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Abstract

John Clare : The Theme of Isolation in his Postry
by

John Vaughan Gordon

The aim of this thesis is to demonstrate the importance of
the theme of isolation in the poetry af John Clare, shawing its
relationship to his biography and to other major themes in his verse,
The connection between his 1ife, seen most clearly in his precarious
status as a "peasant-poet", and his sense of isolation, is analysed.
Moresover, the treatment of the ideas of solitude and isolatisp by
Clare's Augustan forsebears and his Romantic contemporaries 15 examined
for its bearing upon Clare's own articulation of these themes, The
development of his sense of isolation, from his sarliest verse to the
final poems written at Northampton Asylum, is then traced chronologically.
At the same time, the relationship between this and other ideas,
including love, nature, postry, the past, and the search for spiritual
fulfilment is given due treatment, Clarse's senss of isolation is seen
as a complex phenomenon which took various forms and derived from
physical, topographical and spiritual factors as his career progressed.
Finally, it is shown that Clare's expression of his sense of isolation

reveals a poet of diverse talents who is of great relevance to the
modern sensibility,



John Clare

Well, honest John, how fare you now?
A century drifts by and critics cross their swords
Above your epitaph -
Shove you in their pigeonholes and brush aside
Those throbbing pages as mere postscripts
To the Lakeland seers -
Such is your bequest:
Your noble patrons
Tossed you richer crumbs than these.

No latter-day ovation can expunge our debts:
Only the fenland guail croak your orison -
For Swordy Well's a rubbish tip - Yardley Oak
Props up those semis on the new estate,

But all's not lost: Hodge courts Dolly

On his motor bike. The Helpston kids

Play hide-and-seek down your old lane,

And in "The Bluebell" hairy fiddlers

Lilt the gypsy tunes.

But maybe you would not approve:

You who clung to nature as a;?&@ﬁ@skin,
Breathed the violet's joy, read

The Wryneck's seasons and the fowler's wiles,
To you - the shabbiest weeds shed emeralds.
Ants wore crowns,

Bleak fens were naves, woods the transepts

And pale anemones your sabbath choir.

For, who elss could conjure words from clads -
Claim Eden from the wilderness - then churn up
Crooked rhythms, sarthy phrases with a thresher's hand,

And in the madhouse still you grappled

With those hydras in your heart -

Ransacked stale illusions, routed hidden ghouls,
Shored up your sanity like Samson's pillars -

Till step by gouty step you mounted Jacob's ladder
Groping far beyond your reach - for nature's self,
The mystic light and Mary Madonna,



At last you won that crazy wishj

Felt the tang of infinity's cup,

And laughed at riddles

That would curl the sceptic's beard.

With one big leap across the void

You stunned the angels, straddled constellations
And turned the whesl of maya by yourself.

Just another drunken mage,we'd say -

freud's dirty tricks and Einstein's crystal ball
Have pricked your vision's flat -

Victim of enclosure and your age,

The liberal state would patch your britches,
Feed your kin, and clamp

An anaesthetic on your rowdy muse.

But tell me now, my friend - who secured

S0 deep that chasm where the soul once was -
Rescued homely empires from apocalypsse,

And shared man, beast and meadouw

In chords more plangent than the Glinton bsells?
flyth or madness - this your legacy

For jades urban ears.

So look at his partrait again -
Huge eyes, brimful of rarest hopes -~
Tall forehead, steeped in dreams
We must rebuild -
And to the end -
he ware his own uniqueness
like a cross of wood.

J. V.,
1979

Gordon
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Textual Notes and Abbreviations

There is at present no complete edition of Clare's poetry and it
is unlikely that one will appear for some years to coms. Thereforse,
it has been necessary to consult the wvariety of selsctions which are
available. Wherever possible,I have followed the readings of
Eric Robinson and Geoffrey Summerfield in their editions of The Later

Poems of John Clare, Selected Poems and Prose of John Clare, and

The Shepherd's Calendar. These are by far the most reliable editions

of Clare's postry available, The largest selection of Clare's verse

appears in J.¥W, and Anne Tibble's two-volume edition of The Poems of

John Clare. This edition subjects many poems to emendations in terms
of spelling and punctuation, and some of the readings are inaccurate,

but it is still a valuable selection, Modern editions of the poems by

th‘e Tibbles are more accurate: “Toha Clare: Selected PoPmc and the

recent adition of The Midsummer Cushion show that the Tibblses have

responded to criticisms of their earlier editings. Other editions have
been caonsulted in cases where the poems are not otherwiss available
in published form; these editions include Geoffrey Grigsan's Poems of

John Clare's Madness, Elaine Feinstein's The»Sélectad Poems of John Claf@,

and C. Xenophontos's private edition’The Life and Works af John Clars.

Occasionally, original manuscripts from Peterborough and Northampton

were consulted, since a large body of Clare's work is still unpublished.

For extracts from Clare's prose and letters,I have relied mainly

upon the editions by the Tibbles, togsther with Sketches in The Life

of John Clare :Q‘j Hip




All gquotations are taken verbatim from the works listed bélew
and no attempt has been made to standardise Clare's spelling and
punctuation, In order to reduce the number of endnotes to the minimum,
refersnces for quotations for most of Clare's work are included within
the text itself. Since none of the published sditions of Clare's work
bears 1ine numberings, page references are given in the following
manner, after the relevant quotations:

LPIC, 113 (. ve Later Poems of John Clare, page 113)

Poems

LPJC Thglater Poems of John Clare ,ed. Eric Robinson and
Geoffrey Summerfield, Manchester, 1964

mcC The Midsummer Cushion ,8d. Anne Tibble and R.K.R. Thornton,
Northumberland/ Man ckeJ'l: er, 1979

Ppems The Posms of John Clare #8de J.W. and Anne Tibble,
1 and 2 London, 1935

PJCM Poems of John Clare's Madness ed. Geoffrey Grigson,
London, 1949

SC The Shepherd's Calendar ed. E. Robinson and G. Summerfield,
London, 1964

spIC Tohn Clgre f Selacted Polms yed. J.W.and Anne Tibble,
London, 1965 :

SepPaC Selected Poems and Prose of John Clare,ed. E., Robinson and
G. Summarfisld, O,g{or&;, 1 96 7

Prose and Letters

Prose The Prose of John Clare,ed. J.W. and Anne Tibble,
London, 1951, (reprinted 1970)

Sketches Sketches in the Life of John Clare by Himself ed.
E£dmund Blunden, London, 1931

Letters The Letters of John Clare ,2ds J.W. and Anne Tibble,
London, 1951 (reprinted 1970)




Btographies

John Clare: His Life and Poetry)ed. J.W, and Anne Tibble,

Life John Clare: A Lifa,ed. J.,W. and Anne Tibble
London, 1932 (reprinted 1972)
Life and
Poetry London, 1956
Manuscripts
N.Ms,

Northampton Manuscripts from the John Clare Collection
of Northampton Public Library




PREFACE

The poetry of John Clare has received increasing critical
attention over the past two decades, No longer is he being
dismissed as a mere nature poet or as a minor postcript to the
work of Coleridge and Wordsworth, Critics have come to realise
that there is a uniqueness, a robustness and a fascinating variety
in his poetic corpus, some of which still remains unpublished.

My interest in the theme of isglation in~Clare's verse stems from
my own reading of his work and from the perceptive comments of
a number of critics, It is now recognised that the theme of
isolation is an important aspect of his work, but, as yst, nobody
has attempted to examine the fuller implications of thié thema for

an understanding of his sensibility, or even realised the extent to which

it permeates his verss.

My study will attempt to demonstrate the importance of this
theme by focusing on a selection of poems where it is most in
evidence.. .SAme biographical details;, taogether with the influence
of the eighteenth-century and Romantic poets,will be introduced in
order to put the theﬁe'into its context, It must he emphasized at
_the outset that thiswapproach_cannotmclaimrto-brovide~the—keym€or - e
a complete understanding of Clare's verse, but it ecan at least
help us towards a fuller assessment of the qualities which lend
uniqueness to his poetry, and are causing critics to fe-appraise
his merits in relation to those of the athar Romantic posts.
Hence, my approach does not claim to be comprshensive since much
work remains to be done in this area. Howsver, it is hoped that
some justice will be given to the complexity of the sense of isolatioﬁ

in Clare's verse and the way in which it relates to his other



preoccupations as a poet.

In view of the fact that Clare's sense of isolation is
closely related to other major themes in his verse, some mention
of these themes must be made, Moreover, since certain critics
have provided trenchant analysss of these areas and opened ths
way for a more intensive study of Clare's isolation, their
contributions must be acknowledged. James Reeves has rightly
pointed to love, nature and poetry as "the triple constellation”
of themes around which Clare's poetry revolves, (1) The idea of
Eden and the sense of a paradise that has been lost,embracing such
concepts as childhood, the joys of young love and the prs-enclosure
landscape in Helpston, has been explored by Robinson and Summerfield,(z)
Janet Todd,(3) and E. & Bushsa) The sense of localness and
the significance of senclosure in Clare's work have been admirably
demonstrated by John Barrell.(s) More recently, Greg Crosaan,(ﬁ).
in one of the best studies of Clare's work yet to appear, has
pointed to a"relish for eternity" - an underlying spiritual quest in
Clare's work = as linking several major themes, Two recent
British theses, those of C.V, Fletchar(7) and 5.0, Al—wasiti(a)
have been especiallx he{gfu;”§9 shedd;ggilight qE9pV§1§:e'q_senqgvVA_V
of isolation, particularly in the later poetry, while Mark Storey

devotes some discussion to it in his The Poetry of John Clare:

A Critical Introduction.

This study will attempt to show how isolation reveals itself
in a number of ways in Clare's work. Particular attention will be
devoted to the idea of solitude in relation to naturs, and the

benefits and drawbacks associated with his long walks in the country.



His sense of existential isolation-stemming from his own sense of
insecurity and failure at wvarious points in his career - is another
facet to be discussed. Another important aspect of his isolation
centres on the anomalous position in which Clare found himself as

a sensitive peasant poet in a largely illiterate rural coﬁmunity.
It is noteworthy that when Clare speaks of "Solitude",whether in
his verse or in his prose writings, it isusuallyin a highly positive
and enthusiastic manner, aé such poems as "Solitude" (PJCM, 159)
reveal, However, when speaking of isolation, he uses the term
"lonely" and this is often; though not invariably, used with
unhappy connotations, such as the neglect being shown to him by
friends, acquaintances or his family (See Letters, 293),

The relationship betwseen these ideas, together with other Rkey
concépts, will be examined at some length, Furthermore, the fresh
dimensions added to Clare's sense of isolation during His

confinement at High Baech>and Nbrthampton asylums are given special

prominence.

As stated, Clare's sense of isolation was a mqst complex
series of emotions, with its roots in a matrix of psychological,
‘social and imaginative considsrations. _ It‘ggh_ggptainlyfprovida_"
a useful key to a greater understanding of his difficulties és a
poet and to a ri¢her assessment of soms of his finest works. It
is hoped that the present study will contribute towards both of~
these areas and assist in the re-appraisal of Clare's stature in the

canon of English poetry.
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CHAPTER ONE°® "The Solitary Dispasition".

An Introduction to the Theme of Isolation

During the past century, the theme of isolation has been a
prominent one in the writings of philosophers, poets and novelists.
Undoubtedly, the rise of existentialist philosophy and its pervasive
influence in many branches of learning has had much to do with the
highlighfing of this theme, The novels of Dostoievsky, Conrad, Sartre
and Camus have all pointed to the essential loneliness of the human
condition, These writers have recognised that in spite of his
intercourse with others, man is fundamentally a lonely being: he is
born alone, he must make his most important decisions alone and,
ultimately, he must die alons. It is indeed noteworthy that two
famous exponents of existentialist literature, Malraux and Sartre, have
felt strongly the attraction of Marxism, yet neither has been entirely
at home with a philosophy which stresses so much the corporate dimengéion

of existence over that of the individual's axperience,

Yet even from the mid nineteenth-century, the effacts of scientific
discoveries upon the Victorian consciousness created a deep sense of

spiritual malaise and isolation, which manifested itsslf in the verse

of Tennyson and Arnold, This sense of isolation is poignantly

articulated in In Memoriam and Empedocles on Etna. Moreover, the

alienation of the poet from the society which he fesls to be hostile

to his vocation, is movingly conveyed in "The Two Voices" and "The
Scholar Gypsy", Tennyson moves towards a resolution of these probi2ms
in In Memoriam but in Arnold's Empedocles on Etna, Empedocles remains

the type of the intellectual who is alienated from both society and life



itself, as he plunges to his death in the volcano, For Arnold,

alienation and isolation were grim facts gf lifq; he found it well-nigh
impossible to gain eithef Wordsworth's "sweet calm" or Goethe¥s

"wide/And luminous vieu".(l)ln the "The Scholar Gypsy", he leaves us

with the image of a gypsy who continually wanders but never reaches

his goal, This pessimistic picture of the fate of the alienated:individual

has, of course, penetrated many aspects of twentieth-century literature.

If Arnold was the most notable exponent of the themes of
isolation and alienation‘in nineteenth-century verse, he was not alone.
Like other Victorian intellectuals, he was preoccupied with the changes
wrought by new discoveries in geology, biology and thecloqy upon the
consciousness of socisty, These are indeed wide-reaching issues and
when one turns to the verse of John Clare, whose status in the canon
of English verse is as yet undecided, it may appear‘that the problem
of isolation is reduced to a much smaller and more parochial scale,
However, this is far fram being the casej for this theme is present in
a number of important ways in Clare's work and his treatment of it
merits serious consideration, True, Cfare was unaffected by the
acute problems of scientific advances in the Victorian era since he

”wééiﬁoﬁfined in two different asylums béﬁ&éé&wi537 and his deafh in 186&.
Further, it may be argued that the world-view of one who was
essentially a peasant poet  must perforce bs highly restricted. But
Clare was concerned with perennial poetic ideas and values: love,
natqre, childhood, poesy and isolation figure prominently in his verse;
and, while his unfavourable background naturally imposed some
limitations upon his verse, there is nonetheless a universality anda-

breadth of appeal which critics are increasingly coming to recognise.

10



Moreover, the complexity of Clare's sense of isolation has not yet
been sufficiently realised. Clearly, his status as a peasant
poet - a clich® which still retains its usefuiness - placed him in
an anomalous position vis-3-vis his fellow villagers and literary
associates, A man who was lérgaly self-taught, and who had fought
against the adverse circumstances of his upbringing to become a poet,
could never be entirely at home amid the gentry and the literary
luminaries with whom fate brought him into contact. Furthermore,
in the eyes of his peasant fellow-villagers, a poet could only appear
as an oddity and a= aone who was aspiring above his proper station,
Clare always had the misfortune to exist uneasily in this position;
and, as his erstwhile literary acquaintances began to lose contact
with him during the late 1820s, he increasingly felt the burden of
his situation, Indeed, it was a situation which declined to a state
of almost total ssclusion following his descent into madness in 1836,
and his confinement first at High Beech Asylum, Epping, from 1837
to 1841, and then at MNorthampton Geaeral Lynatic Asylum, -
until his death in 1864, In his later years, Clare knew an isolation
such as Tennyson or Arnold could never have experienéed. ‘Yet,from the

depths of this isolation came some of his finest lyries, which

*fé?Iéégféfd}oFoﬁﬁd séﬁééﬂdF'éQEétantiéivéﬁguisﬁ ;‘énﬂgﬁbuish only too

familiar to ourselves in the twentiethe-century.

However, there was also a sense in which Clare brought isolation
upon himself, From an early age, he loved to roam the fields and
woods around his native village, Helpston,and explore the mysteries
and joys of nature; in his verse, he invariably associates the word

"solitude" with these lone ramblings. This solitude provided a haven

11



from life's problems, an ‘“endless source of delight and a stimulus

for poetic creativity, for é man who was, in the profoundest sense,

a nature lover. Thus, in one way , solitude was highly beneficial

and necessar; for 6ihre. Unfortunately, as the 1B20s progressed,

he increasingly relied upon solitude to sustain him, and for reasons
which will be studied in depth, he turned away from the world of men.
Thus, the very source of Clare's inspiration ae a poet became
responsible, in part, for his alienation from the common run of humanity.
Admittedly, the process began early in his life, but, during the mid-
1820s, it accelerated. Finally, a whole cluster of interwoven factors

drove Clare into the ultimate isolation of madness.

The tragic details of Clare's biography have become familiar
enough in recent years; nevertheless, certain aspects are crucial
ko any coﬁsideration of his sense of isolation, and to these, attention
must be given. Clare's solitary disposition, his early love of
postry, his lack of sucéass at manual work, his teenage disappointment
in love aﬁd his personal instability all contributed.gtrongly towards

his isolation.

Firstly, it is vital to note that Clare, even from his early
childhood, -was less- sociable than his ﬁeers by virtue of his keen
intellect, his sensitivity and his love of nature. It must be
remembered that, like his predecessofsv Stephen Duck and Robert
Bloomfield, Clare emerged from a background of poverty and illiteracy.
His father, Parker Clare, could barely read er write,while hie
mofher was totally illiterate. The parents were, howsver, ambitious

for their son and tHey made considerable sacrifices to enable him to

12



attend both HelpstonrDame School and, later, Glinton School until
the age of twelve, In spite of this, Clare was forced to work from
his earliest years, either threshing in the Fiaids with his father or
birdscaring and cow-tending for local farmers. By the tims he was
twelve, the exigencies of poverty forced his parents to forgettheir
grand ambitions for an academic career for thair son and to find a
regular job for him, From this point onwards, until he achieved
success as a poet, Clare moved from one labouring job to another;
he became in turn a harseboy, ploughboy, gardene:,militiaman,
general labourer and limeburner. His small stature and his sensitive
nature rendered him highly unsuitable for manual toil but he managed
as best he could. Speaking of his inaptitudes for heavy labour,
Clare affirmed:

1 resigned myself willingly to the hardest toils,

and tho' one of the weakest, was stubborn and

stomachful, and never flinched from the roughest

labour ... my character was always "weak but
willing" ...,

(Sketches, 48)

After 1814, Clare's father was so crippled by rheumatism that he could
no longer work and in order to save the family from the poorhouse,
Clare had to support them, It was indeed miraculous that Clare,
quite by chance, came to the notice of the bookseller, Edward Orury,
and, through him, the London publisher John Taylor in 1819 - and
thus his poetry came into the public eys. for, at this time,
Clare's limeburning work had sufferéd a seasonal decline and his
family was in danger of being committed to the poorhouss. Since his
early teens, Clare had written verse compulsively and harboured
ambitions of publishing it. Just prior to the discovery of his

verse by Drury, Clare had been shamelessly deceived by an unscrupulous

13




bookseller, J.B. Henson, who had promised to assist him in
publishing his work but who had,in fact,left him in considerable
financial embarrassmaent, Thus, before meeting Orury, Clare was in
debt and at the end of his tether==a lone, forlorn failure and a

laughing-stock:

-+« I hardly knew what course to take I had got
no work to go to & I hardly dare show my face
to seek for any everybody seemed to jeer me at
my foolish pretensions & seemd shoy at my
fallen hopes ...

(Prose, 60)
Even after the publication of his first volume in 1820, Clare

was still forced to supplement his income periodically by ssasonal
farmwork. Although a number of b@nefactors , including Lord Radstock,
Lord Milton and ." TFohpn ‘[zny e~ ' set up a fund to assist him,
this proved to be inadequate, The burden of a growing family and
the mismanagement of his financial affairs by Taylor, his publisher,
contributed to his difficulties, Hence, Clare's battle to establish
himself as a poet, and to sever himself from a reliance upon purely

manual work, was a hard and lonely ons.

Clare's solitary disposition, even from his early childhood, is _
another €rucial factor which 16d to his isolation., His love of books and
his attraction towards poetry, which he began to write from the age

of twelve onwards, made himan oddity amidst a village of unsephisticated

labourers, who found his interests and ambitions incomprehensible if

not absurd, In his Sketches in the Life of John Clare. b Hzmielﬂ,clqre

expressed his early estrangement as follows:

14



eess 1 began to wean off from my companions, and
stroll about the woods and fields on Sundays
alone: conjectures filled the village about
my future destination on the stage of life,
some fancying it symotoms of lunacy,... and
that my reading of books (they woud jeeringly
say) was for no other improvement than
qualifying an idiot for a workhouse,..,

(Sketches, 50)

Thus estranged from his fellow-villagers, Clare began to associate
with those who were more in tune with nature's ways, He started
to frequent the company of gypsies and was strongly attracted to their
free and easy way of life, as indicated by such poems as "The Gipsy's
Song" (SPJC, 208), He had few close friends: one, Richard Turnill,
died at an early age, and Richard's brother John moved out of the
area, During his late teens, he began to assaciate with the
Billings brothers, a pair of local bachelors whose home was the
scene of notorious carousing sessions, Certainly, Clare became more
sociabie during his later teens and began to court a number of local
lasses, However, the general view of the villagers towards Clare
remained unfavourable:
+ .+« my odd habits did not escape notice they fancyd 1
kept aloof for some sort of study others belisvd
me crazd & some put more criminal interpretations-

--to my rambles & sald I was night-walking associating
with the gipseys ...

(Prose, 32-3)

After Clare's rise to fame, he was accused of social-climbing,
against which charge he defends himself most vigorously in his prose
writings (See Prose, 66). On the other hand, he found that he and
his family became the focus of attention from curious gentlefolk,

immediately after the publication' of his first volume, Frequently,

15



these visitors were repelled by Clare's forthright country manner:

«.. 0on finding me a vulgar fellow that mimickd

at no pretensions but spoke in the rough way

of a thoroughbred clown they soon turnd to the
door ... - 1 was often annoyed by such visits &

got out of the way whenever 1 coud ...

(Prose, 69)

There can be no doubt that Clare's contact with the London literary
cirels, which emerged from his rise to fame, was beneficial for him both

as @ man and a writer, The publication of Poems Descriptive of

Rural Life and Scenery in 1820 brought him patronage from several

members of the nobility; more importantly, from the point of view of

his career as a poet, he was introduced to a whole host of literary
celebrities at the prestigious dinnmers held by his publisher,

John Taylor, Amongst these were artists, posts and authors of the
calibre of Coleridge, Lamb, Oe Quincey, Reynolds, Cary and Rippingille.
Clare visited London four times: in 1820, 1822, 1824 and finally in

1828, the last visit being made partly on medical grounds. These

visits broadened his inteliectmal horizons, introduced him to some

of the liveliest minds of his day and provided a vital stimulus te
improve his verse. The visits did not -mitigate the tensions in his marriage,
however; for Clare smbarked upon an ill-advised affait with an unknoun
woman in 1825 and this was to cause him distress for several ysears
afterwards, Moreover, he recognised that he could never -be

fully accepted as one of the circle of literary celebrities; he was, after
all, an outsider from a humble background and one for whom the city life
could never hold more than a temporary appeal, Indeed, J.H. Reynolds

gave an interesting and wholly accurate assessment of Clare as:
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.e«s 3 quiet and worthy yet snthusiastic man ... a
true observer of nature 1in her gsnerous earth-
work and water-work, but a man alive to more ...
than tewn apprehensions ...

(Life and Poetry, 97-8)

0f Clare's London acquaintances, the one who remained in contact
with him most faithfully was Mrs, Eliza Emmerson, the wife of a London
dealer, who met Clare in 1820 and initially took a fancy to him,
Clare was flattered by her generous attentions and, indeed, she was
to prove a faithful  source of financial assistance and :
emotional support through her correspondence with him, Her
admiration for Clare's verse was excessive and often injudicious,
but her voluminous correspondence certainly provided Clare with much
needed intellectual stimulus: something which he could not receive

from his illiterate wife Patty.

Nevertheless, in spite of the faithfulness of Mrs. Emmerson
until she became an" i{pvalid in 1837, and the continued friendship of
John Taylor, Clare found that, as the eighteen<twenties were on,
former London acquaintances ceased to correspond with him, This
was particularly gslling for the sensitive Clare, who expressed his
views on friendship in the following téfméz -

Every friendship i made grew into a warm
attachment, I was in earnest or I was nothing,

and 1 believed sverything that was uttered cams
from the heart, as mine did ...,

(Life, 377)

In addition to this isolation, Clare suffered from a worsening
financial plight during the later 1820s, Because of Taylor's

inefficient business methods, Clare never saw the profits from his
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first two volumes of verse; his subsequent verse became unfashionable
and would not sellj the burdemsof a growing family and periodic
ill-health took their toll, His friend, the seulptor Behnes Burlowe,
visited Clare in 1828 and was shocked to see the straits to which
Clare and his family were reduced, He advised Clare to seek help
urgently:

But yet Rank and Beauty and in short the world

as it goes imagines that Pgets live immediately

upon the conjurations of their own wondsr - working
imaginations - you can and must undeceive it....

(2)

Not even a move to a new cottage at Northborough and the
paossibility qf becoaming an independent farmer could help Clare to
survive financially, However, even in the face of these adversities
and amid self-doubts about his own vocation, he persevarad as a
poset. In 1832, he wrote to H.,F. Cary, announcing his intention to
continue writing, despite the apparent futility of such a course,

He hoped that, notwithstanding the contemporary public neglect of his

work, future generations would view it in a more favourable light:

eeo I sit sometimes & wonder over the little noise I
have made in the world untill I think I have
written nothing as yet to deserve any praise at all
80 the spirit of fame of living a little after life
like a name on_a conspicunus place urges my blood - -- -
upward into unconscious melodys ... so in spite
of myself I ryhme on ...

(Letters, 268)

Another source of abiding regret in Clare's life was his brief
but remarkably intense relationship with his first suweethsart,
Mary Joyce, whose name and person became the inspirafion for some
of his finest love poetry, Mary was the daughter of a farmer at

Glinton and Clare met her whilst attending classes at Glinton School.
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After a short but intense friendship, the two parted as a result
of a misunderstanding, the precise nature of which is not clear.
Clare allegses that she fselt her station to be above his (Prose, 44),
Whatever the truth of the matter, this sad ending to his first love made
a deep and lifelong impact upan him, Even as a limeburner, years
later, Clare still hoped that success as a poet might help him to
"renew the acquaintance & disclose the smotherd passion™”
(Prose, 44). In fact, Mary nesver married and died in 1838, To
Clare, howsver, she became more than just a childhood sweetheart;
she not only furnished the inspiration for much of his love postry
but, as the years passed, her image was elevated in Clars's mind
to a higher plane. She became transformed into the Eve of his
childhood Eden, his muse and spiritual guide, a Madonna figure who
symbolised his deepest and fondest longings in life. By the time
Clare came to write "Child Harold" in 1841, she had faded as a
distinct individual and had become a wholly idealised figure.
Clare's autabiographical prose contains the following portrait of her:
she was a baauéiful girl & as the dream never
awoke into reality her beauty was always fresh
in my memory she is still unmarried I cannot

forget her little playful fairy form & witching
smile -even nowee T . -

(Prose, 44)

Subsequant to his relaﬁionship with Mary, Clare courted several
lasses, These included Elizabeth Newbon, a maid from Southorpe
named Betty Sell, and perhaps a number of gypsy lasses, fFinally,
however, he became attracted to Martha Turner of Walkherd, whom he
made pregnant and married during 1820, following fhe publication of
his first volume., His love for Martha, or "Patty™ as she was more

commonly known, never reached the same depths as did his passion for
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Mary. Moreover, their marriage proved to be a sqmamhat stormy one;
Patty was reputedly sharp-tongued and tempsramental andyin view of
her illiteracy, she could hardly be expscted tolappreciate Clare's
obsessive love of verse, or to relish the financial positian in
which his dedication to verse placed their family. Clare's affair
during the mid eightesen-twenties testifises to strains which were
imposed upon their marriage during that decads. Thus, unable to
-find the emotional and spiritual satisfaction that he desired in his
marriage, Clare looked back to his love for Mary as the symbol of his
youthful imnocenee and happinsss, In 1821, Clare wrote to Taylor
claiming that he had written "the last doggersl" that would ever
speak of Mary, after he had seen har unexpectedly in that year
(Letters, 123). Yet, this was not to be the case., Clare dreamed
6f.a beautiful woman during the 1820s, whom he came to identify
with his memory of Mary (252253226 and 231) From 1836 onwards,
Clare became fixed in the delusion that Mary was in fact his first
wife and Patty his second: thus, the Mary who had so long been
nursed secretly in his heart as his first iover now became his true
wife. | Many of Clare's lyrics during the Northampton period ar®

addressed to. girls named Mary, though nons refer to the surname Joyce,

1t seeﬁé that Mary served as én-é;;hetype for these courtship lyrics,
even though she does not appear as an individual. In a letter written
to Dr. Matthew Allen of High Beech asylum, following his return to
Northborough, Clare confessed that "almost every song I write has

some sighs or wishes in Ink about Mary" (Letters, 295). Overall then,
Mary came to epitomize Clare's highest aspirations, and the loss of

his Firs£ love becams part of a more gensralised yearning for'the

past and its happiness.
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Another aspect of Clare's personality which is central to our
understanding of his isolation is his personal instability. Clare
comments in his prose writings that, even as a'toddler, he was af
a "waukly constitution" (Sketches, 46). Even before his removal
to High Beech, Clare was intermittently troubled by various
physical and mental disabilities. We have afready noted his
inaptitude for manual work, which he found extremely burdensome
because of his small size and build. Ouring his adolescence,

Clare witnessed the death of a loader, Thomas Drake, who fell from

a wagon during haytime, So dreadful was the effect of this incident
that it induced epileptiform fits in Clare; these were not fully

cured until 1824, furthermore, Clare would sometimes impose huge
strains upon himsself by overworking; when he was under the influence
of his poetic muéa, his spells of composition- might last as long as
three days and three nights, after which he would suffer from
depression and severe fatiguse. He confided to John Taylor that:

s..when I am in the fFit I write gs much in one week
as would knock ye up a fair size wvol = ...

(Letters, S0)

Indeed, as sarly as_1§20,lﬁunwd Orury, the rather unscrupulous
bookseller who first brought Clare to Taylor's notice, wrote of
Clare's exsrtions to the effect that he would be "afflicted with
insanity if his talent continués to be forced as it has been these

(3)

4 months past" o Moreover,this astonishing comment was made about

sixteen years before Clars did go insane and gives a grim hint as to

what was to follow,



Clare himself gives evidence of a rather mérbid side to his
nature. In his "The Autobiography", he recalls a morbid fear of
darkness and ghosts (Prose, 40) and how, as a child, he would
sometimes lose all track of his whereabouts when walking on
errands to the village of Maxey, because he became so absorbed in
imagining stories and adventures, The financial and family
pressures of the 1820s led to various mental and physical cﬁmplaints.
During 1821, Clare reported that he suffered from "nervous fears" and
"phantasies of the brain" (Life, 161). During 1822, he suffered
from depression and horrifying dreams which inspired his poems
"The Dream" and "The Nightmare". Events took a more serious turn
in 1824: for most of the year, Clare experienced acute depression
and several physical symptoms. So severe was his distress that he
eyen contemplated suicide, During his visit to London in that year,
he was afraid to wander in the Chancery Lane area at n;ght because he
imagined that "Thin death-like shadows & goblins with saucer ayes"

(Life and Poetry, 110) were haunting him, His fourth visit to

London in 1828 was necessitated by illness, for which Clare consulted
the illustrious physician Dr. Darling, In 1830, however, the situation

deteriorated alarmingly, for, during a visit to the theatre in

Péferborough, Clare complained to his companions, Bishop Marsh and
his wife, that ugly fiends were haunting the auditorium. At one point

during the play, which was The Merchant of Venice, Clare stood up and

cursed the actor who was playing the role of Shylock. Thereafter,
Clare seems to have suffered from various delusions and psychosomatic
symptoms with growing freguency. Letters written after 1830 qive a

frightening picture of some of the silments from which he suffered:
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«+s I awoke in dreadful irritation thinking that the
Italian liberators were kicking my hsad about for a
foot ball - my future prospects seem to be no sleep -
a general debility - a stupid & stunning apathy or
}ingering madness & death - ...

(Letters, 253)

Clare was visited in December 1836 by Taylor, who found him
"sadly enfeebled" (Lifse, 374) and languishing from symptoms such as
those described abave. Patty's efforts to nurse him back to health
were in vainj though almost incoherent in his speech, and fixed in
the belief that Mary was his first wife, Clare found the strength
to wander tﬁé fislds and to write verse, Therefors, in June 1837,
he was committed to High Beech asylum at Epping. Under the
enlightened supervision of Or., Matthew Allen, Clare recovered his
physical health, though not his sanity. Such were his lonelinsess
and misery in the asylum that he esventually escaped in 1841 and
made the long journey back to Northborough on foot. The ageount

of this grim trek is to be found in his “The Journey from Essex’ .

Clare had hoped to return to the bosom of his imagined wife Mary,
but the end of the account reveals the stark reality:

Returned home out of Essex and found no Mary.

She and her family are nothing to me_now, though

she herself was once the dearest of all; and
how can I forget?

(Life, 405)

Towards the end of 1841, Clare was committed to
‘the Lunatic Asylum in Northampton, and this time there was to be
no escape. Visits from his children and friends were few; Clare

achieved a form of solitude for which he could have fhiad 1little 1liking,
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The nature of Clare's mental illness has been discussed at great
length by critics but it is doubtful whethaer a final verdict as to its
exact nature will ever be reached. The most that can be said is that
it was a severe psychosis, The Tibbles have arqued that Clare was
a manic depressive and claim that his ability to continue writing

well into the 1850s confirms this (Life and Postry, 201). They also

point to the altsgmstion of tremendous upsurges of postic activity

with bouts of depression as further proof of this interpraetation.

On the other hand, an impressive body of opinion has drawn attention

to Clare's confusion about his identity and his hallucinations, in

order to substantiate a case for schizophrenia, GeofPfrey Grigson

(paCM, 23-7) and, more recently, Eleanor Nicholes, (4) have arqued
persuasively aon this count, Certainly, Clare suffersd from acute
identity problems: at High Beech, he would commonly identify himself

with Byron, and at Northampton he added several other delusional
personae, including Burns, Shékespeare,'Admiral Nelson, and several
prize~fighters, It would appear that Clare was partially able to
mitigate his loneliness by imagining himself as a hero in some field of life,
and as a man who possessed immense poetic, military or physical prowess.
The most recent suggestion, made by C.V. Fletcher, is that Clare
contracted. syphilis during a visit teo Londonwin-1824.(5) However, ~ -
the evidence for this is too slight to admit of any certainty, and,

at present, it is impossible to make any definite pronouncement aon

the nature of Clare's psychosis,
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If the external events of Clare's life were important in
leading to his sense of isolation, so too were a number of attitudes
and values which he cherished, and these merit further attention.
The first of these factors is his impassioned devation to the
writing of verse. Clare had begun writing byhis early teens and
continued to do so sven into the 1860s, when age and enfeeblement
finally prevented him, As has been indicated already, he faced enormous
problems from the very start of his career: he lacked a thorough
formal esducation, and was compelled to improve himself by his own -~
voracious reading. By his late twenties, he had amassed an
impressive library which ranged from literature to scientific topics,
Even so, difficulties with spelling and punctuation dogged him
throughout his caresr. The early inspiration for Clare's
versifying was provided by his listening to the recitation of
ballads by his father, by the oral folk tradition of Helpston,
and by the reading of penny broadsides, Not until the age of
thirteen did Clare acquire his first book of versa, Thompson's
The Seasons, Naturally, Clare faced oppaosjtion and even ridicule
from his own family and from fellow villagers. A poet in the
midst of a peasant community could hardly expect a sympathetic
response,towards-hisvvocation,rAas~he'indicates—in'his"Sketch§§?

The laughs and jeers of those around me, when
they found out I was a poet, was present death to
my ambitious apprehensions; ... the labouring

classes remain as blind in such matters as the
Slaves in Africa ..cc

(Sketches, 69)

But Clare's passion for writing verse became compulsive and



no amount of scorn from others could prevent him from scribbling
down his ideas, so that he would often pause from his manual
work to jot down thoughts on scraps of paper or sven on the crown
of his hat, His desire to wander amid the solitudes of natére to
find inspiration for his compositions sven led him to forsake

churchgoing:

Poetry was a troublesomely pleasant companion
annoying & cheering me at my toils I coud not stop my
thoughts & often faild to keep them till night so
when I fancyd I had hit upon a good image or natural
description I usd to steal into a corner of the
garden & clap it down but the appearance of my
employers often put my fancys to flight ... thus

I went on writing my thoughts down & correcting

them at leisure spending my Sundays in the woods

or heaths to be alone for that purpose & I got a

bad name among the weekly church goers forsaking

the churchgoing bell & sesking the religion of the
fields ... I felt uncomfortabls very often but my
heart burnt over the pleasures . of solitude & the
restless revels of ryhme ..,

(Prose, 32)

These passages clearly reveal why Clare's absession with verse
made him an outsider in the eyes of the vil%ygers. Ironically,
however, after Clare's rise to fame in 1820, his dedication to
descriptive nature poetry sowed the seeds of his downfall in the

literary market, His first two volumes, Poems Descriptive of Rural- ——

Life and Scenery and The Village Minpstrel. sold well, though, because

of John Taylor's mishandling of the profit from thesse, Clare reaped

little fruit from them, The next volume, The Shepherd's Calsndar,

was not published until 1827, as a result of delays by Taylor.

There was by now little market for Clare's verse: The Shepherd's

Calendar was a financial disaster. In 182§, the publishing firm of




Taylor and Hessey was wound up and Clare was forced to publish

his next volume, The Rural Muse, by subscription, largely through

the help of the energetic Mrs, Emmerson in 1835, This volume

sold little betterg though .by this stage,Clare's health had
degenerated to the point where its failure could hardly bother him,
Even by 1824, Clare realised how hard it would be to make his living
as a post, His reasons for continuing to write were largely

unconnected with the financial viability of his vocation,

Paradoxically, the kind of verse which the public neglected was
to provide him with deep aesthetic and spiritual satisfaction in the
midst of his artistic isolation. Throughout his career, and aven
during the asylum ysars, when his speech was sometimes disordered
. and incoherent, Clare continued to achiesve his supreme self-expression
in verse, The intense concentration involved in composition and
the release of his creaﬁive energies proviaad a bastion against
poverty, ill-health, and, later, insanity and-the loneliness of
confinement, Clare succinctly expressed the value of the posetic

r

imagination in "The Progress of Ryhme'":

0 sOuL enchanting poesy
Thoust long been all the world with me ....

- T (sPP3C, 116)

Another vital factor which enhanced Clare's sense of isolation

was his extraordinary sensitivity to change in various forms, This
manifested itself most strongly in his reaction to enclosure in

Helpston and in his move from Helpston to Northborough in 1832,

Enclosure had heen the theme of a tradition of rural protest
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stretching back to the sixteenth-century, and amongst its strongest

critics were Cobbett and Goldsmith (whose The Desarted Village soon

became a locus classicus). Though enclosure was designed to make

more economic use of the land, its critics claimed that it deprived

the poor of much needed grazing land and placed them at the mercy

of callous, materialistic farmers. Clare’s own village of Helpston

was enclosed between 1813 and 1816 and it would seem from his

verse that he associated enclosure with varigus economic ills which befell

the poor. In The Village Minstrel ' (SPIC, 27) and"The Fallen Elm"

(mc, 192), Clare seems to associate it with the widening gulf

between landownsrs and the peasantry and the plight of the rural

poor. John Barrell has done much to clear away misconceptions

about the true effects of enclosure in Helpston, but he too stressss
the loss of grazing land and the right to collect gleanings, caused
by enclosure. 6, In some ways, however, Clare's criticism of the
socib~economic effects of enclosure was secondary to his outrage at

the cHanges wrought upon the environment, To Clare, the worst crime
of the enclosers had been to alter the old open=fisld system, with its
expansive sense of space and village green,into a highly regqular

grid-like system. In the process,many local landmarks -~ trees, bushes

and animal -habitats-were uprooted completely. _Ta Clare, the
landscape in its wild, pristirme condition possessed a virginal parity
and sanctity, which reflected the providential care of God. Hence,
to alter nature's contours in this way and to disturb her creatures

was little short of sacrilegs.

Clare bore a deep love for and felt an almost organic sense

of kinship with the most humble manifestations of wildlife, His




tremendous sense of shock at the changes wraught by enclosure is
expressed in "The Mores" (SPQJC, 169), where he describes the grim
scene left in its wake, Indeed, such was Claré's love of nature
in its wild state that he once wrote a remarkable letter ta

John Taylor, which laments the destruction of two favourite elm

trees:

Had I one hundred pounds to spare I would buy them
reprisves - but they must die .,...A second thought
tells me I am a fool: were psople all to feel as I
do, the world could not be carried on - a green
would not be ploughed - a tree or bush would not be
cut for firing or furniture, and everything they
found when boys would remain in that state till - they
died. This is my indisposition, and you will

laugh at it...,

(Life, 164-5)

'

Not only was nature itself sndowed with a beauty and sanctity
which were redolent of paradise, but Helpston also retained a similar,
powerful mystique in the eyes of Clare. So dear were the village
and its environs to him that he regarded them almost as an extension
of his own being. His prose writings speak of a number af occasions
during his teens when he journeyed away from Helpston and was left
with a sense of profound disorientation. A visit to nearby Wisbech
revealed a "foreign land" to him (Prose, 20).and a trip to distant
Newark in search of work left him feeling "quite lost" and sven imagining
that the sun was setting in a different part of the sky (Prose, 28),
Small wonder that Clare wrote to Taylor in 1820, expressing the wish
that London would "creep within 20 miles of Helpstone"(Letters, 132).
Thus, Clare's move in 1832 to Northborough,some three miles distant,
disturbed him to such a degres that he composed a fine poem bswailing

the svent -"The Flitting"-(SPPIC, 176) which outlines his grief in the




face of a new topagraphy.

The sensitivity which made Claré feel ill at ease amid unfamiliar
surroundings, whether at Narthbarough or in the ssylums, also
influenced his attitude towards the past. A criticism which can justly
be levelled at Clare is that he was too preoccupied with the lost
innocence and joy which he felt had been his in the past; this is,
of course, a commonplace theme, particularly amongst the Romantic
poets, but,for Clare, the loss of the past and the innocence and
freedom of childhood and young love. was felt with a singular poignancy.
As his career progressed, he came more and more to idealise the
past, to bemoan its loss and to fasl that its joys could never ba
recovered, except in the feeble guise of memory and the expression
of this in verse, Such a retrospective mode of vision could not but
have its unhealthy aspects yet it is typical of Clare's sensitivity
to change, His adult 1ife was so beset by troubles of various
kinds that it was difficult for him to develop an optimistic attitude
towards the futwre. Hence, several fine poems deal with childhood,
including "Childhaad” (MC, 96) and "Remembrances" (SPP3C, 174), which
remember the carefree pleasures of childhood before‘the onsat of
aﬁg}t reason and its concomitant cares. Here,-of bourse, Clare is
very much in line with Wordsworth and other Romantics in reqretting
the departurs of the fresh perception and happiness of childhood.

In a notable prose passags, Clare concisely summarized his feslings

on the joys of childhood:

Thers is nothing but postry about the existance of
childhood real simple soul moving postry the laughter
and joy of poetry and not its philosophy and there

is nothing of poetry about manhood but the reflection @nd
the remembrance of what has been nothing more ...

(sppPac, 18)
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If the sense of the departed joys of the past added to Clare's

senss of isolation, so too did his views about religion and his

personal valuss, His inclination to forsake churchgoing in favour

of nature's pleasures has already been noted; nature was able to

supply him with more spiritual sustenance than the orthodox Anglican
servicses. In spite of the fact that he befriended a number of
clergyman, including the Rev. Isaiah Holland and Bishop Herbert Marsh

of Peterboroughy, Clare turned'amay from Che Church of éngland early during
his life. While he always held the Christian values of humility

and charity in high esteem,Clare. in keeping with other Romantic
artists—~ was suspicious of the established church amd was a vigerous
critic of religious abuses, His satire, "The Parish"; was bitterly
critical of lethargic Anglican priests who neglected their dutiss or
acfiv@ly oppressed the poor, and of religious extremists in the
Protestant sects who showed deceit and Aypocrisy beneath their

venser of pietﬁ; (SPDC§147=8)0 In a recent article;, M,G, Minor has dféhn
attention to Clare‘s contact with Wesleyan andy, later, Primitive
Methodist groups in Helpston°(7) By 1824, howsver, Clare's contact
with these groups had lapsed completely. 1t seems likely that the
rigid, doctrinaire beliefs of thése sects; combined with their strong
—emotionalism, evantuallyrdrove~him—to-rely>upon”his own reading of
the Scriptures for spiritual solacs, ana away from organisad religiono
Nonetheless, the influence of the fiery Methodist preaching and its

grim threats of judgement upon humanity emerges'éurprisingly in the
Biblical paraphrases which Clare wrote in 1841, Some of thess
paraphrases reflect a belief in an:elect community who will be
preserved by God's grace following the destruction of the bulk of

sinful humanity: ideas which are firmly rooted in Methodist theology.

31



For the most part, however, Clare shunned what he saw as ths
excesses of extremist doctrines and proclaimed a tolerant, undogmatic
faith which recognisad sincerity and charity a% the prerequisites
of any established religion., Such open-mindedness, coupled with a
suspicion of the established churches was, of course, typical of
other Romantic poets, Howevsr, Clare's refusal to commit himself
fully to any sect deprived him of the fellowship of other religious
persons and left him to grapple single-handedly with his spiritual
uncertainties, Clars summarised his views about religion in a
number of prose fragmasnts, one of which reads:

A religion that teaches us to act Justly to
speak truth & love mercy ought to be held sacred
in every country & whatever the differences of

cresds may be in lighter matters they ought to
b2 overturned & the grand principles respected

(Prose, 227)

Clare's robust independence of mind, seen in his refusal to
embrace whole=heartedly any form of institutionalised religion, was
displayed in a number of ways during hié career. His decision to
continue writing, when ha knew that he stood little immediate
prospect of financial profit, his refusal to conférﬁ to the damandé
of the reading public,fand his desire, during the early 1830s, to
sstablish himsself as an independent farmer at Northborough, all
confirm his self-datermination, tEven his pathetic escape from
High Beech reveals that his tenacity never deserted him, Indsed,

a number of prose fragments indicate his lifelonqg desire to preserve

his own character in the face of flattery, betrayal and mental strife:
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Fix your character & keep it wether alone
or in company is the maxim of an ancient
philosaopher & there is nothing more injurious
to a persons success in life as a wavering
disposition as to how he shall act ,..

(Prose, 229)

The prose fragment "SelfwIdentity", written in 1841, gives
evidence of his attempts to hold onto his identity, in spite of
the indifference and hostility of men and the tremendous internal
strains imposed by his psychosis. He knew that he had to battle
to the last against despair and the debilitating effects of his
illness upon his creative powers:

A VERY good commonplace counsel is Self-Identity
to bid our own hearts not to forget our own
selves & always to keep self in the first place
lest all the world who always keeps us behind it
should forget us altogether - forget not thysslf
& the world will not forget thes = forget thyself
& the world will willingly forget thee till thou

art nothing but a living - dead man dwelling
among shadows & falsshood ...

(Prose, 239)

While much svidence has been accumulated to show how Clare was
prepared to sndure isolation because of his dediication to verse and
his strong personal bg}iefs, it must never be thought that hs was a
" complete misanthropist. During hisvteané; Ci;;e loved dancinéﬁand
carousing; he was always deeply devoted to his family, From 1815
onumrég, he supported his family when his father was too enfeebled to
work. and,after his marriage, such was his concern for his cﬁildren
that he would sometimes miss meals in order that they should not go

hungry. Similarly, Clare was invariably loyal to his friends; in spite of

a number of very strained periods with John Taylor, especially as a
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result of delays over The Shepherd's Calendar and Taylor's

subsequent mishandling of his finances, Clare remained friendly with
him even into the asylum ysars. It is true that Clare did begin
to lose faith in his fellow men during the mid-1820s, after various
setbacks, and that from then onwards his poems reveal a darkening
vision of human nature, But Clare never lost sight of the ideals of
human love and fellowship, as can be seen in the love peetry which he

continued to write in° the asylum years,

The literary background to Clare's handling of the theme of
isolation is important if we are to sse it in context. Studies 0of
the influences on Clare's verse have already basen made in depth by

8
(8) and M, Grainger (g); indeed, it is possible to

R. Protherough
detact the influence of at least sixty other writers in his work.

ffom our point of visw, however, certain ideas arermffkey importance.
These fall into two different categories: firstly, the influence of
the eighteenth-century naturs poets, with their emphasis on solitude
and retirement, and, secondly, a number of Romantic motifs, including
those of Eden, the Solitary and isolation itself, A host of
eighte@ﬁth-century“ﬁdgts had celabrated the virtues of solituds amid
nature's charms and Clare was well aware of the precedents established
by Thomsaon, Cowper, the Wartons, Akenside and othsrs, Clare's early
verse, in particulér, reflects the influence of such poets, On the
other hand, his development as a poet led him to see certain issuss
from the perspective of the Romanticg; and, through his reading

of Wordsworth and Coleridge, he bhegan to formulate ideas about the

significence of solitude in a more philosophical way, However, it is
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important to bear in mind that, in spite of all these influsnces,
Clare's sense of isolation was a most individual one and in no way

may his handling of this theme be dismissed as derivative,

In turning to the eighteenth-century tradition of retirement
poetry, we immediately become conscious of the great difference in
background between these poets and Clare. . fMany were affluent,
cultured town-dwellers, for whom nature represented a temporary
retreat from the hurly-burly of city life, and a source of creative
inspiration. Their perspective was that of outsiders and they lacked
the intimate knowledge of nature's more secluded regions, which |
Clare, as a countryman and rural labourer, possessed, To them,
moreover, retreat signified a withdrawal with a few choice companions
to a country seat for a leisurely sojourn, whereas, for Clare, daily
ramblings amid sequestered places enabled him to observe nature's
humbler and rarer species undisturbed. The attitude of the retirement
poets is summarised aptly by Cowper in The Task:

The statssman, lawyer, merchant, man of trads,
Pants for the refuqge of some rural shade,
Where, all his laong anxieties forgot

Amid the charms of a sequestered spot,

Or recollected only to gild o'er,...

_.  He may possess the-joys he- thinks:he-sees—y.i, T

(10)

There is nat, however, the same stress on the solitary
enjoyment of nature in The Task as is found in Clare's work. Thus,

Couwper emphasises:

Fireside enjoyments, homeborn happiness,
And all the comfarts that the lowly roof
0f undisturbed retirement, and thes hours
0f long uninterrupted evening know , 4 «»

(11)
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Though his perspective differsd from theirs, Clare nevertheless
admired the rstirement posts greatly. Thomson's The Seasons was a
favaurite of Clare's from the .age of thirteen oﬁwards, and there are
some close verbal echaes of this great work in several of Clare's
earlier poems, However, his sarly verse inevitably lacked
the carefully wrought moral and intellectual framework of Thomson's
work, which ranges far beyond natural description in its scope,
and never stoops to the minuteness of detail common in Clare's ‘P otms.

Even so, Thomson succinctly pointed out the reasons why the retirement.

posts were attracted towards nature:

ees the best, both ancient, and modern,Posets
have been passionately fond of retirement, and
solitude. The wild romantic country was their
delight, And they seem never to have been more
happy, than when, lost in unfrequented fiselds,
far from the 1ittle busy world, they wers at

leisure, to meditate, and sing the Works of
Nature ....

(12)

Clare's debt to this tradition is acknowledged in a late asylum

poem, "Cowper", in which he praises those features of Couwpar's

verse which he most admired:
~The lonely- house, the rural walk *~ .vr".
He sang so musically trus,

E'en now they share the people's talk
Who love the poet Cowper too,

(spac, 308)

Clare's admiration for his Augﬁstan and Pre-Romantic forebears
is mentioned in a ‘detailed letker (Prass, 175)9mhere he cites Dyer,
Thomas Warton, Collins and Gray with admiration. Indeed, the poetry

of rural contentment had a long heritage, stretching as far back as
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Shakespeare's "Under the Greenwood Tree" and Dekker's "Sweet Content"
in English literature and, ultimately, back to Vergil and Horace

in Latin, During the eighteenth-century, the speculations of the
empiricist philosophers, with their focus on perception and
sensory experienceggave incentive to their contemporaries to

discover the delights of nature at first hand. A number of Clare's
sarly lyrics reflsct the mood of this tradition, and the lyric below

finds him courting solitude at eventide in a manner typical of his

forebears:

NOW glaring daylight's usher'd to a close;
And nursing sve her saothing care renseus,
To welcome weary labour to repose,
And cherish nature with reviving deus,
Hail, cooling swests! that breathe so sweetly here;
Hail, lovely Eve! whose hours so lovely prove;
Thy silent calm! to solitude so dearg...

(Poems . 1,122)
The mood echass that of Collins's "Ode to Evening":

Then lead, calm Vot'ress, where some shesty Lake,
Cheers the lone Heath, or some time-hallow'd Pilse,
Or up=land Fallows grey '
Reflect it's last cool Gleam,

(13)

Clare was wsell aw;re that he was not the first peasant poet to
appear on the literary scene, His contemporary, Robert Bloomfield,
made a large impact earlier during the century and Clare held Bloomfield
in the highest esteem for his close, detailed descriptions of nature
and hailed him as : "the English Theocritus" (Letters, 167).

Burns was another recent example of on€é-who had risen from a humble
rural background to literary success; hi; love of nature and the

flamboyant image of a hard drinker and lover which he pro jected,
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appealed greatly to Clare. Clare's early "Address to a Lark" (Eggmg 1,25) is
highly Burmsian in its humour and self-pity. The influence of Burns
faded after Clarse's rise to fame, as he began to seek new models;
however, at Northampton asylum,Burns became Clare's dominant
delusional persaona, probably becauss of Clare's desire to identify
with a successful peasant post, The fine lyrics "0 wert thou in

the storm" (SPJC, 291) .and “§Song: Oh, haud yer tongues",

(Poems 2, 509) are derived from "Oh, Wert Thou in the Could Blast"
and the famous "The Banks o' Doon" respectively. Other examples of
the peasant post phenomenon included Stephen Duck and James Hogg.
Indeed, Clare was greatly aware of the vulnerability of peasant poets
and the anomalies inherent in their situation; the sarly death of
Bloomfield disturbed him deeply and caused him much well-founded

concern about his own future as a post.

In turning to consider the influence of the Romantic poets
upon Clare, the idea of isolation becomes especially significant,
fFor, a number of these men felt alienated from their peers on account
of their radical political sentiments and antipathy towards accepted
social mores: Blake, Byron and Shelley stand out as obvious examples.
—_ Expressions of thisfiéglation~can be- found- in the myths of Eden T
(or Paradise Lost) and the Solitary. The myth of the Fall has bsen
seen by s;ch critics as Abrams. as the central experience of the
Romantic consciousness, with its progression from unity to

. 14
fragmentation and, ultimately, to a higher unity.( )

Thus, according to Abrams, Romantic poetry seeks a return from

existential estrangement towards wholeness and re-integration by means
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of poetic creativity, myth, mystiéism or a combination of thase,

This cycle is most clearly seen in Blake's Songs of Innocence and of

Exparience, where there is a fall from an initial purity of vision
and harmony with nature to the world of adulthood, which is dominated
by the oppressive forces of reason, Finally, there is a mystical
re-entry to a higher plane of consciousness, for Clare, the loss

of childhood's innocence, the waning of adolescent love and the
depravity of human nature assumed great importance, from the

The Village Minstrel onuwards, In a few asylum lyrics, re-integration

with eternity is achieved briefly, while the 1841 metrical
paraphrases suggest a communal vision of paradise regained; for the
most part, however, Clare's emphasis falls on the loss of the past
and the iniquity of humankind, seen in contrast to the primal

innocence and ~ Edenic beauty of nature.

Closely linked with this myth is the idea of the Solitary, an
exprassion of the heightened Romantic consciousness, G. Hartman
sess the Solitary as the first stage in a process ishereby the world
is seen as a prison, followed by a state of heightened self-consciousness
and, finally, by solipsism itself; thus, the shackles of man's own

restricting intellettiéhn only be brokan by the liberating power of
the poetic imagination. (15) Hartman fesels that the process is
fundamental to Romanticism and that the greatest Romantics all
escaped isolation through a vision of unitary consciousness with
eternity. The Solitary can most clearly be seen in Byron's verse,
notably in his lonely protagohists the Giaour, Don Juan and Childe

Harold. Such protagonists illustrate this archetype as they roam

far and wide, estranged from socisety. Ironically, Byron himaélf came
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to live out this myth, following his final departure from England.
Separated from his Qife, he wandéred restlessly through Europe,

spurred on by a vision of love which could never be fulfilled.

Other Solitaries 1nc1ude>5helley's Alastor, Coleridge's Ancient

Mariner and wordsworth's'Solitary. In Clare's work, the most striking
manifestations of this ﬁyth are found in "A Vision" (SPPIC, 198) and

in  "Sonnet: I am™ (SPP3C, 196), where the post fsels himself to

be a lone, almost superhuman figure, elevated far above the mortal

worldlings around him,

Once we have recognised . the importance of these Romantic ideass as a
backcloth to Clare's work, it is monetheless vital that the
difference in emphasis between the six great Romantics and Clare
should be considersd, fFor, all of them were bstter educated and in
a more favourable position to establish. themselves in the literary world.
Biake, Shelley, Keats and Byron were all at home 1in an urban setting
and even Wiordsworth spent many of his years as a ygung man away from
the Lake District, ‘and omly returned to acttle’thg:é,in 1799.
Dnce more,.only Wordsworth's acquaintance with nature is comparablé
in its intimacy with that of Clare; ths other Romantics tended to

.

look upon nature from a more distant perébaétivé, almost as their

Augustan forsbears had done.

Moreover, it is true that most of the great Romantics suffered
from isolation and social disapproval, Blake, though by no means the
pious hermit that some critics have seen him as, was certainly a lonely,
largely. unappreciated genius at the turn of the eighteenth-century;
like Clare, he loathed politiéal and religious oppression, Coleridge

lived to see a number of cherished visions, including that af
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pantisocracy, die stillborn. He suffered from marital stresses, as
did Clare, and even became estanged from Wordsworth, at .one point,
Unlike Clare, he turned to opium as a solacs for . his problems,
Keats, like Clare, was to some extent self-taught and was originally
apprenticed in the medical profession before establishing himself as
a poet, Like Clare, he underwent the ¢rials of ill-starred love, in this
case with Fénny Brawne, and suffered seversly from iilness before
his ‘premature death. Clare's experiences of sudden fame , follewed
by gradual neglect by old friends and patrons, and a growing
realisation of man's cruelty towards nature, combined to damage his
faith in humanity. Not that Clare lost sympathy completely with
his fellow menj even the poems of the 1830s show sympathy for social
outcasts, and his compassion for the poor is amply damonstrated
iH‘Ihg Parighfz But the fact remains that too much ssparation from
others progressively distanced him from his pesrs and only in his
asylum experience did Clare come to realise how severe could be the

effects of confinement from the outside world.

Apart from wqrdsworth, Byron was the Romantic post whose charisma
most strongly influenced Clare, The cult of Byron, which mushroomed
during the 1820s, manifested itself as an important literary
phenomenon,vespecially on the Continent, It is clear why Clare was
so powerfully swayed by the mystique of Byron: for Byron was a
successful poet, a celebrated lover, :a political Radical, a popular
figure amongst the common people and a scorner of contemporary
posetic fashions. Above all, he was a man of action-—in spite of
his physical deformity —and he scorned academics,dismissing writers

as "a worthless,idle brood".(16) Eventually, he gave his life in the
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cause of Gresk independence. The irony of Byron's position, as
he began to live out the kind of exile experienced by his own

characters, has already been mentioned; hence, Childe Harold‘;';P:lq'r‘i’Mq'ﬁe"_, wheee

firsk two Contos wes Pubi.’r!\g‘ﬁ n P2 afker Gyron ' j:-'av,e(r N Evmp&,
contains: o strange adminkure oF 1 fe gacl ark s Tn the fourth Canto, published in k?ls)
the mask of the Childe is lowered and we are confronted by Byron's

own remorse and self-doubts,

However, in spite of these superéicial biographical similarities

in terms of isolation, it is the name of Wordsworth which is most
commonly associated with that of Clare, and this merits further
attention, Their mutual love of nature, childhood and solitude i
certainbm}strong point. in common, Clare had not read Wordsworth's verse
until at least 1820 and it took him a while to appreciate the Lakeland
poet's style. Howsver, as the asylum sonnet "To Wordsworth" (PJCM, 60)
indicates, Clare came to revers Wordswarth greatly once his initial
doubts had been rsmoved. Both poets sharad the-conviction that
childhood was the "sesdtime" of the soul and that prolonged contact
with the unsympathetic world of men could bring weariness and
disillusionment:

OM, take this world away from me!.

Its strife 1 cannot bear to see,

Its very praises hurt me more

Than e'en its coldness did before...

(Poems, 2,263)
THE world is too much with us; late and soon,

Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers;
Little we see in Nature that is ours ;...

(17)
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Similarly, Wordsworth shared Clare's desire for solitude and
believed in its therapeutic powers. Xpn . The Preluds, publ.‘s'he;ﬁ in 1P50, he
made an. afFremat;en cabouk Jolitude which Clare  would have Oprovfcn of:
When from our better selves we have too long
Been parted by the hurrying world, and droaop,

Sick of its business, of its pleasures tired,
How gracious, how benign, is Solitude j...

(18)

Significantly, several of Wordsworth's protagonists are
isolated rural figurss, The Leech=-Gatherer, l‘:h@ Cumberland Beggar
and Michael are men well acquainted with the ways of nature,
as are the mole-catchers, gypsies and herd boys of whom Clare
sometimes writés. However, there are differences in the attitudes
of the two poets towards solitude: Nordsworth»oftan depicts
the landscape omn a much gpender seale than Clare, while Clare often
focuses gn the smaller plants and creatures of nature, In visw
of the differences betwsen the hilly Lakeland landscapes and the
flat expanses of the fenlands, this is not %urprising. For
Wordsworth, the salitary contemplation of nature could lead to

mystical experiences which he described as "spots of time". One

such ékperiénéafiswhigﬁlighted in "I wandered lonely as a cloud™.. :

Far oft, when on my couch I lie

In vacant or in pensive mood,

They flash upon that inward eye

Which is the bliss of solitude;

And then my heart with pleasure fills,
And dances with the daffodils.

(19)

In Clare's case, he often seems to enjoy nature's beauty for
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its own sake, rather than for its deeper significance, Yet this
is not always so: during the 1820s, Clare began to formulate a more
philosophical perspective upon nature and to endow it with religious
significance. "The Voice of Nature" (SPJIC, 184) and "Shadows of Taste"
(SPPIC, 112) ghow that nature, even in its tiniest manifestations,
may reveal the glory of an omnipotent creator. This theory of
divine immanence is consonant with some of Wordsworth's insights in
The Preludes andsthough it is highly probable that Clare's thinking
on this issue reflects Wordsworth's influence, it is certainly true
that his own experience could have led him to formulate such ideas.
That Clare had experiences of a mystical character amid the solitudes
of nature is undeniable: the remarkable lyric, "Sabbath Bells",
indicates such an experience, triggered by the sound of bells in a
beautiful rural setting:

& I have listened till I felt

A fedling not in words

A love that rudest moods would melt

When those swest sounds was heard

A melancholly joy at rest

A pleasurable-pain-

A love a rapture of the breast

That nothing will explain

(mc, 284)

Furthermore, there is another crucial difference in Wordsworth's
and Clare's attitudes towards sclitude, While Wordsworth knew the
therapeutic value of solituds, hs could also clearly see its
limitations and dangers: he stressed the precarious existaence of such gutgasks
af €he . ¢ld Cumberland Beggar and the Leech-Gatherer. One of
the central tenets of his philosophy is™ ove of p§ature leading to

Love of Man". Not even the harrowing experiences of the French
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Revolution altered his estimation of man's potentialities. Both
"Michael" and " the"Ode to Outy" reveal a strong moral concern and
compassion for his fellow men, ‘As we have sesn, however, Clare

found it far more difficult to take an optimistic view of his fellow

men.

It was chiefly during the High Beech confinement of 1837 - 41
that Clare, in his delusions, came to identify himself with Byron.
Clare's sexual tensions and hig fury at the ficklensss of women are
expressed in "Don Juan", a poem far coarser and more savage than the
Byronic original, However, the more tender attitude towards womsn (2en n

Childe HMO‘J’S’P’WB also reverberated in Clare's own''Child Harold »

Yet, Clare's admiration for Byron existed long before this period;
he witnessed Byron's funeral cortége in London in 1824 and wrote a

sonnet "Lord Byron" (MC, 389) in Byron's honour.

In Byron's long poems the theme of isolation is given some

prominence.Jn Childe Harold% Pi,dgramgag)'ggfoﬁ shows hir  secrn for his

small-minded contemporaries, from whom he sometimes felt the need

of separation. with Byron, however, there is a rebellious attitude

towards prevailing socjial mores and repression,which exceeds that of

Clare, as can be seen from the two extracts below:

But soon he knew himself the most unfit

0f men to herd with Man; with whom he held

Little in common; untaught to submit

His thoughts to others, though his soul was quell'd
In youth by his own thoughts; still uncompell‘d,

He would not yield dominion of his mind

To spirits against whom his own rebell'd;

Proud though in desolation; which could find

A life.within itself, to: breathe.-without mankind,

(20)
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Hail Solitude still Peace and Lonely good

Thou spirit of all joys to be alone

My best of friends these glades and this green wood
Where nature is herself and loves her ouwn

The hearts hid angquish here 1 make it known

And tell my troubles to the gentle wind

Friends cold neglects have froze my heart to stone
And wrecked the voyage of a quiet mind

With wives and friends and every hope dis joined

(Lrac, 79)

However, there is an essential difference between the attitudes
of the two poets in their approaches to naturs. For Clare, nature
is often seen as a substitute for human company and provides him
with a form of solace that he cannot find in society; for Byron,
howsver, nature provides a wslcome temporary respite from the
tumult of life, and not a permanent refuge. Byran, with his
vigorous approach to 1life and his flamboyant persénality, could not
retreat from society for long and hide his light beneath a bushel.

Once he had been comforted by nature, he felt the need to return to

society with renewed energy:

There is society,where none intrudes,
By the deep Sea and.music in its roar:
I love not Man the less, but Nature more ...

(21)

From even so brief a survey of Clare's literary forebears and
comtemporaries, it becomes clear that, in spite of his ability to
absorb beneficial influences, he succeedsd in conveying a
peculiarly personal sense of.isolation. True, he shared the love
of his Auqustan and pre-Romantic predecessaors for the solitudes of nature
and his sarly versse shows the impact of the retirement tradition .upon

him, Yet o his knowledge of nature was far more detailed and imtimate
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than that of both the retirement paoets and his Ramantic pseers.
Only Wordsworth could rival Clare in his knowledge of wildlife, but
hie poetic landscapes are depicted on a much 134&9,&(‘ scale than those
of Clare, It must be said, however, that Claré took his love of
solitude to extremes, a danger which lWordsworth recognised and
avoided. Unfortunately, Clare was caught in a vicious circle; his
love of solitude caused him to withdraw himself from company during
his long nature rambles,and he found that, when he did mix in society
and make his mark in the world, he increasingly met neglect and
tostility, which threw him more and more upon the resources of nature.
Similarly, Clare experienced neglect and isolation to a much grsater
extent than any of his Romantic comtemporaries becauss of his humble
background and his inevitable failure to establish himself as a
permanent luminary in the London literary scene. To understand the

| full extent of the reasons for Clare's isolation, we must now

consider the theme as it developed in his verss,
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CHAPTER TWO: "Solitude Should Be My Choice"-

The Early Psems: 1806 - 24

Taking 1nto consideration the unusual circumstances of Clarse's
background and the importance of the literary genres which
influenced himy, it is easier to appreciate how a sense of isolation
became one of the main keynotes of his vsrse, The aim of this
and subsequent chapters is to show how this process is manifested
at various stages of his career; the dates ssparating different
periods in his caresr are chosen for the sake of convenience rather
than because they represent rigid lines aof deﬁarcation in the
development of his verse, By 1824, it is true, Clare was coming
to maturity as a post and the verse written bstween this date and
1832, shows far greater concision and lucidity than his early verseg
similarly, the verse written betwesen 1832 and 1836 reveals a
distinctive sense of pessimism and a move towards shorter verse
forms; the large body of verse composed in the two asylums also has
some unusual distinguishing features. Y@ t,;in spite of the
differences betwsen the kinds of verse which date from various
periods of Clare's career, there is an astonishing continuity in the

themes and attitudes, stretch{ggpftgm }hqﬁggg{igst verse to the

final Northampton lyrics.

Not surprisingly, most of the verse written before 1821 tands
to be derivative, diffuse and ssntentiousj the first volume,

Poems Descriptive of Rural Life and Scenery, is the work of a young

poet learning his craft and attempting to forge his own style, The

second volumey, The Village Minstrel, dates from a year later, in 1821,
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It shows evidence of greater originality and experimentation with

new verse forms, The third volume, The Shepherd's Calendar, was

begun before 1824 but not published until 1827; it represents
Clare's first undisputed masterpiecs; Overall,the verse from the
early part of Clare's developmsnt is marred by excessive moralising,
prolixity and clumsy construction, However, many poems still
possess redeeming virtues, while others give promise of great things
to come, Above all; several of them clearly reveal Clare's growing

sense of isolation,

In fact, some poems deal specifically with the qualities which
Clare believed to be responsible for isolating him from his fellouw
men and directing him towards his postic vocation. Basically,
Clare felt that he had been endowed by Providence with a supsrior
sensitivity towards the beauty of nature and the desire to encabsulata
this in the form of verss, In the early sonnet, "On Taste", Clare:
singles out the quality which elevateshim above his peers. "Taste"
is not to be understood in its esighteenth-century sense in terms of
literary discriminationy; nor even as a product of naturs which
influences the mindj rather, it‘is a divine gift which informs
_nature herself. and apens the eyes of_privileged-men_to its workings., -—--—— —
To the unenlightensd "gross clown" - that is, the éveragerunthinking
rustic = taste is alien. Indeed, taste might almost be compared to
the gift of salvation in Calvinistic theology; for it esnables the
believer to gain a new perspective on the world around him, whils,

‘to the wuninitiated; the world appears to be a humdrum place:

51


http://the_ey.es

T-ASTE J§ from heaven,
An inspiration nature can't bestouw;
Though nature's beauties, where a taste is given,
Warm the ideasof the soul to flow
With that intense; enthusiastic glow
That throbs the bosom, when the curious eye
Glances on beauteous things that give dslight,
Objects of earth, or air, or sea, or sky,
That bring the very senses in the sight
To relish what we see: but all is night
To the gross clown = nature's unfolded book,
As on he blundsrs, never strikes his eye;
Pages of landscape; tree, and flower, and brook,
Like bare blank leaves, he turns unheeded by.

(Poems. 1,279)

In the slightly later "Shadows of Taste", a poem written in the
eighteenth-century form of pentameter couplets, Clare expands on this
idea, Hers, Clare points out the connection between nature and the mind

of a sensitive onlooker: it is taste which imparts the bsauty and

distinctiveness to nature‘’s featursas:

Taste with as many hues doth hearts sngage

As leaves and flowers do upon natures$ page

Not mind alone the instinctive mood declares

But birds and flowers and insects are its heirs---

(spPIC, 112)

Some humble rustics do see thess workings of taste in nature but
are unable -to articulate verEalky“mMat*they'have-exparianced:‘he -
cites a shepherd with "unlearned ken", But the vast majority of

mankind are “"mere savages", totslly blind to natural beauty and they:

Pass over sweetest scenes a carless eye...

(spP3C, 113)

To counterbalance this picture of the insensitivity of

worldlings,.Clare gives us a picture of "the man of science" - a man
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who is able to appreciate nature's mysteries and who discerns beauty
in the most unpromising spots:

But he the man of science and of taste

Sees wealth far richer in the worthless wasts .

Where bits of lichen and a sprig of moss

Will all the raptures of his mind engross...

(spP3c, 115)

Furthermore, one of Clare's most firmly rooted convictions was
that naturg should be allowed to grow unhindered by human alterations
or artifice, Left thus, éhe retains her innate spontaneity,
disorder and integrity¢ the qualities which the creator intended her
fo have, But humans motivated by "self interest" (sppac; 115) and
not by love of nature, would hew down vegetation and alter ﬁatura's
contours to gratify their own ends, thus mutilating her. By herselﬂ
nature 1is a "wild eden" and only men such as the enclosars, spurred

on by base economic ends,would desecrate her.

In turning to The Village Minstrsl , Clars's first attempt at

a long poem, we see an ambitious endeavour to give a panoramic view
of rural life, embracing such diverse thsmes as enclosure, village
festivities, nostalgia Forrchilqhggd, ;hs_gquﬁbgof_qrngng poet

and H;s alienation from his fellow villagers, The structure of

the poesm, which consists of 120 Spenserian stanzas, 1s well handled;
ostensibly, the poem traces the growth t@. manhood of the peasant poet,
Lubin. In fact, the focus coﬁstantly shifts away from him in

order to describe various aspects of rurél life and, unfortunately,

the psychological development of the protagonist is 1nédequatély dealt

with: this is one of the poem's chief flauws, Nevertheless, ths

final third of the poem is strongly elegiac in tone and laments
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the ravages caussed by enclosure and the alienation of Lubin in
his native village: thus, it becomes a thinly veiled pro jection
of Clare's own unhappy experience in Helpston. As such, this
saection merits close attention, for it indicates unambiguously
that, early in his carseer, Clare was beginning to feel estranged
owing to the malicious gossip of the villagers. In the last five
stanzas, Lubin appears as a clear alter-ego of Clare: a man given
to wandering amid the countryside and shunning society:.

Nor has his taste with manhood e'er declintd:

You still may see him on his lonsly way,

O0'er stile or gate in thoughtful mood reclin'‘'d;

Or 'long the road with folded arms to stray,

Mixing with autumn's sighs or summer qay;

And curious, nature's secrets to explors,

Brushing the twigs of woods or copss away,

To roam the lonely shade so silent o'er,

Sweet muttering all his joys where clowns intrude no more.

(sP3C, 56)

From his childhood, Lubin has aspirations to becoms a poet,
yet, because of his low social status, these ambitions seem to have
no prospect of being fulfilled:
Thus Lubin's early days did rugged roll,
And mixt in timely toil - but e'en as now,
Ambitious prospects fired his little soul, _ .. _

‘And fancy soared and sung, 'bove poverty's control.

(spac, 27)

Significantly, fellow peasants berate his abilities and
cruelly slander him:
'Mong many a foe his wild weeds ope to view,
And malics mocks him with a rude disdain;
Proving pretensions to the muse as vain,

They deem her talents far beyond his skill,...

(spac, s6)
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The poem ends on a pessimistic and uncertain note, tubin
remains an isolated figure, full of vain hopes and derided by his
contemporaries, This certainly ssems to reflect Clare's fears
about whether his own gifts would reap their reward or whether he

too would succumb to the ravages of betrayal, denigration and

antipathy:

Time's steady movements must her end decide,

And leave him painful still to hope the day,

And grope through ignorance his doubtful way,

By wisdom disregarded, fools annoy'd.

And if no worth anticipates the lay,

Then let his childish notions be destroy'd,
And he his time employ as erst it was employ'd.

(spac, 57)

_Consonant with this mood of gloom about his psrsonal fortunes
is the emphasis upon the destruction of the poet's native landscape by
enclosure, The impact of enclosure upon Clarg's consciousness»has already been
alluded tojy the worst effect was, from his viewpoint, the sweeping
changes wrought upon the iopography around Helpston, The villaqge
common, the open-field system and many beloved natural landmarks
were banished forever, Clare complains in a Aumber of poems

about the greed of the enclossrs, to whom the beauty of nature was

a mere irrelevance and for whom the only value of the land was

financial. A poignant stanza in The Village Minstrel’ “amply

illustrates this:

0 dear delightful spots, his native place!.
How Lubin look'd upon the days done by;
How he, though young, would past delights retrace,
Bend o'er gull'd holes where stood his trees, and sigh,
With tears the while bemoist'ning in his sye;
How look'd he for the green, a green no more;
Mourning to scenes that made him no reply,
Save the strong accents they in memorynbors,
'Our scenss that charm'd thy youth are dead, to bloom no mors.®

(sP3c, 54)
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The shock which enclosure imposed upon Clarg's spirit cannot
be overestimated. He saw it not aonly as a social evil which brought
further hardship on the village, as "The Fallen Elm" (MC, 192)
indicates, but even as a sacrilegious act that struck at the roots
of man's kinship with nature, Moreover, it filled him with a deep
sense of desolation and, as sesn in the stanza quoted, rendersd him
a stranger in his own beloved terrain, This feeling of anquish is
reverberated succinctly in a fine poem of this period to which I

have already referred, "The Mores":

And sky bound mores in mangled garbs are left
Like mighty giants of their limbs bsreft
Fence now meets fence in owners little bounds
Of field and meadow large as gardsn grounds
In little parcels littls minds to please

With men and flocks imprisoned ill at sase...

(sppaC, T70)

This feeling of disorientation left by enclosure is only
parallelled by the shock produced in 1832 after Clare's move from
Helpston to nearby Northborough, where, again, the change in

topography is highly important.

In spite of the pessimism about his own solitary vocation as

a péetraﬁdrthe damage done by enclosure, Clare was undsterred from
pursuing the lone communing with nature that sustained and inspired
him for most of his life, Indeed, several early poems foilow the
pattern 6f the loco-descriptive genre, in which the bard wanders
through the countryside alones describing its various attractions
as he encounters them,and draws moralistic conclusions from these

experiences. Unfortunately, this verse=form lends itself to
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digressions and diffuseness and, for the most part, Clare found it
difficult to resist these temptations. Even so, certain passages
from the loco-descriptive poems convey movingly the solace and
delight to be found in secluded noocks by a perceptive poet, The
most notable poems in this genre include "Couwper Green" (Poems 1,174),
"Recollections After A Ramble" (Poems 1,181) and "Solitude"

(Poems 1,190),

These poems follow the pattern of a loosely connected series‘of
images culled from the poet's rambles and finish with suitable
philosophical conclusions., In these poems, the secluded regigns
of nature, untouched by the “spoiling axe" (2225551376) of the
enclosers, bear a virgin sanctity which lends them a primaeval
innocence. Couwper Green is therefore a "sacred lonely spot"
(Posms. 1,179) reminiscent of Eden itself. Perhaps the most typical
of these poems is entitled "Solitude": as the title suggests, the

poem embodies Clare's deepest feelings about nature and solitude,

The poem employs the matre of Milton's "Il Pensgroso" and bears

certain superficial resemblances to its precursor: the use of the

couplet form, the mood of relaxed comtemplation and the use of a

Howsver, Clare's

parsdnified abstréé&ion are broad points in-common,
poem deals characteristically with nature, solitude, worldly
transience and the uplifting of the soul in a final vision of

transcendence.

Solitude itself appears as a balm for the soul, a haven»from

the scorn and oppression which the post meets in the world, Already,
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the seeds of Clare's later misanthropic tendencies are being souwn:

But. when sorrows more oppress,
When the world brings more distress,
Wishing to despise as then
Brunts of fate, and scorn of men;
When fate's demons thus intrude,
Then 1 seek thee, Solitude ...

(Poems, 1,195)

The paths through which Solitude, personified as his gquiding spirit,

leads him are truly wild and unspoilsd by man:

In such wildernesses, where

Ne'sr an axe was heard to sound,

Or a tree's fall gulsh'd the ground,
Wwhere (as if that spot could be)
First foot-mark'd the ground by me,
All is still, and wild, and gay,
Left as at creation's day. ...

(Poems 1,194)

Clare reflects on the pride and arrogance of his fellow men,

who forget their own transience and natura's permanence:

And man, to me a galling thing,
Own'd creation's lord and king,
A minute's length, a zephyr's breath,
Sport of fate, and prey of death,...

(Poems. 1,196)

Here, far from humankind, the poet views man and nature from a
true perspective: God's providential care for man is ssen in

nature and in life's struggles:

Hers 1 judge the world aright,

Here saee vain man in his true light,

Learn patiente, in this trying hour,

To gild life's brambles with a flower,
Take pattern from the hints thou'st given,
And follow in thy steps to heaven,

(Poems. 1,198)
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The poem reveals Clare's heavy dependence upon the literary
clich&s of the previous century: the tetrameter couplet verse-form,
the ruined abbey and the conventional sentiments about nature and
solitude are typical of the tradition of reflective postry. At
the same time, however, the poem contains a number of Clare's
characteristic-preoccupations: the need to be ssparate from humanity
is heavily stressed and the value placed upon the unspoiled Edenic

wilderness is typical of him,

Clare's suspicion of the values and attitudes of men, underlined
by his rewvulsion towards enclésure and his rejection at the hands
of the villagers, surfaces in his finest long poem of the period,

The Shepherd's Calendar, and in the satirical long poem, "The Parish",

In The Shepherd's Calendar, Clare rejoices in the beauties of nature

at various times of the year and presents fine vignettes of rural
toil, but this is not the whole picture: there are also disturbing
insights into the cruelty and barbarity of peasant lifs. Even in

The Village Minstrel ', Clare had given evidence of human quarrelling,

animal baiting and gossiping; in "The Parish", (SPJC, 140) Clare
gives psn=portraits of various local worthies who have exploited

-the poor- and spread-corruption since the ®enclosure of the area. The
poem is fierce, almost hysterical, in its continual denunciation of
gentry, farmers, justices and clergy who constitute the "meanest dregs
of tyranny and crime" (SPJC, 140); the poem falls very much into the
Augustan tradition of satire and,though some of its passages are
deftly composed, the prolixity and the monotony of tone mar the work

seriously as a whole, Nevertheless, it gives clear expression

to Clare's feeling that society, as reflected in the microcosm of Helpston,
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was becoming corrupt and self-seeking and that the avserage rural
labourer was being converted into "oppression's humble slave"

(spac, 140). In The Shepherd's Calendar , however, it is not

simply the land~owning classes and the sstablishmant who ars guilty
of evil and tyranny, In "August", impoverished boys are ill-treated
by parsimonious women and small animals are brutally killed by
peasants; in "May ¥, birds are driven from their'habitats and in
"July", young girls are mocked by ribald swains. These incidents
are presented with the minimum of comment and the evils are left éo
declare themselvesj by this time, Clare had learned the value of
restraint and understatement and he remains as a discreet obaervér
of svents for most of the poem. Howsver, there is growiné evidence
of a loss of faith in the goodness of his fellow men and a sense that
the Eappiness which characterized his youth in pre-enclosure

Helpston was yielding to the selfishness of a new orderj .&hqt included

materialistic nouveaux riches, a corrupt officialdom and - a
benighted peasantry. A decade later, this darkening vision of

humanity was to become demonic in character.

As indicated, Clare remains an unobtrusive. observer throughout
most of The Shepherd's Calendar, allowing his»ieieurely~descriptions~-
of rural life to speak for themselves, Basically, the poesm follouws
in the well established tradition of Spenser's The Shepheqedes Calendar,
which spawned several similar works in the sighteenth-century, notably

Gay's The Shepherd's Week . The moods of the seasons are reflected

in each of the twelve months, and the slow pace and detailed
descriptions of rural life express the perennial rhythms of the

countryside,. Clare employs a variety of versse=forms, but the overall
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pace remains a slow, dignified one. Occasionally, the poet does
intrude into the poem, as in "October", where Clarse, having surveyed
the tesming impressions of the month, then gives a gloomy
self-portrait which is contrasted with the cérefree innocence and

spontaneous delight of a young boy:

These pictures linger thro the shortming day

And cheer the lone bards mellancholy way

And now and thsesn a solitary boy

Journeying and muttering oes. his dreams of joy .

(sc, 115)

The figure of the solitary boy, engaged upon some carefree
rural task such as cowtending or shepherding, appears a nqmbar of
times in Clare's verse and hafks back to his own past and his happy
childhood expenienceé, which contrast strongly with the strife
attendant upon adult life. Indeed, in "March"jthere is a remarkable
passage which depicts a boy gazing ‘in awe at the flocks of geess
which fly far above him. His gaze is then drawn towards a golitary
crane, uwhich, in its starkness, reflects both the boy’s isolation
and that of the poet himself, The description is‘given an

authentic freshness by the use of the dialect word "cranking":

- e — RN ——— — _—— e —— — R — = R

He hears the wild geese gabble oer his head

And pleased wi fancys in his musings bred

He marks the figur d forms in which they flye c.o
While far abowve the solitary crane

Swings lonly to unfrozen dykes again
Cranking -a jarring ™&ilaneholy ery

Thee' the wild journey ef the cheerlees skyo..

_(Sc, 33)
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While the images of isolation in Thegfhgfﬁefd's Calendar are

carefully presented, a number of poems give vent far more directly
to this thems. Indeed, a thinly disguised picture of Clare's
isolation can be found in "The Fate of Geni\!&j; one of a group
of poems known as Ehe"Village Tales". These are gloomy: narrative
poems, drenched for the most part in almost Hardyesque fatalism and
dealing with morbid accéunts of seduction'and betrayal .,

"The Fate of Genius” is indesd grimly ironic in that it foreshadows,

in part, Clare's own fate, and possibly reflects-the downfall and early
death of the peasant poet,.ﬂobert Bloomfield, The poem deals with

the meteoric rise to fame and untimely death of a lonely, misunderstood
peasant post. Despite ite obtrusive pathos, as it eulogizes ~the’
rustic genius from ‘Ehe darknes ", the poem clearly articulates

all 6? the prablems that Clare faced in Helpston.  The poet's

behaviour even resembles Clare's own, as the village clerk testifies:

'l knew him froma child', the clerk would say,
'And often noticed his dislike to play;

0ft met him then, lone left by woods and streams,
Muttering about as psaople do in dreamsj...

E'sn children startled from his oddness ran,

And shunn'd his wanderings as "the crazy man"j
The' harmless as the things he mix'd among =

His ways were gentle:end  umknown to wrong.:.,.

(Poems 1,498

The poet'swiftly achieves fame as strangers purchase . his
verse and visit his humble "shed". Butgsoon, suspicious gossips

disparage him and "black his merits with their lies" (Poems 1,499)5

Finally, the sensitive poet pines away beneath the onslaught

of cruel criticism and falls into neqlect, eventually dying alone.
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The epitaph on his tomb pays tribute,in its rather conventional
way,to the lofty vocation of one who was too good to share 1ife with
merciless worldlings:
' "Herep slesp the hopes of one whese glowing birth
Was found too warm for this unfeeling earth,... ' ?

(Poems- 1,500)

The feelings of isolation to which this poem cleairly gives
expression are reflaected in Clare's correspondence of the psriod,
as a letter to John Taylor.written in 1820 discloses, Clare's
unhappiness at the lack of literary stimulus, his léneliness and
his estrangement from his fellow villagers are well revealed:
I wish I livd nearer you at least I wish London
woud creep within 20 miles of Helpstone I don't
wish Helpstons to shift its station I live here
among the ignorant like a lost man in fact
like one whom the rest seems carsless of having
anything ta do withe,,. I find more pleasure R
in wandering the:fields- ther in mixing ameng my silent
neighbours who are insensible of sverything but.toiling...

(Letters, 132)

In some ways far- more ominous than "The Fate of Genius" are
two awesome apocalyptic poems, "The Dream" and “The Nightmare",
“Hoth are influsnced by the Gothic literary tradition and, in fact,
Clare openly acknowledged the inspiration of De Quincey's

Confessions of an English Opiume=Eater upon"The .Dream"(§%ee - Eoe.-m,s ,408), In spite

of the literary influences,hawever, both works have a firm genesis
in nightmares which Clare had during the early 1820s. He suffered
from bouts of depression and numerous physical ailments during

this period, and the posms echo the insecurity of a troubled mind.
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Uncertainties about his poetic vocation and fears of rejection
by God, based upon a sense of failure and sinfulness, are clearly
exposed. Furthermore, Clare described the conditions which led
to the composition of "The Dream" in a way that demonstrates the
extent of the severe mental and material pressures upon him and

even foreshadows his later madness:

eeeI'm determind in the testh of vexation to
surmount dissap®e intment by unwearisd
struggles - under these feelings the dream
was written-& that is the reason of their
explanation -,,.1 mustn't do no more
terrible things yet they stir me up to such
a pitch that leaves a disrelish for my old
accustomd wanderings after nature =-.,,

(Letters, 132)

Even the writing of such-poeme disturbed him deeply, as this
extract indicates. 0f the two boems, "The Oream" is longer and
more diffuse, though several passages contain imagafy of a.
frightening intensity. Clare's spiritual and artistic insgcufity
and the horror of the fate which he envisgges'are.conveysd in
terrifying terms:

Stars drunk with dread roliedlglddy from the heaven, _.
" “'And staggering worlds like wrecks in storms were driven;

The pallid moon hung fluttering on the sight,
As startled bird whose wings are stretched for flight;,..

(Paems. 1,402)

This vision of universal destruction becomes so fsearful that

it assumes a vividness as strong as ° - reality itself:

And midst the dreads of horror's mad extreme

I lost all notion of its being a dream:

Sinking, I fell through depths that seemed to be
As far from fathom as Eternityj...

(Poems. 1,403) e
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Not only is the poet's own being threatened, but his beloved

nature sQFfers annihilation:

The pleasant hues of woods and fields were past,
And nature's beauties had enjoyed their last:

The coloured flower, the green of field and tree,
What they had been for ever ceased to bei...

(Posms 1,401)

"The Nightmare" bégins almost like a Chaucerian dream vision
poem with a picture of a "sweet far land" and a mansion, in front
of which pass large crowds, None of the crowd seems to acknowledge
the poet until, suddenly, a beautiful blue-eyed womgn, clad in
flowing robes, approaches . him and acts as his guide and companion,
leading him to the mansion, As they approach the mansion; however,
a “skrange Nolse s heard.: this noise fills the crowd and the
woman with trepidation. o bright light appears and the .. f'szic"
reaches a crescendo. The mansion disintegrates and pandemonium
ensugs; at the last moment, even Clare's faithful quide vanishes,
to be replaced by é hideous fiend:

Millions of hopes, hung on a spider'!s tie

'Twuesen time's suspense and fate's eternity,
Seemed cut at once, and all around the host

- - -~ ~Felt at that—moment if his own was lostj.. ~—+ ~— = T -

coecne (Poems 1,406)

And scarce I turned her desert flight to trace
Ere a foul fiend seemed standing in her place,
'Twas Mary's voice that hung in her farewsllj;
The sound that m@ment on my msmory fell -

A sound that held the music of the past;j...

~
(Poems . 1,407)
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The woman is thus explicitly identified as Mary; however, she aot enly
reminde us . of his adoleecent love but probably acte as a symbol
for his poetic muse, also, But it seeme that neither love nor the
muse can survive the dreadful onslaught upon his personality., Scenes
of horror - "Huge circles lost ta eyes" and "dead groane" - surround
the poet, At this point, he awakee, but so deeply has the dream
been imprinted upon his mind that it seeme to foreshadow an objective
reality:

Horror and Jjoy and mystery when by
Seemed less of vision than reality,
A nightmare my=stery of a sealing doom,

A feeble picture of the dread to come,

(Poems 1,408)

The appearance of the figure whom Clare names as Mary is most
important, It shows that, as early as 1823, Clare was beginning
to find in the memory of his childhood sweetheart one wham he
could idealise and remove from the reglm of sarthly imperfection,
The full deification of Mary does not occur until the High Beech
period, bdt, already, Mary appears to be identified with what
Jungians would call the "anima", ARccording to the psychoanalyst,

von Franz, the anima figure:

«ss takes on the tole of quideyor mediator,
to the world within...

(1)

A eimilar, though more optimistic dream, is recorded in s
prose fragment entitled simply "The Oream" (Proge, 231), in which

the enima figure once more appears, but this time directs Clare
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to copies of his verse on a bookshelf, However, the disappearance

of the anima in the poem, "The Dream", is obviously menacing and
foretokens a sense of terrible isolation and the evanescaﬁce of

Clare's epiritual and artistic vitality, Together, these two
frightening poems give indications eof the kimds of stresses which drove

Clare to insanity in the 1830s,

One of the finest of Clare's early poems én isolation is
again firmly anchored in am unforgettable experience.The lyric,
"Jhat is Life?",is a bleak mgditation upon life's brevity and frailty,
written in 1818, What elevates the poem far above the status of
most of Clare's early reflective verse is its intensity, its aptly
chosen imagery and careful construction, Moreover, a clear
refgrence to the poem's Ccmposition is found in Clare's
pEOSE é?i%iﬁgs; ¥t was written shortly after Clare's deception
by the unscrupulous bookseller, J.B. Henson, who had betrayed
-a promise to help with the publication of some‘verss. A£>£he ti%e,
Clare was finding it difficult to obtain work or to find recognition
for his poetry. Also, he desperately needed to help his family out of

their dire financial straits, He described the situation as follows:

oeein one of these musings, my prosing thoughts
A lost themselves soein: balking a view; asl Sat beneath Ehe
shelter of a woodland hedge, of my parents’ distressas
at home, and of my labouring so“hard and so vainly to
get out of debt, and of my still added perplexities
of ill-timed love,

Striving to remedy all, and all to no purpose,
I burst out in-  an exclamation of distress,
"what is Life?” and instantly recollecting such a
subject would be a good one for a poem, I hastily
scratted down the first 3 verses of it,..,

(sketchesy 76)

Hence, the poem springs directly from an incident in Clare's life;

in this case, a highly unpleasant one. Certainly, it gives
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confirmation, if any werevneeded, of the close linksbsetween Clare's
life and his verse, The first stanza calls to mind the tone of the
melancholy tradition in eighteenth-century verse, as it g§loomily
likens 1life to a catalogque of insubstantial entities, The poem's
skilful construction, consisting,as it does,of an alternation of
rhetorical que;tion and answer, conveys the internal dialogue of

a troubled mind with itself; the brief questions are given answers

which employ haunting images of mist, dreams and bubbles to svoke

life's transisence:-

And what is Life? an hour-glass on the run

A mist retreating from the morning sun '
A busy bustling still repsesated dream

Its length? A moment%s~pause, a moment's thought
And happiness? A bubble on the stream

That in the act of siezing shrinks to nought

(sepacC, 6)

The second half of this stanza points to the fragility-of all -
human hopes for self-bettsrment; these hopes are expressed in tﬁe
bright images of "dewy lawn'" and the "flowret of its gem", which
are set against the frailty of the "Puffing gales", the "cobweb"

and "thin disguise!;in a well modulated antithesis:

Vain hopes-what are they? Puffing gales of morn
That of its charms divests the dewy lawn

And robs each flowret of its gem and dies
A cobweb hiding disappointments thorn

Which stings more keenly thro' the thin disquise

(spp3c, 6)

Thus, life cannat be a "thing to be desir*d" and Clare reaches
out towards death and the peace beyond the grave. The thinking

of the poem is reminiscent of the gloomy: religious verse of
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Blair and Young. Moreover, the desire to escape from life's
problems through death appears periodically in Clare's work and
reaches its culmination in "I am" (SPPJC, 195). Hence, death
appears to offer the best remedy for one who has been reduced
to the straits of poverty and humiliation:

And what is death? Is still the cause unfound

The dark mysterious name of horrid sound

A long and ling'ring sleep the weary crave-
And psace - where can its happiness abound?

No where at all but Heaven and the grave

(sppP3c, 6)

From the earliest period of his poetic apprenticeship, Clare
showed a sympathy for creatures which appeared to him to be
particularly humble and fraily and fond of seclusion. Several
puemé, including the sarly "Address to a Lark" (Eggﬂg 1,25 ),

"The Robin" (SPJC, 8) and the fine sonnet "The Primrose™ (SPJIC, 24)
all deal with natura's smaller denizens., Clare later developed

to a high degree the art of describing small, vulnerable creaturss,
Indsed, there is sometimes an element of identification with the
life of such creatures, for Clare felt that the qualities of

humility and sensitivity, which he perceived 1n them,

- were vital~for human beings. He, too, felt threatansd by’variousw”'"

enemies and frail in the face of 1life's vicissitudesj hencejzhe was
well able to sympathize with such creaturess. In the following decadse,
Clare developed this ability to its full extent in the bird and |
animal poems; in the asylum poem "Clock-a-Clay", he even progressed

towards an empathic relationship with one creature (SP3C, 315).
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In "To the Snipe", a poem from this period with am unusual
stanzaic form, Clare succeeds admirably in conveying the
unobtrusiveness of the bird and the value of solitude. The
vocabulary reflects the influence of Wordsworth, notably in such
expressions as "a dweller and a joy", "mystic indeed" and "habitual
love", Overall, however, the poem bears Clare's unmistakeable
fingsrprints. His fascination for the snipe liés in its eschewal
of humankind and the aura of mystery which it thereby acquires:

Lover of swamfs
The guagmire over grown
With hassock tufts of sedge-where fear encamps

Around thy home alone

(sppac, 69)

_And here mayhap

When summer suns hath drest

The moors rude desolate and spungy lap
May hide thy mystic nest

(sppac, 70)

By nesting in the "remotest shades", waterfowl thes  : gaini
a mystique of their own. Indesd, tﬁay seem to "dreaq/the very breathl
of man" (SPPIC, 70) and to seek lonely spots where they may live
a self-contained existence. Such human fdé§'éé“thé”"free'bboter" I
and "sculking fowler" threaten the birds bt Clare belisves that a
"power divine" protects them, both against men and the harsh
environment. His own motive for seeking the snipe's haunts is
pure, for he feels that,by observing the habits of the birds, he will

gain insight into nature's profoundest mysteries:
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Thy solitudes

The unbounded heaven ssteems

And here my heart warms into higher moods
And dignifying dreams

I see the sky

Smile on the meanest spot

Giving to all that creep or walk or flye
A calm and cordial lot

Thine teaches me

Right feelings to smploy

That in the dreariest places peace will be
A dweller and a joy

(sePac, 71-2)

The last stanza carries a Wordsworthian insistence upon the
capacity of nature to instruct men who are willing to learn her
secrets, Furthermore, Clare feels an obvious sympathy for a
creature which is harmless, yet harried by menyand which leads a

tranquil life far from the human maelstrom.

Another highly important strand in Clare's isolation during fhis -
period.is thef sense of disappointment and desolation which He
felt as a result of the parting betwsen himself and Mary Joyce.
For, the short-lived relationship between himself and ﬂafy left an
indelible - impression upon him; as time passed, he came to halldw

~ the relationship and to idealise Mary. - Hence; the--disappointment -
occasioned by his partinékffba,ﬂary became part of a more generalised
yearning for the past and the innocence of childhood in pre-enclosure
Helpston. Clare's feelings for Patty never sesm to have achieved'
the intensity of his prior love for Mary, This is further confirmed
b? thé fact that Clare dreamed of a woman whom he identified as
Mary, as we_know from both the posm and the prose account entitled

"The Dream", Clare's later belief that Mary was his first wife and

Patty his second has deep psychological significancs. for, both
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women differed widely in appearance: Mary was lighte=skinned and
fair-haired, whereas Patiy was dark-haired and sensuous; Clare
seemed to associate Mary with the artistic and spiritual longings
which he felt, while Patty became associated with his physical

needs, This dual aspect of the anima isa situation again familiar

to Jungian psychologists,

Two interesting poems of the period clearly reveal the nature
of Clare's feelings for Mary and articulate the sense of poignancy
at their parting. In "Dedication to #*#%"  Clare describes their

mutual love of nature's solitudes:

0 Mee% thou that once made all

What youthful dreams coud pleasure call
That once did love to walk with me

And own thy taste for scenery...

(spP3IC, 1)

Clare indicates that'the relationship, in uhich;rfbr on§9,>
he was able to find a person sensitive enough to appreciate the
things which he most treasured, is no mors. There is a plaintive
tone of regret in sections of the poem as he rsalises that the

shared happiness which he knew is now forever consigned to the past:

Thy voice so long in silence bound

To me that I forget the sound

And tho thy presence warms my theme

Like beauty floating in a dream.

Yet I will think that such may be

Tho buried secrets all to me

And if it be as hopes portray

Then will thy smiles like dews of heaven
Cheer my lone walks my toils repay

And all I ask be given

(spPaC, 3)

72



The forlorn post vainly hopes that her memory will linger with
him but the reference to the "dreams" reveals how her physical
presence is forever removed from him: only the intensely powerful

image of her former presence remains,

It is indeed ironic that Clare wrete of another fine poem,
whieh is entitled "Bellad: Where ig the h@a:t"p that it would
be the "last doggerel” ever to speak of Mary (Letters, 123),
Ostensibly, -the poem represents a farewell to a lover, and the
words "Fare thee well" chime lugubriously at the end of each stanza,
The poem beautifully articulates the tension in his mind, for,
though he knows that he and Mafy are "parted now" and "no more to
mast”, such are his feelings for her that He is unable to rsconcile
himself to the fact:

We met,we loved, we've met the last,
The farewell word is spoken; ‘
0 Mary, canst thou fesl the past
And keep thy heart unbroken?
To think how warm we loved, and how
Those hopes should blossom never;
To think how we are parted now,
And parted, oh, for ever -
Fare thee well,

(Poems . 2, 77)

The lagk stanza contains a surprisingly blunt admission of the
split in Clare's loyaltiss between Mary and Patty. While
recognising that there is no possibility of renewing the relationship -
with the former, Clare affirms that she will always hold the largep
part of his affections. ' Moreover, the poem aptly presages the

exalted function with which he would endow Mary's memory in the

later verse:
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Thou wert the first my heart to win,
Thou art the last to wsar it}

And though another claims a kin,
Thou must be one to share it,

Oh, had we known when hopes were sweet
That hopes would once be thwarted,
That we should part, no more to meet,
How sadly we had parted!

Fare thee wsell.

(Poems. 2, 77)

The escapist tendency which we have already seen emerging in
Clare's early verse - the desire to relive past joys and to return
to an age of innocence awa} from the corruption of men - is aptly
summarized in the sonnet, "The Happiness of Ignarance". It plainly
illustrates the more dangerous side of Clare's desire to escape
from civilisation and to live in an entirely isolated world,

There is an almost Rousseauesquse belief that a primitive existence

lived away from civilisation is preferable to the one which most

men lead in their corrupt world. S;ciety is tﬁué saen aé

detrimental to the individual's integrity. Clare pustulates a
pre-lapsarian existence in which he would grow ub withouﬁ human
contacts and be reared, like Romulus-and Remus, by wild bsasts,

It is indeed disturbing that so early in his career, Clare should

have felt such yearnings for an isolated existence and manifested

such profound cynicism about society:

Ere I had known the world & understood

How many follies wisdom names its own
Distinguishing things evil from things good
The dread of sin & death = ers I had knouwn
Knowledge the root of evil - had I been

Left in some lone place where the world is wild
& trace of troubling man was nsver seen
Brought up by nature as her favourite child

As born for nought but joy where all rsjoice
Emparadised in ignorance of sin

Where nature triss with never chiding voice -
Like tendsr nurse nought but our smiles to win
The future dreamless beautiful would be ’
The present - foretaste of eternity

(mc, 438)
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fFrom this survey of Clare's earlier versse, the complexity of
his sense aof isolation and its dependence upon various biographical
and temperamental factors becomes apparent, His innate love of
solitary rambling, his mistrust of the blindness and insensitivity
of his fellow peasants, not to mention their sometimes appalling
cruelty, made him fesl a stranger in his own villags. The
unfortunate relationship with Mary Joyce filled him with the disturbing
sense that he had lost the best love of his life and the only woman
with whom he could establish a deeply satisfying relationship.
The banishment of the open-field system in Helpston created in him
a yearning for the vanished happiness of the past. Further,
periodic illness and depression during the early 1820s, combined
with a nervdus sense of his own sinfulness that may have ariéen
partly through contact with fervent Christians, filled him with a
deep spiritual malaise, His longing for a past full of innocence
and joy, in which the landscape was unspoiled and society
uncorrupted, left him greatly at odds with his fellow men. - His
primary consolatian was derived from the re-creation of this
happiness in the form of verse, Unpleasant experiences with
publishers and flatterers during the decade did much to deepen
this plight: not even the four visits to London could alleviate =~~~

his isolation for long.
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Chapter Two = Endnotes

3 a N J
(1) M-L.ven Franz, " The Process of Tadividuation ¥

€rom C. &, Jung ed, Man_and his Symbols, London, 1978, p. 193
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CHAPTER THREE : "Lone Happinees" -

The Poems of 1824 - 36

The period of 1824 = 36 represents Clare's coming to maturity
as a poet and some of his finest nature poetry emerged during it.
Indeed, it i=s remarkable, in view of the stresses which he underwent .
during these ysars; that so much of the verse from the period reflécté
the joy which he derived from long rambles and from the close
observation of secluded birds and animals, Mention has already
been made of the various pressures which he endured during this
period: various illnesses;, problems with his publishere Taylor and
Hessey, an unfortunate affair, a family which swelled to
inelude seven children and the financial worriss attendant on this,
all combined to make 1ife very difficult for him, The fund set up
by T;ylorg Lord Radstock and Mrs Emmerson was not sufficient to
provide for his neede; even worse, Clare was, in effect, deprived of
a publisher following tha;termination oflthe publishiné‘eam?aﬁy of
Taylor and Hessey in 1825. He was unable to find a publisher for

his projected volume, The Midsummer Cushion, and; during the late

18208, he was reduced to attempting to sell his verse by door-to-door

hawking, After the termination of his publishers' partnership, no

morg_iitéfa;y dinners were held, thus déﬁ;ivinghCiéfam;f the
opportunity of meeting many old acquaintances when he visited London
for the last time in 1828, The literary friendships which he made
in London began to fade as hie correspondence went unansweredoA X

By 1830, Clarse would write despairingly to Taylor of the isolation

which he suffered in Helpston: v
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There is nothing that would give me more
pleasure then the revival of our correspondence
but as the fault is not mine I cannot mend ite...
I look upon the early acquaintance which my
ryhming trifles provided me as constituting

the happiest period of my life 1 wish nothing
had broken In upon those ssociations for they
had grown as dear to me as my own fireside ~.,.
where is Darley he never writes & Dewint the

I have written two letters to him (he) never
noticed theme....

(Letters, 247-8)

Even near the time of the move to Northborough, Clare still
felt isolated, and felt he was living in an area:
.ees0verflowing with obscurity & vulgarity far
away from taste & books & friendsaess

(Letters, 257)

Clare did, it is true, have a few trusted friends in the
Northamptonshire area. His letters of the 1820s rafer to such
friends as Tom Porter, who was responsible for showing his verse
to Orury in 1818, Edward Artis, the famous butler-archaeoclogist,
whom Clare assisted on some excavations, and Thomas Hendsrson, a
keen gardener and naturalist, He maintained contact with the
notorious Billings brothers and also,farther afield, with Bishop

Marsh of Peterborough. On the other hand, his good friend

Octavius Gilchrist died in 1823, and Edward Drury moved away from

Stamford the year before. Hence, there is no doubt that Clare was

greatly deprived of literary friends in his own area for most of the

1820s onwards. His move to Northborough did nothing to mitigate

this situation and,indeed, placed him in a worse position financially.
Furthermore, Clare suffered fresh misfortuneswith the death of one

of his children,(See Letters,282 and 362)then the death of his ﬁother in 1835,

an event which may have contributed to the final collapse of his sanity.
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As previously indicated, however, it is impossible to ignore
the more beneficial features of Clare's isolation and his solitary
rambling, He was able to give detailed attention to the writing
of verss, ‘and solitude furnished the vital stimulus for much of his

creativity, as The Midsummer Cushion and The Rural Muse indicate.

Indeed; the word "joy" appears in posm after poem of the 1820s, as,
Clare celebrates the delights of the wildlife that he encounters.
Nowhere is this joy more svident than in "Summer Images™, a carefully
crafted poem, whose imagery is Keatsian in its lushness, To Clars,
joy was not a superficial or transient feeling but a deeply
satisfying aesthstic and spiritual pleasure, which illuminated his
whole being: such a feeling as Wordsworth described as "the deep
power of joy"s1) As its title suggests, "Summer Images" consists

of a series of vignettes of the landscape and rural life; the
dominant mood is one of quiet and contentment amid scenes which far
surpasé those of the noisy city, In spite of his rewarding visits
to London, Clare could never forsake nature, tﬁe taproot of his

inspiration:

Me not the noise of brawling pleasures cheer
In nightly revels or in city streets
- . _ But joys which sooth: and not distract mine ear

That one at leisure meets — =~ e
In the green woods and meadows summer shorn
Or fields where bee flye greets
Ones ear with mellow horn

(spp3C, 146)

Eschewing mgnkind's haunts, the poet sesks "Spots solitude
provides" for undisturbed contemplation, In observing naturs,
he sses that wildlife possesses its own "inscape", as Hopkins would

term it: each plant and animal has unique traits which endow it
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with individuality, Indeed, in simply being themselves and
fulfilling their humble purpose within the ecological framework,
nature's creatures gain a joy which careworn or self-centred men lack -
a joy which only sensitive souls can appreciate:
Where speckled thrush by self delight embued
Singeth unto himself for joys amends
And drinks the honey dew of solitude
Where happiness attends
With inbred joy untill his heart oerflows
Of which the worlds rude frisnds
"Nought heeding nothing knows

(sPPaC, 146)

Moreover, the solitudesof nature teach the post a deeper
lssson than that of mers passive enjoyment of her features. For,
nature is sesn not merely as an aggregate of plants and animals
but as the repository of the deity's beauty and wisdom, Hence,
the man who loves nature and is in tune with her values will receive
the same benefits of grace and happiness as a religious believer.
"The Voice of Nature"™ resoundingly proclaims this truths

There is a pagse in which that voice aloud
Speaks music to the few and not the crowd;
Though no romantic scenes my feet have trod,
The voice of nature as the voice of God
.. _ _  _Appeals to me in every tres and flowsr, _ _ _

Breathing his glory, magnitude and powBre....

(spac, 185)

Here, then, Clare shows the same capacity as Wordsworth to
detect "a sense sublime/Qf something far more deeply interfused"(2)
behind the cuter workings of naturs, Amongst the boons which she

gives to the belisver are "joy", "magic Spells" and ™ happy t;k&{nﬁ <

(spac, 185),
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Woodlands, in particular, seem to have provided favourlite haunts
for observation and rumination: suéh poems as "The Woods"™ (MC, 260),
"Walks in the Woods" (MC, 280) and "Wood Rides" (MC, 490) certainly
indicate as much. Nowhere is the healing_influance of solitude and its
catalytic influence upon postic creativity so clearly seen as in

"The UWoods":

No human eye is visible

No human sound attracts

The ear - but musing solitude

One unembodied thought

Thinke the heart into stillness as the world
Was left behind for somthing green & new

& lonely - & lve thought
In such a spot to build
An hermitage or hut

With books & leisure left

How sweset t'would be but then again
I've turned to my old home & felt it vain

(mc, 260)

In the sonnat, "Pastoral Fancies", Clare recountg in some
detail the benefits to be acquired from solitude. These include
reléxation for the mind and a true sense of combensation for the
hardships of life:

.Bidding a long_fareuwsll to every trouble, . - _.
The envy and the hate of evil menj;
Feeling cares lessen, happiness redouble,
And all I lost as if 'twere found agen.,
Vain life unsesenj the past alone known then:
No worldly intercorse my mind should havs,

To lure me backward to its crowded denj...

(Poems.2, 16)

In "Emmonsales Heath", by contrast, Clare points out how the

neglect of nature's attractions by his insensitive, self-centred
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contemporaries has unfortunate repercussions for them, For, their
finer faculties, both aesthetic and spiritual, become atrophied
owing to their neglect of nature and poesy:

His heart is dead to quiet hours

No love his mind esmploys

Poesy with him neer sharee its flowers

Nor solitude its joys

- (sPPIC, 168)

An idea which becomes closely connected with Clare's sense
of isolation during the 1820s is that of fame. To Clare, "fame"
did not mean transient popularity such as hs enjoyed after thg
publication of his first volume, Rather, he believed that the
artist who wished to achieve lasting renown and to be remembered
by succeeding generations would be a man with the determination to
avoid the whimsical fashions of popular literary taste. True
artists would be men who cherished eternal. values: those of lovs,
nature, poesy and solitude; they would never stoop to alter their
styles or subject-matter to win short-lived praise or make spsedy
financial gains. Howsver, for the artist who embarks upon such

an arduous ‘path, there are many obstacles: he must be preparad to

face neglect, disparagement and ridicule in order to preserva.hié, e

integrity and to continue writing verse of real value, This, of

course, was the perilous psth which Clare choss,

In the rather long and loosely structured poem, "The Progress of
Ryhme", Clare illustrates how an artist dedficated to eternal values

will find the courage and motivation to continue writing:
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No not a friend on earth had 1

But my own kin and poesy

Nor wealth - and yet I felt indeed
As rich as any body naesd

To be - for health and hope and joy
Was mine altho a lonely boy

And what I felt - as now I sing
Made friends of all and every thing
Save man the vulgar and the low...

(sppaC, 124)

This personal testimony to his own trials is achoed on a more
gensral level in a number of sonnets concerning fame, written during
the 1820s, In "Merit", Clare boldly asserts that true artistic
talent must rise above all criticism and derision to vindicate
itself, The solar image deftly reinforces the ultimate assurance

of victory for merit:

So from the throws of envy hate & strife

Genius bursts forth & breaths eternal life

In vain the taunt would blight the scoff would sere
Like cobweb network falls the gibe & -sneer

& genius like a sunburst from the cloud

Throws forth her light her mind is heard aloud...

(mc, 447)

In the second of two sonnets entitled "To the Memory of Bloomfield",

Clare praises one of his favourite posts for his selfless dedication

to true artistic endeavour:

Sweet unassuming minstrel not to thee

The dazzling fashions of the day belong
Natures wild pictures field & cloud & tree

& quiet brooks far distant from the throng...

(mc, 397)
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In the sonnets, "Honesty" and "Slander", Clare exposes the
evils to which genius is subjected. = In "Slander", there is a very
personal note, as if he is recalling his own treatment in Helpston:

It feeds upon the honours of the great
It mars the reputation of the just

It eats its being into worths sstate

& levels all distinctions in the dust ...

(mc, 413)

In "Honesty", Clare affirms the durability of this virtue, which he

prized so greatly in the face of svil:
Cant hates it-hypocrites condemn it -~ & the herd
Seeking self interest frown & pass it bye

Tis trampled on - tis bantered - & deterred
Tis scoffed - & mocked at - yet it doth not dis ...

(mc, 411)

Yet, although he praises the value of true fame in some sonnets
and criticizes "Gilt fashions follys" in "To A Poet" (Mé,.107),
Clare is not wholly unequivocal about fame's ultimate valus. The
sonnets, "Fame" and "Vanity " of Fame", reach the sad conclusion
that all the toil which has gone into the production of great
literature is in vain; for, sadly, fame is not an adequate compensation
" for the Rercul®an creative efforts made by the artist and for his
ultimate effacement by death, In "Fame", fame itself is likened
to a series of hollow, insubstantial sntities: a sun in "solitary
glory" shining on a withered land, a dream, an echo of a dead man's.
voice and a cold,unfeeling stone statue, In all, it is a feeble

remnant of a person's true worths
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A picture that from all eyes praise is stealing

A statue towering over glorys qame

That cannot feel while he that was all feseling
" Is past & gone & nothing but a name

(mc, 396)

In "Vanity Of Fame", Clare arrives at the grim conclusion
that the annals of fame are far too large and thus they cannot ensure
that an artist will be remembered in the future. As time passss,
so many names are entered inte the annals that fame is eventually
degraded to the status of mers popularity; sadly, the combined
weight of human genius over the ages will bury the artist's name:

«+s to think ones name
Buoyant with visions of eternity
& as familiar now in the worlds ear
As flowsers & sunshine to the summers eye
Shall be forgot with other things that were
& 1like old words grown out of use thrown by

In the confused lap of still ebscurity

(mc, 395)

However, it is not merely the fate of the lonely genius
endeavouring to preserve his fame in the face of opposition which
is important in this period. The darker side of love, and the sense

of isolation left in its aftermath, is a highly significant theme,

-as "Adieu To My False Love Forever" (Poems 2, 152) and ™ove -~~~ = ~°

Scorned By Pride" (Poems 2, 161) indicate. Far more impressive
than either of these bleak tales, however, is the magnificent

"Fiest Loves Recollections”. This lyric captures, above all others,
Clare's sense of loss as a result of his parting from Mary and his
failure to be reconciled to this loss. Here, the tension betwsen
the mental impression of the girl's beauty and the void ieft by her

physical absence, is skilfully counterpointed. The poet confesses
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quilt that he should still feel so strongly about his lover: his

sorrow is heightened by the transient images of dreams, shadows and

blossoms:

FTRST love will with the heart remain
When all its hopes are bye

“As frail rose blossoms still retain

Their fragrance till thaey die

| And joys first dreams will haunt the mind
With shadows whence they sprung

As summer leaves the stems behind

Gn which springs blossoms hung

(sPP3C, 43-44)

The poet realises that he has "lost thqbk f{ahk’to call her his
lover: but his guilt for this is offset by the more disturbing
sensation that in somse way his mental image of her is fading with

the insidious passage of time:

Thy face was so familiar grown

Thy self so often nigh

A moments memory when alone

Would bring thee to mine eye

But now my very dreams forget

That witching look to trace

Though there thy beauty lingers yet
It wears a strangers face

(sprac, 44)

is that their parting is-merely one comparatively minor tragedy

in the midst of l1ife's sadness:

When last thy gesntle cheek I prest
And heard thee feign adieu

I 1little thought that seeming jest
Would prove a word sa true

A fate like this hath oft befell
Even loftier hopes then ours

Spring bids full many buds to swell
That neer can grow to flowers

(sPpPaC, 45)
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Equally as fine as "First Loves Recollections™ is the deftly
crafted lyric "Love and Memory". It is an elegy for a dead companion
which combines a haunting rhythm and simplicity of diction with a
profound gravity of tone. Though it eontwins ne mention of this p eflon’r
name s it powerfully conveys the tensions which Clare experienced ina his
grief . . : a present bereft of the beloved's bresence, a past filled
with joy and the hollow comfort that his love is at least safe in

eternity's realm:

THOU art gone the dark journey
That leaves no returning
Tis fruitless to mourn thee
But who can help mourning
To think of thes life
That did laugh on thy brow
In the beautiful past
Left so desolate now

(sppac, 33)

The fact that hig -lov€4s at peace cannot assuage his sorrouw,
because he cannot find his own peace of mindy - :
Yet thy.love shed upon me
Life more then my own
And now thou art from me
My being is gone
Words know not my grief
Lo - . Thus without thee to dwsll. e — - S et
Yet in one I felt all
When life bade thee farewell

(sPPIC, 35-6)

Some comment upon Clare's sensitivity towards any form of
change has already been madse. Clare's reaction to the enclosurse
of Helpston was truly a severe one, and it was the changes to the
topography which-he found most distressing. In 1832, however,

Clare took the opportunity to move with his large family away from
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his beloved native Helpston to a cottage provided for him by ane
of his patrons,lord Milton, at nearby Northborough. The hopse
amongst Clare and his friends was that he would be able to establish
himself as an independent farmer and improve his unpenviable financial
situation, Before the move, ke was brimful of enthusiasm and
he wrote that he aspired to become "independant of all but old
friends & good health" (Letters, 258), But Clare's illusions of
a more prosperous life were quickly dispelled: the burden of JX Seven
children, growing ill-hsalth and financial worries rapidly saw to
that., Furthermore, the cﬁange in environment, even over such a
small distance, was enough to affect Clare deeply, filling him with
disaorientation and separating him from the scenes in which he had
grown to manhood and a*perienced joyful svents, Only a few months
after the move, Clare wrote plaintively to Taylor in Septembsr 1832,
explaining how his hopes had been overturned:
I feel the situation in which difficulty
places me dreadfully but as my staff of
independance is broken by that accident

that nobody foresees viz., a large family,..
I must do as I can...

If Mr \oodhouse is returned do your
earliest opportunity to serve me for I am as
helpless as a child & every thing is going
~wrong with me,- - - - T

(Letters, 269-70)

This note of pathos is echoed by an parlier letter in which
Clare spesaks of the mental barrier which hs had to overcome in
making the move: seldom is his almost animistic kinship with nature

s0 strongly and eloguently stated as here:
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«ss 1 have had some difficulties to leave

the woods & heaths & favourite spots that

have known me so long for the very molehills

on the heath & the old trees in the hedges

seem bidding me farewell.....& altho my flitting is
not above three miles off-there is neither wood nor
heath furze bush molehill or oak tree about it,..

(Lettsrs, 258)

The fact that nature's features appeared to be reciprocating
his sorrow, because they knew the poet personally, gives a

remarkable insight into Clare's sense of organic unity with nature,.

These feelings are supserbly expressed in a long poem written
after Clare's departure from Haelpston and entitled "The Flitting".
Here, his dismay and sense of deracination are clearly formulated.
The personal nature of the logss is reinforced by the fact that
eight of the Ewlnty-seven tetrameter stanzas begin with the
praonoun "I":

IVE left my own old home of homes
Green fields and svery pleasant place
The summer like a stranger comes

1 pause and hardly know her face

I miss the hazels happy green

The blue bells quiet hanging blooms

Where envy's sneer was never seen
Where staring malice never comes

’ o ~(sPpaC, 176)
The sense of loss 1s too powerful for it to degenerate into

mere sentimentality; indeed, in the seventh stanza, he declares

that his yearning for his former home is not simply homesickness

but a sgree of-  loss which has wounded his whol® poetic sensibility:
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Alone and in a strangesr scene

Far from spots my heart esteems

The closen with their ancient green
Heath woods and pastures sunny streams
The hawthorns here were hung with may
But still they seem in deader gresen
The sun een sesems to lose its way

Nor knows the quarter it is in

(sppPac, 177)

The poem carries a feature very characteristic of Clare's verse:
the sense that the innocent joys of the past are gone, never to be
recovered, In a stanza very reminiscent of the letter quoted
overleaf, Clare shows houw Be has been deprived of old companions
who were able to communicate with him far more meaningfully than

most humans:

No - pasture molehills used to lie
And talk to me of sunny days

And then the glad sheep resting bye
A1l still in ruminating praise

Of summer and the pleasant place

And every weed and blossom too

Was looking upward in my face

With friendship welcome ‘how do ye do'

(spPIC, 179)

There was a suggestion that the old landscape was endowed with
an Edenic innocence and,later, this is made explicit: plants are _

greeted as the heirs of a lost paradise:

All tennants of an ancient place

And heirs of noble heritags

Coaval they with adams race

And blesk . with more substantial age
For when the world first saw the sun
These little flowers beheld him too
And then his love for earth begun
They were the first his smiles to woo

(spPa3c, 180)
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Northborough, however, is an entirely foreign land:

Here every tree is strange to me

All foreign things where ere I go
Theres none where boyhood made a suwee
Or clambered up to rob a crow...

(spPiC, 179)

Towards the end of the poem, Clare makes a resounding
declaration of his love of nature, which extends to all of her
manifestations:

1 feel at times a love and joy

For every weed and svery thing

A feeling kindred from a boy

A feeling brought with every spring

(spPIC, 181)

"The repetition of the word "fesel" indicates the profundity of
his attachment to nature. Yet, the poem does not end in a
wholly pessimistic mannery for, as the lines qudféa immediately
above indicate, nature's.benign, though outwardly less attractive
appearance in Northborough gives the promise of new comfort and

companionship, in spite of changes in topogfaphy and human affections:

The ivy at the parlour snd
" The woodbine at the garden gate
Are all and each affections friend
That renders parting desolate
But times will change and friends must part
And nature still can make amends
Their memory lingers round the heart
Like life whose essaence is its friends

(spPaIC, 182)
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This note of hope is not mirrorqd in another slightly earlier
poem, "Decay". This is a far more generalised lament than
"The Flitting", as the title suggests, Probably written before
the removal, it records a far more frightening and damaging sensa
of loss. It can even be compared with "Dejection: An Dde" by
Coleridge, in terms of its sense of the loss of creativity, although
it lacks the tautness and philosophical complexity of the latter,
"Decay" is an slegy for what Clare felt to be the waning of his
creative powsrs, and it records a mood of despair in which he sensed
that the his whole imaginative bsing had become drained and barren.
Poesy is here, as elsewhere in Romantic poetry, synonymous with the
power of poetic imagination, What is so alarming in the poem is
the feeling that, concomitant with the loss of poesy, there is a

resultant deadening and distortion of the poet's perception of

reality:

0 poésy is on the wane

for fancys visions all unfitting

I hardly know her face again
Nature herself seems on the flitting
The fields grow old and common things
The grass the sky ths winds a blowing
And spots whers still a beauty clings
Are sighing ‘'going all a going

I hardly know her face again

(spPIC, 182)

Throughout the poem, the final couplet of sach ten-line étanzé‘
provides a dirge-like refrain which re-emphasizes the burden of his
loss and its deadening effect upon his faculties. In the earlier
"Pastoral Poesy", Clare had dealt with the concept of poesy at
length, showing that it is a power which informs both consciousness

and the natural world, enriching the whole continuuﬁm.wﬁFli4e;
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& such is poesy its power

May varied lights employ

Yet to all mind it gives the dower
0f self creating joy

(mc, 291-2)

Without it, however, he is unable to detect the corresponding

immanence of poesy in nature:

The bank with brambles over spread

And little molehills round about it
Was more to me then laurel shades

With paths and gravel finely clouted
And streaking here and streaking thsre
Through shaven grass and many a border
With rutty lanes had no compare

And heaths were in a richer order

But poesy is in its wane

I hardly know her face again

(spp3c, 182-3)

Indsed, just as he was unable to explain why fields seemed
more "then edens", so now he is at a loss to comprehend the paning
of his ouwn powersj he only feels the cosmic sense of disorientation
which this lose has engendsred:

These heavens are gons-ths mountains grey

Turned mist-the sun-athomeless ranger
Pursues a naked weary way

Unnoticed like a very stranger

‘0 poesy is on its wane™ T T 77

Nor love nor joy is mine again

(sPPIC, 183)

This sense of loss is all the more fearsome because of its
completenesss it affects the poet's most cherished values: "love"
and "joy", the mainsprings of his existence, are banished without

poesy's presence and the recollection of the past bascomes sheer agony:
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The stream it is a naked stream
Where we on sundays used to ramble
The sky hangs oer a broken dream
The brambles dwindled to a bramble
0 poesy is on its wans

I cannot find her haunts again

(sppac, 183)

The last stanza offers not a shred of hope for the future: he
cannot visualize any rekindling of the spirit of poesy within him,
Thus, his whole life is blighted and, as Coleridge would have put it,
his "genial spirits" have failed; love and friendship are seen as '-
deceptive snares and hope becomss an empty illusion, The poem
concludes with a desperate but seemingly vain plea for the return of
poesy:

And friéndship it hath burned away
Just likea very ember cooling

A make bselisve on april day

That sent the simple heart a fooling
Mere jesting in an -sarnest way )
Decieving on and still decisving

And hope is but a fancy play

And joy the art of true believing
For poesy is on the wans

0 could I feel her faith again

(sPpaC, 184)

We have. already noted Clare's .ability to-create -in-rich detail— o
the profusion of natural life and to sympathize with small creatures
in their secludsd haunts, Clare developed this ability to a high
degree in his bird peems and sonnets of the late 1820s and sarly
1830s., In these poems, Clare is at pains to record the intimate
details of birdlife and to reveal its frailty and vulnerability
in the face of man's inroads, Clare is sspecially impressed by

birds which shun man's activities and lead their ouwn secretive,
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self-contained existence in the wilderness, "Lone Happiness"
aptly summarizes Clare's attraction towards such isolated creatures:
'"THESE birds, how happy must they be!l"
I muttered, as I reached to pull
The woodbine twisting round the tres

In spots so wild and beautifulj;

(Poems, . 2, 238)

I see-and from the world away
I feel what she can never give,
So happy at my heart to-day
That from the world I wish to live,

(Poems . 2, 239)

The lone sand martin holds great interest for €lare, since it
nests in the least promising spots, following some strangs,
unfathomable instinct. Its love of isolation mirrors Clare's
own and encourages him to enjoy a world-denying way of life:

Thou hermit haunter of the lonely glen

& common wild & heath-the desclate face

0f rude waste landscapes far away fram men cee.
Ive sean thee far away from all thy tribe
Flirting about the unfrequented sky

& felt.a feeling that I cant- describe

0f lone seclusion & a hermit joy

To ses thee cirgle round nor. go beyond

That lene heath-& its melancholly pond

(mc, 460)

This ability to sympathize and even to identify with creatures
which are especially fragile and in danger from humans is s;en to its
full effect in a series of terrifying animal poems of the 1830s,
During the period of 1835-7, Clare's health underwent a steep

decline but he continusd to write and to express an increasingly
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gloomy vision of the callousness and barbarism of man, The seeds
of this attitude had, of course, been with him for years, but now
it mushroomed into its full ugliness. The most notable poems which
illustrate this vision are the justly acclaimed "The Badger" (SPP3IC, B84),
"The Fox™ (SPPIC, 87), "The Marten" (SPPIC, B6) and "The Hedgehog"
(sPP3C, 88). In"The Badger", Clare recounts thse plight of a lone,
courageous badger, hounded from his den by mindless worldlings and
baited by men and animals, In spite of the impossible odds, the
badger makes a brave stand against a large host of adversariss until
they finally sate their saﬁistic impulses by killing him, Clare's
sympathy for the badger is achisved by masterly understatement:

He drives away and beats them every one ,

And then they loose them all and set them on

He falls as dead and kicked by boys and men

Then starts and grins and drives the crowd agen

Till kicked and torn and beaten out he lies

And leaves his hold and cackles groans and dies

(sPPIC, 86)

In a poem entitled "The Hedgehog", Clare stresse§ the
strangeness and innocuousness of the hedgehog, which is killed by
gypeies and served as food, in spite of its unpalatabiiity.- The

first section is remarkable for its sudden chanQaﬂqf#gronpyn;frog

"he" to "it", revealing how selfish humans degrade nature's

creatures to mere instruments for their pleasure: -

He makes a nest and fills it full of fruit

On the hedgse bottom hunts for crabs and sloes
And whistles like a cricket as he goes

It rolls up like a ball or shapeless hog.
When' gipseys hunt it with their noisey dogs
Iverseen it in their camps they call it swseet
Though black and bitter and unsavoury meat

. ' - (sppac, 88) -
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The second sectien reveals tha F$olly of hunters who relentlessly

pursue the harmless "unsavoury"” creaturs, The last lines of the poem

stands as a genuine cri _de cosur from a poet weary of the horrors

which his fellow men unleash upon nature and each other:

But still they hunt the hedges all about

And shepherd dogs are trained to hunt them out
They hurl with savage farce the stick and stone
And no one cares and still the strife goes on

(sppPlC, 89)

"The Destroyer", a short poem in pentameter couplets,highlights sven more
succinctly man's violent instincts and explains the reasons for
Clare's estrangement fram huménity. There is a sharp and

striking contrast between the Chaucerian richness of its opening:

JH suns and showers luxuriant May came forth
And spread her riches as of nothing worth,
Cowslips and daisiss, buttercups and crowds
Without a name as if they dropt from clouds,...

(Poems 2, 283)

and the blind destructivensss of a shepherd who unwittingly crushes

this bsauty:

The simple shepherd in his early hour =
‘With almost every footstep crushed a flowsr.

The winds did all they could, though oft in vain,
To raise and form them on their stalks again ,
Yet some were crushed so much they could not rise,

Finding in poet's heart a room for sighs....

(Pgems 2, 283)

By contrast, the shepherd's dog treads the §rass and it springs

erect again., Thus, Clare demonstrates how "harm falls most in man's

destroying way", True, the damagse here is unpremeditated but it is
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symptomatic of man's deleterious relationship with nature. The
last four lines signal that man's evil is not localised but more
menacing, becausse it is all-pervasive, The unusual image of the
tigers and the alliterated "h" all combine to evaoke the savaqgery
of man, Despite his superior intelligence and moral instincts,
maniin fact lowers himself to a standard below that of the beasts:

And who could think in such a lovely time

And such a spot, where quiet seemed in prime,

As né'er to be disturbed, that strife and fear

Like crouching tigers had howled havoc here?

(Poems,Z; 283)

A number of poems also pbint clearly to a sense not only of
separation from the cruel maelstrom of humanity but also to a
profound existential isolation. One of the most remarkable of
these is "The Stranger", which, {ntersstingly enough, is one of the few
poems by Clare whose theme is strongly influenced-by the portrélt‘of'Jeeus
in the gospsels. Unusually, the poem deals directly with the person of Christ and
his rejection by men; generally, Clare seemed to be more attracted
to the sterner image of God presented in parts of the 0ld Testament,
where holiness, judgement and awesome power are sometimes foremost
in the picture of Jehovah that is revealed, = His choice of psalms
for paraphrasing would certainly seem to indicate thiss= at least
in those of the 1840s, Also, of coursse, Clare more frequently
sought experience of God through HWis handiwork in naturs, Here,
howaver, he adopts an orthodox theological approach to this subject,
giving special emphasis to the suffering and rejection of Christ

by his fellow men. The title itsself - "The Stranger" -

automatically suggests one whose values and lifestyle differ totally
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from thoss around him. Not surprisingly, there is a strongly
implied identification with the "outcast" and "fugitive" Christ,
This is clearly brought home by the fact that the first three
stanzas concentrate not upon Jesus, but upon the poet's ouwn
sufferings:
When pain disturbs my peace and rest,
Am I hopeless grief to keep,
When some have slept on torture's breast
And smiled as in the sweetest ' sleep,

Ay, peace on tharns, in faith forgiven,
And pillowed on the hops of heaven?

(Poems 2, 275)

Clare derives selace from the fact thet Christ's lot was even
more unpleasant than his ouwn. Clare sees himself as “luﬁ.and
"broken down", whereas Christ, in his humility and patience, is the

very archetyps of downtrodden wretches:

Ay, once a stranger blest the earth
Who never caused a heart to mourn,
Whose very voice gave sorrow mirth-
And how did sarth his worth return?
It spurned him from its lowliest lot,
The meanest station owned him not;

(Poems 2, 275)

This perhaps echoes Clare's own rejection at the hands of his
fellow villagers and the eventual neglect by London acquaintances.
Indeed, in the fifth stanza, Christ is a 'homeless wanderer’y almost
like a Solitary figure:

An outcast thrown in sorrow's way,
A fugitive that knsw no sin,
Yet in lone places forced to stray-

Men would not take the stranger in....

(Poems 2, 275)
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As we recall Clare's isolation and inoffensivensess, and
his own love for “ione places", the attractiveness of the figure
of Christ becomes clear. Christ is a friend of "the feebls",
"the world-imprisoned" and "the weary" (Basms 2, 276); It is
some consolation to Clare that God's own son, the embodiment of
values which Clare admired, should suffer misfortune and isolation to such a
degree. Following his::?;!eape from High Besch, Clare himself was
transformed into abfﬁomaless wanderer , engagsd upon a forlorn
but noble guest. Noreover, it is the intensely personal feeling
and sincerity of the poem thch prevent it from lapsiﬁg into

conventional pietism.

In a similar vein, "The Dutcast another poem from the
troubled period of 1835=7, deals with an impeverished, mentally
retarded outcast who wanders through local villages, despised by

conventional society and forced to eke out a bare existence as

best he can:

HE goes about the fislds from day to day
And gathers wool to bother want awayj
But want as usual follows at his heels,
He cannot labour and he never steals.

_He lives among the persecuted poor, = . _
And laughter jeers and passes by his door.

He rarely meets a face without a froun,

The poorest mortal laughs and runs him down;

He nsver makes reply but holds his tongue

And only mutters as he goes along..se

(Poems 2, 353)

Another group of poems from this grim period clearly points
towards Clare's unfortunate fate, and revealsa mind at the end of

its tethsr. "The Poet's Song" is a short poem which shows Clare's
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own awareness of the calamity which was soon to befall him, The
complete futility and, even worse, the -~saérificial. - nature of the
poet's vocation are recognised with dismay; for the post's role is
a cross too heavy to be borne and it lacks the meanest comforts
given to the poorest of men, The poet reaps no fruit from his

labours except the verse itself, and this is achieved at the expense of

wearisome toil:

The many have a home retreat
To while away a weary hour;

The poorest have a corner seat
And only covet wsalth and power,

Despised and hated all along,
The bard has nothing but a song.

(Poems 2, 374)

"Perhaps the most direct indications of the stresses which drove
Clare to insanity are seen in the gloomy couplets of "Approaching
Night". Here, he berates the callousness and duplicity of those
who raise the peasant poet onto a pedsstal of fame and flatter

him, only to desert him at their whim and abandon him to recrudescent

poverty:

OH, take this world away from me!
- - -- - 1ts strife—I-cannot bear to-ssee, ) Tt T T
Its very praises hurt me more
Than 8'en its coldness did befors,
Its hollow ways torment me now
And start a cold sweat on my brow,
Its noise I cannot bear to hear,
Ite joy is trouble to my ear,
Its ways I cannot bear to ses,
Its crowds are solitudes to me....

(Poems 2, 263)

The paradox of the last line quoted above underlines the extent

of his alienation from a society whose values are antithetical to
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his own, Hence, he now longs far the time before he became famous,
and wishes that he could recapture the guist anon,ﬂn(by of that
period, Even this is ironic, however, for, as a poor man, he
sought fame and success as a post, and the fact that he achieved it
when he did saved him and his family from ruin, Now, the picture
is reversed, and fams and success are perceived as empty and worthless,
At least, when he was a mere unknown labourer, his expectatiaons
had been low; but now he is trapped in the vice of yearning for the
way of life from which he once tried te hard to escape:

Ch, how I long to be agen

That poor and independent man,

With labour's lot from morn to night

And books to read at candle~light;

That followsd labour in the field

From light to dark when toil could yield

Real happiness with little gain,

Rich thoughtless health unknown to pain:

Though leaning on my spade to rest,

I1've thought how richer folks were blest

And knew not quiet-was-the best.

(Poems 2, 263)

"Love and Solitude" is a sonnet which foreshadows the asylum
verse in its celebration of solitude as the source of true-freedom

from life's traumas, This, though, is far more than a customary

longing forrsOZituda; it is én almost Gnostié sensérof”élianati§ﬁ>r_
from the physical world, The wish to be a "prisoner", seen in lins
three, was, of course, fulfilled in a way that Clare would hot

have desired. In lines five and six, the post appears as aﬁ observer
of the heavens who-stands outside life's flux, witnessing cosmic
catastrophes. What is most astonishing is the rapid change of mood

and desire in the last four lines of ths sestet: in this dramatic
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volte-face, solitude is renounced and he declares that only the love
of woman can satisfy his soul, This swift fluctuation with respect to
object of his desires portends the alternation betwsen the love

of woman and nature sesn in '"Child Harold"?

I HATE ths very noise of troublous man

Who did and does me all the harm he can,
Free from the world I would a prisoner be
And my own shadow all my company;

And lonely see the shooting stars appear,
Worlds rushing into judgment all the ysear,
Ohy, lead me onward to the lonéliest shads,
The dearest place that quiet ever made,
Where kingcups grow most beauteous to behold
And shut up green and open into gold,
Forewell to poesy-and leave the willj;

Take all the world away-and lsave mes still
The mirth and music of a woman's voice,
That bids the hesart be happy and rejoics.

(Pogems 2, 375)

Though a gloomy note is sounded in these poems, it is more
appropriate to summarize Clare's feelings about the value of solitude
during the period of 1824-36 by examining the sonnet, "Universal
Goodness", which is a touchstone for attitudeé that persist
throughout his verse, .. Its theme is the divinely infused beauty
of natursy, in even her humblest aspabts,and her ability to instruct

_men_in wisdom._ _Arrogant man is_in no position_to criticize:

he must submit to her learning sincey; "far off and near", she possesses

a numinousgbensevolent character:

I L&Dk on nature less with critic's eyes

Than with that fesling every scene supplies,
feeling of reverence that warms and clings
Around the heart while viewing pleasing thingsj
And heath and pastures; hedgerouw-stunted tree,
Are more than Alps with all its hills to me;
The bramble for a bower, the old mole-hill

For seat, delights me, wander whers 1 willj

1 feel a presence of delight and fear,

Of love and majesty far off and near;

Go where I will, its absence cannot be;

And solitude and God are one to mejg

A presence that one's gloomiest cares caress
And fills up every place to guard and bless.

(Poems 2, 308)
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The sestet, with its reference to "a.presance of delight and
fear" sounds Wordsworthian, recalling his claim in The Preluds that
he was "fostered alike by beauty and by fear" in nature's presance.(s)
With Clare, however, the beautiful aspects of néture are always
more strongly emphasized and rarely, at least in the pre-asylum wverse,
is fear associated with nature. The twelfth line presents obvious
difficulties in its dirsct equation of God and solitudej howsver,
it would be unuwise to interpret this statement as a proclamation of
pantheiatic belief. Clare believed, as demonstrated earlier, in
God's immanence in nature'and it is easy to see how the deep sense
of God's presence is mediated so strongly via natural beaiaty that
the two seem to fuse; in a sensé, the grace of God revealed in

solitude £s able to allay the poet's "gloomiest czares".

In perspectiveythen, it is not surprising that thes theme of
isolation is so prominent in this fertile period of Clare's career,
It appears in several quises and permeates a number 6f differeﬁtf
verse - forms, Clare continued to write almost Qp to the time of
his removal to High Beech, and it is truly remarkablé ﬁhét then,-énd

‘later during the asylum years, he was able to express hihself‘with'

such lucidity in postry, though his speech had become almost

incoherent, A number of other interesting points can be seen in
hindsight; we have noted that,a number of times, lines in Clare's
verse ironically predicted his eventual descent into madness.
Hence, he knew that isolation could eventually have dire consequences’
for his mental well-being. For, in spite of his”ufb-exprESSGd
desire to avoid mankind as much as possible and to rely upon nature
for solace, Clare,in fact,relied heavily upon the friendship of those

who remained faithful to him during the 1830s; he greatly treasured
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his correspondence with Taylor and Mrs, Emmerson, sven if they could
‘not appreciate the full extent of his difficulties, and bore a heavy
emotional dependence upon his family and such few friends as lived
nearby. At High Beech, Clare came to realise that a life apart
from friends and loved ones was truly hellish. From then onwards,
he was constrained to find within his own being the resources to
continue writing, to maintain his identity and to search for some

kind of spiritual fulfilment:
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CHAPTER FOUR &

"In This Cold World Without A Home".

The Ppems of 1837 - 41

Clare was removed to High Besch asylum at Epping in June 1837

and remained there until his escape in July 1841,

concerning the first three years of his

Information

stay is not plentiful,

However,; under the compassionate supervision of Dr. Matthew Allen's

rBgime, Clare's.physical health improved greatly and he was able

to participate in the outdoor work programme for patients,

improvement in physical health was not,

This

however, parallelled by

the recovery of his sanity. and he fell under the grip of several

delusions; he aléo suffered greatly from loneliness and sexual

tensions and bore fierce resentment towards those who kept him

in the asylum away from his family.
powerful tensions led him to escape and
Northborough; the account of this bleak
the course of which Clare was forced to
to appease his hunger, is contained, as
his notebook, ‘The Jdoupney from Essex .
at High Beech before 1840, none has yet

the trauma of his removal to the asylum

when he first entered it;, it is hardly surpr

while before he recovered his creative pouwers,

the asylum’s: - founder,

‘eat grass at one stage

The gradual build-up of these

to walk home to

three-day journey, during

already mentioned, in

If Ciére wrofs any verse
come to light; considering
and his state of debility

ising that it took a -

Dr. Matthew Allen,

reported in 1840 that Clare sometimes

wrote "beautiful poetic effusions" (Life, 385) andgindeed, some sonnets and

short poems date from that year,

Understandably, Clare's isolation assumes greater prominence

in both his letters and verse during this period.

Letters from

High Beech addressed to his family speak pathetically of his desirs

107



to return to his two wives and family, and of his longing for his
native Northamptonshirs. A letter addressed to Mary Joyce, now
firmly established as his first wife, gives vent to powerful

frustrations:

No one knows haow sick 1-am-of this. confinement
possessing twe wivee that eught to be my own &
cannot see either one of the other If I was
in prison for felony I could not be served
worse than I am... I sat under the Elm trees in
old Ma theuw's Homestead Leppits Hill where I now
am =-2-or 3-evenings & wrote a new canto of Don Juan -
merely to pass the time away but nothing seemed to shorten
it in the lbast... -

(Letters, 290)

Other letters reinforce this stark impression: a letter of 1840,
addressed to an Eliza Phillips, claims that his enemies have
"disowned & even forgot" about him (Letters, 291) and reveals that
challengeswhich he issued to the public under the delusional persona
of a prizefighter have been ignored. The Fuil extent of the
vtensions which impelled him to escape are disclosed in a strangely

- punctuated letter of March 12th 1841, that is addressed to Patty:

Though Essex Is A Yery Plsasant County - Yet
To Me_ 'There_Is No Place Like Home'ss«fFor
What Reason They Keep Me Here I Cannot Tell
For 1 Have Been No Otherwise Than Well A
Couple OF Yeaﬂ% At The Least & Never Was
Very 111 Only Harrassed By Perpstual Bother -
& It Would Seem By Keeping Me Here One Year
After Another That 1 Was Destined For The
Same Fate Agen & I Would Sooner Be Packed On
A Slave Ship For Africa Than Belong To The
Destiny Of Mock Friends & Real Enemies =~s..

(Letters, 292)
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It is in Clare's two major poems of the period, "Don Juan" and
"Child Harold" that his tensions and longings surface most clearly.
However, several lyric poems, written chiefly in 1840, reveal a marked
continuity with the pre-asylum verse, if a less assured sonse of form.
Significantly, Clare still nurtured the belief that trus artistic
talent would receive due recognition even if the artist himsself
were neglected and scorned by the public. In the sonnet, "On the
Neglect of True Merit", Clare asserted that:

FASHIGN and Folly always follow fame,
Which Merit, slowly paced, is slow to claim,
The gaudy and the mean, men love to praiss,

But quiet Merit lives for other days....

(spac, 238)

During 1841, however, most of Clare's energies wéra directed
towards "Don Juan" and"Child Harold". During this year, journalist
Cyrus Redding 0bt§ined a copy of Byron's verse for Clare, at the
latter's request. The re-reading of the Byronic originals no
doubt gave Clare an immense stimulus towards the writing of his
own verse, though his poesms differ greatly from the originals,
Indeed, Clare's two poems, though written concurrently, are poles

apart in outlook.

On a structural level, they 9WP}°Y"92153_§§T§¥§?~ o
stanzaic forms - ottava rima in the case of "Don Juan" and

Spenserians in the case of "Child Harold"- and amongst these stanzas

are intersperssd more lyrical shorter poems, Some themes are also

shared: notably love, isolation and the search for truth, but the

handiing of these varies widely. Both poems are flawed because

of Clare's difficulty in dissociating ths svents of his 1life from

his poetry, but both gain poignancy from his efforts to stand outside

the flux of madness and to assess his life with some objectivity.
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O0f the two, "Don Juan" is the more overtly Byronic in several
respects. The tone is fiercely satirical and invariably scurrilous
and Clare's targets are high society, politicians, the female sex
and the asylum rfgime. It is a hysterical paem, in which Clare sees
himself as a lone fighter for truth, honasty and poetic integrity
in the midst of a totally corrupt society; the asylum and the abuses
which Clare encountered. th€fe beg¢omea microcosm of the world
at large. Farallels are drawn between sexual malpractices in the
asylum and the low morals in the city, where entertainment has

become debased:

Earth hells or b-gg-r sh-ps or what you please

Where men close prisoners are and women ravished
I've often seen such dirty sights as thess

I've often seen good money spent and lavished

To keep bad houses up for doctors fees

And I have known a b-gg-rs tally travers'd

Till all his good intents began to falter

- When death brought in his bill and left the halter

(Lr3c, 91)
while the rich and the politicians exploit the poor and
perpetuate social evils, the minority whieh ‘quQm‘a’i\q ko up hold

honesty «#§° ruthlessly suppressed:

o 0 glorious constitutien what-a picking -
Ye've had from your tax harvest and your tythe
0ld hens which cluck about that fair young chicken
- Cocks without spurs that yet can crow so blythe
Truth is shut up in prison while ye're licking
The gold from off the gingerbread - be lythe
In winding that patched broken old state clock up
Playhouses open - but mad houses lock up

(LPaC, 91)

Thus)in stanzas 25 and 26, Clare inveighs against the asylum régime

itself, claiming that it has separated Him from female company.



Dr, Allen himself is anathematised as'“Pee ko B;bw\'e:'fmp "L pi\'@, qo )y

and dismissed as a corrupt petty tyrant,

It is the sheer abusiveness which distinguishes "Oon Juan"
not only from the Byranic ofiginal, but also from the vast majority
of Clare's work. Not even in "The Parish", whers Clare's
criticism of local worthies becomes vitriolic, is there a descent
into scurrility. Moreover, Byron's cynicism towards women is subtly
expressed; Clare's scatological imagery extends to almost every
page of the posam, and,i; visw of his customary reversnce towards women,

"Don Juan" truly reveals the depth of his resentment against all whom

he felt had reduced him to such a deqraded status,

The first five stanzas rail against the hypocrisy and
deceitfulness of women, especially married ones. The first stanza
ironically likens the status of poets to that of whores; showing
that, in a debased society, the poet must strdggie to Eﬁémpion the

- values which he most cherishes:

"Poets are born' - and so are whores - the trade is
Grown universal - in these canting days -
Women of fashion must of course be ladies
And whoreing is the business - that still pays
Playhouqes Ballrooms - there thg masquerade is

' = To do what was of old - and now adays
Their maids - nay wives so innoscent and blooming
Cuckold their spouses to seem honest women

(LPaC, 83)

Clare's disillusionment with women and marriage is expressed in
the fiercest terms: marriage is regarded as-a snare into which the
unwary man falls, After the ceremohy, all the anticipated joys

of marriage are lost and the wife quickly becomes unfaithful:



Love worse then debt or drink or any fate

It is the damnest smart of matrimony

A hell incarnate is a woman - mate

The knot is tied - and then we loose the honey...

(LPac, 84)

Clare is no doubt reflecting updn the unhappier mements of his
marriage'to Patty, and‘perhaps,the fact that she never visited him
at High Beech((&nor indeed at Northampton, as later events were to
prove ). Even so, the venomous attitude adopted towards women

sgems somewhat excessive.

Set against this, however, is a strain which reveals the yearning
of a lonely man, desperate for the company of women, in spite of
their ficklenass, This ambivalent attitude carries through into
"Child Harold", where Mary is sometimes a desirable angel and at

other times a deceiving siren:

I have two wives and I should like. to see them
Both by my side before another hour

If both are honest I should like to be them

For both are fair and bonny as a flower

And one o Lord - now do bring in the tes mem
Were bards pens steamers each of ten horse powsr
I could not bring her beautys fair to weather
So I've towed both in harbour blest together

(Lrac, 92)

This impression-of heartfelt yearning is rsinforced Ey the
inclusion in the poem-and guite incongruéusly in the context - of a
beautiful lyric addressed to a woman named Eliza Phillips. The
dominant note is one of wistful melancholy. The poet invites her
to share his company "Underneath the forest tree" (LPJIC, 88) but,

vby the final stanza, she has deserted him, leaving him utterly forlorn:




The sun wakes up the pleasant morn

And finds me lonely and forlorn

Then wears away to sunny ngoen

The flowers in bloom the birds in tune
While dull and dowie all ths year

No smiles to see no voice to hear

I in this forest prison lie

Wwith none to heed my silent sigh

And underneath this beachen tree

With none to sigh for Love but thee

(Lpa3C, 89)

Another major strand in the poem which heightens Clare's
isolation in his criticism of political incompetence and corruption,
Clare clearly read the neu;papers, and his impressions of the
decadence of royalty and the government seem to reflect, on a larger,
level, the injustice and ill-treatment which he had received in his
own life. He deplores the ineffectuality of Melbourne, the
marriage of Victoria and Albert;(onca again showing his disillusionment
with marriage)3 the Whig administration and the worthlessness af
both parties; A1l in all, Clare's vision is 6né of a cﬁrrupt
world: the insanity of the asylum is mirrored on a larger scale by

the abuses in public life, Gruesome images of decay are used to

canvey his contempt:

‘These batch of toadstools on this rotten tree.
Shall be the cabinet of any queen '
Though not such coblers as her servants be

They're of Gods making - that 1is plainly seen

Nor red nor green nor orange - they are free

To thrive and flourish as the Whigs have bseen

But come tomorrow - like the Whigs forgotten

You'll find them withered stinking dead and rotten

(Lrac, 87)



ARgainst the Whig and Tory "imps of hell"™ (LPJC, 88) Clare dsfends

his own idealistic creed, which exalts truth, fidelity and the love

of nature and verse:

love good fellowship and wit and punning

lave 'true love' and God my taste defend

hate most damnably all sorts of cunning -

love the Moor and Marsh and Ponders end -

do not like the song of 'cease your funning'...

et =

(Lpac, 88)

Altogether, "Don 3uan? is a fascinating, if flawed poem and it
reveals with great clarity the resesmtment, the frustration and the
misogynistic feelings which the lonely Clars felt at High Beech.

It reveals a mind striving to refainvite individual integrity and
define its own values against the internal stresses of madness and
the apparent duplicity and corruption of public and private life,
ranging from institutions such as the madhouse to the state itself.
The result is a nightmarish vision of a fallen world: a vision fully
in keeping with, but more extensive than, the pessimistic animal

poems of 1B35=7 and the local corruption seen in "The Parish".

In turning to "Child Harold", we are confronted at once by some
daunting textual problems- which have—led—critics~to reconstruct-the - ---———~—
poem in very different ways, The poem was begun in the spring of
1841 at High Beech and writing continued until Clare's escape in
Julye. Work was rasumed during Clare's brief sojourn at Northborough,
but a final draft was never completed, possibly because of his
removal to Northampton in Decembsr 1841, The poem was begun in a
notebook, Ms.8, which accompanied him during the sscape, but he began

a separate draft in Ms.6, which contains : forty-one stanzas



and fifteen songs: however, several of the Ms.B stanzas are omitted
and we cannot be sure if this was intended to be the final version.
Therefore, critics have been moved to follow very different lines

of reconstruction: Grigson suggests that Clare wanted to arrange the
poem into four cantas, following a hint in one of Clare's lstters
(PICM, 16); the Tibbles have arranged the poem on a seasonal basis
according to- which time of ysear the stanzas refer to (SPJC, 239)j
Al-uasiti, howeverghas adopted . Grigson's suggestions of the
division into cantos and taken into account the references to season
(1)

and placse. Robinson and Summerfield have adopted a more cautious

approach by appending the part of the poem that appears only in Ms. @

to the other manuscript versiﬁn. Possibly, Clare's final rsconstruction

might have assumed a form similar to that suggested by Al-lasiti:

we shall never know for certain. Here, however, in view of these

formidable difficulties, the more prudent, if less stimulating

editing of Robinson and Summerfield has been followed, In this .
version, the ending of the poem marks a mood of tranquillity after

the turmoil which precedes it; the Tibbles' version ends on a gloomier

note, since they place the melancholy "Song: In this cold world

without a home"™ (SP3IC, 277) last of all., In spite of the diffarenéeé

in stanzaic order betwsen-the various versions, it is nonetheless "~ -~ =
possible to discern a considerable measure of continuity betwsen

them,

In view of the prominence of the theme of isolation in
"Child Harold", the poem deserves special attention. The Rnbiﬁson
and Summerfield reconstruction consists of seventy-eight stanzas,
interspersed with twenty-four songs and ballads. This format is

derived from the Byronic original, where, however, ths songs are much
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lesa frequent, In fact, there are only broad points of contact
batween the two poems, Byron's poem follows a clear narrative
progression as it traces the hero's passage across Europe, There
is no external protagonist in Clare's poem: if anything,.his own
restless consciousness lies at its cors. Certain themes are shared
with Byron's poem: the poet's isolation, the struggle for self-
understanding, the pangs of love and the attraction of naturs, but
all are expressed in different contexts, Overall, Clare's poem
follows an irregular cyclical pattern,with certain ideas recurring
continually in a way mhich'suggests the obsessive fluctuations of

a psychotic mind, References to the seasons abound but in thé present
text, at least, no discernible pattern can be found. Above sll,
it must be remembersd that the poem lacks structural unity and
coherence and, owing to its incompleteness, it cannot be seen as an
artistic success in toto: neverthelaess, several individual sections

have a beauty and searching intensity seldom matched in Clare's work.

Several basic ideas and antinomies lie at the heart of the poem;j.
and lend it some semblance of unity. Images of storm and calm,
light and darkness, heaven and hell, motion and rest, freedom and

prison, truth and falsehood, home and homelessness continually

reappear. fhe poem is intiﬁataly reiated to Clare's ouwn liFé as
he looks to the past for solace or strives to gain a vision which
will alleviate his misery in the present, The movement of the poem
suggests various literary motifs and archetypes. In one sense,
Clare is involved in a desperate search for fulfilment, security

and self-knowledge; equally, he is attempting to extricate himself
from thé misery and despair of the past. Dominating his quest

is the id8a fixe of finding Mary and uniting his love with her own,

116



Sometimes, the quest is seen in sensual, somstimes in more spiritual
terms; but the Mary Joyce of his youth has fadéd.away as a distinct
individual and the quest for the love of Mary is absorbed into a

more far-reaching spiritual aim, For, Clare links Mary's love

with a number of key terms: home, rest, peace, truth, hape and joy.
There is also a sense of a pardadise that has been lost and the
belief that, if only Mary can be found and her love confirmed, this
may be regained. Indeed, the desire to rejoin Mary was the dominant
motive for Clare's escape from High Beech. The Romantic motif
of the Solitary is applicéble to the poem in the sense that Clare's
own tormented consciousness drifts through a kind of'limbu, separated
from past joys, comforted at times by fond memories and the balm of
nature, and spurred on by a vision of freedom and transcendence which

remains perpetually beyond reach,

In the openingAstanza, Clare echoes his previous consideration
of the poet's role in "Don Juan". Once moréy; he shouws ho@ the truse
poet must have integrity and uphold the worthiness of nature against
the inroade of lesser poetic talents and-a hostile societys it is

rural verse which stands supreme above other genres:

To show their labours to the shuffling age

Real poets must be truly honest men

Tied to no mongrel laws on flatterys page

No zeal have they for wrong or party rage

- The life of labour is a rural song

That hurts no cause-nor warfare tries to wage
Toil like the brook in music wéars along-

Great little minds claim right to act the wrong

(Lp3c, 35)

" 'Many ‘are poets-though they-use no pen— e ——



The first ballad in the poem introduces the theme of the post's

loneliness in confinement and the comforts which nature offers him:

Summer morning is risen
And to sven it wends
And still Im in prison
Without any friends

I had joys assurance

Though in bondage I lie

- 1 am still left in durance
Unwilling to sigh

(Lr3c, 35)

' «
After a glimmer of hope in the assertion that nature's lave
- is eternal"”, Clare lapses into a lamentation for his confinement:

the repeated negatives combine to evoke a gloomily effective picture:

for homes and friends vanished
I have kindness not wrath

For in days care has banished
My heart possaessed both

My hopes ars all hopeless
My skys have no sun ‘

_ Winter fell in youths mayday
And still freezes on

(LPIC, 35-6)
Mary - the source of the poet's inspiration and the goél of his

quest - is introduced early in the posm. _Her love and beauty are

viewed as the only mainstays that can solace the desbairing poet:

Though carses still will gather like clouds in my sky
Though hopes may grow hopeless and fetters recoil

While the sun of existance sheds light in my eyse

1'11 bs free in a prison and cling to the soil

I'11 cling to the spot where my first love was cherished
wWhere my heart nay my soul unto Mary I gave

And when my last hope and existance is perished

Her memory will shine like a sun on my grave

(Lrac, 37)
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However, this exalted vision of Mary's love is not maintained
consistently. At times, she may seem to be "the sunrise of my
natal day" (LPIC, 37). However, in a song which recalls the
agonising eighty mile journey from High Beech- te Northborough, Clare
comes to realise that, in truth, his quest is doomed to be barren
and frustrating, for Mary seems unattainable. Indeed, there is a
bitter awareness that, in such a quest, "that way madness lies",

as Lear would have said:

I've wandered many a weary mile
Love in my heart was burning

To seek a home in Mary(s) smile
But cold is loves returning

The cold ground was a feather bed
Truth nmever acts contrary

I had no home above my head

My home was love and Mary

I had no home in sarly youth

When my first love was thwarted

But if her heart still beats with truth
We'll never more be parted

And changing as her love may be

My own shall nsver vary

Nor night mor day I'm never free

But sigh for abscent Mary

Nor night nor day nor sun nor shade

Week month nor rolling year

Repairs the breach wronged-leve:hath ‘made

There madness-misery here .

Lifes lease was lengthened by her smiles
© "=’ Are truth and lave contrary = =

No ray of hope my life beguiles

I've lost love hame and Mary

(Lp3c, 38)

It is striking that wheasver Clare leoks back : upon the past,
it inevitably enhances his sense of isolation, as he broods over
the chaos and failure which dogged him. Two moving stanzas, in
which fact and fantasy freely mingle, capture the turbulent mixture

of guilt, bsewilderment and disgust as he looks back on his life;

119



the asylum itself seems to offer a foretaste of hell, with the

moral degradation of its inmates:

My life hath been one love-no blot it out

My life hath been one chain of contradictions
Madhouses Prisons wh-re shops~ never daoubt

But that my life hath had some strong convictions
That such was wrong- religion makes restrictions
I would have followed - but life turned a bubble
And clumb the giant stile of maledictions

They took me from my wife and to save troubls

I wed again and mads the error double

Yet abscence claims them both and keeps them too
And locks ma in a shop in spite of law

Among a low lived set and dirty crew

Here let the Muse oblivions curtain draw

And let man think- for God hath often saw

Things bere too dirty for the light of day

For in a madhouse there exists no law =

Now stagnant grows my too refined clay

I erivy birds their wings to £lye away

(LraC, 40)

Perhaps the most striking pointer towards the desperation that
led Clare to flee from the asylum can be seen in the mighty spocalyptic
song "Written im a Thunderstorm July 15th 1841", The almest prophetic
and Biblical language of this song reappears once more in Ms.110
and the Biblical paraphrasesj its first two stanzas create a mood

of cosmic pessimism so profound that not even a raging thunderstorm

can dispel it,' The external storm no doubt mirrors the mental

turmoil that Clare himself has undergone:

The heavens are wrath-the thunders rattling peal
Rolls like a vast volcano in the sky ‘

Yet nothing starts the apathy I feel

Nor chills with fear eternal destiny

My soul is apathy-a ruin vast

Time cannot clear the ruinsd mass away
My life is hell-the hopeless die is cast
And manhoods prime is premature decay

(LpPac, 42)
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In the third stanza, howsver, Clare rises to a posture of
titanic defiance and spiritual courage, as he commands the eslements
to bombard hie soul and liberate him completely from earthly
torments. The solar image in the penultimate stanza marks
Clare's brief passage into a state of visionary transcendence;
sundering the bonds of mortality, he realises in his own being a
feseling of eternal love and imaginative vitality. In the final
stanza, the Promethean challenge of the poet is renewed and we are
left with an almost solipsistic sense of self-exaltation on his

part:

Roll on ye wrath of thunders-peal on peal
Till worlds are ruins and myself alone
Melt heart and soul cased in obdurate steel
Till 1 can fesel that nature is my throne

I live in love sun of undying light

And fathom my own heart for ways of good

In its pure atmosphere day without night
Smiles on the plains the forest and the flood

Smile on ye slements of earth and sky
Or frown in thunders as ye frown on me
Bid earth and its dslusions pass away
But leave the mind as its creator free

(LraC, 42)

Yet, a few stanzas later, this vision has collapsed completely

and he is left in a twilight world of broken hopes, clutching

desperately towards Mary and nature's beauty for consolation:

Life is to me a dream that never wakes

Night finds me on this lengthening road alone
Love is to me a thought that ever aches

A frost bound thought that freszes life to stone
-Mary in truth and nature still my ouwn

That warms the winter of my aching breast

Thy name is joy nor will I life bemoan -
Midnight when sleep takes charge of natures rest
Finds me awake and friemndless-~ not distrest

(Lrac, 43)
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Stanza 25 retrospects upon Clare's search faor fulfilment in lave
and poetry. His rise to fame is likened to that of a comset: his
downfall is attributed to his hatred of injustice and his love of
honesty. The secand half of the stanza concedss that his love
for Mary is hopeless: the key words "peace", "truth'", "hape", "home"
and "rest" are all tied closely to her person and the fiqure of"Edsns
gateé'suggests his banishment from the pleasures of the past.

The sunset imagé fittingly marks the fading of his hopes of

obtaining her love:

Fame blazed upon me like a comets glare

Fame waned and left me like a fallen star

Because I told the evil what they are

And truth and falshood never wished to mar

My kLife hath been a wreck-and I've gone far

For peace and truth - and hope - for home and rest
- Like Edens gates - fate throws a constant bar-
Thoughts may o'sertake the sunset in the west

- Man meets no home within a woman's breast

(LP3C, 49)

The thirtieth stanza broadens the focus of the poem and, in
a way reminiscent of, albeit more restrained than  "Don Juan",
excoriates the corrupt society which has rejected and imprisened - ‘.

the poet, spurning his values of sincerity and truth:

This 1life is made of lying and grimace
This world is filled with whoring and decisving
Hypocrisy ne'er masks an honest face

Story's are told-but seseing is believing...

(Lp3c, s52)

One of the most striking expressions of Clare's desolation
appears in the beautifulﬁsbng;'ln this cold world without a home",
The poet's desolation and his hapless yearning for Mary are

movingly conveyed, using the seasons as a metgpher for his grief.
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The key words "hope", "home", "joy"™ and "truth" are located in -
Mary and she becomes his ultimate refugs, Buty, in stanza twg,
the hope placed in her love is undercut by the realisation that
her absence demonstrates a lack of love for himj; as on other
occasidns, his faith in the constancy of her love suffers a severe

buffeting:

In this cold world without a home
Disconsolate I go

The summer looks as cold to me

As winters frost and snow

Theugh. winters scenes are dull and drear
A colder lot I prove

No home had I through all the year

But Marys honest laove

But Love incanstant as the wind
Soon shifts another way
No*other home my heart can find
Life wasting day by day

I sigh and sit and sit and sigh
for better days to come

For Mary was my hope and joy
Her truth and heart my home

(LPaC, 67)

Yet, it is not the absence of Mary by itself, nor the lack of
family and friends,which grieves him here. For, in a later stanza,
there is a much more broadereaching vision of despair - human lifé
is seen as -nought but a morass-of-—suffering-and the experience fte "~ — 77~
similar to the "dark night of the soul"™ spoken of by mystics,

This strangely punctuated stanza plumbs the very depths of despair:
My Mind Is Dark And Fathomless And Wears
The Hues Of Hopeless Agony And Hell
No Plummet Ever Sounds The Souls Affairs
There Death Eternal Never Sounds The Knell
There Love Imprisoned Sighs The Long Farewell
And Still May Sigh In Thoughts No Heart Hath Penned
Alone In Loneliness Where Sorrows Dwell
And Hopeless Hope; Hopes On And Mests No End
Wastes Without Springs And Homes Without A Friend

(LP3C, 69)
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The latter stanza is comparable in its sense of desolation with
G.M, Hopkins's untitled sennet "I wake and feel the fell of dark; not day...":
I am gall,I am heartburn, God's most deep decree
Bitter would have me taste: my taste was me;
Bones built in me, flesh filled, blood brimmed the curse.
Selfyeast of spirit a dull dough sours.l see

The lost are like this, and their scourge to be
As 1 am mine, their sweating selves; but worse,

(2)

Towards the poem'$-end, Clare uses the image of an orphan to
express his sense of alisnation and homelessness: a very appropriate-
projection of his own plight. This is all the more striking since
he normally sees the child as a repository of joy and freedom;
but, here, the reverse is the case:

What is the Orphan Child Without A fFriend

That Knows No Fathers Care Or Mothers Love

No Leading Hand His Infant Steps Defend .

And None To Notice But His God Above

No Joy's Are Seen His Little Heart To Move

Care Turns All Joys to Dross And Nought to Gold
And He - In Fancys Time May,Still Disprove
Growing To Cares And Sorrows Menifold

Bird Of The Waste A Lamb Without A Fold

(Lpac, 70)

But it is Mary's failure to return his love uhich sometimes
seems. to be his most galling misfontunafand—hisﬁbiggeetAVA«
disappointment. This is seen in the sharply modulated antithesié
of an earlier stanza,-where love and hate, movement and stillness, life -
and death are .all juxtaposed to convey his sense of betrayél and

perplexity:
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Abscence in love is worse then any fate

Summer is winters desert and the spring

Is 1like a ruined city desolate

Joy dies and hope retires on feebls wing

Nature sinks heedlsess - birds unhseded sing

Tis solitude in citys - crawds all mave

Like 1living death - though all to 1ife still cling
The strongest bitterest thing that 1ife can prove
Is womans undisguise of hate and lovse

(LPac, 64)

At the end of the poem, it is interesting that nature seems
to provide a haven for the weary post. Women, friesnds and the
world at large have betrayed him but the solitude of nature can
still provide an anodyne for his wounds:

Hail Solitude still Peacs and Lonsely good

Thou spirit of all joys to be alone

My best of friends these glades and this green wood
Where nature is herself and loves her oun

The hearts hid anguish here 1 make it knoun

And tell my troubles to the gentle wind

Friends cold neglects have froze my heart to stone
And wrecked the voyage of a quiet mind

With wives and friends and evsry hope disjoined

(Leac, 79)

Significantly, Soll tude is personified in the final three
stanzas as a "wedded mate" and "queen". Foryshe is the ideal lover
who can alwayq bs relied upon to delight the poet uith her charms.
d;llke human companions, Solitude is faithful and will not disappoint
him: hence, he feels able to Scefn _"Love and all its idle fate".
This pattern has already been seen at work in Clare's verse: when
spurned or neglected by humans, he turns to nature for consolation.
The two attractions of the poem, nature and Mary, sometimes appear

as rivals and, at other times, seem almast to fuse into one object

of desire in the spiritual quest, Moreover, the fenland landscaps,
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with its Edenic associations,is.linked ko the enjoyment of young

love. Indeed, Mary almost seems to become "natures self", and at

one with the motive force of nature:

For in that hamlet lives my rising sun

Whose beams hath cheered me all my lorn life long

My heart to nature there was early won

For she was natures-self - and still my song

Is her through sun and shade through right and wrong
On her my memory forever duwells

The flower of Edesne=-cee

(LP3C, 59-60)

It is only when the"flower of Eden™ deserts him that nature and
woman's love are completely disjoined andyultimately, he realises
that woman's love is too fickle to offer the certainty and éecurity

of nature's presences.

In retrospect, then,"Child Harold™ is full of rich insights into
Clare's loneliness at High Beech, Its continuity witﬁ ghgrp?e-asyluﬁ
verse is evident: love, nature, isolation, the search for spiritual
fulfilment and the struggle for self-mastery are all present here.
Naturally, certain ideas assume greater.1mpgrtanee:freedom_beeamss a prihe
goal becauss of Clare's confinementy truth, in human relétiohships

and as an absolute, is paramount' the desire For peace, rest and homa

is doubly significant for a:paet-who is far from his home and family

and = =~ battling desperately against mental disintegration.
Howeuer,‘the use of the Byronic verse form and the wider range of
imagery and expression, and, above all, the sheer intensity of
emotion go Fér bayond what Clare Ead attempted before; even if the

poem is not a success as a whole, it contains sections of surpassing

beauty.




Overall, it is fascinating to perceive how Clare's isolation
is manifested in these two very different long poems, In "Oon Juan",
he fiercely vents his resentment at his confinement by fuldimating
coérsely at the humén authorities which have both imprisoned him
and meted out injustice and depravity upon society at large. At
the opposite pole, "Child Harold" conveys the more tendsr aspects
of his loneliness and his hopeless quest to escape isolation
through Mary's love. Indeed, it was the cathartic expression of his
loneliness in the form of verse that helped him to shoulder its cruel

burden.
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Endnotes to Chapter Four

(1) Salman Al-UWasiti, "English Romantic Poetry..."
Appendix A, pp. 405ff

(2) Gerard Manley-Hopkins, "] wake and feel the fell of dark, not day..."
11.9-14, Poems of Gerard Manley-Hopkins, ed,
R. Bridges, London, 1930, p. 65
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CHAPTER FIVE ¢ "Green Solitude ".

The Poems of Northborough and

Northampton Asylum

Of all Clare's verse, it is perhaps a small number of asylum
lyrics which have received the most critical attention and acclaim,
Much of this attention has, in fact, been focused upon the great
existertial lyrics of 1844, at the expenss of other impressive
poems written between 1845 and 1850, Howaver, the theme aof
isolation follows a strong thread through the verse of the
Northampton period: againy not unexpectedly, in view of the fact
that he recsived few visitors and that, after 1850, his movemsnts
beyond the asylum were severely restricted. Clare was certainly
fortunate in receiving encouragement to continue writing from
William Knight, the -Heuse Steward at the asylum. and the transcriber of
same eight hundred poems which have become known as "Thse Knight
Transcripts™; and also from Thomas Inskip, a watchmaker and poet
from Shefford, who had known Clare during the 1820s, and; unlike:
most of Clare's former acquaintances, renswed contact with him during the
asylum period. By 1850, Inskip had died and Knight had moved to
another area; following their departurey, he received little etimulus
to continue writing, except when occasional yiéitors cams to see him,
Indeed, before 1850, Clare was allowed to visit Northampton town
but this privilege was finally withdrawn and he was virtually
confined to the asylum grounds. Bearing in mind how unfavourable
the conditions were for anyone wha wished to find poetic inspiration,
it is a tribute to Clare's dedication to the muse and to his
courage in struggling against his illness., that he continued to
composs for so long. "The Knight Transcripts™ poems constitute

the bulk of Clare's output from this period, but any chronological
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assessment of them is rendered difficult by manuscript praoblems.

Grigson has attempted to put them into a rough chronological order

in his Poems of John Clare's Madness, and, more recently, Al-Wasiti
has suggested that the poems be assigned to two broad groupings,
one of which dates from 1844-49 and the other which stretiches

from 1850~56, (1)

However, copious though his output of lyric verse might have
been during these years, other verse forms are also extént:
notably khpe Biblical parathases and the rouga draft of an unfinished
long poem known as Ms,110, In view of the shesr bulk of Clare's
output during the Northampton_psriod, attention will be given hefe
only to the most striking manifestations of the theme of isolation.
In faét, the quality of the second volume of "The Knight Transcripte"
weak;ns progressively and practically all of Clare's important

Northampton verse was written during the 1840s.

Firstly, the Biblical paraphrases must command our attentioﬁ.
At the outset, it must be stressed that these are not by any msénsv
the first examples of this genre that Clare_produced; during the
1820s, he frequently read the Bible in times of difficulty and
would paraphirase favourite passagese - Hoﬁevefﬁ the paraphrases-of - - —--
the 18402, most of which were written during Clare's months ét
Northborough in 1841, following the escape from High Baech;-are'
remarkable beeause they centre upon scriptural passégas which
emphasize the fallsaness of humanity or upon- epecalyptic: visions ef the
annihilation of mankind and the preservation of an slect group
of believers.ﬁ1oxt§fikhg paraphrases are based upon the 0ld Testament,

whereas only four are drawn from the New Testament; hence, the
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01d Testament emphasis on the wrath of God against sinners is
given.précedence over the New Testament message of forgiveness,

The choice of these passages no doubt springs from thé fact that
there was a strong connection betwesn the orthodox Christian view of
the depbavity of mankind and Clare's own experience of man's
iniquity. It is also possible that Clare is harking back to the
fearsome threats of judgement which he would have heard during

his contact with the Ranter sect and in the evangelical literature
sent to him by the devout Lord Radstock. It would seem, in any
case, that the promise of'eternal life amongst God's elect afforded

some comfart to him during the early 1840s.

Undoubtedly the most arresting of the paraphrases is that of
Psalm 102, which takes the form of a prayer addressed to God in the
midst of desolatian. .Clare has recast the psalm into seven six-~line
stanzas rhyming ababcc. All except the final stanza consist of four
tetrameter lines - these being the first and third lines and the final couplet -
and two shorter trimeter lines, These shorter lines are effective in
highlighting key affirmations and enhancing the vigorous rhythm,
Structurally, stanzas one to four reveal the extent of Clare's
distress: he i? isolated and at the mercy of his ensmies, with
nona to support him but God alone. The final three stanzas shift
the focus away from his own suffering tewards God's faithfulness and’

thus, some hope is established.

Furthermore, Clare was well able to see the parallel betwaen
the misfortunes of the psalmist and his own. The Biblical
superscription for the original psalm reads "A prayer of one
afflictedgwhen he is faint and pours out his complaint before the

Lord".(z) The first eleven verses of the original are
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characterisaed-by a deep sense of spiritual depression and physical
debility. Clare captures the force of the images of heat, decay

and loneliness very skilfully:

Lord hear my prayer when troubls glooms
Let sorrow find a way

And when the day of trouble comes

Turn not thy face away

My bones like hearth stones burn away
My 1ife like vapoury smoke decays

My heart is smitten like the grass

That withered lies and dead

And I so lost to what I was

Forget to eat my bread

My voice is groaning all the day

My bones prick through this skin of clay

The wildernesses paelican

The deserts lonely owl

I am their like a desert man

In ways as lone and foul

As sparrows on the cottage top

I wait till T with faintness drop

1 bear my enemies reproach

All silently I mourn

They on my private peace encroach
Against me they ars sworn

Ashes as bread my trouble shares
And mix my food with weéeping cares

(LPaC, 160-%)

There is, in fact, greater stress here than in the original
upon isolation: the post is like "Thg,desattsilqnely owl", -and
"a desert man", who inhabits ways''lons and foul", whereas the
psalmist is simply a "lonely bird on ths housetop".(3) Stanza

four emphasizes the poet's suffering, but also his silent endurance

of it.

The final three stanzas show how he is able to see his misfortune

as part of God's providential plan for mankind. God will finally
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emerge triumphant; rewarding his chosen faithful remnant for their
perseverance in the.facs of suffering:
Yet not far them is sorrows toil
I fear no mortals frouwn
But thou hast held me up awhile
And thou hast cast me douwn
My days like shadows waste fram view
I mourn like withered grass in dew
But thou lLord shalt endure forewvasr
All generations through
Thou shalt to Zion be the giver
Of joy and mercey‘teo '
Her very stones are in their trust
Thy servants reverence her dust

(LPaC, 161)

Other paraphrases echo this note of suffering and isolation,
albeit not in such an imposing manner, Dther passages
paraphrased include -feveral chapters fram Job andd "The Lamentations
of Jeremiah", chapter 3. Both of these Biblical characters Qere
notable for the sheer weight of misfortune which they underwent,
and also for their alienation from their contemporaries. Jersmiah,
rejected by his own family and vilified by his compatriots; was a
prophet of doom who singls-handedly upheld the eternal values of
God. >30b, having lost all his possessions and his family, was
“Teft to’argue’mith“Gdd“anné;aaa&ﬂg:imgukded'ghejﬁgcohdblhhééé"'
of his comforters, The misfortunes of these eminent Bib;ical
figures must have struck a resonant chard in Clare's breast and
enabled him to identify with their plights, and thus to derivé some
consolation, "The Lamentations of Jéremiah"‘bégins on a peculiarly

poignant note and follows the pattern of pentamster couplets:
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I am the man that affliction hath =ssen

By the rod of his wrath sorely scourged have I been
He hath turned against me like a vision of wight

& led me to darkness and not into light,..

(N.Ms,.6, 50)

Moreover, the deep sense of humanity's einfulness and the
certainty of its doom are well conveyed in the majestic paraphrase
of Psalm 97, Again, only the minority of mankind, who uphold the
true worship of God, will survive:

His thunders and lightenings
blazen the world

The earth saw & trembled
where ruln was hurled

Hate evil ye pesople whose
love is the lLord

He preserveth his saints
by the truth of his word

(N.Ms.6, 31)

Turning from the paraphraées to M=s.110, we are confronted with
a chaotic, incomplete manuscript, obviously a rough draft, consisting
of a mixture of songs and stanzas after the manner of "Child Harold".
The poem contains a very broad rangse of rBfBanCBS,inCluding
allusions to exotic lands “such as Greece, Ttaly and Turkeys — There —— —— -
are also references to a woman named Haidee, who, of course, appears
in Byron's Don Juan , but,once again, there is no sign of an external
protagonist such as appears in Byron's long poems, There are also
references to Robert Burns, Clare's chisf delusional persona of the
Northampton period, and also to Cowper, which suggests the power of
rural attractions. Though no logical pattern can be discerned

among the mases of fragments- which Clare never managed to arrange
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into a coherent whole.- love, nature, and poetry seem to be three
of -the main ideas, However, before the poem begins, it is prefaced

by a Cowperian quotation stressing the beneficent influence of -

solitude for poets:

'0 for a Lodge in some vast wildernesss
Some boundless contiquity (of) shade
Where rumour of oppression and deciet
Of unsuccessful or successful war
Might never reach me more' Cowper

(Lp3c, 97)

One important strand in the poem is the disappearance of joys
which wers experienced in the past; a poignant stanza reveals houw

the poet is now deprived of love and nature:

I wish I was were 1 would be

Alone with beauty and the free

I wish I was whers 1 have besen

A lover on the village green

Where old pits swell'd and mosses grew
Along with one who loved so trus

(LPac, 103)

The lament for the past is supplemented by a more frightening
realisation of the monstrous and murky depths within the human

personality. _Uith its powerful images of depth and darkness, the

fifth stanza reveals the fathomless depths of the KHuman heart,

in a way which anticipates the later "I am" (SPP3C,195), Hers, Clare truly

explores the extremities of the human soul:

There is a chasm in the heart of man

That nothing fathoms like a qulph at sea
A depth of darkness lines may never span
A shade unsunned in dark eternity
Thoughts without shadows-that eye can see
Or thaught imagine tis unknown to fame
Like day at midnight such its youth to me
At ten years old it boyhoods care came
Now manhoods forty past tis just the same

(Lpac, 100)
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The apocalyptic naote of the paraphrases is sounded again in
Ms.110, in the fearsome imagery of a piece entitled "Song Last Day", of which
two rather different versions are.extant(LPIC,104 and 10'R). Significantly,
Clare sees himself as one wham Gad will favour while the rest of
sinful’ humanityace eradicated:
Black as the deadly thunder cloud
The stars shall turn to dun
And heaven by that darknmess bowed
Shall make days light be done
When stars and skys shall all decay
And earth no more shall be

When heaven itself shall pass away
Then thou'lt remember me

(Lp3c, 109)

Indeed, letters from the Northampton period reinforce the idea
that Clare has been unjustly imprisoned and made to suffer a
"purgatorial hell"( i. pIC, z9y .. by a corrupt socisty:
ssein fact I am in Prison beceuse I wont leave my family
and tell a falshood-this is the English Bastile a
government Prison where harmless people are trapped

and tortured till they die=-,..

(Lr3c, 29)

Yet, in the beautiful’song "The North Star", Clare returns to
a more optimistic perspective, and affirms hislfaith in Providence -
as a stay against the misery and isolation of life. Cast in
six-1line stanzas, the song has a simpliéity and profundity typical
of Clare at his most convincing. The star itself becomes a symbol
of hope through the agesj; its permanence contrasts strongly with
the frailty of human l1ife, as exemplified by the stark images of

the hermit's lonely cell and the marine travellar:
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There is a Star I know it well

Sun of the northern sky

That cheers the hermits lonely cell
Like hsavens unerring eye

Twas there a thousand thousand years
And =till in the same place appears

veesse (Lpac, 132)

Thou lone and solitary star

A lamp ocer oceans pathless brine
Beacon to those who travel far
Upon this hemisphere is thine

Such light is by religion given

To light our blinded way to heaven

(LpP3c, 133)

The use of marine imagery to reinforce the sense of human
fragility and isolation is a device used a number of times in the
asylum verse, notably in "I am" (SPPJC, 195) and in a short lyric

"A Sea Boy on the Giddy Mast" (PJCM, 112).

Furthermore, having placed faith in Providence, Clare also
extols postry énd the 1ife of the imagimation in Ms.110, In one
stanza, the poet's life is seen as a noble one, mhicﬁ lifts him
above the ranks of lesser mortals; he feels surs that the ravages of

time will not damage the fame secured by great verse:

Poets and Poesy are aspirations

. 0f minds. supsrior ta the common _lot

The light and life and ornament of nations
That leave no writing they could wish to blot
Time mossed in centurys finds them unforgot...

(LPac, 125)

This supreme faith in the pouwer of verse and the dignity of the
poet's vocation is echoed elsewhere in the asylum poetry. Faced
a claustrophobic situation in which it seemed that the public

might never read any more of his verse, Clare nevertheless restatsd
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that true poetry must endure and gain an eternél value in spite

of all setbacks, Moreover, the power of verse could ease the
poet's loneliness, as this magnificent stanza from -"Child Harold",
with its sweeping images of the flood and the irresistible dynamism

of paetry, recalls:

Flow on my 'verse though barren thou mayest bs
Of thought-Yet sing and let thy fancys roll

In Early days thou sweept a mighty sea

All calm in troublous deeps and spurned controul
Thou fire and iceberg to an aching soul

And still an angel in my gloomy way

Far better opiate then the draining bowl

Still sing my muse to drive cares fiends away
Nor heed what loitering listener hears the lay

(Lpac, 76)

In turning from the chaotic world of Ms.110 to the asylum lyrics,
we must bear in mind a number of considerations. For. Clare seems
to have had two especially fruitful years, 1844 and 1847; from
which emerged several fine lyrics. That the writing of verse,in
the face of the frustrations that he boreywas a deep source of
comfort and a vital outlet for his pent-up tensions 1is avident from
a number of letters, In some letters, as yet still unpublished,
Clare complains 6f the lack of reading materials aﬁd the problems which
" ‘hampered his treative efforts in his stultifying environment: Tt T
I am still wanting like Sterns Prisoners Starling to
"get out" but cant find the Way... write to me soon
when you can for I am very lonely by times... I am

without Books or Amusement®of any kind...

(N.Ms. 412, Letter of July Bth,1850)

The reference to the starling refers to the caged starling.

in Sterne's A Sentimental Journey, and this provides a bleak image
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of. Clare's confinement.

Certainly, this background of isolation, combined with a lack
of literary stimulus, makes the composition of the four great 1844
lyrics, "An Invite to Eternity", "I am", "Sonnet: I am", and
"A Vision", more comprshensible, Al-Wasiti has plausibly
suggested that part of the reason for the date of these poems relates
to Clare's being confined to the asylum grounds, following a
drinking bout during one of his visits to Northampton townfd) Hence,
these lyrics were written partly out.of .a sense.of resentment against
this treatment, Strangely, though, Clare was again confined to
the asylum after-a similar offence in 1847 and,judging from the lyrics

of that year, he seems to have reacted less vialently.

‘Tt is difficult to assess the order of compaosition of these
four poems, "I am”™ and "Sonnet: I am" follow sach ather without
a break in the manuscript and it was Inskip who Firét realised
that they were separate poems. "Sonnet: I am" abpears to feflect
the disillasionment felt after such an experience as is described
in ™A Vision", but we cannot definitely link the two in this way,

What all of these poems share is a visionary intensity and a

prophetic-majesty. of -phrasing which has led the Tibbles to refer.

to them as "semi-mystical" (SPJC,XV111), However, from our
perspective, each of these poems reflects a different aspsect of

Clare's isolation and offers a different avenuse for dealing with it,

"An Invite to Eternity" presents us with a rich ambivalence and
complexity, which have stimulated a wide range of critical responses,

The poem employs the Marlovian framework of an invitation to a
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woman to share the joys of love, and gives this framework.a grim
twist, Here, an unnamed maiden is asked to share the "valley
depths of shade" with the poet. Whether the woman is an anima
figure orf a memory of Mary Joyce, or egeﬁ the poet's muss, she
carries a deep significance. If the latter intérpretatinn is
to be preferred, then Claée is summoning the power of verse to
accompany him into the lonely hell of madness, which sesms

reminiscent of the mystical "dark night of the soul":

WILY thou go with me sweet maid

Say maiden wilt thou go with me

Through the valley depths of shade

0f night and dark obscurity

Where the path hath lost its way

Where the sun forgets ths day

Where therse's rior life nor light to ses
Sweet maiden wilt thou go with me

(sPpaC, 196)

The sacgnd stanza is rich in images which suggest the tumult,
the confusion and the loss of identity in madness. Referances
to "flooding streams" and "ocean waves" show this insecurity in
marine terms, Thus, the heighﬁ of mountains gives way to the
dark caves, which evoke the depths of the subconscious mind. Life

seems to svanesce in dreamlike fashion and the closest family ties

disintegrate in this nightmarish realm:

Where stones will turn to flooding streams
Where plains will rise like ocean . waves
Where life will fade like visioned dreams
And mountains darken into caves

Say maiden wilt thou go withi:me

Through this sad non-identity

Where parents live and are forgot

And sisters live and know us not

(spp3C, 197)
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The last two stanzas expand upon this picture aof confusion,

in which features of mundane life mingle with hellish fragments of

another realm. The third stanza involves a vigorous, paradoxical

juxtaposition of being and non-being and life and death , in which

Hamlet's famous“§o be or not to be" antithesis is given am-unusual

twist; in this strange realm, being seema to be a part of non-being.

The reference to shadows in the final line avokes the transience and

insubstantiality of this bizarre world, while the all-embracing

sky almost swallows the poet and maiden, Significantly, their

intended destination lacks "1life or home or name", so that all

bastions of security and means of identification have vanished:

Say maiden wilt thou go with me

In this strange death of life to be

To live in death and be the same

Without this life or home or name

At once to be and not to be

That was and is not-yet to see

Things pass like shadows- and the sky

Above, below, around us lie, -

The land of shadows wilt thou trace
And look nor know each others face
The present mixed with reasons gone
And past and present all as one

Say maiden can thy life he led

To join the living with the dsad
Then trace thy footsteps on with me
We're wed to ons eternity

(sPPIC, 197)

The last stanza assumes that the maiden will indeed be his

. companion in this land of shadows, Blindness and nescience are

an integral part of this
coalesce into a timaless
poses a textual problem,

(sPJC, 296) leave reason

realm, In lines three and four, past and present
experience of neégation, The third line
since Grigson (PJCM, 131) and the Tihbles

in the singular, whereas Robinson and
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Summerfield make it plural. The former seems to make better sense
in the context, for human reason has indeed gonej but if the latter
reading is to be preferred, then it could mean that his reasons

for 1living have gone. In the second half of the stanza, the
maiden's presence will "join the living with the dead", thus forming
a bridge . between the two worlds. The final line would suggest
that the woman assents to the poet's invitation; even, it seems,

in madness, the poet's artistic and spiritual vitality will a&compahy
him, However, on & gqloomier note, there appears to be no

question of any re-emergente from this dark realm, Hor is lovs

mentioned at all, for all human relationshipshave disappearsd.

In "I am", however, Clare is lsft to face his personal hell
alone, The overall movement of the poem does much to reinforce
its powerful impact upan the reader. The first two sections have a
turbulent, undulatery rhythm which, in concert with the sea imagsry,
creates a mood of instability and confusion. The final stanza
represents a quist subsiding of these emotions and the emergence
from despair via an imaginativeb self-pro jection into eternity.
The final mood is one of calm and gentle yearning:
I Am-yet what_I _am, none cares or knows;__ _
My friends forsake me like a memory lost:
I am the self-consumer of my woes -
They rise and vanish in aoblivions host,

Like shadows in love frenzied stifled thross
And yet I am, and live-like vapours tost

Into the nothingness of scorn. and noise,
Into the living sea of waking dreams,

Where there is neither sense of life or joys,
But the vast shipuwreck of my lifes esteems;

Even the dearest that I love the best

Are strangse-nay, rather, stranger than the rest,
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I long for scenes where man hath never trod
A place where woman never smiled or wept
There to abide with my Creator God,

And sleep as 1 in childhood sweetly slept,
Untroubling and untroubled where I lie

The grass below, above, the vaulted sky.

(spp3C, 195)

In the first stanza, Clare is confronted with the brutal fact
of his own existenceywhich is stripped of the props and comforts
of normal life and rendered hellish by the isolatiaon of insanity.
Loneliness weighs heavily upon him: "none cares or knows" about him
and he is thereby reduced to "a memory lost". He has thus becoms
the self-consumer of his sorrows, which ironically supplant
his lost Friends'and appear as "oblivions host", Line five reveals
the desperate search and failure to find fulfilment in love. The

last'line confrants him again with his ouwn onerous, strife-tossed

existencs.

The words"I am", which invoke the intolerable burden of his crippled

personality, bear a wealth of ‘*1literary associations, The famous
statement of Yahweh-"I am that I am% in the 0ld Testament and the

"Coglto-ergo sum" of Descartes are given an ironic twist, for, to

Clare, existence itself has become a dead weight and full of

suffering. Like Sartre's hero, Roquentin, in La Naus8e, Clare

feels that he-is ds trop'.

In the second section, the problem of meaninglessness is
faced most acutely. His own life is as transient as "vapours tost"
into an emptiness of "scorn and noise", the last.phrase perhaps
reballing Macbeth's description of life as a "tale of sound and

fury". The images of "sea" and "shipwreck" hark back to the kind
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of insecurity seen in "An Invite to Eternity", as does the almost

Buddhist description of his existence as "waking dreams", The final
indignity is the estrangement from family, friends and loves,

whose very intimacy with him in the past exacerbates his loneliness
now. The cumulative power of the alliterated sibilants in the

stanza does much to assist the sweeping rhythm of the verse,

In the final stanza, storm has yielded to calm as Clare

pro jects himself into an idealised sxistence beyond earth's bourne.
The imagery is soft and tranquil:. the grass and-sky perpsetuate

the idea of a benevolent néture; a deep sleep links the post with
the carefree innocence of childhood, and the bittersweet longing
for woman's love is transcended by the love of Godjy hence, the
permanence and security of eternity are associated with the mos£
pleasurable echoes of earthly life and the blissful oblivion of

sleep in God's presence provides balm for the wounds of madness.

In "A Vision", however, the yearnings of "I am" are superseded
by a far more active and dramatic pro jection of the poetic
imagination. Like a number of Clare's finest poems, this lyric
possesses an. august prophetic tone, almost reminiscent of Blaks.

Here, the poet is seen as a Promethean figugg(!qho bursts the

bonds of mortality in a vision of artistic freedom. The Romanfic

ideas of the Solitary and the post as seer are perticulariy

appropriate here, Moreover, this is a peculiarly personal

triumph, achieved by meaﬁs of a singular dedication to the postic
vocation. Far from being one of the "unacknowledged legislators of the
world”, in Shellsy's terms, Clare here proclaims himself as‘an

‘artist: with the most astonishing pouwers, The ninefold

repetition of the pronoun "I" reveals how, in this extraordinary
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vision, the poet's being swells to cosmic proportions, wplifted by his
own imaginative vigour:

I LogTthe love of heaven above

I spurned the lust of earth below

I felt the sweets of fancied love

And hell itself my only foe

I lost earth's joys but felt the glow

0f heaven's flame abound in me

Till loveliness and I did grow

The bard of immortality

I loved but woman fell away

I hid me from her faded fame

I snatched the sun's eternal ray

And wrote till earth was but a name

In every language upon sarth

On every shorae, o'er every sea,

I gave my name immortal birth,

And kept my spirit with the free
August 2nd 1844

(spP3C, 198)

A rich ambivalencs pervadses the first two stanzés. In the
first, the poet forfeits the love of "heaven", presumably associated
with the comforts of orthodox religion, and rejects the "lust of
earth below", probably indicating the vérious attractions that
parth can offer rather than the purely sexual connotations of the
term, In the third line, the negatives are cancelled by his
__attraction to "the sweets of fancisd”loyeﬂz,présumably_a_love”mhich .
transcends that of earthly loves and involves a much wider spiritual
dimension. Similarly, "hell% in line fourgcan be viewed,in»é numbet
of waysg possibly it refers te madness or even carries its

usual religious connotations,

The second stanza completes the renunciation of earth's joys and,
now, in seeming contradiction to the first stanza, "heaven's flame"

is =said ta inspire him. Clearly, heaven is here being used in a
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rather different sense, this time with connotations of supreme

artistic and spiritual freedom, rather than with the mors conventional
Christian  ideag of the communal bliss of God's saints. Thus, in
line three, he actually unites with the abstract quality of "loveliness",
incarnating it himself and becoming a majestic poef—seer, a "bard

of immortality",

The third stanza marks a severance from earthly, sensual love
and the achievement of a higher freedom, oman ‘s faded fame"
is unworthy'of himj; his vision of féme must now transcend all
earthly criteria. /In the two final lines, he rsaches out in a
titanic posture of defiance to make himself master of "the sun's
eternal ray"; the sun suggests the very source of creativity and
imagination, which he now appropriates for his own artistic ends,
Such;indeed,is its powsr that earth itself is "but a name" in
comparison with his artistry. In this supreme gesture, he
becomes like one of the boddhisattvas of Nahayana.Buddhism,

exceeding even the gods themselves in stature,

The apotheosis of. the post is completed in the final stanza,
as he dons the mantle of the word incarnate and sprsads his art and
. name_all over the world.. Thus ha,_like,Chrisﬁ, attains "immortal
birth", assuming the powers of the great "I am", and he bscomes
in his own person the $owurc@ of what Coleridge called "the
Primary Imagination", Thie is truly Clare's vision of the

"pgotistical sublime" - a vision in which he becomes totally

sglf-sufficient and a supreme artist, smulating God in his solitary

bliss,

However, this precarious mement of exaltation is counterb.alanced
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by the antithetical experience of "Sonnet:I am". In this

sonnet, he reaches his spiritual nadir; all of his high aspirations
are overturned and, as in the first section of "I am", he is
confronted afresh with the intolerable burden of his awn
personality. At the same time, the memory of his glorious sense

of exaltation in some past experience is ineradicably and
tormentingly ingrained within him, But this sense of the emptiness
of the present now outweighs the sublime memory of his visionary

experience:

1 FEEL I am, I only know I am

And plud upon the earth as dull and void
Farth's prison chilled my body with its dram
0f dullness, and my soaring thoughts dsstroyed.
I fled to solitudses from passions dream

But strife persued-I only know I am,

I was a being created in the race

Of men disdaining bounds of place and time-

A spirit that could travel o'er the space

Of earth and heaven-likse a thought sublime,
Tracing creation, like my maker, free- .

A soul unshackled like eternity, :
Spurning earth's vain and soul debasing thrall
But now I anly know I am- that's all.,

(spPIC, 196)

Structurally, the sannet is intersesting, The octave/sestst

division af the conventional sonnet is reversed so that the sestet

deéériﬂéé the boet{énéﬁhgi aﬁa ihgioctave 100&34;é£fbspeé£1vely aQV*ﬁﬁﬁ_m -
his past experience. The whole is given a tightly=-knit unity by

means of the similarity of the first, sixth and last lines; the

circular motion of his gloomy thoughtes brings him back to the grim

reality of the final line and completes the sense of incarcetatdon,

The despair of the sestet is given added weight by the prevalencs

of heavy monosyllables in the first two linss, which conjure up the

sound of a prisoner trudging wearily in his chains. Clearly, the
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poem's title links it closely with "I am" but it is far more
pessimistic for, in "I am", he at least looks forward to the
peaceful sleep of heaven at the end of his spiritual ahd mental
torments on earth, But in "Sonnet: I am", the memory of what has
been achieved in the past merely adds to the unrelisved suFFerihg*

of the poet in the present.

The dualism of body and spirit is certainly a pronourced Féat#ra
of the sonnet, Indeed, Clare displays an almost Gnostic distrust
of the body, seeing it as part of a lower order that is to be
discarded when the spirit is freed. Hence, the -poet- feels
"dull" and "void" and "chilled" as the vision fades and the
destruction of his "éoaring thoughts" reduces life in the-mortal
world to a hollow shell, In the fifth line, the familiar thought
of human love =“passions dream - is.rejected and the post flees to "solitude™:
whether this refers to rature's . solitude or to that of his hqg:ﬁ_itiisft
diffieult to judge, Yot he is still pursued by "strife", which probqﬁly
indicates the paimn and misunderstanding that have dogged him in
love during the past. Indsed, the unsatisfactory nature of love
is reinforced by the grim refrain - "I only know I am" - which |

confronts him again with the burden of his own identity.

In the octave, Clare reflects upon his lofty aspirations,
He was one of those created to exist beyond the bounds of "place
and time"; spurning the humarum world. Hence, he sees himself as
the magus of "A Vision", with unlimited spiritual and artistic
freedom, Freedom and "eternity" are directly equated in line tweive:'
earthly life constitutes a "soul debasing thrall", a familiar

Platonic concept. In a sense, his confinement in the asylum can be
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sgen as an analoque of the human condition itself. Finally, the

long majestic ssentence which began in the seventh line and continues to
the thirteenth line, is suffixed by a short blunt sentence recalling

line one: there is a wealth of understatement in "that's all" and

an ironic contrast between his vision and the pitiful reality which
ensues, The focus shrinks from a- vision of sternity down to one wretched
mortal and the ward "all" aptly embraces the redundancy of his

earthly existence.

These lyrics are clearly amongst Clare's finest creations and
the Tibbles have, as stated, referred to them as "semi-mystical®,
However, mysticism implies the realisation of unity with a persan
or prinéiple Infinitely greater tham oneself, as Parrinder has

(5)

demonstrated. Clearly,'one must be careful about applying
such'a loose term to these lyrics, for the goal of each poem varies,
In "An Invite to Eternity", Clare and the maiden are bound to one
destiny, whereas in "I am", the poet desires a dreamlasss sleep

in God's presence: there is no union with God in sither poem. In
"A Vision", Clare actually usurps the attributes of godhead himself,
whereas in "Sonnet:I am". he undergoes not unity but a fesling of
Aissociation from the previous self-apatheosis. 8ut, howsver
parlous it may be to describe these posms as "semi-mysticai",

it is certain that each illuminates a different aspect of Clafe's

isolation,

The mood of pessimism expresssd in some of the 1844 lyrics is
resumed in several other fine poems of this decade. In the"Sonnet® which begins
"Enough of misery keeps my heart alive...", there is an almest
Buddhist sense of the suffering that 1ife involves; of course, this

misery is exacerbated by Clare's confinement in the asylum.
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Here, Clare strives manfully to avoid self-pity and, as in the
earlier "Love and Solitude" (PoemsiZ,S?S), he looks towards woman's
love as a haven from isolation: here, as in "Child Harold", "love"
and "truth" abide supremely in the relationship between a man and
a woman, The last four lines assert love's supremacy, but also
underline the high value of family ties far more eloquently than
any of his letters to his own distant family:

Eﬂq&g&ﬂ.@fmisery keeps my haart alive

To make it feel mors mental agony:

Till even life itself becomes all painy

And bondage more than hell to keep alivey

And still I live, nor murmur nor complain,

Save that the .bonds which held me may make free

My lonely solitude and give me rest,

When svery foe hath ceased to trouble me

On the soft throbbing of a woman's breast;

Where love and truth and feeling live confest,

The little cottags with thoss bonds of joy

My family-life's blood within my breast

- Is not more dear than is sach girl and boy.

Which time matures and nothing can destroy,

(spac, 299)

In the sonnet, "Written in Prison"”, the element of pathos is '
much stronger and, were it not~for the intensity of the imagery,
the poem would be weakened considerably. Clare traces back to his
childhood his love of solitude and nature, together with the innate
sensitivity which alienated him from his fellow men. His ouwn
value as an individual is seen against his background of peverty.
and the implacable scorn of his contemporaries. Moreover, the
sonnet is neatly rounded.off by the reference to the fly, whose
freedom the poet envies: the firét reference to the fly is in the
present tense and the second is set in the past, thus stressing the

continuity of misery through .his life:
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1 ENvYY e'en the fly its gleams of joy

In the green woods; from being but a boy

Among the wvulgar and the lowly bred,

1 envied e'en the hare her grassy bed,

Inured to strife and hardships from a child,

1 traced with lonely step the desert wildj;
Sighedo'er bird plsasures, but no nest destroyed;
With pleasure felt the singing they enjoyed;
Saw nature smile on all and shed no tears,

A slave through ages, though a child in years;
The mockery and scorn of those more old,

An Aagsop in the world's extended fold.

The fly I envy settling in the sun

On the green leaf, and wish my goal was won,

(sPac, 341)

In a short poem, "A Régret", Clare briefly captures the acute
tedium of an existence which is deprived of the joys of lovs,

friendship and freedom. The repeated negatives emphasize the

desolation of the mood:

I1'VE€ none to love and none ta fear
And none to meet at gloaming,

For I'm a wos-worn prisoner here,
No more with freedom roamings

Shut up from friends and all besids,
With none to sit beside me,

How gloomy now the moments glide
Where sore oppressions hids me!

(Pgems 2, 520)

The lyric "Left Alone" extends these fqéliggsvgf_g{gpmwgqéger‘ﬁ

wider scope. The weather is used as an effective metaphor for the
poet's grief, His isolation.blights his perceptions to

the degree that the world itself is deprived of any meaning: the
long third and ;ixth lines help to prolong the idea of a monotonous

exlstence, full of unending weariness:
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LEFTin the world alone,
Whers nothing seems my ouwn,
And everything is weariness to me,
'Tis a life without an end,
'Tis a world without a friend,
And everything is sorrowful I see.

(Poems 2, 522)

In the final stanza, the bleak image of the stone hints at
the way in which the poet has been depersaonalised by the tedious
existence that he sndures: he is reduced to an inanimate object in
a wintry landscape:

The sun shines wan and pals,
Chill blows the northern gale,
And odd leaves shake and quiver on the tres,
While I am left alons,
Chilled as a mossy stons,

And all the world is frowning over me,

(Poems 2, 522)

As mentioned previausly, the bulk of "The Knight Transcripts"
congists of love lyrics aﬁd baiiads addreséed to sﬁndry COQntryilasses.
These poems recreate the joys of youthful courtship, often in a
sentimental and straightforward way. Clare obviously sndeavoured
to stave off despondencyby‘ra—auakening the pleasant memories of

his youth and celebrating the more positive aspects of love. But

a number"EF'NartHampton lyriés give vent to the darker side of love:
the waning of affections, the sadness of parting and the feeling &f

abandonment left in its wakse,

The first of these is a-powerful. lyric entitled-"stanzaef,
where the poet struggles to recall the countenance of a dark-haired
maiden whom he once loved deeply, But the passing of time has all

but erased the features of the woman fram the poet's mind. It may
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well be that the poem reflects Clare's dismay about ﬁhe confusion
between fact and fantasy in his own mind as he strugqled against the
insidious effects of his psychosis, But whatever the motives
behind its composition, the poem is an impressive technical
achievement. The three eight~line stanzas are each formed from
two quatrains: these enable the post to counterpoint memory and
desire, past and presentyand light and darkness with great subtlety.
Indeed, as the poem progresses, the vagueness of the woman's features
is dispelled, and, in the second and third stanzag,her beauty
becomes so clearly formed that it completely dominates the poet's
thoughts, The last estanza reveals how the poet has secretly
cherished her image in his mind: now, however, her impression on his
mind has become so overwhslming that he is obsessed by it and
everything else seems to lose its reality and fade from view, The
woman's appearance is certainly not that of Mary and seems more
reminiscent of Patty in her younger years; the more sensual aspects
of her appearance are heavily stressed, However, she goes
unnamed (despite the fact that the poet claims to know her name
in stanza two) and, once more, we are left to feel that perhaps
Jung's theory of the dark aspect of tha anima may amplify her
significance for us:
BLAck absence hides upon the past,
I quite forgst thy faces
Amd memory like the angry blast
Will love's last smile erase.
I try to think of what has been,
" But all is blank to mej
And other faces pass between
My early love and thee.
I try to trace thy memory nouw,
Andvonly find thy name;
Those inky lashes on thy brow,
Black hair and eyes the same;
Thy round pale face of snowy dyes,
There's nothing paints thee there,

A darkness comes before my eyes
For nothing seems so fair.

153



I knew thy name =o sweet and young;
'Twas music to my ears,

A silent word upon my tongue,
A hidden thought for years,

Dark hair and lashes swarthy too,
Arched on thy forehead pale:

All else is vanished from my view
Liks voices on the gale.

(spac, 295)

Unfortunately, however real the woman might seem, she cannot
be with him physically, for it is obviously many years since they
have met. Hence, in spite of the grip that her image exerts upon
him, she cannot meet him in.person. Thus, in spite of the joy that
her memory brings in the second and third stanzas, the first stanza's
warning that absence and the passing of time must be faced still

sounds a mepacing note and reminds us of the dichotomy between memory

and absence,

Although a number of poems give a grim appraisal of the poet's
loneliness in the asylum, there are sighs elseuhere that he is able
to come to terms with it,. By turning his attention té composition,
Clare was at least able to give some substance to happy memories and
to forget his isolation at times, His final long poem, "A Rhapsody",
(PaCM, 211) which dates from 1853, celebrates the joys‘uf nature
and-his—last poem of all, "Birds'-Nests" (SPJC;;SAS) which wag
written with difficulty ©° - - :, once more focuses on the more
tranquil aspects of nature and seems to suggest a coming to terms
~with the limitations of his existence, From the later 1840s comes
a remarkable, childlike poem, "Clock-a-Clay". The deceptive
simplicity of this poem, with 1its insistent, repetitive rhythm
masks Clare's astonishing ability to share the 1life of the
ladybird, and, in this case, to achieve an empathic

identification with it. The bird poems of The Midsummer
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Cushion had already demonstrated Clare's skill in subjecting birdlife
to his intimate and reverential analysis, but, here, the poet
identifies himself with the fragile and vulnerable existence of the
- ladybird. The ladybird itself ies snugly ensconced within the cowslips,
protected from the inclement weather, and it leads a lonely,

self-contained existence:

Day by day and night by night,

All the week I hide from sightg

In the cowslipspeeps I lie,

In rain and dew still warm and dry;
Day and night, and night and day,
Red, blaek=spotted clock-a-clay.

My home it shakes in wind and showers,
Pale green pillar top't wi' flowers,
Bending at the wild wind's breath,
Till I touch the grass beneath;

Here =till I live, lone clock-a-clay,
Watching for the time of day.

(sPac, 316)

The poem which perhaps epitomizes Clare's lifelong love ofri
solitude more than any other is a single Spsenserian stanza written
in 1847 and entitled quite simply "Solitude". Solitude is here
regarded both as a haven fram the malice and ignorance of thoge

. who despise nature and as the cornucopia of psace and harmony. 

The reconciliation with naturs's healing powers is seen in the fact '

that "@reen solitude", though seemingly a prison, represents true
freedom. Moreover, the striking identification with Robinson Crusce, .
. one of Clare's boyhood heross, suggests the fact that he too could be

content and self-sufficient amid the wilde of nature and far from men:

THERELs a charm in solitude that cheers,

A feeling that the world knows nothing of}

A green delight the wounded mind endears

After the hustling world is broken off,

Whose whole delight was crime-at good to scoff.
Green solituds, his prison, pleasure yields,

The bitch fox heeds him not; birds seem to laugh.
He lives the Crusoe of his lonely field

whose dark green oaks his noontide leisure shield.

(paCM, 159)
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Thus, the verse of the Northampton period highlights more clearly

than ever the importance and complexity of the theme of isolation,
At one level, the magnificent 1844 lyrics emerge from Clara's
titanic struggle against the forces of mental disintegration, the
lack of friendsy .. the absence of literary stimulus, and his responses
to these problems, The defiance, the despair and the occasional
moments of illumination are clearly articulated. The dark side of
love and the effacts that absence could have upon a lonely poet
are ceen in the moving. lyric entitled "Stanzes", On the other
hand, the surpassing worth of the poetic vocationein spite of the
neglect of men- can be seen in Ms,110, For a while, at least, Clare was
attracted by the hope of the salvation of God's elect, as his
metrical paraphrases reveal.

However, it seemed to be the therapeutic values of
solitude and nature which yielded some solace to Clare in his final
years at Northampton, Thus, mpst of the themes‘which greatly‘r
concerned Clare during his career are taken up, sometimes in neuw
and unexpected contexts, in the asylum verse. Throughout "The
Knight Transcripts", love, nature, solitude and poetry continued to
be Clare's main preoccupations, In the face of growing mental

confusion, the inevitable encroachment of old ags, the lack of

companions and artistic stimulus, Clare held steadfastly to his

vocation and remained a poet to the last,
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CONCLUSIGN: "The Quiet Progress of a Name".

Isolation in Perspective

From the study of the preceding chapters, it is hoped that
two salient features will emerge. The first of these is thei
prevalence of the theme of isolatiaon in Clare's poetry from

Poems Descriptive of Rural Life and Scenery, through to "The

Knight Transcripts". The second is the importance of this theme
for any understanding of his work, and its clear relationship with
other major ideas in his varse, Thus, isolation appears in many
guises and links with sucH diverss preoccupations as love, naturs,
poetry, the past and the search for spiritual fulfilment, This

is not, of course, to say that isolatian can provide the definitive

key to his verse but it can at least offer a fruitful means of

exploration,

ﬁ number @f important questions and problems are raised by any
consideration of this theme. It will by now be obvious that Clare's
éft-expressed love for solitude did not involve a total withdrawel
from mankind such as a hermit monk might desire. For Clare, solitude

invariably meant being alone amid the rich, varied delights of nature:

a separation from other men which led him Fo apprec}éﬁg more fully

the mysterious ways of wildlife, The positive virtuss of this
desire have already besn noted: Clare was able to gain a remarkably
detailed insight into bird and plant 1ife and to gain a kind of
spiritual and aesthetic satisfaction which had fruitful rapercussioné
in terms of poetic creativity, On the other hand, the destructive
effects of Clare's gendency to separate himself from his fellow men
have been remarked upon, There is indeed a clear irony here, for

Clare was a man to whom friéndship was vitally important: he greatly
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enjoyed his wvisits to London and his correspondence with

Mre Emmerson, Taylor and other literary figures. A life of complste
isolation without friends or family was never his goalj unfortunately,
Just such a state of isolation became his fate during the asylum
years, It is indeed lucky that Clare was encouraged to write at
Northampton by Knight and Inskip, For,uithout their friendship,

he would certainly have found it difficult to continue versifying
for so long. The decline in the quality of his verse,following

the loss of these friends, is noteworthy. Clearly;vclare needed

to find a balance between his desire for solitude and his need for
friendships with people of sensitivity and artistic talent,
Unfortunately, from the mid-1820s and with the decline in his commercial
success, he found it more difficult to keep in contact with
erstwhile friends,. A sensitive peasant poet in his sifuation nesded
substantial financial, emotional and aesthetic assistance‘if he w;ére
to contipue his veeation successfully, Sadly, - he did not -
receive sufficient assistance and;inevitably, Financial,ahd domestic

prassuras uncovered his instability and téppled his_sanity.

Howsver, it is possible to discern more clearly houw certain of

Clare's personality traits and attitudses towards life contributed

to his'ultimata isolation and descent into madness. Clara's
unbending insistence upon continuing to write verse, esven in the

face of the delays in the publication of The Shepherd's Calendar,

when he realised that the changing tastes of the public Qould rendsr
his writing unprofitable, is typical of his sturdy independence of
mind and his dedication to a lonely and precarious vocation, This
decision to continue writing in an unfashionable style,in the hope

that one day he might attain true fameywas completely laudable in
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terms of . . artistic integrity, but it was bound to result in
financial ruin. Clare saw himself as a poet above all else and,
during the 1820s,he would only revert to seasonal labouring when

compelled to supplement his income.

Moreover, as has been noted in some detail, Clare's overall
vision tended to be a retrospective one, The dominant mood of many

poems throughout his career is one of yearning, either for the pre-

enclosure landscape, for his first love or fer the joys of childhood. Even

though the paems of The Midsummer Cushion reflect a healthy present-

centred enjoyment of nature, there is sometimes a sense, as in

"The Voice of Nature", that nature'retains the.glory of a grander lost
paradise, wherein man and all creatures were in harmony. It is

also highly significant that, after 1824, Clare seldom attempted:again
to %ind a social embodiment of his postic vision, "The Parish"

and, later, "Don Juan” reflect a deeply pessimistic view of society.
Afésr 1824, Clare concentrated on nature, poetry,_tﬁéuiova of man

and woman and various personal issuses at the expense of attempts to
formulats a large-scals social perspectivs. This last criticism

has been made most forcibly by E.Fs . Bush, who maintains that,

unlike other Romantic poets, Clare failed signally in creating a poSitivé

viéion of society.‘&v vNe;ither? T_t_\_g_y_illaga_ﬂ_\,natr_al not

‘The Shepherd's Calendar, both of which touch upon .aspects of the rural

community, could be said to aspire towards a comprehensiva vision.‘-:

That there is much truth in some of these allegations cannot be
denied. Clare's work is lacking in a future-orientated perspective
and, even in the verse of the early 1820s, he is continually harking

back to the departed joys of the past, as The Village Minstrel amply

reveals, However, his background was far more impoverished than that
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of the other Romantics and the conseguent financial and domestic
burdens upon him were more crippling than those of his fsllow poets,
Moreover, he experienced rejection at the hands of his local community
in Helpston and increasingly from his London acquaintances and the
reading puplic. Furthery, it could hardly be expected that a

poet certified as insane and isolated in two different asylums from
family and friends, could generate the optimism to fashion a communal
vision, especially when the wider community had served him so badly
and when he had to battle even.to retain his own identity. That
Clare never lost faith in human relationships is evident from his
pathetic asylum letters to his family and from the large body of

love poetry which he continued to write well into the 1850s. Also,
the Biblical paraphrases of 1841 giQe indications of a belief in

an elect community of believers whose salvation would be assured
even-after the rest of sinful humanity had been destroyed. Thi§
vision does seem to have been relatively short-lived since later
lyriﬁs such as "A Vision" revert to-a more solitaryrviéw of the )
poet's destiny. Nevertheless; this reveals that amid all the
strictures of the asylum r8gime, Clare did not becoms a complete

misanthropist,

_Overall then, Clﬁgﬁfé sense of isolation was. a complex phenomenon, -
formed by several factors, Though Clare was influenced by the
eightesnth-century retirement poets and by his Romantic contempdraries,
his sense of isolation was distinctively personal, His background

of rural poverty, his anomalous status as a peasant poet; his

dedication to a kiqd of postry which went rapidly out of fashiong ang

his own deep-rooted instability and spirituallmalaisssall combingd

to heighten his sense of isolation in a unique way. Cn the other
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hand, his isolation was net so tied to purely local features that its
imbact cannot be felt by readers of our own time; hence the reason
why his verse has increased in popularity over recent decades.

The sense of isolation which pervades "The Nightmare", "Decay",
"Child Harold" and the 1844 lyrics is universal in scope, and the

anget and meaninglessness which are so poignantly portrayed in

several Northampton lyrics find their echo in much modern literature,
This explains the upsurgeof critical interest in the great 1844

lyrics in recent years, Furthermors, there is in much of Clare's
work a profound vyearning ‘to escape from the ill-effects of isolation
and to find some form of spiritual fulfilment, which Greg Crossan

has described as "a relish for sternity”. (2) For Clare, man was
no mere "poor, bare,Fork?cﬁanimal"’but a dignified being with immense
creative potential and a breadth of imagination that the limitations
of hﬁmanity could not stifle, It is psrhaps in the lyric "A Viéion"

that these high aspirations are supremely embodied.  J.W. Beach,

in his The Concept of Nature in Nineteenth=Century--Engligh Pmetry; discusses

the idea of spiritual isolation with regard to the Romantié poets
and, though he does not allude to Clare, his words are aspecially

relevant to Clare's problems as man and poet:

One of the hardest thlngs Por man to bear is
spiritual isolation., The sense that he stands

alone in the universe goes- terribly against his
gregarious sentiments. He is so frail and
ineffectual a being, his experisnce and achievement
fall so far shortof what his ranging imagination
conceives and his impetuous heart demands! He

has an overpowering impulse to construct a system
which will snable him to feel that hs does not
stand alone but is intimately associated with some
force or group,infinitely more powerful and
significant than himself, ~In religion he may

feel himself thus intimately associated with God and with

other holy beings = the community of saints,

With the waning of religious faith he grasps at nature -

at the great benevolent order of things in which every
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individual is provided for in the harmonious
plan of the whole; which speaks to him through
. every lovely and sublime object, and in whose
eternal flux, while he may be lost, he is yet
not ineffectual or without significance.,,,

(3)

This passage is certainly applicable to Clare's sense of
isolation and his desire to escape from it through communion with
nature and through his own visions of a community of saints in the Biblical
paraphrases., Howsver, it must be borme in mind that, for Clare,
the determination to retain his sense of individuality and the
sacredness of personal identity always counterbalanced his tendency

to merge himself with nature or into a wider community,

Finally, the vexed question of Clare's stature as a post
must-be examined. Here, his handling of the theme of isclation
can give us only a partial glimpse into an assessment of his
achievement. VThe limitations of his - vision, as indicated by
E. J. . Bush, (1) have already been alluded to: to an extent; Clare
was certainly hampered by escapist tendencies, It may furthsr be

alleged that Clare's inability to formulate a clear ars postica and

a comprehensive philosophy weigh against our assessment of him as a

ma}or Romantic post. Maf;;ver, His ii?eldn;'agféicuifies with
spelling and punctuation must also count against him when allowances
have been made for the fact that he received little formal education,
Yet, in spite of these objections, his talent was, as Rohert Shauw
noted in his centenary comments on Clare, "an immensely and rewardingly

n (4)

varied one There is a ruggedness and unmistakeable

individuality about Clare's verse, born of his desire to forge his
own style of detailed descriptive nature poetry and deal with the
~eternal verities. Clare's eschewal of fashionable idiems, his use

of authentic dialect words in his richly dstailed nature poetry,
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the searing intensity of his later lyrics and the sense of being
a lone figure, standing against the shallowness and deceit of the
world at large, all combine to give his work a refreshing
distinctiveness, He must be appraised on his own merits and not as
a mere shadow of Wordsworth or Coleridge. Edmund Blunden's comments
made in the mid«1960s are still relevant to the pressent state of
criticism on Clare:
He is still too little knownyand psrhaps is
one aof the English writers whom it is singularly
difficult to estimate. To label him as one of the
best nature poets is easy but incomplete; to _
regard his work in an artistic senss,or in its intellectual

or philosophical light, as of the very highest
order, is to invite storms,...

(5)

It is hoped that the present study will throw some light on this
confused picture and contribute towards ths understanding of Clare's

highly individual achievement,
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(3)

(4)

(5)

E.ftjokt Bush,
See Greg Crossan,

Joseph W, Beach,

Robert Shaw,

Edmund Blunden,
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