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Introduction

Simon Kévesi and Erin Lafford

Theyear 1820was aremarkable year for John Clare. His life as a poet was launched
inJanuaryviaa puffpiece by Octavius Gilchrist, the secondessay proper in the first
issue of the newly revived London Magazine, directed along liberal lines by the
experienced editor John Scott. Gilchrist’s ‘Some Account of John Clare, an
Agricultural Labourerand Poet’ appears sandwiched between ‘Reflections on
Italy Seen in 1818 and 1819’ and a critical take on Walter Scott’s novels.! In
this same month Clare’s first collection—Poems Descriptive of Rural Life and
Scenery—was published, to widespread acclaim. Amonth after the book
appeared, a poem quoted and discussed in John Taylor's introduction—‘The
Meeting’—was set to anoriginal composition by Haydn Corri, slottedintoa
decades-old pasticcio comic opera The Siege of Belgrade (originally by
composer Stephen Sorace and librettist James Cobb) and sung on stage by
Madame Vestrisat
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the Royal Theatre, Drury Lane, in what was Vestris’s first ever perfor-

mance on the London stage.? Vestris played the heroine: a witty Turkish
peasantcalledLilla.Clare missed thatrunoftheoperabutrecollected that
he ‘feltuncommonly thrilled at the circumstance’.?He visited London for

the first time in March and, across an extended visit, socialised with his
publishers’and patrons’ circles of writers, lords, and ladies, some ofthem
famous and influential. On the way to London, Clare had travelled by

coach, againforthefirsttime.* Probably respondingtoone of Clare’s later
visits to London, Thomas Hood observed Clare and Charles Lamb:

in wending homewards on the same occasion through the Strand, the
Peasant and Elia, Sylvanus et Urban, linked comfortably together; there
arose the frequent cry of ‘Look at Tom and Jerry—there goes Tom and
Jerry!” for truly, Clare in his square-cut green coat, and Lamb in his black,
were not a little suggestive of Hawthorn and Logic, in the plates to ‘Life
in London’.®

Like the Tom and Jerry of Pierce Egan’s smash-hit tour de force Life in
London (1821), Clare had fun in the capital. He enjoyed the city’s unique
mix of theatres, bookshops, print-shop windows, boxing bouts, salons,
dinner clubs, pubs, the sheer crowds in the streets—and no doubt much
elsebesides. ‘I had often read of the worlds seven wonders in my reading
Cary at school but | found in London alone thousands’, he gasped.®He
evensatforWilliamHilton, whopaintedhisportraitinhisprime—awork
whichremainstothisdaythe bestimage of Clare. Thefirstbook of poetry
sold well: reviewed widely, and mostly positively, the volume went to four
editions that same year. His work, his life, and his circumstances were
scrutinised often. Clareand alover hadfallen pregnantbefore the close of
1819, and with a bit of arm-twisting from his new patrons (according to
Jonathan Bate’sauthoritative account’), the poet married Martha Turner,
who gave birth to their first child in June of 1820. Even including such
domestic pressures, Clare could be justified in positively anticipating a life
of writing success stretching out in front of him. He could look forward
tomoneycominginthatwould changehisandhisfamily’slives,andalter
all of his future prospects. He was, arguably, not wrong or naive to do so:
the chances of his ongoing success looked good, considering the circum-
stancesinwhichhewasbornandinwhichheandhisfamilyhadlaboured
for so long, and where he now found himself in early 1820. Granted,
things did not quite work out the way this early promise suggested; and



yes, Clare was always a poet of loss and regret for times past, though he was
from the very start of his writing life. But the loss of hope, increasing alienation,
and isolation that tend to predominate in accounts of Clare are snot the only notes
we can hear in either his work or his life.

Ratherthanrehearsetheusual storiesofdecline, madness,and neglect,
we oughtto lingeron just how well Clare did inthat remarkable first year
inthe exciting, knockabout world of the mainstream literary scene, which
reflected and informed a Britain of 1820 in all its political and social tur-
moil. It was not an auspicious time. In the same month Clare’s book was
published, George lll died and the country looked to his widely despised
successor, the profligate George IV (the notorious ‘Queen Caroline
affair’—over his treatment of his long-estranged wife—was to divide the
countryviciously that sameyear®); the government was preparing military-
ily for insurrection in many towns and cities (especially in Glasgow and
London), partly in response to the Peterloo massacre in Manchester in
September 1819; while at the same time rebellion was buildingin Ireland;
inJanuary the country wasin the grip of a catastrophically cold winter (in
some cases, it was a winter that was fatal for the poor and infirm).° For
Clare,byhappycontrast,asthereviewsandreaders’ lettersstartedcoming
in, things seemed toimprove happilyindeed.

A lot of wise and talented people had faith in Clare. They backed and
supported him as much as they could, and he enjoyed it. A little later in
the 1820s, Clare reflected that his poems ‘have gained me many pleasures
andfriendsthathave smoothedtheruggedroad of myearly lifeand made
my present lot sit more easily on the lap of life and | am proud of the
notice they have gained me’.*® All writers write to be read, to be noticed,
and to be responded to. Clare was keen for an audience, and keen for
appreciation, here described as being paid welcome ‘notice’ that he did
not shy away from, even as he went on to find some discomfort in the
‘exposure’ (as Adam Phillips has it) that comes with being a pub-
lished poet.™

If the terrain of Clare’s early personal life could be describedas ‘rug-
ged’, the road from that set of circumstances to publication was always
likelytobearockyone.Givenwhereand how helived, itisremarkable his
work made it anywhere at all. That local booksellers, with aspirations to
publishing prowess, tookan early interestin his work, and were prepared
to invest time and money in it—to take a real risk on Clare in business
termsandina publicfashiontoo—all stands asatestamentto the evident
qualityofhisearlywriting. Thislevel ofattentionalso suggeststhe nascent
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poet had a keen ability to forge networks to his own advantage, and for
what we might anachronistically call his ‘career’. For all Clare’s seeming
modesty—fragility, even, as some have had it—the poet clearly had enough
private confidenceinthe meritofhisworktoshowittoinfluential people.
‘Luck’ haslittle todo with histrajectory, thoughto read hisown accounts,
andthose of many of hisbiographersand myth-makers, his modesty was
such that one might think his poetry was dragged out of him. He is fre-
quently presented as the most private and cautious of ‘humble’ poets, as
someone who was hesitant to the point of debilitation, meaning that any
publication at all was miraculous. It can be tempting to read Clare’s as a
poeticcareerproduced miraculouslyasifbyavirginbirth,notmadeofthe
energyand witofplansanddesigns. However, stories of miracleand luck
deny the presence of ordinary human work and considerable personal
effort. Clare’s prose stories of his own isolated, solitary musingswhich
mark him out for the villagers, from an early age, as a strange lad, have to
be balanced with the enriching fact—evidenced throughout his corre-
spondences most particularly—of his affable sociability (as well as what
John Goodridge claims for Clare’s deep sense of ‘community’*?), and of
his ability to court and maintain relationships that would do him and his
aspirationssome good. Forall hisawkwardness, Clare’s was a sociability
that operated in a wide variety of circumstances and social settings, and
thisspeakstoaremarkableset ofadaptivesocialskills. Withaclass system
as rigidly policed as that of Clare’s time, one to which all genuflected,
conversingwithsomeone ofamuch highersocialand economicstanding
was not at all easy.

WhatstoriesofClare’sshyness, modesty,andhumility oftenelideisthe
evidence that he was always immensely clubbable and performative: just as
labour in unenclosed fields was work carried out in tandem with village
peers (sometimes, especially before enclosure, with the whole village,
including people ofallsocial classesin the same seasonaltask), sotoo was
playing fiddle and singing songs in pubs in Helpston, or in the wider
country withthe gipsies he purposefully sought out. Musical fun was not
asoloaffairforClare, though of course songcould provide asense of reas-
suringcompanywhenworkprovedsolitary,asitdoesforyoungHodge of
‘Rural Morning’ in The Village Minstrel:

Young Hodge the horse-boy, with a soodly gait,
Slow climbs the stile, or opes the creaky gate,
With willow switch and halter by his side



Prepar’d for Dobbin, whom he means to ride; The
only tune he knows still whistling o’er, And
humming scraps his father sung before, As

“Wantley Dragon,” and the “Magic Rose,” The

whole of music that his village knows, Which
wildremembrance, in each little town,

From mouth to mouth through ages handles down.?

Song acts as a familial bond, as a kind of guarantor of community, as a
comforting social glue, as a canon of memory, and as cultural history. Work,
poetry, reading, and the study of nature sometimes took Clare off alone, but
his learning and his culture were always sociably founded. By his own account
Clare’s father was a singer; Clare understood song, inti- mate listeners, and—
we can assume—the rough justice of vocally critical audiences too.*He had a
formative, early grasp of the potency of perfor- mance, and of the sociability of
story and song. As Ronald Blythe insight- fully suggests, a ‘village was, still is in
some ways, the least private place on earth’.’® Community and human
contact—when not wanted—can be oppressive, of course. Privacy costs
money, and was a rare enough com- modity in Clare’s life, especially as his
desires became more studious. But for critics to ignore the huge cultural
resources that the young poet could draw on in the rush to describe what his
education ‘lacked’ in comparison to other Romantic-period poets is to ignore
the rich store of life experi- ences and oral culture he had to hand. When the
young Clare turned all of his oral and musical energy and understanding
towards textual life, he wrote with a determination to be read and sounded
out, as much as afiddle player plays to be heard. It is no surprise that sound is
everythingin Clare’swork, towhich some of ouressaysinthiscollectioncertainly
attest. It was surely with a sense of purposeful confidence—layered over with
the necessary presentational patina of an apologia of diplomatically cap-
doffing class consciousness—that Clare was able to tap into the rich cul- tural
and entrepreneurial life that was so active, and so vital, in small towns across
Britain in the early nineteenth century. His confidence in these var- ied and
widening social circumstances takes literary shape in the sheer range of
topics, poetic forms and modes with which he happily experi- mented in the
1810s, and which were to shape the diverse range of work in Poems
Descriptive of 1820.
Read the Clare of the 1810s and very early 1820s—and of 1820 in

particular—andyou encounter someone of buoyant confidence engaged
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168  inawide variety of correspondences, with all manner of interested parties.
169  There are occasional rages at being double-crossed and swindled too,
170  along with collapses of confidence and activity. But Clare’s sociable and
171 business-like engagements with—what was across 1820 at least—an ever-
172 increasingnumber of well-connected people (and excited corresponding
173 readers), are never only humble or passive. The fair at Market Deeping was
174 where he met J. B. Henson in 1814, the first bookseller to take Clare on;
175 in 1818 Henson advertised a subscription towards a prospective publica-
176 tion, seemingly at Clare’s own expense.'® The bigger and more wealthy
177 wooltownofStamford wasanotherhub ofbookish connectionsforClare;
178 not coincidentally, it was the town where he bought his first book of
179  poems (James Thomson's The Seasons), with his own hard-won money.
180  Stamford was the home of Edward Drury, who was to be the bridge to
181 publication with his cousin John Taylor. Taylor’s London-based firm,
182 whichheranwithJamesHessey, wastogoonto publish Clare’sfirstthree
183 collections across the 1820s. That Clare swiftly got caught up with inter-
184  ested parties, and then used other (more useful, more powerful, better
185 connected) types to unlock agreements with the earlier ones—all on this
186  rockyroadto print—is somethingthat can be read in support of versions
187 of Clare’s naivety and social and commercial awkwardness. These moments
188 can also be read as evidence of the way Clare was pushed and pulled
189 around.Nevertheless,theearly, bluntseverances, firstfromHenson, then
190 fromDrury,canalsorevealaprettydeterminedaspecttoClare’sagencyas
191 hequickly pushesthroughfromconversationsinlocalbookshopstoalife
192 inprint:fromthe provincesto the capital, from the margins to the centre.
193 Clare can even seem ruthless in the pursuit of his ambitions to get pub-
194 lished.Hisisanagency we canseeworkingbusily, even while people like HensonandDrury
bothasserttheirclaims,throughinvestment,toClare’s

196  work. By way of example, here is a letter from Drury to Clare, quoted in
197 full (and for which biographer Jonathan Bate offers a rich context'’).
198 Drury wants Clare to break ties with Henson, and come under his wing.
199  His missive is a pitch for business:

200 Dec. 24, 1818
201 Dear Sir,

202 Your epistle (and the favors enclosed) found me in full occupation
203 with the bustle of market-day. And | have scarcely time to prepare an answer
204 by the time your messenger said he would call. However, | cannot allow an

205 opportunity to slip of encouraging you to place full and undivided confi-



dence in Mr. Richard Newcomb, junior, who has both the power and the will of
doing every service that can be wished.

There can be no reason why you should not come over to Stamford on
Sunday—everythingshall be soarrangedto suityourwishes; andif you will signify
to Mr. Henson that you have determined to relinquish the plan of publishing
your poems in the form announced we can, if you could, decide on the most
proper steps to be taken; | shall have no objection to purchase the MSS of your
writing, on speculation. Or w® conclude such an agreement with you, (in which
any money sh® not be requisite) or sh®leave you perfectly independent of my
proceedings.

| have too much love for Poésy not to take Pleasure in helping the
trembling and diffident efforts of a second Burns, or Bloomfield; and
therefore,

remain,
Your Assured Friend,

E. B. Drury
***Come on Sunday at All Events.

ANote to Mr. Henson, as follows w¢ fully effect your purpose— “Sir,
By the Bearer pray return the MSS of Poetry, &c., you have in
possession, and | beg to signify that | do not intend to present my writings to the

public, for the present.”
lam etc”
(P.S. The above is only a suggestion E.D.)'®

To an extent, Clare is being played here: having visited him once, Drury is now
trying to prise the poet away from Henson—even going so far as to offer a
way of doing so that Clare could copy out verbatim—while also proffering a
link to the son of the owner of the Stamford News, who has ‘the power and
the will’ Drury thinks Clare needs to get on. Drury seems to be saying ‘Instead of
Henson, come with me to the big time, and money and power will be yours’. The
final sweetener in the double suggestiveness of alliterated labouring-class
poets (‘Burns, or Bloomfield’) that Clare should be looking to follow is possibly
there because Drury wants to end with the poet knowing this is all for a higher
purpose—notformoneyand power—eventhoughtheletterhasbeenprecisely
about that. Drury is sell- ing, and selling hard: money, connection, power,
print, and a place amongst a labouring-class tradition of recent stars are
glittery carrots
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dangled in front of the next ‘peasant poet’. The level of control Drury is
grasping for,and which he would continue to claim even as Clare moved
ontothe relationship with Taylor and Hessey (a relationship Drury acci-
dentally proffered for Clare of course), would see the poet’s patience
quickly wear thin. As Clare wrote as early as December 1819 to his local
helpmeet the Reverend Isaiah Knowles Holland of Market Deeping, on
theissue of havingacopy of hisfirstcollection of poems presentedtolocal
landowner Lord Milton: ‘I am affraid Drury will Interest himself inthe
matter [.] A Shabby Booksellers Word will be no advantage to me as self
Interest is the Cause’.?® The range of relationships far beyond his social
class or his known locality that Clare is relying upon, leveraging, and
sometimes rubbishing—even here in this momentary snippet of canny
assessment and snippy disparagement—is astounding. In critiquing
Drury’s ‘self-interest’ Clare is asserting his own, exactly a year after his
relationship with Drury began, and the month before his book was
launched through Drury’s cousin.

Clare was no holy fool, and while constantly patronised, he was not
easily pushed around or duped. While critics have long condemned Drury
for his slippery machinations,? still some degree of congratulation should
surelybedirectedatClare:fornotdoingexactlyasprescribedinthisletter
(thoughHensonwasdropped, he wasstill writing to Clarein March 1830
pleadingpovertyandsuggestingtheyworktogetheronhisnextbook);for
using Drury’s familial connectionsto his advantage; for using Drury asa
stepping stone to the truly influential, metropolitan platform that, firstly,
Stamford writer Octavius Gilchrist offered, and, secondly, theLondon-
based Taylor and Hessey allowed; and for then severing ties with Drury
altogether—much to the businessman’s chagrin. Messy though this rela-
tionship became, Clarereveals aremarkable resilience, adaptability, and
insight:toread self-interestin people heencounteredand tobewary ofit,
butalsotousealbeitexploitativelyinclined peopleforhisown,sometimes
successful, ends. It is worth reaffirming that beyond the business end of
poetic endeavour, intelligent, well-read, and highly capable people wanted
Clare’s company before he was a success. In January 1820, laid up in bed
with a swollen foot, having read his own review of Clare’s forthcoming
collection, Gilchrist wrote to Clare in terms so warmitis hard to imagine
a friendlier way to close a brief letter:

Believe me, | shall always be glad to hear of any good fortune that betides
you, and | shall be always more willing than able to promote it [...] As a



general remarkforyour use, our dinner houris always (company excepted) two o

clock, and you will always find a knife and fork at your service. Ever faithfully,
Yours  Oct. Gilchrist

Jan. 14, 1820%

Gilchrist’s next extant letter, written a week a later, is full of praise for the
qualities of Clare’s first volume, published just before on 16 January 1820. The
poems, Gilchrist protests jokily:

[...] have disappointed me,—they have disappointed me greatly, for they are still
better than | looked to find them. Tenderness and feeling and a mind awake to
the beauties of nature | expected to find,—but there is occasionally a grasp of
thought and strength of expression,—as in “What is Life?”— which | was not
quite prepared for [...].22

In the past 200 years since his first book of 1820, critical attention to Clare’s
work has ebbed and flowed, and if his posthumous reputation has occasionally
hit rocky patches, it has never been blocked altogether. Clare has never been
entirely forgotten (though that’s a myth still told, and retold).?In the last 30
years, as a result in part of the incrementally expanding availability of reliable
scholarly texts, critical work on Clare has grown exponentially. We reach the
point now that the voices collected in this volume make entries into a voluble,
voluminous set of existing and varied conversations. Clare’s work and life
continuetobearareandrobust stimulus to an array of critical approaches and
agendas. The wide variety of topics in his work and contexts that spark interest
means that trying to cover the wealth of critical praxis Clare has inspired in one
volume poses a challenge. If not quite comprehensive, this collection offers a
series of distinct routes into Clare’s life and writing that we the editors feel
best representsome ofthe most persistentand emergentcriticalavenuesstill to
be explored, that all in their own way speak to Clare as the canny, artful poet
of sociability and performance discussed in this introduction. We hope these
chapters will be informative for readers new to Clare, while also being a
collection of rigorous new areas of engagement for more experi- enced ones.
Setting the scene for this collection are three chapters on contexts of

poetic production and dissemination. David Stewart offers a corrective to the
deeply engrained story that Clare’s time was up before he got going,
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because poetry was on the wane. Stewart’s research into the widely ignored
yearsbetweentheheightsofcanonical Romanticismandthe powerhouse
fiction of the Victorian period proper suggests a different story. Here,
Clareisfoundto be an adaptable writer, one aware of shiftsin tastes and
trends, alerttothe emerging power ofannuals, and experimentally adept
atrespondingtonewstylesofverse. Aswe have pointed outabove, Clare
grew into rhyme, story, and performance through song, the fiddle, and
thesociabilityofthe pubandthe gipsy campfire, yet hisengagement with
song culture, and assessments of how song culture responded and adapted
hiswork, remainaquietcornerofClarestudies (withthe onlysubstantive
exception being George Deacon’s foundational study of 1983%4). Musical
scholar Kirsteen McCue has found a treasure trove of settings of Clare’s
work, heretofore unknown to scholarship, and her chapter reappraises
Clareascollectorandlyricist, affirming,asshe putsit, ‘hispositionamidst
a sparkling firmament of famous songwriting contemporaries, including
Robert Burns, James Hogg and Thomas Moore’. Following a parallel tra-
jectory, Stephanie Kuduk Weinerlooksindetail at Clare’s song collecting
and his song writing, and considers how his understanding of music
informed his verse, exploring the ways in which he experimented playfully
acrosstextandsoundinhisowncompositions:sheexamineshim,then, as
a ‘multi-media’ artist.

Offering a wide variety of close readings of poetry across his oeuvre,
Saralodge, AndrewHodgson,andSarahHoughton-Walkerexaminethe
formal aspects and innovations of Clare’s poetry. Lodge reads Clare’s
landscapes into his literary experimentations, and finds him as embedded
inresponses to literary traditions as he is engaged with digging into real
topographies. Hodgson pursues the metrical patterns of Clare’s pulsing
line across various verse forms, and finds that a ‘sensitive rhythmic artistry
underpinsClare’saffectingand sophisticated control oftimingandtone’,
as he puts it. Focusing on the 1827 poem The Shepherd’s Calendar,
Houghton-Walker looks at Clare’s use of repetition—locating ‘irregularity
as an aspect of natural regularity’—and reminds us that Clare’s poetry
presents listening as being core to communal connection and social
meaning.

Inthecurrentcriticalclimate,thepredominantreasonreadersdiscover
Clare, the agenda teachers pursue in presenting his work in classrooms,
andthe motive forjournalistsand scientists quoting from his work, isour
wide gamut of environmental and ecological concerns. Itisimportant to
rememberthatourclimate-consciouscontextsare notidenticaltoClare’s.



Damaged or not, the promise of nature’s permanence and an evergreen
return at spring was more of a certainty for the culture of Clare’s time, in ways
that cannot be offered to our own. Indeed, does the word ‘nature’ indicate
the same kinds of processes, beings, and even feelings that it could in Clare’s
time? Yet, for all that distance, there remains a huge amount to be learned,
explored, and enjoyed in pursuing Clare’s sheer attentiveness, his innovative
‘botanising’ expertise, and his passion for and understand- ing of the natural
world, his own environment, and his explorations of what human
environmental damage can effect. He seems to advocate and model a
conscious, aware commitmentto beinginaplacethatisasrareas itis inspiring.
This collection therefore contains three chapters that offer fresh perspectives
on Clare’s proto-ecological concerns. Often Clare is regarded as the poet of
the microcosm: one who focuses on the grain of sand rather than the heaven
beyond; an eye to the moss on a branch, rather than the whole forest. Yet in
directing attention to the movements of animalsin Clare’s verse, James Castell
charts much wider skies than crit- ics usually pursue, and finds that the poet is
‘fascinated by the dynamics of both physical and poetic space’ in ways that
might usefully ‘nuance exist- ing coordinates of ecocriticsm’. Katey Castellano
puts ‘work’ to work, in garnering a new understanding of how Clare presents the
work of animals, particularly in the case of industrious birds, whose endeavours
never cease to amaze the poet. Birds’ work, in Castellano’s close reading of the
poetry, multiply extends the commons, meaning birds forge a kind of
rebellion against private property with their own, built determinations of
territories. Scott Hess theorises multiple subjectivities in Clare’s understanding
of the natural symbolic order: the poet’s rendering, Hess argues, of encounters
with natural bodies is always tending to the multiple, the de-centred, and the
collaborative, and his proto-ecological consciousness is always aware of and in
touch with an array of species, not just the human.

Innovative representations of the material world of nature are not
Clare’s only concern. He is a poet who is acutely aware of his own mind and
body, as much as he is attentive to the subjectivity of an animal, or the mood of
a cloud. In Michael Nicholson’s chapter, we find that in times of national
difficulty (the contexts of his first two collections of 1820 and 1821), Clare
represents a complex human and natural world of stress and ‘strain’, and
builds a community of ‘distress’ by way of shelter from the storm. Offering a
corrective to frequent characterisations of Clare as a ‘hypochondriac’, and
assessing the class dynamics and prejudices in the widespread use of the
term in Clare’s day, Erin Lafford finds that the
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395  poet’sheightened bodily awareness can serve as much more than a mere
396  marker of affectation or private obsessiveness: hypochondria can offera
397 new lens through which to read Clare’s poetic subjectivity and experi-
398 mentsinrelationto physicaland mental suffering, and can frame his par-
399  ticipation in a wider Romantic culture of imaginary illness. James
400  Whitehead closes our collection with a similarly corrective account of
401 readingsofClare’slaterasylumversethathavetendedtocloakhisworkin
402 the misery of institutionalisation: Whitehead considers the sociable aspects
403  oftheearlyVictorianasylum, theregimesthatencouraged poeticcompo-
404  sition,andreadssymptomatic examplesof Clare’sworkinthatrefreshed
405  context of production. Two hundred years after his first book was pub-
406 lished, andin celebration of his significance today, this collection of criti-
407  cal, archival, and theoretical essays offers a fresh and stimulating set of
408 inroadstohelpreadersofallkindsand withallsorts ofintereststo pursue
409 and examine Clare’s unique work, his unique contexts, and his remarkable
410 life. He is a poet who remains the most uncommon of commoners.
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