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Patterns of Reference in Smart’s
[ubilate Agno

r. may fecl obliged to accept Dr Stead’s judgment that
Christopher Smart’s Jubilate Agno is a ‘chaotic composi-
tion, the better parts’ of which ‘are of far greater value
than the whole,”! but Dr Bond’s edition, with its ordering
of thc manuscript fragments,® causes the reader today to hesitate before
accepting the statement, also by Dr Stead, that ‘after the first page or
two, most of the associations appear to be arbitrary and meaningless.”
With the organic relation of the Ler and For verses established by Dr
Bond, a large number of associations, references, and even puns have
become obvious to the casual reader. In many instances, howcver,
Smart goes very much further than this in elaborating patterns of ref-
crence; 1o ingenuity will cver make of this shattered ruin of a poem
a symmetrical and well-ordered whole, but it now seems possible to
recognize ndications of a coherence and insight in Christopher Smart
that drew togcther a reinarkable body of hetcrogencous fearning. The
instances that {ollow arc fragmentary and suggestive only; the poem
descrves re-cxamination, probably by morc than one scholar, to reveal
the full range of its allusiveness, when a more satisfactory judgment of
Smart’s stature as a creative writer may be possible. -
It 1s useful to realize that Smart’s method of writing in Jabilate Aguno
is witty both in the playful sense and in the ‘metaphysical’ sense that
had b}r his da}f been outmoded by ncarly a century. The most ele-
mentary punning is found in the play on the Hebrew and English let-
ters of the alphabet. Stead (followed by Bond) noted the verbal play
i verse 475 of Fragment B2 (p. 104):

For the letter % which signifies GOD .

* Christopher Smart, Rejoice in the Lamb, ed. W. I, Stead (London, 1939), p. 48.

* Christupher Smart, Jubilate Agno, ¢d. W. F. Bond (London, 1954); page refer-
ences hereafter are ta this edition, 1 am grateful to Dz Bond, to Mr G. W, Cottrell,
Jr, and o my colleague, Professor Aubrey R, Johnson, for a number of helpful
suggestions,

* Rejoice 1 the Lamb, p. 184.
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Patterns of Reference in Jubilate Agno 21

depends solely on a pun, since, as the editors state, “’ef, but not Lamed,
stands for God, as in Elohim.” The play is continued on p. 108:

For L is light, and ? is the line of beaury.

where the complcxities of Hogarth are imposcd on the alphabetic pun-
ning. The scrics 1s completed on p. 123:

For L is Jove and therefare he is God.

More playful are the pairs: ‘Tor I is identity’ and ‘For 1 is the organ of
vision’ (on pp. 106 and 108). Another piece of wit tics the alphabet
puns into the constant theme of this poem, which may be rendered by
the series ‘David-Flarp-Music-Worship.” On p. 123 we find:

For M is musick and therefore he 15 God.

while p. 107 shows the fullest pattern:
For M is musick and Hebrew 2 is the direct figure of God’s harp.

Similarly playful, but with a grimmer undertone, are certain witty
uscs of proper names. On p. 35 we find:

Let Ncbuchadnezzar bless with the Grashopper — the pomp and vanities
of the world are as the herb of the field . . .

in which Nebuchadnezzar’s fatc that he should ‘cat grass’ barbs the wit.
More sardonic is the relation of ‘baptism’ to ‘baptism by blood’ in the
complex verses in Fragment Br (pp. 64 and 65):

Let John, the Baptist, rejoice with the Salmon — blessed be the name of the
Lord Jesus for infant Baptism,

For I am safe, as to my head, from the female dancer and her admirers.

in which the pairs of terms, ‘Baptist/baptism : Salmon/{Salome],” go
beyvond wit in its morc urbanc scnse.

This macabre playfulness is rare — we remember Smart’s claim
concerning his own disposition, at verse 17 of Iragment Br (p. 43):
‘For 1 show’d have avail'd myself of waggery, had not malice been
multitudinous’ — but it provides a useful pointer to the multilingual
puns that characterize many passages in Fragment Br. At Br 5 (pp. 40
and 41) the Lef and For verses are tied in a pair of Greek and Hebrew

puats:

Letr Raguel rejoice with the Cock of Portugal —God send good Angels to
the allies of England!
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For I haye abstained from the blood of the grape and that even at the Lord’s
table.

Here Ragucl is related to pdg, a grape, maintaining the reference to
Portugal in the Lez verse and the ‘blood of the grape’ in the For versc,
while Ragucl in its Hebrew sense, “friend of God,” is related to ‘good
Angels’ and ‘the allies of England.’ Especially interesting is the com-

plexity of Br 54 (p. 48):

Let Bedan rejoice with Ossifrage — the bird of prey and the man of prayer.

Bond comments that ‘Bedan was a judge of Israel, but with no par-
ticular claim to be denominated a “man of prayer.”’ The Vencrable
Bede, however, had such a claim, while associations with his name lead
directly into the complex of words based on the Old English ‘biddan’:
‘Bede-Bead-Beadsman’; morcover, Ossifrage is the Osprey or Fish
Hawk, which completcs the verbal pattern: ‘Bede[an]-Osprey-Prey-
Prayer.” There is an echo of the same complex of words at the pair of
verses 101 1n the same Fragment (pp. s6and 57):

Let Hushai rejoice with the Ospray who is able to parry the eagle.

For I pray God to turn the council of Ahitophcl into foolishness.

m which the relations are not quitc so manifold: ‘Rejoice-Ospray-
Pray. |

Pursuit of this line of verbal wit rcopens the question whether Smart’s
knowledge of Hcbrew was as slight as editors have supposed. It is
possible that the name Shallum in verse 49 of Fragment A (p. 34) has
2 play on Shalom (Hebrew ‘peace’), taken up in the succeeding ref-
erence to the ‘mcadows of Canaan, the fleece, the milk and the honey,’
which was the dream of peace throughout the wilderness wandering.
Verse 5 in the same fragment (p. 34) has considerable complexity:

Let Barzillai bless with Snail — a friend in need is as the balm of Gilead,
or as the slime to che wounded bark.

Barzillai was 2 Gileaditc (cf. Bond’s note); Snail (Hebrew shablil,
‘slimy onc’) takes the sensc across into the second half of the verse,
since ‘balm of Gilead’ 15 literally ‘slime of the wounded bark,” like a
snail’s trail. The pair of verses o1 in I'ragment Br (pp. 56 and 57)
carries this kind of punning into a personal reference:

Let Ziba rejoice with Glottis whose tangue is wreathed in his throar.
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Patterns of Reference in Jubilate Agno 23

For 1 am the seed of the WELCH WOMAN and speak the truth from
my heart,

Glottis (see Stead’s note, cited by Bond} is a quail with a Jong tongue,
and there is 2 return to tender p]ayfu]ncss in this cblique reference to
‘Welsh garmlity mn his associating ‘the WELCH WOMAN’ (his
mother, Winifred Griffiths) with a long-tongued bird; but there 15 a
further pun crossing the verses: Ziba (2 Samuel ix) means ‘plant’ (cf.
Aramic for ‘twig’), which is taken up in the second part, ‘the seed of
the WELCH WOMAN/’

The interplay of incident, association, and proper name at verse
pair 54 of Fragment C (p. 128) is clumsier than in the verses hitherto
examined but it is still effective and movincr:

Ler Ezra rejoice with the Reed. The Lord Jesus make musick of it. Good
Friday 1761,

For he was a believer in the true God and assisted in the spirit,

The phrasc on which the verse turns is ‘Goaod Triday 1761." The Reed
is the mocking sceptre of Cheist, which, in the prevailing image of
Jubilate Agno, 15 transformed inte a musical instrument. The link
between the Ler and For verses is achicved by way of Llzra’s name
(Hebrew ‘help’), for he ‘assisted in the spirit.’

Many of the verses in the fragments where the Let and For clements
survive in their proper relation have the complexity of intricate musical
counterpoint. Biblical and doctrinal comment may be found in verse
pair 43 of Fragment Br1 (pp. 46 and 47):

Lect Jubal rejoice with Caecilia, the woman and the slow-worm praise the
name of the Lord.

For I pray the Lord Jesus to translate my MAGNIFICA'T into versc and
represent it.

Here the names and the doctrines are intersvoven into two word com-
plexcs. Jubal as the inventor of music and the pun on Caecilia as both
lizard and Saint Cecilia, patroness of music, have been noted by Stead
(cited by Bond); the verbal patterns, with overt and latent suggestions,
then take on these forms: jubal-Cecilia-Praise-Magnificat and Caecilia-
Lizard - Slowworm-{Serpent] - [Eve ] ~Woman - [ Mary ] - Magnificat, a
very great deal of significance te pack into two antiphonal statements,
with the implications of the Fall and Redemption as the ground bass,

Many of the scriptural references depend for their fullest effcets upon
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associations with other references i fubilate. Fragments A and Bi
contain interesting fronies in their references to men of war as provi-
dential instruments of peace. Thus verse 102 in Fragment A (p. 38):

Let Jehu bless with the Horner, who is the soldier of the Lord to extirpate
abomination and to prepare the way of peace.

is echoed in verse pair 4 of Fragment Br (pp. 40 and 41):

Let Jael rejoice with the Plover, who whistles for his live, and foils the
marksmen and their guns.

For 1 bless the PRINCE of PEACE and pray that all the guns may be
nmail’dup . . .

where guns arc ‘nail’d up’ by Jael, who slew Sisera with a nail, thus
ending his warlike career; ecven more potently, the PRINCL of
PEACE’ was crucified with nails, setting aside the weapons of war.
This image underlies the echo of A 30 {p. 32) to bc faund 1u this same
Verse pair:

Let Barak praise with the Pard — and great is the might of the faithful and
great is the Lord in the nail of Jael and 1n the sword of the Son of Abinoam,

The richest patterns cluster together in the first ten verse pairs of
Fragment By (pp. qo0 and 41); the section opens with a noble com-
plexity:

Let Lilizur rejoice with the Partridge, whao is a prisoner of state and is proud
of his keepers.

For I am not without authority in my jeopardy, which I derive inevitably
from the glory of the name of the Lord.

Here Elizur links directly with the final phrase in the For verse. The
Partridge, still noble in its caprivity, is 2 figare of Smart himsclf, ‘not
without authority in my jeopardy’; for Elizur (Hebrew ‘Gzod is rock’)
is, as Smart claims, ‘derived incvitably’ from the ‘plory of the name of
the Lord,’ the rock of defense, ‘the shadow in a thirsty land.” A similar
Hebrew punning (here complicated with a Greek reference and some ;
scriptural citations) is found in verse pair 2: :

Let Shedeur rejoice with Pyrausta, who dwelleth in 2 medium of fire,
which God hath adapted for him.

For I bless God whose name is Jealous — and there is a zcal to deliver us
{rom everlasting burnings.
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Shedeur has been explained as the Hebrew ‘giving forth light,’ while
in the For verse, the jealous God, who punishes by fire, saves from
burning thosc whom ‘zeal’ for His housc has already consumed; maore
gencrally, the Greek element in Pyrausta relates the ‘medium of firce’
in the first half to the ‘burnings’ n the second.,

Verse pair 10 in this scction depends on a passage in the New Testa-
ment to extend the significance of the wit:

Let Hagar rejoice with Gnesion, who is the right sort of eagle, and towers
the highest.

For I bless God in the rising generation, which is on my side.

Saint Paul uses a pun on Hagar and Mount Sinai in Galatians iv, but
Smart shifts the basis of his allusion. Hagar may mean ‘flight,” initiating
a series: ‘Thagle-towers the highest-rising generation,’ in which “flight’
gathers the meanings ‘Aly” and “flee.” Hagar’s offspring (the “rising gen-
cration’) is thus protected by the cagle-flight of the bondwoman. Fur-
ther, Gnesien may be equated with the Greck ‘tawfully begotten,
legitimate, genuine,’ which corresponds to ‘the right sort of cagle,” in
opposition to Hagar, whose offspring is at first outcast.

These multiple significances prepare us for verse pair g in Fragment
B1, the finest example in the poem, in which are gathered together
most of Smart’s modes of wit, forming also a serious focus of mecaning
in the poem:

Let Chesed rejoice with Strepsiceros, whose weapons are the ornaments of
his pcace.

For I preach the very GOSPEL of CHRIST without comment & with this
weapon shall I slay cavy.

There is not a redundant or unpointed phrasc in this verse. We begin
with Strepsiceros; thisis the Addax, or ‘crook ~horn,’ an African antclope
with long twisted horns, ‘suitable for lyres.”* Here then isa beast whose
‘weapons are the ornaments of his peace,’ the ‘ornament’ (harp or lyre)
of particular significance to Smare, both in A Song to David and
Jubilate Agno. Chesed is a word of equal significance, meaning in
Hebrew “mercy, loving-kindness,” the qualitics complementary to the
law. It is then especially appropriate as a corrcspondence with the
‘GOSPEL of CHRIST® in the For verse, sincc Chesed would be the

‘Pliny, Natural History, X1, 124 (Loeb Edition, trans, Harris Rackbam and
W. H. 8. Jones, 111, London, 194, 511).
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most apprapriate weapon with which to ‘slay envy,’ as David himsclf
with his harp slew the envy of Saul.”

It is diffhicult to imagine wit cacried far beyond this point; it is very
difterent in quality from ‘metaphysical wit,” though there are analogies,
bot it implies a greater power of the ordering mind than we have cus-
tomarily ascribed to Christopher Smart. The whole disorganized poem
is traversed by these patterns of allusion, association, and reference,
which depend on a wealth of learning, Jinguistic and traditional. A great
deal of critical work remains to be done upon the text that Dr Bond has
restored for us. An immediate task is to cxamine the meanings of all
the Hebrew proper names, substituting the resulting expanded phrascs
for the single words in the verses. Not all of them would yicld resuls;
there are notable cascs where Smart did not recognize a verbal relation,
echo, or pun that he might have used had he been aware of it: at Br 4
(p. 40), Jael means ‘mountain goat,” but is associated by Smart with
‘Plover’; at B1 29 (p. 44), Dishon scems connected with the word for
Pygarg, which Smart uscs instead at A 19 (p. 31), in association with
Gershom — and there are many more. Indeed, it 1s possible that the
verses [ have analyzed exemplify the main patterns in Smart’s wit. It
would, however, be satisfying and possibly very rewarding to explorc
the poem still further (in an exhaustive examination of the verbal pat-
terns that I cannot myself undertake) and, in the light of remote
learning that Christopher Smart appeared to possess, to reopen criticism

of his mam work.
W, MorLwyn MErRcHANT

“It is of scmantic intercst (thouph a matter necessarily unknown to Smart) that
Chesed oceurs twice in the Old Testament with a2 sense derived from the Aramaic
for ‘shame’ (cf. Leviticus xx, -17); moreovet, the Arabic equivalent carties the sensc
‘envy,’ the very quality that Chesed in Smart’s use was intended to slay.
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