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         1

         Is Robert Herrick the happiest of our poets? He is certainly sweet-tempered, both in humour and in harmony, and like his great contemporary and fellow West Country clergyman, George Herbert, he delighted in music and song. Herrick was one of those blessed with an enduring pleasure in small, fleeting things, in trifles, in silks and tiffanies, in festivals and merry-making, drinking and ‘wassailing’. Among the instantly endearing things about this poet is his desire to give us, his readers, pleasure too. In one of many poems on ‘His Book’ he stipulates that he would have it read only in the evening, by a spitting fire, after a hearty meal and a good few drinks – for then ‘rigid Cato’ (the Roman censor) would be more indulgent. But there is a caveat – if we do not care for any of his wares – and there is after all a wide selection on offer – then, like his ‘Soure reader’, we are roundly to be cursed: ‘The Extreame Scabbe take thee, and thine, for me.’ In context, the ‘Perverse Man’ of his censure must also be the Puritan, since Hesperides is the least puritanical of books, given over as most of it is to wine, women and song. The pious Noble Numbers at the end – a slim and rather anxious reminder of his day-job as a country parson – hardly provide the counterweight that, say, Donne’s Divine Poems do for his profane Songs & Sonets. It is likely that Herrick’s religious poems were added – and this gives a true flavour of those intense, peculiar times – as a selling point for the book: it was religious controversy that shifted copies in the 1630s and throughout the Civil War. Political or religious polemic was never Herrick’s strong suit, and he did not pretend otherwise. An uncritical, some would say unthinking, Royalist, his praise of Charles can look excessive. But he was a Cavalier through and through, a lover of good and gracious living, the most Elizabethan of the Jacobeans – and it would be a sour reader indeed that condemned him for these things.
         

         Yeats’s image of Keats as a ‘schoolboy with his face and nose pressed to the sweet-shop window’ seems entirely applicable to Herrick as well. He says in ‘The Argument of his Book’ that he sings, among other things, ‘Of Bride-grooms, Brides, and of their Bridall-cakes’, the third element carrying apparently the same weight for the poet as the first two. Perhaps it is this quality in Herrick – the utter predictability of his tastes, his delight in pretty women, his frank enjoyment of drink and male company (Ben Jonson’s ‘lyrick feasts’), his love of festivals, his due respect for death, his acceptance of the status quo, his unrevolutionary politics, his alternating cravings for the stimulus of the city and for rural peace– that Eliot was referring to when he spoke of Herrick’s ‘endearing ordinariness …’ While looking like a typically back-handed compliment, the judgement is in fact spot-on. We should not look to him for the seriousness and learning of a Jonson, nor for the intellectual subtlety or the grand rhetorical gestures of a Donne, nor for the single-minded godliness and purpose of a Herbert, nor for the metaphysical curiosity and political astutenes of a Marvell. A minor poet, then? Without starting that hare, we can accept that he is a lighter poet than these former, and his range is narrower. Often, however, his lyrics are any match for theirs: the best of them will last as long as the language. What he himself describes as his ‘wanton cleanlinesse’ might be likened to wholesomeness, and Herrick is finally a wholesome poet, not in the least perverse. ‘Where Care/None is, slight things do lightly please,’ he says in the touching poem of retirement ‘His Grange, or private wealth’. A renewable delight in small things is itself a kind of genius.
         

         He was born in Cheapside, London in 1591 into a prosperous middle-class family of goldsmiths, originally of Leicestershire stock. The previous year, Spenser had published The Faerie  Queene, Sidney his Arcadia, Shakespeare was writing Richard  III and Elizabeth Gloriana was on the throne. When he died, aged eighty-three, Dryden was already Poet Laureate. Herrick lived under four monarchs, survived the Civil War and the Commonwealth, welcomed the Restoration, and died peacefully in his rectory at Dean Prior, Devonshire in October 1674, the same year as Milton. The contrast is instructive, between the public and the private, the lyric and the epic poet. The impress of ‘public events’ is everywhere felt in Milton’s work and career, almost nowhere in Herrick’s, apart from two poems addressed to the ‘Untuneable’ and to the ‘Troublesome’ Times respectively. The image of Herrick as essentially an apolitical animal has, it is true, been challenged in recent scholarship. Some have discerned a more deliberate religious and political polemic in Hesperides than previously acknowledged, with evidence of support for the ritualism of Archbishop Laud. Be that as it may, the whole spirit of Hesperides does not strike me as polemical. Rather, it is deeply conservative, and when not harking back to some golden Helicon, it seems to embrace the status quo. That said, in the peculiar context of Puritanism, celebrating the Maypole or the harvest festival could look like political acts. The most explicitly political poems in Herrick’s book are those addressed to Charles, and they are the poems of a devout subject who seems to share that king’s exacerbated sense of his divine right. We are a long way from Milton! And the contrast serves to illuminate the terrible, fratricidal, antagonism of the time, when the very idea of England was at stake.
         

         When Robert Herrick was but one year old a personal tragedy struck the family quite as hard as any public event: on 7 November 1592, his father Nicholas made his will, and two days later he fell to his death from an upper window of his house in Cheapside. It is assumed, though it was never proved, that he committed suicide. Fortunately for the family, enough doubt surrounded the incident to prevent the Crown from seizing Nicholas’s assets, normally forfeited in those days in the case of suicide. This bizarre fact does not seem to have marked the poet unduly, and indeed seems quite out of family character, for the Herricks were in general a sanguine, long-lived lot. The family, and Robert in particular, came under the protection of a kindly uncle, Sir William. It was he who took the poet on as apprentice in the family business, and – when it became clear that Robert would never make a master goldsmith – he who financed his studies at Cambridge. Clearly, however, the family passion for fine and curious workmanship was not lost on Robert, it was simply transfered to fashioning patterns out of words. While, as we shall see, he prizes a slight disorder in the dress as the final stroke of beauty, he is himself a supreme artificer. And if we love Herrick now for the freshness of his daffodils and his violets, he also possesses the Baroque fascination for complexity – the praise of glass and crystal casings, to offset beauty in flowers, in ‘The Lilly in the Christal’ is a good example. It reads a little
         

         like a flower-setter’s manual. Allied to this is the undisguised

         delight in the exotic words for jewels and scents – the ‘Topaz, Opal, Calcedon’, the Pomander, Spikenard and Amber-Greece – that are scattered in the poems to his ‘mistresses’. There is also the Herrick hallmark on the English language itself – I have found two coinages attributed to him in the OED: ‘Time’s trans-shifting’ in the inaugural poem of Hesperides, and the noble praise of Julia’s breasts as ‘circummortall’. It is as though the language, as yet unfixed and standardized by Johnson’s Dictionary, were still a glorious magma from which poets could fashion, like metalworkers, newfangled words.
         

         And so to Cambridge, first for a year’s carousing and over-spending at St John’s – Herrick employs every rhetorical trick in the book to extract more money from Sir William, in a rather touching stream of letters that have come down to us. They begin almost on arrival, with the correspondent dismayed at having arrived at the great seat of learning without ‘bedding’. After a year he removed to the smaller, apparently more sober, but still beautiful Trinity Hall, down the road, for four years of Law. He explained to Sir William: ‘I purpose to live recluce … striving now with my self (retayning upright thoughts) both sparingly to live, thereby to shun the current of expence …’ He seems to have held good, and took his BA in 1617, his MA in 1620. But instead of practising at the Bar, he was ordained Deacon alongside his good friend John Weekes in 1623, and (quite irregularly) ordained priest in the Church of England the very next day by the Bishop of Peterborough. Next to nothing is known of his movements (there are major gaps in our knowledge of Herrick’s life) during the London years of the 1620s. From the internal evidence of the poems, it is clear he frequented Ben Jonson, and the court musicians (who set some of his poems) William and Henry Lawes. As an assistant chaplain he accompanied the Duke of Buckingham on his catastrophic campaign to the Ile de Ré, to help the French Huguenots in 1627. He was appointed to the living of Dean Prior in south Devonshire in 1629, a post he finally took up in 1630, the very same month that George Herbert became rector of Bemerton in Wiltshire. It is clear that Herrick was known as a poet by 1625, when the author of the Muses Dirge, speaking of the death of King James, wonders why ‘some Jonson, Drayton, or some Herrick’ has not penned a worthy elegy to mark the event. As it turned out, this was the highest praise Herrick was to receive in his lifetime; and it is significant he is placed alongside two great Elizabethans, for in a sense he outlived both his age and the taste it created.
         

         Apart from a period of enforced return to London during the Commonwealth (a fact he welcomes ecstatically in his poem to mark the occasion), Herrick spent the rest of his days either content or dull as vicar of the country parish of Dean Prior in ‘lothèd Devonshire’. His single volume of poems, his belovèd Book, Hesperides, in which he invested himself so entirely, was published in St Paul’s Churchyard, London, in 1648, to a deafening silence.
         

         2

         When the Revd Robert Herrick stepped out of his vicarage at Dean Prior, he seemed to step less into the English countryside than into a Christian-Pagan Arcadia. Apollo’s lyre hangs from a tree, and young ladies with names out of classical Rome flit among the bosky groves. But here and there are the wild flowers of England, and cherry blossom, and whitethorn with which to deck the halls in May. His remote English vicarage is part that, and part Horace’s villa in the Sabine Hills above Rome. The easy blend of Christian and pagan, the classical learning that runs so deep (adaptations of Horace, Catullus, Ovid, Martial and others are ubiquitous in Hesperides), is in effect part of the furniture of Renaissance humanism. But the poet who showed Herrick how to put these classical sources to effect in English was of course that uniquely learned and impressive self-made scholar Ben Jonson, ‘the rare Arch-Poet’. Although he was never offcially a member of the Tribe of Ben, Herrick’s repeated poems of praise to his master are among his most generous and heartfelt; they go beyond mere sycophancy. They also provide us with crucial insights into that missing decade, a lot of which was spent in Ben’s ‘Lyrick Feasts/Made at the Sun/The Dog, the triple Tunne’ (‘An Ode for him’). More revealing still is ‘His Prayer to Ben. Johnson’:
         

         
            
               When I a Verse shall make,

               Know I have praid thee,

               For old Religions sake,

               Saint Ben to aide me.

            

         

         This, one feels, is no idle invocation to a (rather unorthodoxly classical) saint: among many things that Herrick learned from his Master was the importance of ceaseless revision – and the successive versions of certain poems from Hesperides show that the lesson was not lost on the pupil.
         

         What Thom Gunn has said of Jonson’s classicism – ‘it is not merely a question of bringing Martial or Juvenal up to date, nor even of building up a national literature that can rival the classics, it is a matter of continuing the life and society that was behind the literature, evaluating, adapting, naturalizing it’ – is a matter of instinct for Herrick, and the very pulse of his art. He begins with the world of ‘order and Disposure’, of rank and social hierarchy: this is the solid ground from which he can launch his imaginative sallies and flirtations. And it is fitting therefore, that what is perhaps his most interesting theme should have been suggested by a fragment in one of Jonson’s plays, the ‘Song’ from Epicoene that contains the lines ‘Robes loosely flowing, haire as free: Such sweet neglect more taketh me,/Than all th’adulteries of art.’ This in Herrick’s hands becomes the small masterpiece ‘Delight in Disorder’, which concludes:
         

         
            
               A carelesse shooe-string, in whose tye

               I see a wilde civility:

               Doe more bewitch me, then when Art

               Is too precise in every part.

            

         

         The wild civility of the shoelace carelessly tied shows us Herrick the complete Cavalier, with a roving eye for silken clothes, the stray curl, the loose riband, the ‘tempestuous petticote’, but it is a formula he returns to often, this wild civility or, when he reverses the terms, this ‘civil wilderness’. It is related to the Shakespearean debate between the contested merits of natural and grafted, or hybrid flowers: in what consists nature, and what artifice, and can artifice ‘improve’ upon nature? I have already described Herrick as a supreme artificer, so despite his predilection for ‘delight in disorder’, there seem to be two poems that counter the proposition, by reversing it. ‘Art above Nature, to Julia’ is an elegant way of saying that the woman artfully clothed is more alluring than the woman naked:
         

         
            
               Next, when those Lawnie Filmes I see

               Play with a wild civility:

               And all those airie silks to flow,

               Alluring me, and tempting so:

               I must confesse, mine eye and heart

               Dotes less on Nature, then on Art.

            

         

         And in ‘What kind of Mistresse he would have’ he asks that she be:
         

         
         

         
            
               Pure enough, though not Precise:

               Be she shewing, in her dresse,

               Like a civill Wilderness;

               That the curious may detect

               Order in a sweet neglect …

            

         

         She must in all cases, in fact, preserve a Horatian via media between order and neglect, between restraint and passion. Perhaps we can extend the analogy to say that Herrick desires not a Civil War, nor a Puritan Commonalty, but a Civil Wilderness, an orderly, hierarchical civilisation that leaves a place for the ancient, the pagan, the instinctive – in a word, for the body. And for the traditional function of festival, as a temporary outlet for the lord of misrule: the Bacchanalia or the Lupercalia. It is this need, whether articulated consciously or not, that finds expression in the Cavalier imitations of the boozing songs of Anacreon.
         

         Herrick is emphatically pre-Romantic, but is it fanciful to see, in his ‘delight in disorder’, in the ‘tempestuous petticote’ of his mistress, the first flash of Elizabeth Bennet’s muddy hem, which is surely the precise, polite equivalent in Jane Austen? And in Julia’s sweet ‘disorder’, may we not see a first flowering of the English rose, the beauty who combines elegance with naturalness, naturalness with elegance?
         

         The same ideal is surely at the heart of what is probably Herrick’s most accomplished single poem, ‘Corinna’s going a Maying’, whose elaborate stanzas synthesise in one gloriously felicitous expression the essence of his universe. Corinna, an English rose with a pagan name, steps out from her Anglican orisons (‘be briefe in praying’) into an English Helicon of delicious freshness, where the goddess Flora presides over the bright young things on their festive day out. Corinna is urged to come forth from her chamber, and not to bother to over-adorn herself (and here is that civil wilderness) because ‘leaves will strew/Gemms in abundance upon you’. The natural world, that is, provides the suffcient ornament (he repeats the theme in the small, perfect lyric ‘Upon Julia’s haire fill’d with Dew’). Corinna’s poem goes on to enumerate the May-day celebration in pointedly anti-Puritan vein (and the pointedness must be deliberate – here at least I would agree with recent readings that find in Herrick a more deliberately political and polemical stance than hitherto allowed); kisses are exchanged, green-gowns given – bashful lasses were (chastely or otherwise) rolled over in the grass by their swain – and troths are plighted. But in the last stanza, where Herrick rises magnificently to his favourite theme of Carpe diem, we have writing whose stateliness rivals that of Marvell or Donne. He uses his classical sources (Horace and Catullus) to triumphant effect in English:
         

         
            
               Come, let us goe, while we are in our prime;

               And take the harmlesse follie of the time.

               We shall grow old apace, and die

               Before we know our liberty.

               Our life is short; and our dayes run

               As fast away as do’s the Sunne:

               And as a vapour, or a drop of raine

               Once lost, can ne’er be found againe …

            

         

         It will not do, however, to make Herrick out as a kind of precursor of the Romantics in his taste for the artfully careless, or lightly windswept; in a further usage of the oxymoron that seems to have bewitched him, when contemplating Julia’s elaborate dress and the ‘Lawnie Filmes’ that play about her ‘with a wild civility’, he concludes that the charming wantonness of her clothes leaves him doting ‘less on Nature, than on Art’.
         

         If elegance with naturalness (or Delight in Disorder) is one of the most interesting cruxes in Herrick today, there is a great deal of what I suppose is the seventeenth-century equivalent of bodice-ripping – ruby lips and alabaster thighs and creamy breasts – the Petrarchan inventory, the Spenserean catalogue, the French blasons du corps féminin. The kind of thing that Shakespeare mocked in ‘My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun’. And it is here that a glass screen comes down, separating us, incurable post-Romantics that we are, from the imaginative world of the seventeenth century. Robert Herrick disappears into a looking-glass world whose conventions we cannot understand, whose delights we cannot share. Much the same has been said of our attitude to the Shakespearean pun, especially after Samuel Johnson’s censure. To us, these concetti give off such a whiff of artificiality (the opposite of Lizzie’s hem) they can only be appreciated as a kind of period kitsch. And only in very limited doses: accordingly, my selection goes easy on them. Some I have kept in, if only because, when true to form, he can take the similes to hilariously ludicrous extremes, the girls in question becoming little more than curvaceous, ambulant dairies, as in ‘Wo’d yee have fresh Cheese and Cream? Julia’s Breast can give you them …’ – topped off, needless to say, with a dash of strawberry nipple.
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