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llaria
Natali

Marginality in Seventeenth- and Eighteenth-
Century English Poetry: Three ‘Mad’ Writers

Human fascination with the idea of madness has crossed many cultural
boundaries, finding its expression in art and literature since earliest times.
Indeed, the motif of madness in literature, in its broad sense, is capable of
reminding us of a wide corpus of texts from different backgrounds. These
include most of the works that were considered models for the Western tra-
dition, and authors like Sophocles, Shakespeare, Tasso, Goethe, Cervantes,
Kafka, or Gogol.

However, the apparent richness of the canon is revealed as being mere-
ly illusionary when we consider that literary madness can be employed as
a critical device in different ways. In terms of works that represent insane
characters, or authors who adopt ‘deviant’ voices as a fictional expedient,
un-reason is a major protagonist of the literary tradition. In these cases, the
text creates the impression of madness, which can be regarded as a rhetori-
cal figure, as Shoshana Felman has convincingly demonstrated'.

When we take the insanity of the writer as the starting point of the
analysis, the available corpus appears considerably reduced; while social
marginality was often represented in literature, it is more questionable
whether actual members of social minorities could make their way into
literary memory.

It might be worth emphasizing that there is a common denominator be-
tween studying the work of ‘insane’ artists and that of ‘sane” artists depict-
ing insanity: in both cases, we are looking at ‘representations’ of madness®.
Yet, the question of «the mad writer», as Allan Ingram puts it, presents us
with a set of different theoretical and methodological issues. For one thing,
it touches a traditional association between ‘folly and genius’, or a view
that madness is somehow generally connected to artistic creativity*. The
purely speculative nature of the idea that «the lunatic, the lover, and the
poet / Are of imagination all compact» is often addressed in recent stud-
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ies’; scholars are trying to draw a thin line between some sort of ‘factual’
or ‘concrete’ madness and a wider aesthetic-philosophical discourse. This
attempt is evident, for instance, in Branimir Rieger’s statement: «there is no
denying that many writers experienced mental problems of true insanity»®.
The expression «true insanity» can be puzzling, since its meaning is not
provided: the issue of what standards can be adopted to identify deviance
as a ‘matter-of fact’ property of the mind cannot be easily resolved.

The critical debate on «true insanity» appears to merely demonstrate
our inability to find a definition for the varying meanings and ranges of
madness as a concept’. From Michel Foucault’s History of Madness onwards
(Histoire de la Folie a I'dge classique, 1961), critical focus has been on the risks
of falling into what Ingram defines as «the insanity trap»® scholars must
tackle not only a spontaneous tendency towards considering their cultural,
historical or even individual conception of deviance as reliable and valid,
but also the implications of adopting the standpoint of ‘sane” individuals
who are reading ‘mad’ writing.

Recent approaches have tried to evade at least the semantic problems
of madness by viewing it as a phenomenon which consists of interrelat-
ed scientific, cultural and social processes, while also solidly grounding
the discourse in a specific historical context. Scholars like Porter, Ingram,
MacDonald and Richardson do not attempt to identify possible ‘symp-
toms’ or ‘signs’ of authorial deviance in the literary text, but to investigate
its imagery and language in an intertextual and interdisciplinary way?.

In line with this critical orientation, I intend to analyze the work of three
English poets who were officially acknowledged or imputed as being in-
sane, and who suffered isolation, internment and removal. The category
of authors considered here might be thought to bring us closer to what
Rieger called «true insanity», or, in Foucault’s terms, «madness itself»".
James Carkesse, Anne Finch and Christopher Smart were well aware of
being considered deviant, whatever their own opinion about their men-
tal state, and offer a precious testimony of how the ‘stigma’ of mental ill-
ness could variously influence writing in the 17th and 18th centuries. Their
voices represent a specific and often neglected sub-canon in the history of
literary madness: the following remarks are intended to be a small contri-
bution to this history.

l. James Carkesse (1634?-1711?)

James Carkesse is today a largely unknown writer, who has received
little critical attention. Yet, he represents a key-figure for the study of “‘mad
writer’s’ literature, since his collection, Lucida Intervalla, is the first docu-
mented testimony of poetry written during internment. In 1678, while
confined in the Finsbury and Bedlam madhouses, Carkesse composed fif-
ty-three poems characterized by a «Satyr brisk»". In 1679, the texts were
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published in London under the title Lucida Intervalla: Containing divers
Miscellaneous Poems Written at Finsbury and Bethlem by the Doctors Patient.
Extraordinary; the only subsequent edition of this collection is a 1979 fac-
simile reprint of the original text™.

Lucida Intervalla is especially revealing of the effects that social marginaliza-
tion of deviance had on individuals, because the madhouse experience itself,
Carkesse says, «makes me poet» and urges him to write «where his Pen and
Ink, it was Chalk; / Boards, Paper»®. Indeed, there is no documentation attest-
ing Carkesse might have been active as a writer during the rest of his life.

Not much is known, though, about Carkesse’s life and person as a
whole; most of the extant information is derived from Samuel Pepys’ Diary,
where the «distracted» Navy Office clerk «James Carcasse» is said to have
undergone a trial for corruption'. Various textual correspondences con-
nect the texts of Lucida Intervalla to Pepys’ diary; the latter, for example, is
mentioned by Carkesse as his «Rival [...] / For the Dukes favour, more than
years thirteen»".

If Pepys had been his «Rival» for about thirteen years, we might sup-
pose that Carkesse started working at the Navy Office around 1665. My
search for new sources has revealed a possible reference to the poet’s life be-
fore that date; a «James Carkesse» appears in the Registers of the Saint Mary
Magdalene College as a Master in 1663 and an Usher in 1665. Seemingly, he
held both positions very briefly: it is suggested that he had instilled “inap-
propriate’ religious opinions in the young people. This behaviour would
fit in with an important tendency of the author in Lucida Intervalla, who
repeatedly claims he is a «Parson», «Seized for a madman, only for hav-
ing endeavoured to reduce dissenters unto the [Protestant] CHURCH»".
Although the evidence is far from being conclusive, several coincidences
suggest that Carkesse might have been a teacher at Magdalene College.

Actually, the «Parson», or defender of the Protestant Church is only
one of Carkesse’s various identities in his poems: he also professes to be
a «Poet», «Jack Straw», an «Arch-lunatick», a «sound» person and, above
all, an actor playing «Madness in Mascarade»'®, a role that would account
for all the others. As I have suggested elsewhere", role-playing is a central
feature of the collection, since it apparently questions the human ability to
distinguish reality from appearance, and reason from insanity. Ingram has
linked Carkesse’s drawing «upon an established range of [...] stereotypes
for insanity» to the satirical and exuberant playfulness of his language,
which deconstructs most standards and conventions, in «a textbook case
of what his readers might expect mad poetry to be like»?. Yet, Carkesse’s
‘non-conformism’ does not merely consist of a generalized parody of com-
mon assumptions; in some poems, the «Patient» discusses and attacks spe-
cific aspects of the confinement system.

Lucida Intervalla is full of scorn and derision for Thomas Allen, the
«Patient’s Doctor» of the title, who is otherwise mentioned as «Doctor
Mad-Quack», «Hellish Physick Quack», or «Fool»*'. Carkesse goes in detail
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through the «Purges, Vomits and Bleeding» which «Are his methods of
Cure»®. Since «To observe, was the Patient’s sport / How little the Doctor
had»?, criticism of Doctor Allen’s methods is thorough and informed: in
particular, when commenting on the therapy, Carkesse shows he is famil-
iar with contemporary medical discourse, and repeatedly reminds his phy-
sician of «Religio Medici (do you mind?)»*.

Doctor Thomas Browne’s Religio Medici (1642) essentially suggests
the primacy of a higher principle of understanding over the ‘material-
ism’ of scientific knowledge®. Dr. Allen, for whom, according to Carkesse,
Browne’s ideas are foreign, believes in the Paracelsian notion that mental
affections proceed from the body, and acts accordingly®. The doctor, says
Carkesse, cannot understand that his patient is not a «Lunatick», but «one
of the Small Prophets» gifted with divine revelation, with Apollo «on [his]
side» to «inspire/ [his] breast with breath of a diviner fire»?.

In order to illustrate why Allen’s cure «works with me the clean con-
trary way»*, Carkesse offers an additional explanation. The doctor be-
lieves that his patient should «defie the Moon»*, while Carkesse claims
that «My Brains not rul’d by the pale Moon / Nor keeps the Sphears my
Soul in Tune»®. The poet thinks that the moon can only cause morbid tem-
perament, and his raging disposition should rather be ascribed to the «in-
fluence of Apollo»®. Allen makes no distinction between the aetiology of
‘melancholy’ and ‘mania’, and treats both afflictions in the same way; thus,
the poet tells him, «You that should Fury cure, and Poet save, / are sending
Post your Patient to the Grave»™.

Misunderstood at different levels, Carkesse reacts by assuming a new
role, which is never overtly mentioned in the poems: in addition to being
«Parson», «Poet» and «Actor», he also becomes a medical doctor. When
claiming that his «Brains well fixt condition / Apollo better knows, than this
Physitian»®, Apollo’s mythological station as god of medicine is also tacitly
exploited. The «Self-curing poet», who grows «Sober» venting «his rage by
words in open air»*, elaborates his own medical and philosophical theory;
he apparently draws inspiration from different sources simultaneously, as
his ideas have no specific relation to any available scientific text of the time.

Carkesse’s opposition to Doctor Allen and the whole madhouse system
is often conveyed through war imagery. When addressing his lines «To the
Duke», he asks:

Summon me to Your Tent; I'm Sober, Sound;
Call me from Finnes-burrough to th’Artillery Ground; [...]
Better be Kill'd, than Slavery endure.®

For the inmate, warfare is the ultimate means of freedom. Portraying
himself as strong and indomitable, Carkesse simultaneously embod-
ies both a mythical hero and the seventeenth-century cliché of the ‘rag-
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ing fool’, characterized by uncontrollable strength; «Physick is lost in [his]
veins», chains become «But straw / To the sinews of his Armes», and to «let
his same Gown-man blood / A Sword was more fit than a Lance»®.

2. Anne Finch, Countess of Winchilsea (1661-1720)

It has been suggested that some of Anne Finch’s poetry was written in
order to «prevent claims of ‘hysteria” against her»* and thus the conse-
quent internment: indeed, Finch suffered from frequent episodes of what
nowadays we might loosely term depression and, though she never ex-
perienced the madhouse, she spent some periods in Tunbridge Wells and
Astrop in order to be treated®. Her social position might also have helped
her avoid internment: a member of the highest social class, Finch was also
on friendly terms with some of the most renowned writers of her age.

Although her literary activity started as early as the 1680s, it was on-
ly in 1713 that Finch published her first collection, Miscellany Poems. She
dealt with her experience of interior suffering in various poems, including
Ardelia to Melancholy, The Spleen, An Invocation to Sleep, To Death, The Loss,
On Affliction and The Song of Griefe. Finch has always enjoyed some fame as
a poet, but her work has only recently obtained renewed critical attention;
she was subject to the pattern of appearance and disappearance that Greer
describes as distinctive of women'’s writing since the mid-seventeenth cen-
tury®. In his exhaustive book on her work, Charles Hinnant insists on the
precariousness of Finch’s «place in the canon», as she is «often seen as a
typical minor poet»*.

The year 1688 was pivotal to Anne Finch’s life. Until then, she had been
at court with her husband, Heneage Finch; after James II's abdication, they
refused to take the oath to the new king and were forced to retire in pov-
erty. Finch’s marginality consists, therefore, of different and inseparable
layers which touch various aspects of her public and private figure; she
was secluded as a melancholic person, as a Jacobite who lived during the
Glorious Revolution, and as a woman writer, who «may already be con-
sidered to be [an exile] from the mainstream of late seventeenth-century
culture»*. Several scholars have emphasized how her works challenge
male-constructed patterns, but less attention has been paid to her attitude
towards the specific standards of mental (in)sanity.

The poems devoted to melancholy and spleen usually conjure up the
idea of defeat and resignation in the face of mood disorders. In Ardelia to
Melancholy, Finch’s poetic persona addresses these lines to her affliction:

All, that coud ere thy ill gott rule, invade,

Their uselesse arms, before thy feet have laid;

The Fort is thine, now ruin’d, all within,

Whilst by decays without, thy Conquest too, is seen.*?
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An imaginary battlefield is the typical space of Finch’s poetry, the thea-
tre of the fight where unreason is in combat with reason; the speaker heroi-
cally opposes her grief’s «fantastic Harms»*, but eventually must «resign
of the contested Field»*. In this meeting of interior forces, the destructive
power of melancholy deprives her of the strength to react, so that, «At last,
my old inveterate foe, / No opposition shalt thou know»*.

Finch mentions only one victorious fight, in the Introduction to Miscellany
Poems, where both literary ambition and retired life are exalted*. Similar
themes recur in On Affliction, even though, in this case, the speaker empha-
sizes the negative aspects of social isolation:

Welcome, what e’re my tender flesh may say,
Welcome Affliction [...]

Welcome the rod that does adoption shew [...]

The cup whose wholesome dregs are giv'n me here;"

Commentators have shown that the symbolic elements in these lines
are open to various readings®. In my opinion, the «rod» might suggest a
need to be accepted in the community through redemption, which would
also imply that «affliction» and social fault are interconnected®. The cup’s
«dregs» could hint at the speaker’s perceived role in society as an outcast;
the modifier «<wholesome» evokes medicines or drugs, common features in
Finch’s poetry. In addition, it might be noted that, at the time, the ‘evapo-
rating” human spirits were believed to leave behind «dregs of melancholy»,
or, in David Irish’s words, «muddy dregs»*.

Finch often discusses possible causes of and remedies for interior suffer-
ings in her poems: they are therefore scattered with a stream of references
to contemporary scientific discourse on behavioural alterations. Especially
in The Spleen and Ardelia to Melancholy, Finch shows a detailed medical
knowledge of her state; for example, she lists a number of treatments that
also appear in Robert Burton’s The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621), where
«many pleasant sports, objects, sweet smells, delightsome tastes, music,
meats, herbs, flowers» are advised to «recreate [the] senses»°'. Besides this,
Finch also includes intertextual references to what is nowadays a largely
unknown text by Irish, who suggests using «the Ellebores of Anticera, [...]
Colycinthy of Spain, together with the Rhubarb of Alexandria»™. Yet, her
poetic persona Ardelia objects,

[...] I by struggling, can obtain

Nothing, but encrease of pain, [...]

Tho’ I confesse, I have apply’d

Sweet mirth, and musick, and have try’d
A thousand other arts beside, [...]
Unable they, and far too weak, to save;*
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Neither Burton’s nor Irish’s treatises seem to provide patients with help-
ful cures; the speakers of Finch’s poems claim they have derived no relief
or betterment from the doctors’ advice, and «In vain all Remedies apply,
/ In vain the Indian Leaf infuse, / Or the parch’d Eastern Berry bruise»*.
Finch’s discrediting of medical science is further supported through men-
tion of «skilful [Richard] Lower», who not only failed to identify the ori-
gins of melancholy, but was himself a victim of this condition, «And sunk
beneath [its] Chain to a lamented Grave»®. According to Finch, the doctors’
main error was probably to ascribe melancholy to bodily issues, blaming
«the mortal part [...] / Of our depressed and pond’rous frame»™.

The Spleen, which is perhaps Finch’s most exhaustive treatment of interi-
or suffering, is constructed around the dichotomy between appearance and
reality, in all its manifold implications. Indeed, spleen’s «delusions» can
«cheat the eyes» and «airy phantoms rise»*; not only does this condition
deceive the senses, but it also brings about personality changes, depriv-
ing its victims of their own ego. «The Coquette», for instance, «changing
hastily the Scene / From Light, Impertinent, and Vain, / Assumes a soft,
a melancholy Air»*. At a different level, Finch also condemns the idea
that melancholy can be mere posturing, or a sort of ‘fashionable acting’ in
which «The Fool, to imitate the Wits, / Complains of [its] pretended Fits»>.

The gulf between appearance and reality that underlies Finch’s ‘melan-
cholic’ poems can be considered a structural element of the whole collec-
tion, since, as Hinnant says, it establishes «a network of relation with other
abstractions»®, and characterizes most of the representations of states of
mind in Miscellany Poems.

3. Christopher Smart (1722-1771)

Christopher Smart was a high church Anglican who underwent the ex-
perience of both the madhouse and prison. Apparently, he was first sus-
pected of being insane in 1756 and, in the following year, was interned in
St Luke Hospital. Regarded as an incurable patient, he was later re-insti-
tutionalized in Bethnal Green, where he wrote most of his poem Jubilate
Agno®t.

Smart’s Jubilate Agno is a highly experimental text, which consists of
a formulaic collection of lines without rhyme, and all beginning with the
words «Let» and «For»®. Its thirty-two manuscript pages remained unpub-
lished during Smart’s lifetime and only appeared in print in 1939, when
William Stead discovered the documents in a private library. Thus, schol-
arly interest in Jubilate Agno is quite recent, and most critical studies on this
work date back to the late 1970s.

Critical speculation on Jubilate Agno has primarily focused on the ques-
tion of its form; Knight and Mason define this text as a sort of alternative
liturgy, and Fitzgerald puts forward a connection with Smart’s translations
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on the Psalms®. Yet, what seems to have particularly attracted scholars is
the fact that Jubilate Agno appears a meeting point of various branches of
scientific thought. The poem treats different subjects in an almost ency-
clopaedic way and, among others, tackles questions of astronomy, grav-
ity, magnetism, electricity and light. Smart also lists almost all existing sea
creatures, from the «Whale» to the «Holothuria»®, as well as most other
animals, while humans are listed by nationality or geographical area.

These ‘catalogues’ remind us of two kinds of Eighteenth century texts:
firstly, the scales of creatures, such as William Petty’s, in which living be-
ings were listed from the highest to the lowest forms of life®. Secondly,
Smart’s text makes us think of the scientific historiae, or encyclopaedic dic-
tionaries, that are comprised of information on all known plants, animals
and minerals®.

Critical debate has focused on whether Smart’s attitude can be consid-
ered «truly scientific», with a «deep regard for logic and a minute knowl-
edge of facts», or whether his «habit of mind, in fact, was fundamentally
unscientific»®. Actually, both lines of thought find support in Jubilate Agno,
since the author’s attitude noticeably changes in the different sections.

The «Let» lines, which are especially devoted to listing God’s creation,
organize species according to morphological and physiological similari-
ties, in what might be considered a «truly scientific» perspective. In partic-
ular, a mention of an animal is often followed by explanatory descriptions
about its nature or features®. Significantly, most of these descriptions focus
on the animals’ defence mechanisms:

Let Ithiel bless with the Baboon, [...] who defendeth himself with a staff
against the assailant.

Let James rejoice with the Skuttle-Fish, who foils his foe by the effusion of
his ink.®

Throughout the «Let» sections, reference to wild, destructive and ven-
omous creatures seems to express Smart’s «bitterness toward the world for
its ill will against him»”. In some cases, the poet apparently exploits animal
images in order to allude to aspects of his own predicament:

Let Lud bless with the Elk, the strenuous asserter of his liberty, and the
maintainer of his ground.
Let Bedan rejoice with Ossifrage — the bird of prey and the man of prayer.”

More detailed information about the speaker’s view of himself is provid-
ed in the «For» sections of Jubilate Agno and, in particular, in Fragment B1:

For I am not without authority in my jeopardy [...].
For I am ready for the trumpet and alarm to fight, to die and to rise again.
For CHrisToPHER must slay the Dragon with a PHEON’s head.”
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The overall image of the self that emerges from Jubilate Agno is that of
a hero at arms, or a warrior martyr, equipped with «God’s sword» and his
«whole armour», «intitled to the great mess» by Heaven, and «willing to be
called a fool for the sake of Christ»™.

The «For» lines deal with scientific subjects in a different way from the
«Let» lines, putting them in a particularly «unscientific» religious frame. In
the «For» sections, Smart also includes extensive criticism of, among oth-
ers, Newton and Locke. For reasons of space, here Smart’s complex and
multifaceted discourse about the «philosophy of the times» can only be
generally outlined:

Let Silas rejoice with the Cabot — the philosophy of the times ev'n now is
vain deceit.

For I am inquisitive in the Lord, and defend the philosophy of the scripture
against vain deceit.

For Newton nevertheless is more of error than of the truth, but I am of the
worbp of Gob.

[...] Newton is ignorant for if a man consult not the worp how should he
understand the work? -7

Smart reinterprets contemporary scientific discourse through a new
perspective: he does not merely discuss its metaphysical assumptions,
but also its understanding of how the constitutive elements of creation
(«woRD») join together in the whole architecture of forms («work»). In ad-
dition, empirical studies are «of error» because they create false images of
animated and natural entities, thus implying the same sort of treachery
that Smart finds in the ‘copies’ proposed by mimetic arts”. The idea of both
«philosophy» and mimesis as «vain deceit[s]» is part of a wider discourse
about appearance and substance that pervades all the sections of Jubilate
Agno, and which finds a compendium in the ontological principle of «sin-
cerity», «a jewel which is pure and transparent, eternal and inestimable».

4. Threading through ‘Madness’

What is first noticed on reading Lucida Intervalla, Miscellany Poems and
Jubilate Agno is their difference in terms of poetical form and style, as well
as in the attitudes of the speakers. Yet, an analysis of Carkesse, Finch and
Smart’s works has shed new light on at least three common threads, or
shared textual features, which could be related to their experience as ‘im-
puted-mad’ subjects.

The first of these features concerns imagery, and consists of recurring
references to fighting, or war scenarios. One inevitably thinks that the
consistent use of battle imagery in ‘mad’ poetry might be an expression
of the multiple contrasts these writers were experiencing both in their in-
terior lives and in their relationship with the society which had ‘rejected’
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them. On the one hand, marginalization seems to have roused impulses of
self-assertion and, sometimes, aggressive modes of response; on the other
hand, Carkesse, Finch and Smart seem to be struggling to control what
they identify as ‘extreme’ passions. More or less overtly, war imagery also
insinuates that the speaker is a sort of hero, battling for his or her life and
ideas, and standing out against manifold antagonists.

The theme of appearance and reality is the second feature that connects
the “‘mad’ poems considered here. As is well known, madness has tradition-
ally been connected to the clash between appearance and reality, a question
that was treated, among others, by Hegel and Foucault: the insane subject is
commonly thought of being unable to find any reconciliation between sub-
stance and show, because of his or her de-centred and convoluted view of re-
ality”. Perhaps, Carkesse, Finch and Smart also bore this discourse in mind;
it is certain that the account of their speakers’ subjectivity includes alterna-
tive selves, selves constructed, reflected and distorted. The ideas of acting,
pretending, or imitating, although variously welcomed or condemned by
the authors, pervade their body of works. It might be assumed that Lucida
Intervalla, Miscellany Poems and Jubilate Agno question the human ability to
distinguish unreason from the ‘appearance’ of it; after all, Ingram notes, «be-
ing mad is subject only to the eye of the spectator», and «appearance is at the
heart of the therapy, the heart of being or not being mad»".

The third and most remarkable feature connecting these authors is their
common familiarity with essays concerning both specific issues on mental
alterations and general notions of natural science. Scientific and medical
discourse is criticized through mention of canonical texts of the time, or
their reception in the institutions: Carkesse ridicules Doctor Allen’s the-
ories by mentioning Browne’s Religio Medici, Finch discredits the works
of Burton, Irish and Lower on melancholy, and Smart does not only re-
write natural histories through a new perspective, but also deconstructs
the views of the most renowned scientists of his time.

Carkesse, Finch and Smart attack the contemporary understanding of
the mind’s mechanisms, in particular the belief that mental «Distemper»
has its origin in «<some Disorder in the Body»”. They present new sources
of authority, shift disciplinary boundaries, and illustrate different concerns
taken variously to be superior to science, such as religion, or equivalent to
it, such as other branches of philosophy. When questioning the epistemic
value of scientific knowledge, Carkesse, Finch and Smart also discuss the
assumptions of that field in the official culture that was primarily respon-
sible for their social exclusion. By proving institutional behaviour errone-
ous, medical speculation incomplete and scientific categorization unstable,
these writers show the unreliability of a mainstream or canonical discourse
that can stall, falter or even collapse.

Our discussion has so far suggested that ‘mad’, or ‘imputed-mad’ writers
have found little space in the literary tradition. As a conclusive remark, I would
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like to add that works like those of Carkesse, Finch and Smart can help re-ex-
amine the 17th-18th century canons of medical-scientific thought, as well as fill
a long-standing gap between the aesthetics that often surrounds ‘mad’ litera-
ture and the ‘real’ consequences of being considered deviant, which is tradi-
tionally considered the domain of social sciences and the history of medicine.
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