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“Yet in the poets solitary way
Some pleasing objects for his praise delay
Something that makes him pause and turn again
As every trifle will his eye detain”

(John Clare, from The Shepherd’s Calendar, October l. 3-6)

Discuss the relationship between the poet and his subject matter in John Clare’s The
Shepherd’s Calendar.

Published in 1827, after an extended period of editorial wrangling, John Clare’s The Shepherd’s

Calendar was met with a mixed critical reaction and general apathy from the reading public. The

poem, an encyclopaedic portrait of the annual life of a farming village; its population, livestock,

birds, insects and weather; presented in a series of monthly chapters, initially sold few more than

400. Although criticism at the time focussed on Clare’s abilities (or lack of) as a sharp-eyed

observer of nature,1 the poem appears to present a poet struggling with an attempt to relocate a

remembered experience. This essay will examine the inherent tensions that the text presents and the

way in which the poem depicts Clare’s increasing sense of alienation towards his subject matter. It

will consider the poet’s location in relation to his subject within the text and within the context of

the editorial politics that surround the work.

The Shepherd’s Calendar forces a reader to question the location of the poet in relation to the

scenes that he describes: is he participant, observer or both? Geoffrey Summerfield argues for a

reading that understands the poet as part of the community he lyricizes: “[Clare writes] not as an

observer of nature, but out of an intimate knowledge of a labourer’s life.”2 Certainly, the poem

provides such a rich and varied depiction of life in a rural village that a poet more than superficially

familiar with this environment must be assumed. Nevertheless, Summerfield’s

                                                  
1 Eclectic Review, London Weekly Review and Literary Chronicle 1827, Clare: The Critical
Heritage, ed. Mark Storey (London,1973).
2 John Clare: Selected Poems, ed. Geoffrey Summerfield (Harmondsworth, 2000) p.xii.



interpretation is not wholly tenable in relation to The Shepherd’s Calendar. Clare’s association with

the rural labouring class is contradicted by his very status as poet, which requires a degree of

delineation from the shepherds, farmers and villagers that populate his poem. As the poem

progresses the identity of the poet actually becomes increasingly detached from his subject world.

Social historian E.P. Thompson traces this movement in terms of a shift towards recollection in

place of description of direct experience: “The old landmarks of parish perambulation have gone

and that whole universe of custom is now only a memory in the poet’s head.”3 The poem thus

prioritizes and problematizes the  location and role of the poet within the text. Clare demonstrates

an awareness of the competing influences of real experience and remembered ideals that construct

his depiction of rural life.

In the following lines from March, a close attention to the real and to a sense of the imagined are

collocated:

And shower drops hang the grassy sprouting plains
And on the naked thorns of brassy hue
Drip glistning like a summer dream of dew4

Clare focuses on the actual stuff of his environment; the grass, the plains, the thorns and the drips.

On this level, his descriptive passages are bound to the real. However, likening the drip to “a

summer dream of dew” introduces the presence of an imagined, idealized version of the scene. The

constituents of the natural landscape as observed by Clare are shown to be constructed according to

the unreal, what is dreamt, rather than what is actually seen. The rural ideal that he presents in The

Shepherd’s Calendar is seen to be exactly that, an ideal, as the tangible is constructed according to

                                                  
3 E.P. Thompson, Customs in Common (London, 1991) p.183.
4 John Clare, The Shepherd’s Calendar, ed.Summerfield (Oxford, 1964; first published 1827) p.30,
l.20-22 (all further references use this edition).
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mythologized models. As Mark Storey suggests Clare’s response to village life “is both intensely

physical and spiritual, for this world was also that of his imagination.”5 Through the conflation of

the real and the imagined the poet is simultaneously an intimate and an exile from the world he

describes.

For the majority of the poem, the poet does not enter the text actively; Clare casts himself ostensibly

as a descriptive presence detailing things and ways of life. However, significantly, when a first

person voice does emerge in the poem it is often collocated with descriptions of village rituals of

story-telling or myth-making. In the following lines from the Cottage Evening section of January

the poet remembers an episode from his own childhood:

I heard my mothers memory tell
Tales superstition loves so well
Things said or sung a thousand times
In simple prose or simpler rhymes6

Here the noun ‘tales’ becomes pressurized as it appears to be claimed from two directions; initially

‘mothers memory’ is granted authorial control, however, this is then problematized by the rival

claim of ‘superstition’ to have constructed the tales. This tension is foregrounded formally with the

line break associating ‘Tales’ more closely with ‘superstition’, whilst the initial inverted stress of

the line and the alliteration has the opposite effect, making “tell/Tales” seem more natural. The

expression of memory therefore is shown to be subject to external influences, such as the force of

folklore, as well as the product of an internalized collection of experiences. The retelling of

superstition comes to replace genuine memory. This problem is significant in the poem as a whole,

as it foregrounds a tension in Clare’s evocation of the various scenes in The Shepherd’s Calendar.

                                                  
5 Mark Storey, The Poetry of John Clare (Basingstoke, 1974) p.69.
6 Clare, p.18, l.13-16.
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The poet appears, in portraying the passage of the agricultural year, to be attempting a reconnection

through memory with an ideal image of the past; but the text itself foregrounds how memory is

vulnerable to being constructed by myth. In this sense the poem can be read as a construction of a

half-remembered, half-mythologized rural ideal, a sign that there is a definite distance between

Clare and his subject matter.

Furthermore, these two couplets introduce a tension between Clare’s literary poetry and the

tradition of popular literature with which he was brought up. The very fact that Clare entered the

world of letters delineates him from his native society. John Clare is popularly dubbed the ‘peasant

poet’7 but one wonders how compatible these nouns are. The very phrase is itself paradoxical. If the

word ‘peasant’ signifies a rural labourer bound to a small tract of land, it is impossible for the poet,

who must devote a significant proportion of his time to writing, to be truly a peasant. The epithet is

further problematized by the fact that the peasant class was being pressurized by political

circumstance. Enclosure, which was imposed on Clare’s native Helpston during his adolescence,

deconstructed the very notion of peasantry, as the labourer was separated from his land as the

vestiges of feudal agriculture were eliminated, as E.P. Thompson explains: “The loss of the

commons entailed, for the poor, a radical sense of displacement.”8

The Shepherd’s Calendar stages the inherent paradoxes of ‘peasant poet’ as Clare struggles with the

notion of speaking on behalf of a people whom he no longer represents. Although, his literature is

not the popular folk stories of the village, Clare’s personal sense of alienation from a remembered

ideal could stand for the feelings of a class as enclosure continued. In these lines from September

                                                  
7 E.P. Thompson, Customs in Common (London, 1991) p.180.
8 E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, (Harmondsworth, 1973) p.239.
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the poet’s ‘I’ voice emerges once again and considers the location of the poet in relation to the

scene:

Where autumns shadows idly muse
And tinge the trees with many hues
Amid whose scenes I’m feign to dwell
And sing of what I love so well9

Although Robinson and Summerfield gloss ‘feign’ as ‘fain’, meaning glad, if the original spelling

were to stand it would suggest a fictional fashioning; the words potential ambiguity is appropriate

here as it problematizes Clare’s ‘dwelling’ within these ‘scenes’. The word ‘muse’ and the idea of

the poet ‘singing’ lend the lines a distinctly classical feel, whilst the style seems to recall James

Thomson’s early 18th century poem The Seasons, which was a particular favourite of the young

Clare:

See! Winter comes, to rule the varied Year,
Sullen, and sad, with all his rising Train.10

These opening lines of Thomson’s Winter share Clare’s use of personification, although the

technique is used more emphatically in Thomson as winter itself, rather than Clare’s more specific

‘autumns shadows’, is granted agency. This shift of style, from the close description of the observed

to a more elevated register, might imply that Clare’s ‘singing’ is more concerned with

mythologizing an imagined idea of what he loves rather than description of the present and tangible

environment. A consciously poetic style represents Clare’s further alienation from his community

who used a very different language.

                                                  
9 Clare, p.110, l.11-14.
10 James Thomson, Winter from The Seasons, http://www.uoregon.edu/~rbear/thomson1.html (first
published 1726) l.1-2
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Clare’s awkward relationship with his publishers, which dogged the publication of The Shepherd’s

Calendar, provides further evidence of the poet’s problematic location. The prevailing tension is

that between Clare as a representative of the labouring rural poor and his necessary relationship

with the London publishing world. In a letter to Clare his publisher James Hessey, advising the poet

on suitable content for his Calendar, writes:

The distresses of some classes of the poor in winter may be finely and
pathetically delineated – what is more painful than abject poverty and disease
in times of general merriment such as Christmas.11

The location of the poet is thus problematized as his honest rural voice is potentially compromised

by the commercial concern of what might make the poem most marketable.

As The Shepherd’s Calendar progresses Clare’s voice becomes increasingly aware of the

difficulties of reconnecting with real experience. The closing four lines of October leave the reader

with a depiction of the poet forced to confront his alienation from the world he once claimed as his

own:

These pictures linger thro the shortning day
And Cheer the lone bards mellancholy way
And now and then a solitary boy
Journeying and muttering oer his dreams of joy12

The poet’s reference to preceding content of the text as ‘these pictures’ suggests that he is

responding to constructed images rather than real life. Furthermore, in his use of ‘linger’ and

‘shortning day’ Clare invigorates the poem with an appropriately autumnal sense of a forlorn

resignation to the fading away of once bright things. Through the synonyms ‘lone’ and ‘solitary’

                                                  
11 Jonathan Bate, John Clare A Biography, (London, 2004), p.294.
12 Clare, p.115, l.13-16.
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Clare, the bard, associates himself with the boy, whilst the temporal indicator ‘now and then’

suggests that this meeting between bard and boy is a confrontation between himself as poet and

himself as child. The trochaic substitution that begins the final line imbues the boy’s movement

with a sense of purpose as the emphasized ‘journey’ implies that he has a destination. This contrasts

with the lonely wandering of the poet, the aimlessness of which is foregrounded by the polysyllabic

‘mellancholy’ that falls away from the iambic pattern of alternating stresses. The poet and the boy

occupy separate worlds of dream and imagination. And, as the metre disintegrates over the elisions

of ‘muttering oer’, the reader, through the poet’s fleeting glimpse of the boy, derives a sense that

present and past experience are irreconcilable.

When Summerfield suggests that: “the poem could only have been written by someone who knew

village life from the inside… the poems are full of a powerful sense of village community”13 he is

not incorrect. However, The Shepherd’s Calendar presents a text in which the poet is aware of his

increasing alienation from this community. As the poem progresses the reader becomes aware that

it is increasingly difficult to position Clare in relation to the village life portrayed in The Shepherd’s

Calendar, as we become more and more conscious that this described world is a mythologized

entity constructed by a mixture of real and imagined memory. When Clare states that: “poesy hath

its youth forgot”,14 he admits that the hope of relocating the past satisfactorily through poetry is

improbable.

                                                  
13 John Clare: Selected Poems, ed. Geoffrey Summerfield (Harmondsworth, 2000) p.ix.
14 Clare, p.18, l. 28.
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