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Wandering Around in Beachy Head

H. Marcelle Crickenberger


Because of its fragmentary nature and nonlinear form, Charlotte Smith’s Beachy Head seems, at first, problematic.  Perhaps this is one reason why so little has actually been written about this poem directly.
  Most critics have limited their discussion of Charlotte Smith to her fiction and her recently celebrated Elegiac Sonnets.  However, when one looks at Beachy Head in depth, it is clear that Smith was doing something new and interesting with her narrative technique.  She is taking on the sort of narrative structure that aims to both reflect and reflect upon the narrative consciousness that is driving it along.  It is a technique that is rooted in the act of wandering, which begins with the construction of the sublime setting, a setting that provides the poet with a concrete vocabulary of natural images, to which she can affix the abstractions of her meandering imagination. The fragmentary nature of this narrative technique enables Smith to free herself from the bounds of both time and space, achieving a simultaneously panoramic and penetrative perspective, which lends unity to the poem’s fragmentary form and supplies Smith with a vehicle for digression. Such a narrative form lends Smith the necessary means to explore the way in which memory and fancy work together. However, it is a narrative technique that has been only partially explored, at best, and acknowledged, to any extent, only in reference to the poetry of Wordsworth and a few other canonical figures.
   Although Beachy Head is a rich, multi-faceted text, because of its meddling of genres, its powerful imagery, and its historical and scientifically informed footnotes, it is Smith’s narrative technique that infuses this mixture with meaning.  

Smith’s narrative technique is rooted in the act of wandering, whether it be on foot along the sheep paths, in boats that float upon the “trembling tide”, or in flight above the purple clouds that disperse like smoke on wind.  Like one’s mind in a contemplative state, her poem does not stay on track, trudging toward a predetermined purpose, but leaps forward and backward in time, circling back on itself like a meditation.  The first thing one is struck by when reading the poem is the almost traumatic nature of the creation of the setting in the first few lines.  The scene is not described as if by someone who has been approaching it for a long time, from a great distance, but as if the speaker had, in a reclined and settled position, suddenly witnessed the earth crack and rise up in front of her very eyes.  The place is created with all the suddenness of birth, with all the force of geological rupture.  This is not a place that has been slowly sculpted by the winds of time;  it is a dramatic landscape of towering walls and deadly currents—a sublime portrait of a ghostly cliff, with “chalky clefts” (21) and glistening sands that is set in the midst of the tempestuous and cruel flood of the English Channel.  Not long after erecting the place itself, Smith unleashes her poetic vision in one great explosion of time and light, hovering high above and establishing an almost cosmic point-of-view:  “On thy stupendous summit, rock sublime! / . . . I would recline; while Fancy should go forth” (1-4).  It is this “Fancy”, this projection of the poetic consciousness, that enables Smith to summon up the scene so suddenly, as if she were the “Omnipotent” (6) herself, who “[Bids] the impetuous main flood rush between / The rifted shores, and from the continent / Eternally [divide] this green isle” (8-10).  The suddenness of her opening allows the reader to see this vast mass of rock arise out of the waters all at once.  Such suddenness is essential if the drama of the setting is to be communicated.  Beachy Head is not a place to be built up stone on top of stone in the mind of the reader, but a colossal force to be reckoned with all at once—like the imagination of the poet herself.  From the perspective of this panoramic viewpoint, one can assume that, if Beachy Head is emblematic of the poet’s consciousness, it is an associative consciousness, unconstrained by linear time and filled with the sound and light and texture, intriguing individuals, and secret knowledge that gives this fragmented form its substance.

Already it is clear, in the first stanza of the poem, that smooth transitions are not to be a part of this narrative. Shortly after she evokes this looming land mass, Smith points the reader’s attention to the sky: “Emerging, brilliant rays of arrowy light  / Dart from the horizon; when the glorious sun / Just lifts above it his resplendent orb” (15). Time has been set in motion; however, even the transitional parts of the day, like dawn and dusk, are passed over in a matter of lines and, before we know it, “The high meridian of the day is past” (29).  The way in which Smith treats the passing of time in this description of her setting is essential, because it gives a timeless quality to the narrative itself—a quality that lends well to the fragmented narrative that follows.  As the poem progresses, Smith allows her fancy to engage the dramatic landscape in a game of actual and made-up memory, viewing the scene from outside the bounds of time and space, framing the great cataclysmic “concussion” that created this setting, reaching far back into the depths of prehistory to give it life, so as to forge it into an emblem of her own poetic consciousness—the sublime consciousness.  Judging from the dramatic way in which she evokes the poem’s setting, it is evident that Smith has chosen this place because she intends to make a dramatic statement.  She asks the reader to wander “sublime thro’ visionary vales,  / Where bright pavilions rise, and trophies, fann’d / By airs celestial” (86-88), to sojourn amidst the rolling tides of her plasmic imagination for a time, where “Fancy fondly soars” (85).


But it is not long after the scene has been set that Smith disengages the poem’s namesake—the geography itself—and proceeds to digress, setting up the contrast between the gems that people value—the cultivated, manicured pearls and diamonds of the Orient—and the gem of the big picture of Nature herself, of stars and starlight and a beauty so unqualifiable that the rude trinkets of worldly prizes appear “poor and paltry” (71) by comparison. As if to reinforce this idea, the poet proceeds to describe the sky in jeweler’s terms, lending it the quality of earthly value while at the same time capturing its unearthly beauty:

. . . the floating clouds

Suspended, move upon the evening gale,

And gathering round his orb, as if to shade

The insufferable brightness, they resign

Their gauzy whiteness; and more warm’d assume

All hues of purple. There, transparent gold

Mingles with ruby tints, and sapphire gleams,

And colours, such as Nature through her works

Shew only in the ethereal canopy.  (76-84)

Such digressions pervade the poem’s narrative structure and help the reader to reconstruct not only a perspective that wanders through a sublime setting, but a mind that wanders as well. The digression in the above passage, not only imposes a sense of value on the natural scene that endures as the poem’s dominant trope, it also imposes a specific vocabulary on that scene, a vocabulary pulled from what this place called Beachy Head inspires the poet to imagine. Thus, she achieves a level of subjectivity in her description of the surrounding landscape that empowers the place itself with transcendental meaning.  This sort of layering of meaning can only be achieved through such digressions, because the meaning is imbedded in the association between digressions and meditations—the part that is left out—the leap.  The use of a wandering narrative technique—a technique that allows objects to be both discarded as well as focused upon meditatively—gives Smith the freedom to digress at will. Hers is a narrative strategy that does not order the world so much as it filters it. In this way, the poem becomes as much about the insides of Charlotte Smith’s head as it is about the sublime setting of Beachy Head and its inhabitants.


Enjoying the lack of temporal constraint that the wandering narrative form provides, Smith moves from these imagined objects of meditation to an almost unnamable abstraction—history itself:  

Contemplation here,

High on her throne of rock, aloof may sit,

And bid recording Memory unfold

Her scroll voluminous—

At this point, the poet demands of herself a knowledge that can only be pieced together through imagination.  As one can plainly tell from her footnotes, and from common sense, her sense of history (like everyone else’s) is fragmentary;  thus, envisioning the passing of events on such a grand scale is an impressive imaginative feat.  She must, in her imagination, go back to a time before she was born, filling in the gaps between the fragments through the process of writing; however, she is unable—or unwilling—to do justice to this history in verse, so she incorporates a footnote, a very long, seemingly well-researched footnote, to compensate; thus she demands the reader to do a bit of outside reading herself, reminding her that history itself is a chorus of many types of voices, subjects, and vocabularies.  However, immediately following the digression concerning the martial history of England, Smith jumps to a discussion of the people of her present time, the people who try to sustain themselves on a land that is “Stony and cold, and hostile to the plough” (231): “How gladly the reflecting mind returns / To simple scenes of peace and industry” (168-9).  Once again, the landscape intrudes upon her thoughts and her consciousness is redirected. The turn of mind indicated here is probably of more interest than her telling of the way in which her people were forced into illegal commerce. It is the sudden leap from the distant past to the immediate present that grabs the reader and reminds her that Beachy Head is not simply what it is "now", as Smith describes it, but simultaneously what it has been throughout time and what it will become to in the minds of its future inhabitants—and in the imaginations of her future readers.  The temporal lines of distinction are blurred as the narrator wanders through history and then turns her head to notice parts of her physical surroundings:

Where the brook is traced 

By crouding osiers, and the black coot hides

Among the plashy reeds, her diving brood,

The matron wades, (413-16)

This observation of the surrounding scene renews the speaker's interest in the present.  She is transported from her previous imaginative flight concerning the history of her homeland to a more near-sighted imaginative flight concerning the interior lives of the locals:

The mother and the children pile the stones

In rugged pyramids;--and all this toil

They patiently encounter well content

On their flock bed to slumber undisturb’d

Beneath the smoky roof they call their own. (234-238)

Although this passage, at first glance, seems like objective observation, one cannot help but note the use of such subjective words as “patiently” and “content”, words used to describe the emotions that the poet bestows upon her subject via her subjective narrative technique.  Such imposed emotional values leads the poet into an empathic state that forces her to turn her eyes inward on the self and to recollect her own personal experiences, experiences brought to mind because of the subjective language she uses to describe what she sees; assuming the locals are “patient” and “content”, Smith is prompted into a reverie concerning her own personal happiness ands its dependence on both the scene that surrounds her and her imaginative ability to recollect the scene as she happily remembers it:

I once was happy, when while yet a child

I learned to love these upland solitudes,

And when elastic as the mountain air,

To my light spirit, care was yet unknown

And evil unforeseen:--Early it came,

And childhood scarcely passed, I was condemned,

A guiltless exile, silently to sigh,

While Memory, with faithful pencil, drew 

The Contrast; (282-290)

Here, the consciousness of the poet is inseparable from the landscape.  And yet the landscape beckons Smith’s mind to return to an earlier time, a time when her consciousness was unmarred by the experience of city life and the knowledge of human hardship. The place summons her back to her childhood, but not to the actuality of her childhood as much as to the flights of her childhood imagination—“Haunts of [her]youth! / Scenes of fond daydreams, I behold ye yet!” (297-8).  The Beachy Head that Smith longs for in the poem is not one that differs geographically from the one she stands before at present. It is the place as it is experienced through a more innocent state of mind.  Just as her narrative wanders through the place of Beachy Head itself, it also moves freely between past and present, passes between interior and exterior worlds, and becomes capable of revealing the consciousness of the poet and penetrating the consciousness of the people about whom she writes.  An airy omniscience reigns as the primary narrative force of Beachy Head. Smith is the poet-god-creator of this world as the reader experiences it.  But hers is an omniscience that is the direct result of a narrative technique that fails to acknowledge temporal and geographical barriers—barriers between past, present, future, between landscape and poet, and, at last, between reader and poet.  It is an omniscience that reflects the surrounding landscape while using that landscape to reflect back upon its own consciousness.  The result is a poem that resembles a walk:  the steadiness of place anchors the poet’s consciousness to the material world, while at the same time providing it with material for reflection.  Thus the poem actually embodies the subjective.  The representation of subjectivity is fragmentary because the mind works in fragments—in images and impressions.  This fragmentary narrative becomes subjective in the editing process, when the poet starts to make choices.  The series of fragments presented in Beachy Head functions like a montage, a genre which is intrinsically vulnerable to the consciousness that chooses which image to keep and which to leave out.  Once the reader has adjusted to the dislocated feel of Smith’s wandering narrative, she is able to see directly into the melancholic consciousness that rests at the center of the poem’s creation.  This deeply personal part of the poem, one of the few instances where the poet directly acknowledges her own personal consciousness as such—not as something that is simply embedded in the landscape but which is bound to it—is where Smith allows her narrative to wander between the world that is before her and the world that she wishes she could see.  Such longings lie at the heart of wandering, an action that leaves us free to follow our heart’s desire.

“Advancing higher still / The prospect widens” (309-10):  Smith’s desire leads her to climb, to regain that panoramic perspective with which she began her narrative so that her poem is able to recapture is collectivist quality, couching her longing to recollect the past in the guise of scientific catalogue.  She describes, not simply what she sees before her, but what she wishes she could still see, now that her mind has been tainted by experience:

With fond regret I recollect e’en now

In Spring and Summer, what delight I felt

Among these cottage gardens, and how much

Such artless nosegays, knotted with a rush

By Village housewife or her ruddy maid,

Were welcome to me; soon and simply pleas’d. (340-45)

Struggling to recapture that lost perspective, Smith acknowledges that even the poetic imagination lacks the ability to truly doing justice to such a sublime setting as Beachy Head:

Ah! Hills so early loved! In fancy still

I breath your pure keen air; and still behold

Those widely spreading views, mocking alike

The Poet and the Painter’s utmost art. (368-71)

Abandoning her bird’s-eye vantage point, the perspective of the visionary, she dives downward and wanders within the soil so search for that lost perspective within the fossils of the earth:

And still, observing objects more minute,  

Wondering remark the strange and foreign forms

Of sea-shells; with the pale calvareous soil

Mingled, and seeming of resembling substance. (372-5)

Digressing once again in her description of the scene, Smith leaps from the “half-obliterated mounds / And half-filled trenches” (404-5) to a discussion of Memory, and the way that its fragmentary nature requires the imagination to fill in the gaps.  Memory becomes the subject of the poem as Smith relates both her own recollective processes and the way in which the place of Beachy Head preserves relics of the past—relics that disappear with the passing of enough time:

All, with the lapse of Time, have passed away

Even as the clouds, with dark and dragon shapes,

Or like vast promontories crown’d with towers,

Case their broad shadows on the downs; then sail

Far to the northward, and their transient gloom

Is soon forgotten. (434-39)

Almost as a way of escaping thoughts such as these, compounded with images of the ephemeral, the fleetingness of everything, Smith is jerked away to a “a more attractive study… / The wanderer of the hills” (441-2) —a figure who, a wandering bard, reflects the character of the narrator but who, because of his gender, is also free to physically engage the landscape on foot.


It seems no coincidence that the figure of the wanderer takes on such a grave importance at this point in the poem. Up until now, it has been the voice of the narrator that has been wandering around in Beachy Head—disembodied and free from the constraints of time and space or the laws of physics—or the risk involved in inhabiting a female body.  Now, Smith pulls back from her own consciousness and imposes it upon a human figure—a figure who also composes fragmentary poetry as he wanders through the landscape, thinking of love and memory and the act of wandering itself.  His “Unfinish’d sentences, or half-rased, / And rhapsodies like this” (575-6) reflect Smith’s own narrative structure.  They are filled with the natural images that he sees—images that become his vocabulary:  the rising day, the uprooted Elm, Retiring May, the Oaks and Birches and squirrels and Dove-vows, they all transport him to the past and make him long for what is now gone, just as Smith's previous fragments have expressed her own deep-rooted longings. Again, it is the scene that prompts such thoughts—in the poet’s mind, and in the mind of her characters.  Somehow, Memory is woven into the poem’s setting, so that any contemplation of the cliffs and channel pull the observer backward in time. The wanderer’s rhapsodies, like Smith’s are guided in this way by the landscape of Beachy Head:

And as above him sail the silver clouds,

He follows them in though to distant climes,

Where, far from the cold policy of this,

Dividing him from her he fondly loves. (659-662)

Trailing off from her discussion of the wandering bard and a realization of the importance of Hope (a concept linked only to the future) and the need to cherish “ideal bliss” (667) (a concept linked only to the present), Smith proceeds to the last digression in her wandering narrative, a digression that returns to the rocks of Beachy Head and to herself in relation to her poem: 

Just beneath the rock

Where Beachy overpeers the channel wave,

Within a cave mined by wintry tides

Dwelt one, who long disgusted with the world 

And all its ways, appear’d to suffer life

Rather than live (672-76)

The Hermit, with all of his anger and disgust, chooses to live apart from the world and bury himself within Beachy Head, much as Smith does to her own consciousness within the poem—a vagrant consciousness that, though sickened by the sadness of life, still harnesses enough hope to empathize with those who are struggling.  He, through wandering, like the poet, masters his surroundings in a way that enables him, in spite of his negative outlook, to live out the role of the poem’s hero:

Wandering on the beach,

He learn’d to augur from the clouds of heaven,

And from the changing colours of the sea,

And sullen murmurs of the hollow cliffs,

Or the dark porpoises, that near the shore

Gambol’d and sported on the level brine

When tempests were approaching: (692-697)

Like Smith, the Hermit’s knowledge of Beachy Head is extensive.  He has learned to read the signs of the landscape and is able to put this knowledge to use in a way to predict the future and to help those who have been tossed from their boats by the tide. 

But if his generous cares were all in vain,

And with slow swell the tide of morning bore

Some blue swol’n cor’se to land; the pale recluse

Dug in the chalk a sepulchre—above

Where the dank sea-wrack mark’d the utmost tide,

And with his prayers perform’d the obsequies 

For the poor helpless stranger. (710-716)

In an effort to do some good, in spite of the detriment of the mariners’ situation, he preserves the victims’ memory, providing proper burial, compounding the landscape with more hidden subject matter for contemplation.  It only seems fair that, when his charitable efforts finally result in his own destruction, he too is remembered in the chalky whiteness of the cliffs, just as Smith is to be remembered by her poem about Beachy Head.

“Chisl’d within the rock, these mournful lines” (727) become a testament not only to the imaginative powers of Nature and their ability to transcend time and history, but to the powers of the poetic consciousness, a consciousness that is capable of freeing itself and wandering through, above, and within the landscape that stimulates it.  In this poem, it is as if the poet has not only constructed a sublime landscape, through which she leads the reader by the hand, but a sublime state of mind that she invites the reader to share, digressing as she has done, leaping off her verse and into the uncharted realms of the imagination.  Had she treated her story in the traditionally linear narrative tradition of her predecessors, such an effect would have been lost.  She would have been forced to undermine her weightier message with abstract language that is not fit for such a purpose.  Because the poem’s dominant cohesive element is that of place, Smith is able to pull from a vast store of concrete images, a language that is capable of transcending language. Wandering becomes her way of learning and teaching the lesson of her poem and leaves the reader feeling as if the poem she just read is somehow wandering within itself. 
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�  To date, the only substantial articles that deal exclusively with Beachy Head are Judith Pascoe’s “Female Botanists and the Poetry of Charlotte Smith”, which deals solely with the botanical cataloguing of southern England, and Kay K. Cook’s “The Aesthetics of Loss: Charlotte Smith’s The Emigrants and Beachy Head”, which pays special attention to Smith’s use of historical footnotes in the poem.





�  Surprisingly, the relationship between wandering and narrative technique is a concept that has been all but ignored in the study of Romantic poetry until recently, and it is a subject that no one has dared to examine in relation to the less-than-canonical works of female British writers from that period.  Anne D. Wallace’s Walking, Literature and English Culture: The Origins and Uses of Peripatetic in the Nineteenth Century (1993) deals almost exclusively with Wordsworth, but attempts to answer many interesting questions about the relationship between walking and writing in general.  Celeste Langan’s book, Romantic Vagrancy: Wordsworth and the Simulation of Freedom draws some interesting ties to Rousseau’s Reveries of the Solitary Walker and takes up the socioeconomic implications of recreational pedestrianism.  The most recent addition to this conversation is Robin Jarvis’ Romantic Writing and Pedestrian Travel (1997) which deals primarily with the influence of the act of walking on Wordsworth’s poetic form, supplying an interesting discussion of the history of recreational walking during the Romantic era.





