Thomas Carew and the
Erotic Law of Nature

Margaret J. M. Ezell

Open my dark Eyes that 1
May thy wonderous lawes descry.
Thomas Carew (1594-c.1639)
translation of Psalm 119

As much space has been devoted to the analysis of
Thomas Carew’s obscurity as to his accomplishments as
a poet. Most of the scholarly studies on his works are
concerned with supporting or refuting F. R. Leavis’ con-
tention in Revaluation that Carew is indeed a poet
worthy of critical admiration." While his verse is lauded
by his dedicated supporters for its tough, urbane wit,
supposedly a reflecton of a sophisticated court society,
his poems remain sparsely anthologized and, compared
to the other so-called Sons of Ben, little studied.?

Perhaps this state of affairs exists because until re-
cently many modern readers still shared some of the
reservations about Carew and his verse voiced by Sir Ed-
ward Derring in 1640 when he denounced Carew's
Poems, along with works by Ovid and the satirical Par-
liament of Women as “lascivious, idle, and unprofitable”
texts.” In this century, Carew’s love poems were for
many years dismissed as “too indelicate” to quote; his
finest piece of erotica, “A Rapture,” is presented by his
editor and commentators as the work of an immature
poet, an adolescent fantasy.* Such approaches, however,
trivialize an element in Carew’s verse greatly admired by
many of his contemporaries, his skill in portraying the
erotic, and overlook the possibility that through his
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celebration of human sexuality, Carew is commenting on
human society. Having succumbed to the seduction of
his sensual portrayal of the erotic, readers easily can lose
sight of Carew’s abilities as a satirist. While his obvious
abilities as a poet of the amorous dance have been com-
mented on and complimented, no attention has been
paid to Carew’s own self-proclaimed ties to the spirits of
two master critics of society’s conventions governing sex-
uality, Aretino and Rabelais.

If Carew is permitted to rejoin the company he him-
self cites as his literary models—Aretino, not Ovid—the
tensions present in Carew’s writings are not so much be-
tween the attraction of the erotic and Christian moral
standards, as G. A. E. Parfitt suggests, but between arti-
ficial social conventions and what Carew perceives as a
divine order expressed in natural law.” Regardless of
whether Carew was indeed in his “nonnage” during the
composition of “A Rapture,” as has been dismissively
suggested, the rhetoric of the erotic which he employs
in it produces the paradoxes which also underlie the is-
sues raised in his other writings. His exploration of the
nature of sexuality in a social context establishes a satiric
vision of man and focuses on the dilemma of what is the
true “law” by which man should govern his actions.

From his own day until now, Carew has enjoyed a
mild reputation as a libertine. Isaak Walton wrote of
Carew that he was “a great libertine in his life and
Talk,” and there is no evidence to suggest that this is a
libel on his character. But, libertinism, of course, can
refer to more than simple sexual misconduct. The term
was widely used in the seventeenth century to denote a
“free-thinker” in the sense of one who did not accept
conventional laws of any sort. In this context, contempo-
rary critiques of Carew and the content of his love
poetry which charge him with libertinism may carry
more significance than plain prudery. Was it simply the
overt sexuality which was so shocking, or are there other
disturbing ideas implied in its presentation?
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It is well to remember that Carew was a popular poet
among poets during his life, even though recent critics
kindly suggest that their admiration “may not strike us
as very sound.”® In Rhodes Dunlap’s opinion, it was “A
Rapture” which brought Carew the greatest acclaim and
notoriety as a poet in his own century.” The poem had
a mixed review even then: while Robert Baron ad-
dressed him admiringly as “dearest Tom, Love's Ora-
cle,” Clarendon, looking back at his own youth with cen-
sorious eyes, condemned Carew as a man of loose prin-
ciples. Even Clarendon, however, acknowledged that
Carew was,

A Person of a pleasant and facetious Wit, and made
many Poems (especially in the amorous Way) which
for the Sharpness of the Fancy, and the Elegancy
of the Language, in which that Fancy was spread,
were at least equal, if not superior to any of that
Time.”

Carew was regarded by his contemporaries as a serious
poet who took pains with his poetry and who combined
a preference for the amorous side of human nature with
a penetrating wit and fine-honed expression. Today, “A
Rapture” is still admired for its ability to arouse by such
a critic as Paula Johnson; but by concentrating on it as
a sexual fantasy, such an approach denies the satiric re-
ality on which it is based and reduces the poem from
having a social voice to the purely personal. As Carew
was quite aware in “A Rapture,” even the most intimate
moments have a social context and even the most erotic
fantasies spring out of a reality the dreamer wishes to
escape.

Johnson invites us to enjoy openly the sexual fantasy
in the poem, suggesting that it has been the prudery of
earlier generations which has blocked our appreciation
of the poem. It is, however, interesting to see the
grounds on which Carew’s contemporaries objected to it.
Like Derring, the anonymous author of The Great As-
sises Holden in Parnassus (1645) had reservations about
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the erotic nature of “A Rapture.” This poem seems to
be the source of the current notion that “A Rapture”
was merely an early indiscretion. A bad poet brought up
before the assises charges Carew, one of the jurors, with
being a greater menance to poetry than he is:

[Carew] in verse, more loose had bin,

Than old Chaeroephanes, or Aretine,

In obscaene portraitures: and that this fellow
In Helicon had reared the first Burdello,

That he had chang’d the chast Castilian Spring,
Into a Carian Well, whose waters bring
Effeminate desires, and thoughts uncleane,

To minds that earst pure and most serene.’

The character of Carew, “in modest sort,” explains that
“In wisdomes nonage, and unriper yearers, / Some lines
slipt from my penne.” This poem, “A Rapture,”

Was not infused by the Virgins nine,

Nor through my dreames divine upon this Hill,
Did this vain Rapture issue from my quill,

No Thespian waters, but a Paphian fire,

Did me with this foule extasie inspire.'”

The author of The Great Assises obviously wishes, like
Carew’s later defenders, to dismiss the erotic “Rapture”
as the work of an immature writer, completely separate
from the body of his “serious” work.

This dismissal seems strange, since Carew was cer-
tainly not the only poet of the time to have naked lovers
cavorting in Helicon. But, unlike the eroticism of his
contemporaries, such as Herrick’s “The Vine,” Carew’s
“A Rapture” is not a record of his responses to sexual
stimuli. Nor is it a straightforward exercise in carpe
diem logic or the doctrine of immediate sexual gratifica-
tion as found in his friend Suckling’s or Waller’s seduc-
tion lyrics which urge the woman not to pass up this ex-
citing offer before it is withdrawn.

“A Rapture” does have traditional elements found in
conventional seduction verses. On the one hand, the







































