The Book of Irish Writers, Chapter 22 - Thomas Moore, 1779-1852
The Irish invented pop music!

That’s one way to understand Thomas Moore’s Irish Melodies. 
Massively popular in their own day, they have survived into the present - often in unlikely forms - and might well be the most famous writing Ireland has ever produced. 
Everyone has heard one of these songs, even if they don’t know that it’s by Moore: ‘Believe Me, if All Those Endearing Young Charms’; ‘The Harp That Once thro' Tara's Halls’; ‘'Tis the Last Rose of Summer’; ‘The Meeting of the Waters’; ‘Oft, in the Stilly Night’ - the list could go on.

Moore was born in Dublin in 1779, the son of a grocer. He studied at Trinity College - and was one of its first Catholic students.

There he befriended Robert Emmet, who discouraged him from involvement in the United Irishmen’s rising of 1798. Emmet would be executed when his own rising in 1803 failed, and Moore commemorated him in ‘Oh! Breathe Not His Name’ and his fiancé Sarah Curran in ‘She is Far from the Land’.
She is far from the land where her young hero sleeps,

And lovers are round her, sighing:

But coldly she turns from their gaze, and weeps,

For her heart in his grave is lying.
Moore moved to London in 1799. His translations from the ancient Greek poet Anacreon - whose poems were mostly about love and drinking - were published in 1800 and gave Moore an entry to intellectual and fashionable circles. That Moore was given permission to dedicate the volume to the Prince of Wales indicates the extent of his social success.

Three years later, in 1803, he was appointed Registrar to the Admiralty in Bermuda. Moore, now 24 years old, in turn appointed a deputy to do the work while he traveled in North America in 1804 – a trip which provided subjects for Epistles, Odes and Other Poems in 1806. This volume contained satires of the US, helped to establish Canadian literature, and led to a duel.
Insulted by the critic Francis Jeffrey’s review, Moore challenged him to a duel – which was interrupted when the police took both men into custody. But Moore profited from the affair. He became friends with Jeffrey and - more importantly - when he was in Dublin to escape the public ridicule surrounding the episode, Moore was commissioned to write words for Irish airs. 

And so began the famous Irish Melodies - which would run from 1808 to 1834. Their huge commercial success helped by Moore’s own performances of the songs.

In the 1810s Moore worked on a long poem, Lalla Rookh, named after its heroine, a Persian princess. A bidding war between London publishers brought an advance of over £3000. 

The poem appeared in 1817 to enormous success. 
But one woman is supposed to have told Moore that she had not read his Larry O’Rourke because she did not like Irish stories. Despite Moore’s extensive research on Islam for the poem, there is some truth in the comment. As often happened in the early nineteenth century, an Eastern setting was a way of commenting indirectly on Ireland.

Moore ran into serious financial difficulties when his deputy in Bermuda absconded leaving a debt of £6000. Moore fled the scandal to Europe - and into another kind of trouble. Lord Byron, whom he had befriended in 1811, entrusted him with the manuscript of his memoirs. But Moore destroyed these after the colourful poet’s death as Byron’s family was anxious to avoid scandal. 
This is one of the great losses of literary history. 

Moore published the Memoirs of Captain Rock in1824. ‘Captain Rock’ was a pseudonym used by rural protestors in Ireland. In the Memoirs, a protestant missionary visiting Ireland meets Captain Rock - who gives him his memoirs and asks him to read them before judging the Irish. After reading this account of oppression and resistance the clergyman concludes that ‘it is the Rulers, not the People of Ireland, who require to be instructed and converted.’
Moore’s reputation in his own day was huge because of his Irish Melodies – but if these show his sentimental side, he was also a satirist who mocked both a US President, Thomas Jefferson, and the Prince of Wales. But did he hold back on fully expressing his radical political views, and especially his Irish sympathies, so as not to offend his fashionable friends? As Byron – himself a radical and an admirer of Moore’s - once remarked, ‘Tommy dearly loves a lord’.

The critic William Hazlitt accused Moore of turning the ‘wild harp of Erin’ into a ‘musical snuffbox’ – yet he is still Ireland’s National Poet.
Believe me, if all those endearing young charms,
Which I gaze on so fondly today,
Were to change by tomorrow, and fleet in my arms,
Like fairy-gifts fading away,
Thou wouldst still be adored, as this moment thou art,
Let thy loveliness fade as it will,
And around the dear ruin each wish of my heart
Would entwine itself verdantly still.

