Seventeenth-Century Literature: Unities and Dualities
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The Lyric Poetry of Katherine Philips
1. Philips’s life and work are characterised by contrasts, contradictions, paradoxes: 
a. her Puritan family upbringing and marriage to Parliamentarian James Philips alongside her own contrasting High Church Anglicanism and Royalist sympathies;
b. her circulation of her poetry in manuscript and suppression of the only printed edition of her complete poetry to appear in her lifetime, alongside her poetic fame as Orinda and her active participation in Royalist literary circles; 
c. her cultivation of the ‘Society of Friendship’ her and struggle to resolve the conflict between wifely submission and passionate female friendship; 
d. her exaltation of love between women and her stipulation that such friendship be free from carnal interest, even while her poetic evocations frequently equivocate between bodily and emotional reciprocity; 
e. her imaginative creation, out of qualities traditionally and conventionally attributed to women, such as love and emotionality, an innovative space of relative autonomy for herself and her female friends; 
f. her particular blend of conservatism and innovation. 
2. One friendship poem that condenses these dualities into six five-line stanzas, and attempts to resolve them into a unity, is ‘Friendship’s Mysterys, to my dearest Lucasia’. 
a. This poem first circulated in manuscript, and was then first printed as ‘Mutuall Affection between Orinda and Lucatia’ in The Second Book of Ayres and Dialogues of the musician Henry Lawes in 1655. 
i. ‘Lawes was at the centre of the Cavalier social life that managed to survive in London during the Interregnum. He gave concerts of profane music in his house and his song books are a principal source for Cavalier poetry.’
 
ii. The poem’s publication gives an indication of Philips’s growing poetic fame as Orinda and her participation in Royalist literary circles. A number of Philips’s poems are described in manuscripts as set to music by Henry Lawes, but the music for only this poem has survived.

b. The opening stanza of the poem begins with an invitation to retreat – ‘Come, my Lucasia’ – from ‘the dull, angry world’ (ll. 1, 4). 
i. In the previous lecture, I discussed the different way – because of the particular circumstances confronting her – that Philips’s poetry is committed to the rural retreat or retirement, wherein submission and acceptance of limitations are heralded as positive and necessary virtues.
 During the 1650s defeated Royalists in their rural exiles espoused the virtues of country life, but in Philips’s case retirement to her residence in the countryside was obligatory due to the fact that she had to be a wife to her husband, and it involved frequently parting from her close women friends, which her poetry represents by drawing on the traditional courtly love motif of separation from a beloved. 
ii. But in Philips’s poetry, retirement is not always retirement from her beloved women friends, as this poem makes clear. Here Philips appropriates the recurring motif of rural retreat for the celebration of society, its usual binary opposite, which in this case is the society of friendship. Philips thereby creatively inverts the binary opposition. It has been argued that ‘Philips is at her most innovative and influential in praising (to quote from one poem’s title) ‘retir’d Friendship’ between women as the source of deep emotional gratification and as a glorious alternative to the “angry world” ([…] line 4)’.

c. Among the influences upon Philips’s articulation of loving friendship is John Donne’s particular blend of erotic love with philosophy and religion. Donne’s influence, though not especially courtly, is certainly ardent and passionate, and is especially evident, for example, in ‘Friendship’s Mystery, To My Dearest Lucasia’. 
i. ‘Philips exploits Donne’s treatment of heterosexual love as a religious mystery that mixes souls for the edification of the “profane”: “There’s a Religion in our Love”, she declares […]’ in the opening stanza (l. 5).
 ‘Loving friends constitute one another’s selves: “We are our selves but by rebound”’.
 
ii. Here, and elsewhere in Philips’s poetry, she ‘adapts Donne’s argument for heterosexual love’s fulfillment in sexual consummation by contending that the poet’s and addressee’s mutual “Love” […] must be nourished by bodily “Converse” […]’.
 This is why, in ‘6t Aprill 1651 L’Amitie: To Mrs M. Awbrey’, not only does the poetic speaker ‘have no thought but what’s to thee reveal’d’, the friends also exchange the breath of emotionally charged speech (conversation), so the speaker says, ‘if I sigh, it is thy breath is spent’ (ll. 7, 12).
d. The poem also participates in theological debates within the Church in England, between Calvinistic Puritanism and High Church Anglicanism:

Against Calvinist notions of natural depravity, [Philips] argues that friendship’s ‘united good’ arises from a ‘Grace’ that ‘refines’ rather than ‘destroys’ natural goodness […]; submerging contemporaneous Calvinist-Arminian debates on salvation in friendship’s ‘mystery’, she pronounces friendship predestined yet freely willed (‘Friendship’s Mystery …’, lines 6–10).
 

e. The influence of Donne is especially evident in the verbal dexterity of the string of ‘metaphysical’ paradoxes in the poem. Paradoxes are apparent contradictions, which in Philips’s case, are usually binary oppositions or dualities, which are resolved into unities by virtue of the statement being paradoxical, that is, apparently rather than really contradictory. 
i. The friends are ‘design’d t’agree’, yet ‘That fate no liberty destroys’ (2.1-2). 
ii. In the third stanza, their ‘hearts are doubled by their loss’, to each other (3.1). Using an image of the systole (or contraction) and diastole (dilation) of the heart’s movements, the speaker says ‘We both diffuse, and both engrosse’ (3.3); that is, diffuse the blood through systole and enlarge the heart again by diastole. 
iii. The same stanza provides the clearest paradoxical resolution of duality into unity: ‘And we, whose minds are so much one, / Never, yet ever, are alone.’ (3.5)
3. The Platonism that provides a model for the love of friendship in Philips’s poetry also informs one of her elegies on the death of her son, Hector, who, born in April 1655, lived less than two weeks. 
a. The classical elegy was a poem in alternating hexameters and pentameters, and originally implied a lamentation. It later became much more broadly defined as treating of love, transience, disillusionment, death, and kindred puzzling and challenging themes, but retained the character of passionate meditation. 
b. Renaissance critics in Britain retained the term elegy, often distinguishing “mourning elegies” and “anniversaries” from love elegies.
 
c. One of the ‘mourning elegies’ written by Philips, the Platonic one, is entitled ‘EPITAPH. On her Son H.P. at St. Syth’s Church where her body also lies Interrred’. The poem is an epitaph such as might be carved on a tombstone. It was clearly titled after its author’s death. St. Syth’s Church is the church of St Bene’t Sherehog at the end of Syth’s lane, which burned down in the fire of London, in 1666.
d. The poem’s epigrammatic stoical reflections on the transience of her child’s life are replaced by Platonic speculations on his ‘Mind’ from line 11, in language that is reminiscent of the Soul’s in Marvell’s ‘A Dialogue between the Soul and Body’: 
i. the ‘Mind’ or intellectual soul is ‘too great’ to be ‘confin’d’ ‘In so small room’ as the infant body, and so ‘He quickly broke the Prison shell’ (ll. 11-14). 
ii. The ‘Subtle Alchymist’ (l. 15) who, in Plotinus’s view, combines the distinct natures of the duality of the body and the intellectual soul in an artificial and troubled unity, is God. 
e. Much less philosophical is the elegy ‘On the death of my first and dearest childe, Hector Philipps, borne the 23d of Aprill, and dy’d the 2d of May 1655’. 
i. More eloquently expressive of a mother’s grief. 
ii. It ends in a gesture that recalls that of the poets who supposedly carried Edmund Spenser’s coffin and threw their verses into the grave with him. This gesture is echoed in Thomas Carew’s ‘Elegy upon the Death of Doctor Donne’. It is as though Philips’s admiration for this son, perhaps for his great Mind, and her grief at his loss, combined with her own poetic vocation, impress upon her the appropriateness of repeating the gesture.
4. Another kind of lyric poem is the poem written not to a female friend, but rather in praise of the female role model: ‘On the death of the Queen of Bohemia’ is a kind of ode and elegy for Elizabeth Stuart (1596-1660), the eldest daughter of King James VI of Scotland (I of England) and Anne of Denmark, and so sister to Charles I, who was beheaded in 1649. 
a. Through her education in childhood and her language acquisition as an adult, Elizabeth became proficient in French, Italian, German and Dutch. 
b. She wrote poetry (one poem is collected in the anthology Kissing the Rod). 
c. She also produced a translation of the Psalms and wrote several hymns. 
d. As was expected with royal princesses, she was married to one of her father’s allies, the Protestant Elector Palatine, Frederick V, who was elected King of Bohemia by the Protestant Union in 1619. 
e. Before his death in 1632, Queen Elizabeth bore her husband thirteen children. 
f. She and her husband were obliged to go into exile at the outbreak of the Thirty Years’ War. 
g. ‘Unable to return to England during the Civil War or the Interregnum, she saw her eldest surviving son, Charles Louis, defect to Cromwell while her favourite, Prince Rupert, became a Royalist hero.’
 
h. During her exile, Elizabeth was ‘a tragic heroine to the English who called her “The Winter Queen”’.
 
i. The ‘army […] of mighty sorrows’ which she endured, to which Philips’s poem refers, includes ‘the death by drowning of her eldest son in 1629, [and] the death of a three-year-old daughter two years later’.
 
j. She finally returned to London, a widow, in 1661, through the kindness of Lord Craven who paid the debts she had accumulated during her exile, and she died on 13 February 1662. 
k. Philips’s poem closes with the hope that the Muse will ‘tell / Our children this instructive miracle, / Who may her sad illustrious life recite, / And after all her wrongs, may do her right.’ (ll. 43-46).
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