that hg applied to the modern languages with affiduity.
Englith, French, Italian, Spanith, all yielded to his efforts. With
Biirger and his companions Shakefpeare became fo favourite an
author, that they agreed, one Apnl night, to have a frolic in
honour of his birth-day, at which all the converfation fhould be
condufted in quotations from the Englifh dramatift. Baron
Rielmanfegge was their hoft, and fo glibly would his guefts

, Tepeat with Sir Toby, ¢ Art any thing. but a fteward? Doft

thou think there fhall be no more cakes and ale " that by the
hour of feparation their turbulence drew the attention of the
police, and they had to ¢¢ rub their chain with crumbs.”. [ Dafs
fie ihren Raufch auf dem Career aufichlafen miifsten.] Biirger
delighted alfo in Spanifh literature, and compaofed in that:lan--
guage an original ftory, which Boie ftill poffeffes.

" Gotter, a young man, formed by the ftudy of French models
10 2 love of corret and polithed verfification, came to Gottingen
in 1769, and affociated with Biirger and his friends. He had
-brought with him a Parifian almanack of the mufes, and took
pleafure in exhibiting thefe pencil-geraniums, with which the
Greflets, the Dorats, and the Pezais, had ftocked this annual
anthology. To Gotter Biirger attached himfelf greatly, and in
his fociety certainly acquired confiderable tafte: in fhort, his
_natural tendency to the c‘xorbntant, the extravagant, the eccen-

- 1 tric, was fomewhat pruned away. They formed in concert

a German almanack of the mufes. Riftner, the epigrammatift,

promifed them his afliftance ; Boie was alert in his folicitations
for contnbutxons, and obtained, in a trip to Berlin, the avowed
patronage of the German Horace, Ramler, a friend the more
important, as he had accefs to the direQories of pcnodxcal cri-
ticifm. Under fuch aufpices the almanack of the mufes was

not

. - !
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not only Jikely to merit, but to .obtain fpeedy popylarity. It -
according;ly fucceeded to admiration, and continued from 1770
to 1775, under the fame management. with annually increafing
reputation.

Biirger envied, s he fays in fome-of hns letters, the corre@nefs
and eafe of his friend Gotter’s vcrﬁﬁcanpn to him all he pro-
duced was carried for criticifm, and was at firft {turdily defended
againft objetions, but much was always altered eventually in
deference to .the judgment of the cenfor. Fluthed with the
glow of animation, Biirger would often prefent his verfes with the
comic entreaty, for this once not to find any fault; yet he was
beft pleafed with a captious comimentary, which put every epithet
to the torture. Thus he gradually accomplithed himfe]f in the
fine art de faire difficilement des vers.

Throughout life, he maintained that his reputation as a poet
was far lefs a refult of any unufual talent in him, than of the
perpetual ufe of the file, meaning by that, the extraordinary pains
he beftowed on -all his compofitions: his. beft poems, he faid,
were precifely thofe which had coft him moft labour. He would |
alter not merely words and lines, but left fcarcely one veftige of-
his firft compofition. A tranflation of the Hameau of Bernard,
and another moft mafterly one of the Pervigilium Veneris, were
among the exercitations which Biirger chronicled in the German
mufes’ almanack. The comic ballad Europa is alfo his, al-
though the Joofe turn of the ftory occafioned him to fypprefs his
ufual fignature. .

In Germany it is not uncommon for polifhed families to
befpeak a birth-day ode, an epithalamium, or an elegy on
thofe occafions which form a fort of epocha in the hiftory
of their exiftence. To the poet a pecuniary recompence is
fent, and a fplendid edition of his work is diftributed among the
friends of the houfe. The notice which Biisger began to obtain
occafioned many applications of this kind: and to him it was
convenient, by means like thefe, to repair his fhattered finances.
Several heirs of fortune, feveral happy mothers, have now the

. pleafure of boafting, ¢ my bu'th-day was fung,” or * my wed-
dmg was celebrated, by Birger.”

In
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In 1771 Hélty, the elegiac, and Vofs, the bucalick poet,
Miller, author of Siegwart and Mariamne, a writer of great fen-
fibility, and the two counts Stolberg, of whom Frederick Leo-
pold is moft known by poems, travels, and a romaince called
¢¢ The Ifland,” came to Gottingen, as yet  youths unknown
tofame.” They were foon attradted by the natural magnetifm of
- genius within the circle which had affembled round Biirger; and
after ‘his removal from Géttingen, in the following year, they
~ continued to vifit ‘his ruftic retreat. It was the influence of

Boie which obtained for Biirger, in 1793, a fort of ftewardthip of
the maner of Alten Gleichen, under the noble family of Uflar.
The acceptance of the place occafioned a reconciliation between
the poet and his grandfather, who was willing to encourage this
fymptom of economic care and returning prudence, by paying off
the debts incurred at Géttingen by his grandfon. '
Boie was abfent. A lefs faithful friend undertook the liqui-
dation ; nearly feven hundred dollars of this advance paffed into”
the hands, not of Biirger’s creditors, but of a fpendthrift affo-
ciate. The ftudent could not refund ; the grandfather was in-
exorable ; and Biirger migrated to his new refidence, ftill encom-
bered with college debts, which for years difturbed his repofe,
but which his floth could never fummon the means of difcharg-
me. ‘ \
gHére it was that Biirger firft met with Herder’s differtation on
the fongs of rude nations, which drew his attention to the ballads
of England, and with Percy’s Reliques, which immediately be-
came his manual. Thefe books decided for ever the charatter of
his gxcellence. From a free tranflation of ¢ The Friar of Or-
desis Gray” (‘Bruder Graurock), and ¢ The Child of Elle”” (Die
Entfiibrung), and from an imitation of Dryden’s Guifcardo and
Sigifmunda (Lenardo and Blandine), he rapidly pafled on to
the produ@ion of ¢ The Wild Huntfman,” ¢ The Parfon’s .
Daughter,” and ¢ Lenore.”” The two latter are probably the
fineft ballads extant. No other minftrel communicates to the
reader an equal degree of intereft and agitation ; it is difficult to
perufe them in the clofet without breaking loofe into pantomime.
-Nor is he lefs mafter of the more difficultly aroufable, rapid, -
and

.
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and impetuous movements of the foul, than of the tenderer feel-

_ ings of the heart. His extraordinary powers of language are
founded on a rejeftion of the conventional phrafeology of regu-
Iar poetry, in favour of popular forms of expreffion, caught by
the liftening artift from the voice of agitated nature. Imitative
harmony he purfues almoft to excefs : the onomatopesa is his pre-
vailing figure; the interjeQion his favourite part of fpeech:
arrangement, rhyme, found, time, are always with him an echo
to the fenfe. . The hurrying vigour of his di€tion is unrivalled;
yet is fo natural, even in its fublimity, that his poetry is fingu-
larly fitted to become a national and popular fong. The Lenore
was firft communicated to Beie, who eagerly induced feveral of
the Géttingen party to ride with him to Alten Gleichen, and
hearit.  The effect was pccuharly great on the youngcr count
Stolberg, at the ftanza,

¢ Anon an iron-grated doer
¢¢ Faft biggens on their viewt

¢¢ He crack’d his whip, and fmafh ! in twain
¢ Bok, bar, and portal flew.”

Frederic Leopold, on hearing thefe lines, ftarted from his feat
in an agony of rapturous terror.

Near two years were pafled lonefomely by Biirger in his rural
flation, but they were the two years of his life the moft valuable
to the public. He married, in September 1774, a farmer's
daughter of the neighbourhood, by name Niedeck, whofe de-
voted, whofe heroic attachment to him was never more con-
fpicuous than in moments of the moft untoward adverfity., In
the village Wollmerfhaufen he hired the fnug cottage to which
he condu&ed his bride. An old fchoolfellow, Gockingk, went
to vifit him there on his marriage, and renewed an intimacy
which fuffered no fubfequent intcrruption.

Financial difficulties were probably the caufe which, in 1776,
aroufed Biirger to publifh in the German Mufcum, then a maga-
zine of fome celebrity, propofals for an lambic verfion of the
Iliad. The annexed fpecimens were diftinguithed for a-nore
than Homeric rapidity of diQion, and for an abfence of fate-
linefs, lefs unfaxthful than the euphcmlfm of Pope, and more

attaching
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attaching than the folemnity of Cowper. But as the younger
count Stolberg had alfo made fome progrefs.in the fame enter-
prife; as his fpecimens, more dexteroufly chofen, divided at
leaft the fuffrage of critics, and poflefled the advantage of co-

" pying the hexametrical lincs of the original; as his indnftry
fpecdily outftripped the thort fits of Biirger’s application, “and
foon completed the publication of the Iliad ; this enterprife was
abandoned without advantage to his fortune or his fame, after
having extended beyond fix books. The Epiftle of Defiance,
addreffed on the occafion to Stolberg,. is one of the moft fpirited
of Biirger’s {maller poems.

His next literary undertaking was a tranflation of Macbeth,

brought out at Hamburgh for the benefit of Schroder, an artift-
actor who excelled in perfonating the heroes of Shakfpeare.
This tranflation, although too much abridged, and in the witch
fcenes too low, is in fome refpects fuperior to the original. The
charatter of Banquo has acquired more confequence, by the in-
troduction of a good foliloquy at the beginning of -the fecond
a&. Of the third a& the third fcene is omitted; the murder
of Banquo being. made known from the narration of the mur-
derer in the next. In like manner the fecond fcene of the fourth
a& is curtailed ; the difgufting butchery of Macduff’s child
being far more pathetically ftated by Roffe afterwards. The
fourth feene of the fifth ac is alfo with , propriety omitted; as
the removal of Birnam wood is fufficiently explined by the
narrative of the fcout. ‘ '
" The father-in-law of Biirger died in 1777. In confequence
of this event, an intricate and inconvenient executorfhip de-
volved on the poet. A law-fuit, which it obliged him to con-
du&, difplayed, indeed, his profeflional qualifications, but ab-
forbed his leifure in vexatious frivolities. The inheritance, to
which he acceded, did not much improve his circumftances;
which an increafing family rendered daily more infufficient.

In 1798 he undertook the exclufive compilation of the Got-
tingen almanack of the mufes (while Goeckingk and Vofs
eftablifhed a new one at Hamburgh), and affifted alfo in other
periodical publications. The wages of authorfhip no where

forin
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form an adeqtate refource, if a liberal maintenahce be the ob-
je&. Thereis, however, a pleafure in compofition, there isa
pleafure in praife, thereis a pleafure, _even when unknown, in
contributing to tincture the general flow of opinion; thefe
conftitute the chief rewards, for, as a neceffary divifion of
human labour, it is certainly underpaid. Biirger found it fo;
and, in 1780, forfook the Mufes for Pant, and applied to the
rural gods for 'a maintenance refufed him by the Nine. The

‘farm he hired was fituate in Appenrode. * Am additional motive

to this determination was, perhaps, that the accounts of his
ftewardfhip were negligently managed; and that . fomething,
very like a formal charge of peculation, had been made againft
him to the lords of Uflar. This accufation, indeed, Biirger
repelled; but his careleflnefs made his refignation a duty, and it
was accepted with readinefs. ,

In 1984 his wife died. His farm appeared unprodutive,
probably becaufe it was abandoned to the management of fer-
vants ; and he once more removed, with his children, to Got-
tingen, where he fubfifted partly by writing, and partly by pri-
vate tuition. He read leCtures there on the German ftyle and the
theory of tafte ; and after five years refidence obtained a pro-
feflor{hip.

As foon, or, perhaps, rather fooner than his circumftances
properly permitted, he became united to his former wife’s
younger fifter, the fo often celebrated ¢ Molly * of his love-
fongs. During her fhort ftay with him fhe was the darling of
his affeGtions ; but fhe died in child-bed of her firft daughter,
the very year in which fhe married. ' His children, after this
cataftrophe, were difperfed among different relatives.

Biirger undertook, in 1787, to leCure on the critical philo-
fophy of Kant, and his courfe was much attended. In this
year the jubilee of the foundation of the Gottingen univerfity

was celebrated: two poems were dedicated by him to the occa-

fion, and the grateful college conferred, in return, a dotor’s
degree. In November 1789 he became profeflor of phi-
lofophy. Co

About

|
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. About this time an anoaymous poem arrived from Stutgard,
in which the anthor, who was a female, profefled to Have at-
tached herfelf to Biirger, from the perufal of his heart-felt -
poems; and withe liberal zeal, by way of recompence, offered
him her hand in marriage. The verfes were well tarned, and
highly complimentary; and there was an. interefting fingulasity *
in their heroic caft of fentiment. Burger drew up a very gal-
lant reply, and printed both the poems in the almanack of the
mufes. Intimations now came in wh:[pcrs, that the lines were
intended for the individual, not for the public. Biirger fet off
for Stutgard. The fyren pleafed not only when fhe fang; and
Burger married her immediately. Y N

It is melancholy to relate, that this truly poetical union af-
forded no fource of happinefs to the hufband ; and that, in 1792,
after little more than three years cohabitation, a feparation was
accomplithed by application to a court of juftice. During this un-
fortunate connexion Biirger was affailed with a deep hoarfenefs,
which he never overcame, and which unfitted him for leGturing.
This reduced him once more to dcpcndcnoc on the bookfellers
for fubfiftence. A pulmonary difeafe ‘was, in the mean time,
'making a rapid progrefs; it affeted his fpirits les than his
health; but it fnatched him, in June 1794, from a country
which ‘he had illuftrated, at the age of forty-fix years and five
months. v

His phyfician Dr. Jiger, and his friend the benevolent” Rem-
hard, the attendants of his laft moments, accepted the care of
his fout furviving children. His property was found infufficient
for the payment of his debts. A monument has been erected to
his memory, by voluntary fubfcription, in a gardcn at Gettin-
gen where he commonly walked.

His works confift of :

Anthia -and Abrokomas, tranflated from Xenophon of
Ephefus.

Poems. Vol. I. 1778. Vol. II. 148q.

Macbeth, altered from Shakfpeare.

Munchaufen’s Travels.

Mifcellaneous



JAMES BRUCE, EsQ. . 137

Mifcellaneous werks, two volumes, containing the fix firft

books of the 1liad, fome profe verfions from Offian, and the pa-

_ pers inferted in various magazines, of which the philological
(Hiibnerus redivivus),'and the political (Dic Republic England),
are calculated to excite fome curiofity.

\






