from Porthmeor

Cemetery, St Ives: Alfred Wallis’s Tombstone

I never stood at graves of famous men
Without a breathing beauty by my side:
I scarcely felt death’s presence for the pride
Of quickening a woman’s heart-beats. Where and when,
Near noble dust, have my veins been dusty? No,
The shrouded fighter, cramped in his clay den,
Sense-spurning, drawn to the tragic line – I swear
That man is not myself. I sit in the glow
Of June sun and my wife’s smile, feel her hair
Loose in the bay breeze. My audacious luck
Shines crisp and golden as the beach below,
Sings in the surf and shells, belies the pluck

Of time at the stunted workhouse-ferried bones
Under this cool carved tombstone – Wallis’s.
Jack Clemo

Jack Clemo's poetry was suggested by Nigel Goodwin

Alfred Wallis’s tombstone
at Porthmeor Cemetery,
made by Bernard Leach

The Cornish poet Jack Clemo (1916-1994) was the son of a
clay-kiln worker, and lived most of his life in the hamlet of
St Stephen-in-Brannel near St Austell. He was stone deaf for
much of his adult life, and blind from 1955, and for many
years his chief means of communication with the outside
world was his poetry. His early poems expressed with a
kind of visionary grimness the tormented landscapes of the
clay pits and his own Calvinist faith. In his early 50s he
married Ruth Peaty, shortly before this poem about a visit
they made to the grave of Alfred Wallis was written.
Following his marriage he was able to find a lighter side to life and poetry. In recent years there has been a
resurgence of interest in his poetry, with a new collection of his Selected Poems, a television documentary,
and a full-length biography. His personal and literary papers are held by the University of Exeter.
Alfred Wallis (1855-1942) took up painting ‘for company’ at the age of
70 after his wife died. His working life had been spent on schooners
sailing between Penzance and Newfoundland, until he retired and
became a rag-and-bone merchant in St Ives, where he also ran an ice
cream shop. He had no training as an artist, and he painted on torn-up
cardboard boxes given by the grocer next door, using ships’ paints in a
deliberately restricted palette of colours. His subjects were ships and
the sea, the harbour and town of St Ives, and the Tamar Bridge: “what
use To Bee out of my memory what we may never see again...” He
nailed up his pictures outside his shop, and his work was discovered
there by the artists of the St Ives school, Ben Nicholson and
Christopher Wood, and by a curator at the Tate Gallery, Jim Ede, who
became his greatest collector. In the 1960s, Jim Ede lent paintings by
Wallis, Nicholson and Wood to Cambridge undergraduates, before giving his superb collection of early
20th century British art at Kettles Yard to the University. Another collector of Wallis’s work was Dorothy
Elmhirst at Dartington Hall. The ‘cool carved tombstone’ which Jack Clemo mentions in his poem was
made by the great potter Bernard Leach, whose pottery was in St Ives.

