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Roam on! The light we sought is shining still.


Dost thou ask proof? Our tree yet crowns the hill,


Our Scholar travels yet the loved hill-side
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Introduction





Mention Crashaw to the poetry-lover and one is virtually certain to be answered with ‘portable and compendious oceans’ – if Crashaw has been heard of at all. In that classic anthology of bad verse The Stuffed Owl (1930) Crashaw doesn’t figure in the main selections, but one line only (one of his finest, properly taken) flavours the preliminary hors d’oeuvres. Dwight MacDonald’s excellent book of Parodies for Faber (1961) prints the ‘oceans’ stanza complete, the first in fourteen instances of ‘self-parody (unconscious)’. Crashaw also appears in the Penguin Anthology of Sick Verse, and no doubt elsewhere. To see him as inherently absurd has become a reflex action, a received opinion.


There is no question that this poet does give hostages to fortune, raising barriers of taste in subject matter and, especially, treatment of it, that are hard to pass. In all that epoch of Metaphysical extravagances he is most extravagant of all; but not with the play of a Marvell or the fun of a Cleveland. On the contrary, he evinces fervour too easily dismissed as perfervid, and religious intensity as fanaticism – qualities, or perhaps disqualifications, that a would-be advocate must endeavour to avoid! Since student days I have loved the best of him, and passing years have confirmed my view that he is among the greatest English poets – ‘for some things’. Plainly the range is not wide: other things, maybe most things, are outside it. But once within, the marksmanship is spot on, on a target attempted by few of his peers at the time or since. My aim is simpler. I hope, by choices negative as well as positive, to vindicate a poet whose achievement, albeit acknowledged narrow and special, is rare in the language and of very high calibre. In doing so I must necessarily confront difficulties, reservations, déplorations (‘Richard Crashaw, hélas’), rebut them if possible, certainly not evade them.


First, though, an outline of his life:




Born on the turn of 1612/13, son of William Crashaw (1572–1625/6), emphatically Protestant preacher and writer on religious themes, originally from the neighbourhood of Sheffield, holding various Yorkshire benefices, finally one in East London.


1629 enters Charterhouse; receives thorough grounding in ‘the choicest Orators & Poets of Greek and Latin. Already composing in English too.


July 1631 enters Pembroke College, Cambridge, on a scholarship whose duties include writing epigrams in the classical languages upon Biblical subjects, harmoniously compatible with his ardent Laudian Anglicanism.


1635 Fellowship at Peterhouse (main focus of the high church in Cambridge): soon followed by position as catechist, and curacy at the closely associated adjacent church of Little St Mary’s. Associated also with the community at Little Gidding. Active as poet, valued as preacher, closely involved with enriching the ornamental iconography both of his college chapel and the church alongside, as also in their musical activities. These Cambridge years viewed from later exile and disappointment as a ‘little contentful kingdom’.


Early 1640s, the Peterhouse group’s high church/Royalist sympathies come under ever severer threat in Parliamentary eastern counties. 1643, Cambridge occupied by rebel forces. The scenes of his loving attentions vandalised by the Parliamentary Commissioners (at Peterhouse ‘We pulled down 2 mighty great Angells with Wings, & divers other Angells … & about a hundred Chirubims & Angells & divers Superstitious Letters in gold’: at Little St Mary’s ‘We broke down 60 Superstitious Pictures, Some Popes & Crucyfixes & God the father sitting in a chayer & holding a Glasse in his hand’). Probably already self-exiled before the official ejection from his Fellowship in April 1644.


Exile: Holland initially, possibly Liège, certainly Leyden; Paris by 1645. During this troubled period, converted to Roman Catholicism, apparently without seeking the priesthood.


1646 Henrietta Maria intercedes on his behalf for a post in Rome, without success. Great need, and indications of failing health. 1647 a post found in Cardinal Palotto’s household at Rome, wherein Crashaw did not fit, complaining of the impiety of the Italians in the Cardinal’s retinue. April 1649 moved, perhaps on compassionate grounds, to a humble position serving the shrine of Our Lady at Loreto: travelled there that summer, dying there August 21, only a month or so after arriving, ‘of a Feaver, the holy order of his soul over-heating his body’.





Crashaw has been marginalised as well as divisive down the centuries. Problems begin with the earliest editions, fugitive and erratic, none of his own direct making, published at home in distracted times, in exile with little hope of dissemination. Their texts confusingly overlap – he was a born fiddler. The evident turn towards concentration and non-extremity in his third volume is cut off by his early death; but already his conversion, his subject matter and its treatment, had put his work out of the tenor of the English temperament. He possibly would have succeeded better, outstanding in the language, as a poet in Latin, the lingua franca of artistic/intellectual communication, reaching the whole of Counter-Reformation Europe rather than the lost connexion to his native land. Thus from the start he is awkward and oblique: the only place and time he wholly belonged to was the Cambridge circle of the early 1640s centred upon the ‘little contentful kingdom’ of Peterhouse and Little St Mary’s. His friend and fellow-poet Joseph Beaumont in particular shows many parallels of thought, feeling, expression; Beaumont’s favoured genre, the poem devoted to a particular saint, reaches its high point in Crashaw’s Hymn to St. Teresa. Despite striking individual moments Beaumont (whose spiritual epic Psyche eventually clocked in at 24 cantos) is a tepid poetaster compared with Crashaw even on an ordinary day – and at his best Crashaw is simply extraordinary.


When the Metaphysical manner went out, the Augustan age had no place for him. Pope, who could and did use Donne as a model, gives a few condescending and not wholly unappreciative opinions concerning his fellow-Catholic in a letter of 1710. But he’s not in the Lives of the Poets, nor even mentioned in Johnson’s well known animadversions over the preceding century’s manner in the Life of Cowley. The placid plains of later eighteenth-century verse suited him least of all, though we now can discern analogies with its disturbed eccentric outsiders Smart and Blake that would have made all three unacceptable, indeed meaningless, to prevalent taste.


Crashaw was differently alien to the Romantics, though there is Coleridge’s enigmatic remark that the lines on St Teresa ‘were ever present to my mind whilst writing the second part of Christabel; if, indeed, by some subtle process of the mind they did not suggest the first thought of the whole poem’. And we can now perceive that aspects of Keats tending towards the tacky and sickly – the ‘sticky blisses’ and ‘embarrassments’ so tactfully explored by Christopher Ricks – are comparable in sensibility, even in language. Supposedly closer, in fact incompatible, are Shelley’s mystic-sensuous ravings; while the visionary element in Wordsworth is as different from Crashaw’s as worsted from satin. Nor has the Age of Tennyson any compatibility whatsoever, though Crashaw does figure in an interesting list drawn up by John Clare when planning an anthology of early British poets. Browning rhymes rather with Donne for twisty complexity and arcane learning worn lightly or heavily. With Hopkins there are circumstantial parallels – the conversion, the fervour and intensity, the extreme nature of the imagery and diction, the early death burnt out by the spirit within: and at the end of the century Francis Thompson is warmly appreciative.


With the early twentieth century comes a change in the light which, nonetheless, doesn’t shine very brightly for Crashaw. He’s absolutely out for Pound, of course. Eliot provided a Note in For Lancelot Andrewes (1928) whose principal ploy is to compare Crashaw’s imagery with Shelley’s to the earlier poet’s advantage. But Eliot’s outstanding Metaphysical is Donne, with Marvell in the wings. Thence Revaluation and Seven Types. Crashaw is missing from the former, present in the latter for glances askance, foil for better ambiguities elsewhere – a line continued much later by Ricks. A seminal essay of 1925 by Mario Praz appears to originate the view that Crashaw is most justly appreciated as an artist of the high continental Counter-Reformation, comparable with Bernini: an insight developed at book length by Austin Warren in Richard Crashaw: A Study in Baroque Sensibility. Another pioneering effort was Ruth Wallerstein’s Richard Crashaw: A Study in Style and Poetic Development (1935).


The post-war period has seen intermittent attention in several monographs and symposia; more frequent, in general studies of the half-century or so of English Metaphysical poetry wherein Crashaw is a sort of ‘absent presence’. A biography by Thomas Healy appeared in the 1980s. I’ve deliberately not consulted any of this literature, not wanting to be beholden, nor indeed influenced, either in choices or views.


So Crashaw is no longer neglected, but still cannot be called mainstream, and maybe never will be: it’s the nature of the case, which I must now proceed to probe.


Taste, sometimes almost viscerally, is the sticking-point. He offends the proprieties equally in religious sentiment as in artistic decorum. The perceived ideal for both in seventeenth-century English devotional poetry (indeed for all subsequent epochs however styles and idioms change) is Herbert – simple, frugal, whose extremes high or low are thoroughly tempered to reach a middle way without blandness, passionate within demureness, unimpugnable in doctrine and expression; in facture spare, precise, exact even to tightness, compacting untold wealth of content by implication.


The nature of Crashaw’s art couldn’t be more different: its forms burgeon and gush and sprawl, its language is that of unabashed amorous eroticism, its feelings of ultimate perfervour. The omnipresent imagery of kisses/blisses, yielding/succumbing, infusion/penetration (always passive and ‘feminine’), evokes masochistic ecstasies that court ridicule, pity, disgust. All this leaves no hope for a middle way of restraint and carefulness: he is usually in a hot flush, even torrid, tumultuous and risk-taking. Yet paradoxes abound: the stance is also at the same time curiously chaste; there’s no gasping or yearning, panting or heaving: never cool let alone cold, he can advocate ‘[n]ought too hot within’ without insincerity. Innately sensuous even unto sensuality he yet avoids gross carnality: all is subsumed into a ‘hard gemlike flame’ by which he is consumed without being devoured: a Burning Bush. There must be a word, eluding this vain attempt to encapsulate, for his characteristic tone and the means whereby it is achieved. Sublimation is the most obvious – of sexual into spiritual, physical into metaphysical, thick heavy fleshliness into weightless ethereal purity. But sublimation doesn’t quite do it: it’s not a substitution as by transaction moral or commercial – it’s his manner of comprehending and transmuting mystical experience, via carnal imagery, into artistic form.


Odes and Hymns are the forms/genres that best embody this kind of impulse. Mostly they come without articulation by stanza, but are by no means therefore shapeless: a stream, an effusion, a rhapsodic improvisation to be sure; thence shaped by rigorous classical training, strenuous mastery of rhetorical exercises, the disciplines of theological thought, the practice of the liturgy and the delivery of sermons. All such solid stuff underlies the lacy lyric surface, all surge and dance – ‘kicking the curled heads of conspiring stars’ (to adapt the ravishing line singled out on page 1 of The Stuffed Owl for its absurdity), suppling and melting it into airy liquid flow.


Such flexibility of structure, rhythm, line-length, enjambment, tends when not good to drool on as though on autopilot. Even when good – great – supreme, a sense of ‘automatic writing’ can still remain. At its best, Crashaw’s verse combines the apparently opposite advantages of looseness, flow and spontaneity with tautness of localised rhythm and overall structure – no formalist straitjacket, but no mere uncontrolled oil-gush. This compatibility of opposites gives the greatest poems their shape, rather than their argument as such. There’s often no solid paraphrasable content beyond the given subject (the Name of Jesus, say) and its associated cluster of words. These words drift or rush by into successions and processions of related ideas in a way scarcely resembling ‘what is ordinarily called thinking’. Of its nature this entails much repetition, within individual poems and across from poem to poem over the entire canon – which, seen as a whole, may sometimes recall the actress who runs the gamut of emotions ‘from A to B’. He is always the same, limited but not narrow or shallow, just as clouds or waves or leaves, always reforming from the same basic motions, give similar but never identical results. Formulaic, minimalist, pattern-making, so much so as to be sometimes – sometimes at its very best – well-nigh abstract: a stream of consciousness/unconsciousness unchanging yet never stepped into twice; free association taken down in a trance, rapt-out-of-the-world; surreal/transparent/evanescent/nonsensical/lovely as Ashbery!


Yet never, despite all-too-likely opportunities, going slack. Wit still informs this poet at the furthest remove from the poetic culture of his times. Born into it willy-nilly, he inherits a grounding in Greek and Latin equally with humanism and Biblical exegesis, the appetite for learning and brainwork that charges the Zeitgeist from Donne to Milton. Chewy and knotty with both of these, at the other end extravagant, gay, playful, ostentatious – Cleveland, Benlowes et al., emblematic and didactic in Quarles, sober and exemplary in Herbert, going soft and silly in Cowley, lying behind the cheerfullest frivolity of Herrick and the Cavaliers out of Ben. Only Marvell is able to get elements of all these diversities into one span – his gamut runs from A to Z.


Crashaw retains the epoch’s play of intelligence even when his verse’s content consists of abstractions dissolved into ecstasies of automatic writing, table-tapping, ‘nonsense’, as just described. By the end of the seventeenth century its earlier ideal of wit, characterised in Maynard Mack’s Life of Pope as ‘freewheeling acts of imagination … packed into puns, paradoxes, subversive ambiguities, outrageous metaphors, explosive yokings of opposites’ has contracted into merely what Dryden called ‘a propriety of thoughts and words’. Crashaw emphatically belongs with the earlier embarras rather than the succeeding decorum; unique through his intense and specialised focus but demonstrably related to his contemporaries via the air they all breathed.





Meaning, finally: the last hurdle: what does this poetry mean, both in itself, and, more pressingly, to readers of nowadays who, however sympathetically inclined and curious for a different voice alongside familiar rewards and admirations, are unlikely to extend much credit to an art born of nothing if not the most ardent and urgent Catholic faith?


Meaning in the most direct sense is not problematic: Crashaw’s vocabulary and thought are pellucid, his paradoxes and the shocks and surprises of his imagery never recondite, however (sometimes extremely) ingenious. Any reference to the scriptures is easily checkable: but if the reader is not a latterday Laudian high-churcher à la Eliot or, more crucially, a Roman Catholic dévote, the essential meaning of Crashaw’s religious work, indeed its raison d’être, must surely go missing entirely? I myself ‘don’t believe a word of it’, and this is without doubt the majority position, commonplace though it be. To make it full rather than emptied-out, positive rather than abject, is the prime object of the present selection of a totally engagé religious artist – an enterprise analogous to ‘rescuing’ whole centuries of liturgical music for the practising atheist whose disbelief is well past help, let alone the vast regions of religious art on canvas, in stone, wood, glass, metal, ivory, where the discrepancies are still more desperate.


Above all I don’t want to say that the pleasure taken by the non-faithful ‘suspends disbelief’ and is simply aesthetic. The cruellest expression of detached dis-engagement is Remy de Gourmont’s in The Problem of Style (1902) – ‘he who enjoys the literary beauty of a sermon by Bossuet cannot be touched by it religiously, and he who weeps for the death of Ophelia has no aesthetic sense’. Too drastic! I prefer the amelioration suggested in a recent offhander from Charles Rosen, speaking (apropos a comparable conflict over Romanesque sculptures) of ‘a clear aesthetic energy independent of sacred meaning’.1


Yet to concede this much might be too tepid and beige.


Let me try to regain a more central ground by physiologising, psychologising, humanising, the experience of reading some of Richard Crashaw’s most unapologetic, most flagrantly Catholic utterances – the Hymn to St Teresa for instance, or the Hymn on the Assumption of the Virgin. What’s Teresa to us (though at least she really existed and wrote a celebrated, widely disseminated autobiography)? What’s this Assumption? Who is this improbable/ absurdist Virgin? It all serves but for laughter, pity, scorn. But everyone enjoys sweets, delicious smells, slides and airlifts, swings and roundabouts, dreamboats, the London Eye and the Eiffel Tower, ski-ing, being tossed in a blanket, rolling down a grassy slope, swimming weightless, swirling patterns of music, dreaming of flying, being tickled till we laugh ourselves silly. Let alone more intimate bodily pleasures, adult rather than childish, plural and singular, straight or curvaceous. No one in (literally) their senses will deny the common humanity of all this. Take all such raptures into their not-impossible spiritual dimension. Bodily gratifications of every kind, decidedly including the carnal/amorous/erotic, are related directly upon a sort of Enlightenment calculus to the inner life of the mind and spirit – soul, to use a not-altogether-forgotten idea – irrespective of the outer existence of utilitarian dailiness.


Irrespective too of belief, dogma, practice of a set religion with its thou-shalt-not prohibitions, framed (it can easily seem) to be transgressed, though in fact strangely akin to the utterances of mystics from the dawn of Christianity, the Song of Songs setting the tune, right down to St Teresa, her spiritual companion St John of the Cross, and beyond (albeit firmly passing by Calvin, Knox, Savonarola, Wesley, St Cardinal Newman, Mrs Baker Eddy et al. on the other side). In this context Crashaw’s religious verse opens out from a content dogmatically sectarian into a content of jouissance shared by humanity at large.


Equally, everyone is prone to doubt, worry, error, vacillation, dither and delay, resisting the known and needed good, subject to frigidity or dryness, haunted by waste and futility, marked by sullen refusal to break out of the self-perpetuating circle of spiritual frowardness, clutching at wilfully low views, meanness of outlook, narrowness of understanding, meagre tolerance, escalating downwards into depression all-too-literally – a long flat dull prospect without hope. Such a poem as A Letter from Mr Crashaw to the Countess of Denbigh, Against Irresolution and Delay in Matters of Religion addresses such universals way beyond its declared initial purpose, absolutely irrespective of Christian belief in any of its confusing and pusillanimous sectarian differences let along the particular situation of the said Countess (who she? though she did at least really exist). Anyone and everyone can empathise here, such is the poet’s sovereign command of ravishing and irresistible persuasive force. The explicit original aim is changed utterly into a general truth transcending the doctrinaire/ideological as surely as it transcends the merely aesthetical.


If such larger issues are granted in his favour, objections to Crashaw’s particular excesses and general tastelessness can be readily dispersed. The endless recyclings of his imagery and its tendency towards sweet sticky sickliness are best seen as conventional; decorative adjuncts, innate to the epoch in its prevalent artistic and religious practices. No one (in their senses) complains about putti, haloes, fluttering doves, ‘mighty great Angells with Wings’ in many centuries of visual iconography, nor indeed about conventional rhetorical and ornamental formulae, opening and closing clichés, etc. in many centuries of music: why then in words? Everyone delights in scrolls of reiterated pattern-work, acanthus leaves, tops to Corinthian columns, etc. – gaping tritons spewing water in fountains, straining muscle-men and writhing maidens supporting cornices or balconies. We no longer feel the need to call the thought-police to protest that the crime of the ornament has been committed. Similarly, the ostensibly mechanical symmetries and repetitions dominating devotional practice – the sequences, amens, alleluias, Kyrie eleisons and Agnus Dei’s (etc.) of the liturgy, gone though over and over again, never changing, always new for its true celebrants and true participants. And this is to focus the scope again upon the religion that was for this great poet his Alpha to Omega, the entire world of experience and understanding, contained within his work, generously interpreted, for all its readers of any persuasion or none.




1 And this, halfway: Matisse – ‘When I see Giotto’s frescoes in Padua, I don’t worry about knowing which particular scene of the Life of Christ I have before my eyes, but I immediately grasp the feeling that comes from it, for that is in the lines of the composition, in the colour, and the title can only confirm my first impression.’
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