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The Quest for Authority:

Christopher Smart and A Song to David

     When Christopher Smart’s poem A Song to David was published in 1763, shortly after his release from a private madhouse, it was received with mixed criticism.  Christopher Hunter, who was Smart’s nephew and provided a preface to the 1791 edition of Smart’s poems, wrote that the Song (and Smart’s New Version of the Psalms) “bear for the most part melancholy proofs of the recent estrangement of his mind,” and they were excluded from the edition on the basis that they were not “likely to be acceptable to the reader” (Ainsworth and Noyes 107).  Similarly, James Boswell called it a “very curious composition, being a strange mixture of dun obscure and glowing genius at times,” while the Critical Review reported that “great rapture and devotion is discernible in this ecstatic Song…it is a fine piece of ruins” (Ainsworth and Noyes 107).  While it is certainly not unusual for a poet to receive this type of mixed criticism, it presents a significant problem for Smart.  It is clear from both his poetry and his life that Smart’s self-concept is one of poet-prophet.  As Alan Jacobs points out in his article “Diagnosing Smart’s Case: Smart’s Readers and the Authority of Pentecost,” “Smart’s conviction is that he is not only sane – not merely sane – but a chosen voice of God” (186).  As such, his relationship to audience becomes increasingly important, for he cannot speak to them of God if they refuse to hear him.  However, because of Smart’s insistence that the Pentecostal or Orphic poet must necessarily depend upon the language of Pentecost for expression, he creates for himself and his readers an interesting dilemma.  The readers who are willing to accept his authority as prophet and listen to what he has to say are likely to find his linguistics too idiosyncratic to comprehend when compared with typical eighteenth-century style, and the readers who are able to appreciate his linguistics are likely to dismiss his ramblings as either trivial in light of his madness or great because of it, in either case dismissing the religious significance of his theme and undermining his self-proclaimed goal to “revive ADORATION amongst ENGLISH-MEN” (qtd. In Jacobs 186).  In order to claim his audience, then, Smart weaves within his Song a poetic self-alignment with the ultimate poet-king, David, thus hoping to verify his own authority, capture his audience’s respect, and provide for them the word of God from heaven, through Smart, to man.

     In order to understand the problem with Smart’s choice of language, it would likely be helpful to develop a sense of traditional language in eighteenth-century liturgy.  The tradition of the Established Church in England certainly influenced poets in the eighteenth century, as it is impossible to divorce poetry, especially religious poetry, from its context; however, a sense of commonality of language is difficult to achieve, and it would seem more accurate to attribute this influence to a sense of atmosphere or attitude rather than a specific linguistic tradition.  In The Anglican Tradition in Eighteenth-Century Verse, H. Grant Sampson writes of the Anglican influence:

A precise description of this influence is, as we have seen, impossible.  But it would center around such phrases as the limitations of reason, the incarnation, the mystery of the trinity, the efficacy of prayer and meditation, the virtues of love and humility, the authority of the scriptures and of tradition, and the means of salvation.  Yet these phrases are in themselves meaningless; only a discovery of them in the poetry itself has given them the flesh and blood of overtones and implications necessary for understanding.  (108) 

As Sampson describes, the language of the eighteenth-century poet is, in many ways, dependent upon a type of sensibility to make it real, and in some cases this sensibility carries with it a contrary view of life and spirituality in its attempt to reconcile secular conflicts as they infringe upon the spiritual life of the audience.  Thus, Smart, being recognized as one of the mad poets of the eighteenth century, carries with him not only the oddity of a sensibility and subject matter uncomfortable to his audience and enmeshed with hints of conflict, but also the stigma of being an enthusiast.  Smart believes that the Scriptures contain all that is necessary for man to find God and that man can discover God himself, especially when provided with the added enlightenment of a poet-prophet.  For a poet to adequately express the ideas of God, however, Smart feels it is necessary to find a new voice, an unblemished language, a language of religious authority, so his choice of language draws him even further from an audience who is already struggling to find a sense of identity in the midst of an innovative liturgy, and Smart’s poetic authority is now called into question by his attempt to attain religious authority.  Jacobs writes: 

Smart does not seek to create a new system; indeed, he professes to be faithful to orthodox doctrine.  But neither will he seek to validate his experience in the language common to Christian doctrine and Christian society.  How can society distinguish between a linguistically idiosyncratic expression of orthodox beliefs and heresy itself?  Is not orthodoxy, at least often, located precisely in our linguistic formulations?  The result of Smart’s insistence on preserving the purity of his revelation is that he…helps to defeat his own prophetic purpose by refusing to recognize the cultural determinations of all discourse, all uses of language.  (201)

     Having discussed the background of liturgical language in the eighteenth-century and alluded to Smart’s deviation from it, it now seems wise to entertain some discussion on madness before moving on to a more detailed account of Smart’s particular linguistic choices in A Song to David, and there are several reasons for this.  The first is that although it may not be initially apparent, Smart’s madness is not the primary element causing his audience to question his authority.  In order to understand why, it is necessary to understand how madness was viewed at the time of Smart’s writing.  In his essay entitled “Johnson, Madness, and Smart,” Thomas Keymer writes:

Notwithstanding Michel Foucault’s categorization of the eighteenth-century as the age of a “great confinement,” in which conduct offensive to rational sensibilities was newly demonized and systematically quarantined, it has long been clear that the particular period of Smart’s confinement was one in which simple assumptions about madness as a stable natural category-- unproblematically distinct from, and therefore a validation of, normative sanity-- were being rethought.  (183)

Similarly, in his article entitled “The Mad Poets,” Charles Rosen writes:

It would be cruel to say that madness, always the subject of profound anguish, became fashionable between 1750 and 1850, but there is a grain of truth in the statement.  At this time, madness became not simply a mental disability; nor was it only a withdrawal from the distress of everyday life, and a protest against intolerable social conditions or against a debilitating rational philosophy.  It had gained a new ideological charge: madness was a new source of creative energy. (36)

While madness is certainly another avenue down which Smart’s critics may choose to travel, and frequently do, there seems to be a lack of strength associated with such a claim, especially when speaking of a poet.  Thus, it seems certain that any serious question of Smart’s authority would need to be founded in an area more fundamental to the claims of a poet-prophet.  

     Another reason that a discussion of madness is relevant is because Smart himself found it to be so.  Smart’s madness is primarily based upon his public display of adoration, but Smart repeatedly attempts to justify himself and his “mania” before those who would commit him.  Rosen writes, “The Enlightenment condemned religious enthusiasm as appropriate only for the uneducated and the great unwashed, and tried to strip dogma of all the traditional mysteries, paradoxes, and foolishness” (38).  Smart, however, feels that this view is mechanistic and ungrateful, and in his opinion “the sin against the HOLY GHOST is INGRATITUDE” (qtd. in Jacobs 187).  Smart believes that man can best show his gratitude through adoration, and when he does so, his insight is deepened.  In contrast, Smart insists that the Newtonian scientist, because he does not adore God properly, cannot see the heavens as well as “the Lord’s philosopher,” stating, “Newton nevertheless is more of error than of the truth, but I am of the WORD of GOD” (qtd. In Jacobs 187).  The self-allusion is clear in Smart’s Jubilate Agno when he writes:

          For ADORATION, David’s psalms

          Lift up the heart to deeds of alms;

            And he, who kneels and chants,

          Prevails his passions to controul,

          Finds meat and med’cine to the soul,

            Which for translation pants.  (qtd. In Jacobs 187)

Similarly, in the Song Smart makes reference to the enthusiasm of David when he writes:

          Clean—if perpetual prayer be pure,

          And love, which could itself innure

            To fasting and to fear—

          Clean in his gestures, hands, and feet,

          To smite the lyre, the dance compleat,

            To play the sword and spear. (49-54)

In these passages it sounds as though Smart conceives of himself as a type of David trapped in a society of those who do not understand the ecstasy of worship, but instead are concerned with trivial proprieties.  “Whatever society may think, however, the purity of Smart’s ‘perpetual prayer’ justifies him in the eyes of the Lord” (Jacobs 188).

     The final reason that it is valuable to discuss Smart’s madness is to acknowledge the idea that it may have been forced by the society that is rejecting it, which only serves to intensify the problem of authority for Smart.  Although language is an independent reason to question Smart’s authority, which is the main theme of this paper, it is at least attached to the discussion of madness, in that Smart’s choice of words serves not only to separate him from his audience linguistically but also psychologically if his audience chooses to use this choice to strengthen their claims of his madness, which would be an increasingly likely possibility, given the unfamiliar and uncomfortable quality inherently present in the language.  Still, Smart feels the need to use what he considers to be the language of God.  Jacobs argues regarding Smart’s profession of having access to such a language:

There is a sense in which Smart’s culture left him with no choice but to make a claim so strong: for the eighteenth century is obviously marked by an attenuation of religious language and a corresponding loss of its authority.  The resources of thought and language which Smart inherited are tainted; they have come under suspicion and thus have a history which they cannot escape.  In [Geoffrey] Hartman’s words, “Smart had to find, therefore, not only a well of visionary English but also an undefiled well.” (190)

Similarly, Rosen writes:

Neither the blandly conservative established churches nor even the new popular sects, like the Methodists, were able to fill an intellectual void, even if they could satisfy some emotional needs.  The religious thought, Catholic or Protestant, of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries is rarely stimulating.  Since the new philosophy of the Encyclopedists had removed the life-giving madness from religious thought and from religion, it is understandable that the only original and vital religious poetry between 1760 and 1840 should have been written by poets considered genuinely mad by their contemporaries: Smart, Blake, and Holderlin. (38-39)

If, as this paper suggests, Smart’s main authoritative problem comes in view of his choice of language, and if it is his audience who has forced that language, it then becomes necessary for Smart to devise some powerful means of recapturing their ear and expressing his own authority.  As stated above, Smart finds within the myth of David what he feels is just such a resource. 

       Christian poets have often sought to establish some precedent for their work by citing the precedent of David, and, as Jacobs writes, “few, if any, such poets have appropriated the mantle of David as forcibly as does Smart.  And the force of this appropriation is yet more distinctive in its careful explanation of its specifically linguistic consequences” (188).  It is important to note, however, within this statement lies a significant allusion to the reader’s difficulty in separating the authority found in the Davidic tradition from its oddity.  One of the key assumptions of Smart’s “mad” poems is that there is a perfect heavenly language usually unknown on earth, but which may possibly be experienced by extraordinary men in extraordinary circumstances.  Harriet Guest writes in her book, A Form of Sound Words: The Religious Poetry of Christopher Smart, “The distinctive character of the poetic language of the Song can perhaps most clearly be demonstrated through the contrast it presents to the treatment of David in other eighteenth-century hymns” (265).  She goes on to suggest that John Wesley, one of the most significant liturgists of the time, typically uses the dramatic first person to identify the biblical narrative of such stories as that of David and Goliath to the situation of the Methodist worshipper.  Wesley writes:

          Tallest of the earth-born race,

            They tremble at his power,

          Fly before the monster’s face,

            Who this mighty champion is,

            Nature answers from within:

          He is my own wickedness,

            My own besetting sin. (qtd. In Guest 267).

In this instance the singer repeatedly questions the identity of Goliath until he finally recognizes him at the end of the second stanza as a dramatization of the Methodists’ personal search for salvation.  Smart, on the other hand, chooses to establish a typological correspondence of similar events, stressing Christian ideals through Old Testament allusions.  This is seen in Smart’s reference to the same story:

          Valiant—the word and up he rose—

          The fight—he triumph’d o’er the foes,

            Whom God’s just laws abhor;

          And arm’d in gallant faith he took

          Against the boaster, from the brook,

            The weapons of the war. (30-36)

David’s encounter with Goliath here becomes the triumph of faith over adversary, and the symbol of valiant Christianity.  This typological aspect of Smart’s poetry is also seen in his account of David in the opening stanza of the Song:

           Great, valiant, pious, good, and clean,

          Sublime, contemplative, serene,

            Strong, constant, pleasant, wise!

          Bright effluence of exceeding grace;

          Best man!—the swiftness and the race,

            The peril, and the prize! (19-24)

As Guest notes:

The echo, in the fourth of these lines, of Milton’s invocation in Paradise Lost to light as the “Bright effluence of bright essence increate” underlines the typological nature of David’s virtues, and thus the sense in which the incidents from the history of his life not only describe states in that particular historical process but also exemplify the super-historical drama of redemption.  They describe both the peril and the prize, the accidental event and its substantial significance. (266)

In this way Smart draws together, the historical event, its typological representation of the substantial Christian hero, and the exemplary qualities both the religious poet and the devout worshipper should emulate.  While the concepts of grace and gratitude are an important part of Anglican faith, the prominence they are given in Smart’s poetry is surprising for this period, as the power of grace, as opposed to works, is a distinguishing feature of dissenting beliefs, and these beliefs are reflective of the type with which the church was quite concerned to dissociate itself.

     Smart’s conviction that a heavenly language exists, and more importantly that he has access to it, results in a continuing fascination with words, and he spends a significant amount of time in the Song making connections between these words and metaphysical ideas.  Jacobs writes, “Smart, as I have suggested, in returning to David seems also to go beyond him, back to an Eden of unified and empowered language” (195).  And George Steiner describes the occult tradition on which Smart draws:

The vulgate of Eden contained, though perhaps in a muted key, a divine syntax—powers of statement and designation analogous to God’s own diction, in which the mere naming of the thing was the necessary and sufficient cause of its leap into reality.  Every time man spoke he re-enacted the nominalist mechanism of creation.  Hence was the ability of all men to understand God’s language and give it intelligible answer.  (qtd. In Jacobs 195)

For Smart the connection between words and reality is clear, and his own identity as a poet-prophet is dependent upon his ability to make it clear for his audience.  Nowhere in the poem is the idea of language more potent than in the central stanzas of the poem, where David’s science is exemplified by the cryptic figure of the seven pillars, designated by seven letters of the Greek alphabet, which describe the wisdom of God manifested in creation:

          The pillars of the Lord are sev’n

          Which stand from earth to topmost heav’n;

            His wisdom drew the plan:

          His WORD accomplished the design,

          From brightest gem to deepest mine, 

  From CHRIST enthroned to man. (175-180)

The meaning of the letters ascribed to these pillars (Alpha, Gamma, Eta, Theta, Iota, Sigma, and Omega) has puzzled critics since the poem’s publication.  According to Ainsworth and Noyes, the passage is likely a piece of Masonic symbolism.  They write:

Grave legend in Smart’s day put the origin of Freemasonry coeval with the creation of the world, which was itself created according to Masonic principles.  The seven pillars are themselves a Masonic emblem.  Alpha and Gamma, taken together, suggest the Compasses and Square; Eta may stand for Jacob’s ladder, Theta for the Eye, and Iota for the Plumbline.  Obviously, the creator is imagined as the architect or mason of the universe.  (121-122)  

More interesting than deciphering Smart’s riddle, however, may be his choice to place this “strong-box of esoteric knowledge” as the centerpiece of the Song (Guest 283).  The problem of authority for smart is once again exemplified in these verses.  Guest writes:

The “word” of David’s science, however, also expresses the design of the WORD: it expresses a kind of knowledge, of the analogical correspondence between the created and the divine, which by this date can no longer be satisfactorily described in terms of the chain of being alone, but which poetry has found no alternative means of expressing.  The most cryptic passage of the Song purports to represent an idea that it was, arguably, no longer within the capacity of poetry to describe, but the mysterious terms in which it does this displace any failure of comprehension from the poetry of David, and onto the congregation he addresses.  (283)

The congregation for whom David is the minister are consolidated by their membership in a society based on secret knowledge, and Smart’s inclusion of this mystery as the central point of his poem is a significant problem, for whatever his choice of language may say about the importance of the mysteries he feels called to reveal, it seems clear that it will also at least cause his audience to question his judgment.  A more significant and likely result would be the distinguished failure of his self-proclaimed goal to “revive ADORATION amongst ENGLISH-MEN” (qtd. In Jacobs 186).

     At times Smart recognized the Orphic character of his poetry, incorporating this recognition into his own poetics.  In the Jubilate he insists that “the story of Orpheus was of the truth. / For there was such a person a cunning player on the hard. / For he was a believer in the true God and assisted in the spirit” (qtd in Jacobs 196).  However, later Smart denies Orpheus’ historicity, claiming instead that the character of Orpheus is a pagan fictionalization of none other than King David.  Jacobs states that “Smart’s possibly willful confusion between the two archpoets is not really surprising: his whole poetics is more consistent with the Orpheus myths than with any orthodox interpretations of David; by this conflation of the two he hopes to increase his authority by drawing on the legitimating traditions” (196).  How, though, is such a claim to authority to be received and understood?  For authority is a social event, and there is no poetic authority without an audience.  Authority is, precisely, what is granted by an audience.  As stated in the introduction Smart’s contemporaries had mixed reaction to his Song.  In the next century, however, he would find two admirers: one in Robert Browning who is convinced of the purity of his inspiration, and one in A. E. Houseman, who takes it for granted that Smart is mad, but for whom Madness has a quaint appeal.  As Jacobs notes:

Browning, as both a Romantic and a Christian, could make room for Smart’s experience.  But it was inevitable, given those grounds for acceptance, that his emphasis would be less on Smart’s poetry than on his ‘transfiguration’: the poetry, despite its claims and Browning’s apparent agreement with them, is important only as evidence for this special experience.  And Smart’s own poetics clearly encourages and authorizes this kind of interpretation.  (199)

If Browning and Smart’s contemporaries used the poetry only insofar as it helped them make judgments about the poet’s intellectual power (or lack thereof), Houseman is pleased to acknowledge Smart’s madness for the opposite reason.  It helps him show that “the intellect is not the fount of poetry, that it may actually hinder its production,” and that “nothing could incite [Smart] to good poetry while he was sane” (qtd. In Jacobs 200).  Although in the Song Smart attempts to overcome the problem of authority made inevitable through his choice of language by aligning himself with David, this alone may not be powerful enough to offset the peculiarity of the one type of language that he feels to be worthy of his message: the language of Pentecost.  Thus, as Jacobs states, “[Smart] presented, and still presents his readers with a profound hermeneutical choice: they must accept his claims to authority in their entirety, or else reject them altogether in favor of schemes of interpretation that at least deny intentionality, and may deny any form of authority” (202). 
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