




















of nature’.'” “There are no mountains lifting up the very plains with
their extravagant altitudes no old ruins with their worn & mossy
claptrap for effect but simple woods spreading their quiet draperys
to the summer sky & undiversified plains bask in the poetry of
light & sunshine’.!® Such work emerges necessarily out of intense,
direct observation. For Nature, Clare observes, ‘rewards the faith
of her worshippers by revealing such beautys in her settings that
the fanciful never meet with — tho they imagine mountains &
rivers & rocks & cateracts where they are not’.!” Essentially Clare
believed that we can experience the beauty of the natural world, its
‘simplicity of merit’, only in a direct, phenomenological encounter
unmediated by pre-conceptions.?” In other words, we need to look
through our eyes rather than through our own expectations.

As Clare’s terms indicate, the ‘Essay’ is a rejection of the
generalizing tendencies of picturesque conventions —its predilection
for broken lines, rough edges, crumbling ruins, and jagged mountains.
‘Tlhat peculiar kind of beauty, which is agreeable in a picture’, the
picturesque reads the landscape through abstract principles culled
from the work of artists such as Claude Lorraine, Nicholas Poussin,
and Salvator Rosa.?! ‘[CJ]hastened by the rules of art’, the picturesque
imagination refines nature.?” Faced with a pleasing prospect, for
instance, ‘(wle examine what would amend the composition: how
little is wanting to reduce it to the rules of our art’.?? To identify
something as picturesque, then, is already to experience it second-
hand, to see it in terms of an artistic re-presentation: ‘We must
ever recollect’, Gilpin observed, ‘that nature is most defective in
composition; and must be a little assisted. Her ideas are too vast for
picturesque use, without the restraint of rules’.?*

Wildly popular, Gilpin’s work encouraged a multitude to seek
out the ‘artistic effect’ in nature — rather than nature itself — opening
the landscape to visual consumption as leisured tourists chased after
scenes and prospects that would conform to picturesque principles.
If the vogue for the picturesque was a passing fad, Clare recognized
its far-reaching effects. For the kinds of observation encouraged by
picturesque principles cultivated habits of experience as well. They
organized ways not just of seeing but also of being in the world.

In contrast to the aesthetic detachment fostered by picturesque
travel — ‘the province of the picturesque eye is to survey nature |...|
It throws its glances around in the broad-cast stile. It comprehends
an extensive tract at each sweep’— Clare championed a more
particular relationship to the natural world, a relationship based
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in close physical encounter and intimate local knowledge.?® What
we might call an aesthetic of participation rather than prospect.?®
T love good fellowship & wit & punning’, he writes in ‘Don Juan’:

I love ‘true love’ & God my taste defend

I hate most damnably all sorts of cunning —
I love the Moor & Marsh & Ponders end — (11. 146-8]

Against deception and false appearances, ‘all sorts of cunning/,
Clare sets his ‘taste’ tor truth, companionship, and the local natural
world. The moor & marsh — a far cry from picturesque mountains
and mossy ruins — arc complemented by the named locale, Ponders
End, which grounds Clare’s experience in a particular, local
context.

In a recent article, Simon Jarvis has suggested that ‘technique’
is ‘the way in which art thinks and the way in which the work ot
art most intimately registers historical experience’.”” This scems
especially relevant to ‘Don Juan’, a lewd and fractious denunciation
of polite English society. By the 1840s, when Clare was drafting
the poem, middle-class consumerism had begun to regulate and
organize social relations, part of a civilizing process through which
the Victorian nation came into being. Taste, discernment, and
civility were established as moral imperatives, while appetite and
its corollary, desire, were sublimated, displacing materiality from
public space.

In contrast to this trend, Clare cultivates a carnal aesthetic
that challenges middle-class mores through its erotic imagery and
promiscuous street-slang. Like Byron before him, Clare recognized
that truth was correlative with the body. In his own ‘Don Juan’,
however, Clare forgoes Byron’s subtle punning for a more explicit
profligacy: ‘Prince Albert goes to Germany & must he / Leave the
queens snuff box where all fools are strumming’ (11. 87-8, emphasis
added). Identifying Queen Victoria’s vagina as a luxury item
stroked by all comers, Clare insists on the materiality of experience
by way of the crudely sexualized body. Here and elsewhere, Clare
deterritorializes language, pushing meaning to the point of collapse
so that it might ‘vibrate with a new intensity’.”® Frequently,
Clare engages in a form of punning whereby sense fractures into
a proliferation of potential meanings that deform and inform one
another, deliberately resisting closure: ‘In bills of fare you’ll find
a many courses / Yet all are innoscent as any maid is / Put these
two dishes into one & dress it / & if there is a meaning — you may
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guess it’ (1. 211-14). At other times he presses language beyond
the realm of signification into its purely material expression: ‘1
wish that there was some such word as ‘pishun / For rhyme sake’
(1. 51-2). Opening the signifying processes through which meaning
is made, Clare illustrates how the aesthetic is complicit in the
material deprivations borne by the poor.

I suggest to my students that this helps us better appreciate
the Byronic oscillations we have encountered, for example in the
seventh stanza, where the political lament is interrupted by self-
reference:

I wish—Dbut there is little got bye wishing
I wish that bread & great coats ne’er had risen
I wish that there was some such word as ‘pishun
For rhyme sake for my verses must be dizen
With dresses fine—as hooks with bait for fishing
I wish all honest men were out of prison
I wish M.P’s. would spin less varn — nor doubt
But burn false bills & cross bad taxes out
(11. 49-56, emphasis added)

The interpenetration of style and politics in this stanza might be
said to stand for the poem itself, which conjoins a government
unresponsive to working-class needs with the aesthetic sensibilities
underwriting middle-class consumerism:*

I wish I had a quire of foolscap paper

Hot pressed—& crowpens—how I coud endite

A silver candlestick & green wax taper

Lord bless me what fine poems I would write (1. 279-82)

Satirizing the public taste for luxury goods, Clare here reduces
the poem to a commodity product, its quality determined by the
‘tine’ material from which it is made—'Hot pressed’ ‘foolscap
paper’, ‘crow pens’. The political vector of this acsthetic economy
is evident as well in Coleridge’s letter to Thomas Poole quoted
previously, ‘The Country is divided into two Classes’, he complains,
‘one rioting & wallowing in the wantonness of wealth, the other
struggling for the necessaries of Life.—The Booksellers feel this—
Longman told me “that scarcely any, but Books of expence, sold
well. Expensive Paper, & Ornaments &c were never layed out in
vain. For the chief Buyers of Books were the Wealthy who bought
them for Furniture’’ "
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Far from family, friends, and the reading public that had once
celebrated him, Clare adopts and extends the Byronic persona for
his own ends.’! Though drafted in the confines of the asylum and
bearing the trace of Clare’s mental illness, ‘Don Juan' is not merely
the product of a mind turned in on itself. For in its progressive
deterritorialization of language, Clare’s poem enacts the suture of
the individual and the political characteristic of ‘minor’ literature,
that is, a literature in which ‘the political domain has contaminated
every statement’.’? As Deleuze and Guattari observe, the ‘cramped
space’ of minor literature, ‘forces cach individual intrigue to
connect immediately to politics. The individual concern thus
becomes all the more necessary, indispensible, magnified, because
a whole other story is vibrating within it’.** Nothing could be more
true of Clare’s ‘Don Juan'.

To suggest, then, that ‘Don Juan’ is a work of minor literature
is to see past its topical references, to acknowledge its earthy
complexity, and to advocate its cutting insights and continued
relevance. Offering students a lesson in how aesthetic values
contribute to the formation of social bodies in modern consumer
society, ‘Don Juan’ speaks to our own age of post-industrial
capitalism, financial deregulation, and ever-expanding markets. It
also just might afford them a model for reading and resisting these
global currents.
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