Seventeenth-Century Literature: Unities and Dualities
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The Lyric Poetry of Henry Vaughan
1. Henry Vaughan (1621/22-1695) has been described as ‘a poet of moderate abilities’ by one critic, and by another ‘probably the greatest English-language writer to have come out of Wales’.

2. Henry Vaughan and his twin brother Thomas were born in 1621 or early in 1622. They were the sons of Thomas and Denise Vaughan of Trenewydd or Newton, a small house and estate in the parish of Llansantffread, on the River Usk, between the Brecon Beacons and the Black Mountains. 

a. Thomas Vaughan senior, whose home was at Tretower Court, a few miles away, moved to Newton on his marriage in 1611. 

b. Henry Vaughan came of a well-established Welsh family, the Vaughans of Tretower, and lived for nearly the whole of his life in the country parish of Llansantffread. 

3. He had gone to Jesus College, Oxford, and to London to study law, but it was to Llansantffread that he repaired in 1642.

4. John Milton and Henry Vaughan were each engaged in their different ways, and on different sides, in the Civil War. 
a. Milton was a Parliamentarian and a Puritan. He was also an active pamphleteer, but one whose hope in the political realisation of the libertarian and radical religious causes he espoused faded. Milton stayed in London and even after the Restoration of the Monarchy, in 1660, despite his disillusion and temporary imprisonment, proceeded to write his epic religious works of major eloquence bases on biblical narratives

b. Vaughan, by contrast, seems to have fought on the Royalist side, but on or soon after the outbreak of Civil War, he was summoned home to Wales.
5. Does Vaughan essentially belong to English culture?
That [Vaughan] was a Welshman was […] an accident: drawn into the classical English culture of the day, breaking up as it may have been, he did not know how to be either local or evangelical. If he praised Wales, it was to prove to distant people that the cultured life, in their terms, was possible in what they thought of as wilderness. It was to prove that the true faith, religious and political, still flourished among the folk of a backward tongue.

a. There is evidence in Vaughan’s early poems to the River Usk, in the collection Olor Iscanus (‘The Swan of Usk’), to support this view, but the evidence is mixed.
b. The ancient inhabitants of the region, the Silurians, with whom Vaughan was thereafter so conspicuously and pointedly to identify himself. Indeed he was the originator of the word ‘Silurist’, which appears on the title-page of Olor Iscanus, when it was eventually published in 1651 (it had been ready for the press since 1647).
c. Silex Scintillans (‘The Flashing Flint’), by Henry Vaughan Silurist, was published in 1650 and again in 1655 with a second part consisting of an almost equal number of additional poems.
As Vaughan well knew […] the Silurians were the most fierce and indomitable of all the opponents the Romans faced while acquiring their great empire. Yet once they were finally overcome, the Silurians became thoroughly and enthusiastically Romanised. By calling himself ‘Silurist’, Vaughan was therefore providing himself with a highly complex cultural identity, and ‘placing’ himself in a fascinatingly ambiguous way. To begin with, he was reminding his English friends that his ‘classical’ credentials were infinitely superior to theirs: his ancient Cambro-British ancestors had, after all, won the respect of Rome itself, been honourably mentioned in Roman despatches, and participated in Roman civilization, whereas the upstart English could at best claim to be heirs of Rome only by virtue of their recent classical education.

d. Vaughan was a unionist, that is, ‘both consciously committed to, and the unconscious cultural product of, the fateful 1536 Act of Union of England and Wales’.

e. M. Wynn Thomas: ‘Vaughan’s claim to be a Silurist has behind it, then, the whole tangled, complex history of the conditional, privileged terms on which the Welsh vainly, and with frequently pathetic persistency, claimed to be “British”.’
 Vaughan ‘may have been signalling his particular Welsh brand of Britishness, thereby inadvertently revealing the unresolved and potentially conflictual elements of his cultural identity’.

6. Although his early poetry was influenced by Ben Jonson, by contrast with Royalist poets Carew and Lovelace Vaughan went on to write only religious lyrics. The major influence on these religious lyrics was George Herbert. Herbert’s collection of poems entitled The Temple was ‘an important factor in sustaining the faith of Anglicans in a time of adversity’. ‘For Henry Vaughan, The Temple became a surrogate church, providing the language and devotional inspiration for many of his poems in Silex Scintillans.’
 It has been said that Vaughan’s debt to Herbert is the greatest any English poet owes to another.
7. Perhaps as a result of Civil War and the establishment of a Puritan Assembly at Westminster, Vaughan seems to have become disillusioned by conventional religious expression in society, and so his poetry is less liturgical, less ecclesiastical, than Herbert’s, which was all written before the Civil War.
8. In Olor Iscanus, ‘the attempt to construct a quiet pastoral retreat is frustrated by the irruption of war and death which destroy his sanctuary and peace of mind’.
 According to Graham Parry, ‘Vaughan’s dilemma was resolved in Silex Scintillans […], which records the extraordinary spiritual experiences that had affected the poet in his rural seclusion’. 
9. Parry claims that ‘the haunting power of Silex [Scintillans] derives undeniably from the profound transfiguring experience described in the first poem, “Regeneration”.’
 ‘Regeneration’ is a poem that presents ‘spiritual life as a journey’. The allegory is full of textual biblical allusions.
a. The speaker’s journey starts when he was ‘a ward and still in bonds’, alluding to Romans 8: 14-17, and implying that he was religiously immature, living in the bonds of the Old Testament. 
b. He set out on his journey, believing it was a beautiful spring day, but almost immediately the poem sets up an opposition between the appearance of spring without and the experience of cold frost within. 
c. In the second stanza, there is a realization that the primrose path he took would surely lead to perdition for spring was merely ‘show’. 
d. What seemed like an easy walk turned out to be a difficult climb up a mountain, on the top of which he finds a pair of scales where he puts all his pains on one of them, and finds that his sins and vain pleasures still outweigh them. 
e. He turns east, where he finds a beautiful meadow, which some call Jacob’s bed and which symbolizes the Church. 
f. He sees there a pretty grove, enters it and finds ‘a new spring’ there. 
g. The grove is said to be quiet but for the fountain. He approaches it and notices that the cistern is full of stones, some of them ‘bright and round’, dancing in the stream, but others ‘ill-shaped and dull’, lie heavy in the centre. Similarly, in the nearby bank of flowers, some of them are fast asleep and other wide open. This is probably a metaphor for the difference between ‘the elect’ and ‘the reprobate’, those who are going to be saved and those who are not. 
h. Then the speaker hears the wind, but can’t identify where it comes from and where it blows, and the wind whispers to him that it blows where it pleases, which is an allusion to John 3:8 and indicates that it is the Holy Spirit. The speaker implores the wind to blow on him and ‘let me die before my death’, a paradoxical wish suggesting, perhaps, the idea of dying physically in order to avoid sin and spiritual, eternal death and damnation. 
i. The poem ends, as do several of Vaughan’s poems, with a biblical quotation. In this case the quotation is from the Song of Solomon where the speaker asks the south wind to blow on his garden and make its scents spread.
10. Like Milton, Vaughan also became disillusioned but responded to the experience of disillusion differently. Vaughan sought spiritual, otherworldly experience beyond the eyes of men, in his delicate, intense feeling for the spiritual affinities of nature; though he, like Milton, frequently finds his sources of inspiration in the Bible.
a. In his lyric poetry, Vaughan internalises and transforms his (often biblical) sources with a visionary quality and occasionally sublime poetic texture of verbal artistry, memorable phrasing, effective use of speech idioms, and rhythmic qualities that are flexible and interesting.
11. Silex Scintillans is a Civil War text, which has been described as ‘intimately marked, and perhaps determined, by the distinctive character of the Puritan [and Parliamentarian] “occupation” of Wales, following the rout of the Royalist armies and the execution of the king (1649)’.

a. 1650 Act for the Better Propagation and Preaching of the Gospel in Wales.
Triumphalist Puritanism in Wales tended, then, to be extreme in character and uncompromising in word and in action. Pre-Puritan Wales was regarded as having been virtually religionless, and stigmatised as one of the darkest corners of the land. Such a ‘politicised’ use of the trope of darkness is well worth recalling in connection with Vaughan’s famous predilection for the imagery of light. We thereby begin to learn to read Vaughan’s religious discourse as a kind of subversive counter-discourse, whose terms are significantly related by opposites to the terms of dominant Welsh Puritan discourse.

b. Vaughan arguably reverses the Puritan trope of darkness, using it ironically to represent what they bring to Wales, rather than what they dispel.
12. Wales as the aboriginal landscape of Christianity in Britain and the myth of the British Church that embodied the (historically correct) belief that the ancient Welsh (Cambro-British) had been Christianised very early, well before Catholic Rome sent missionaries to ‘England’ to convert the pagan Saxons. 
a. Vaughan is said to have ‘imbued [Wales] with a dignity of spiritual ancientness that gave a depth of quiet authority and confidence to his affection for it’.
 
b. Vaughan reverses margin and centre, turning culturally marginalised Wales into the ancient (and modern) centre of spiritual authority’.

13. ‘Vaughan felt himself to be inhabiting an anciently haunted landscape, and was thereby authorised and empowered to turn topography into tropography – that is to treat the sacred landscape as a fertile source of sacral imagery.’
 
a. Vaughan ‘detected seeds of light and bright shoots of everlastingness in the whole of creation’, thereby expressing a sense of the immanence of God and the spiritual in the natural and material world.
 
b. It has been suggested that ‘Vaughan was moved by his circumstances to attempt a new kind of spiritual pastoral, or poetry of “retreat” [or retirement]’.
 

c. ‘The mystical revelation that occurs within the sacred grove [in ‘Regeneration’] brings Vaughan into the presence of God in nature; thereafter [in Silex Scintillans] the countryside of Wales becomes continuous with the landscapes of the Old Testament. Divinity blazes in the bushes, shines in the clouds, whispers in wind and stream’.

d. ‘Vaughan styled the poems in Silex Scintillans “hymns” in pointed defiance of the Puritan decree that versified versions of the Psalms were the only “sacred poems” acceptable to God’.
 
i. ‘Silex Scintillans is, in a sense, a substitute for the formal ceremonies and rituals of worship’ that were denied Vaughan by the Puritans.
 

ii. According to Parry: ‘It would appear that in the absence of a formal church during the Commonwealth years, Vaughan fell back instead on to the numinous pastoral world that the Bible describes before the erection of the Temple [in Jerusalem], when God by lights and signs made known his presence in Israel.’
 

iii. ‘Vaughan was moved to create a system that dispensed with formal church institutions, frequenting instead the temple of nature, […]’, a landscape that ‘is alive with divine intimations and with the praise of the creatures’.
 

iv. ‘The irony is […] that the unchurched and spiritually unhoused Henry Vaughan had been forced by Welsh circumstances not only to build his own inner church, but to adopt the Puritan outlook of every man his own priest.’ ‘[H]e was galvanized into public personal witness, while embarking on the extraordinary mental adventure of mapping the vast terra incognita of his own inner being.’

14. Vaughan’s poetry effects a philosophical and religious synthesis that partly explains the immanence of the divine in nature. Vaughan combines internalised Biblical texts with Platonism and esoteric sources of visionary symbolism, thereby developing a new, highly distinctive kind of spiritual discourse. 
a. Renaissance humanist, philosopher, and priest, Marsilio Ficino (1433-1499). ‘Ficino […] regards the Platonic doctrine as an authority comparable to that of divine law and contrasts it, like the latter, to independent [human] philosophical reasoning’.
 
b. This idea of Platonism being of divine origin, as being revealed by God, is ‘related to the Humanistic belief in the universal ability of man to envision and attain the highest good’.
 
c. ‘Not only is the Platonic tradition itself divinely inspired, its revival is necessary in order that the Christian religion may be confirmed and rendered sufficiently rational to satisfy the sceptical and atheistical minds of the age.’
 
d. So, ‘philosophy is no longer taken to be an activity separated from religion, whether as rival or “handmaid” [as it had been in the middle ages]. Both are manifestations of spiritual life and, as such, have a single aim – the attainment of the highest good’.

e. The anima mundi, the soul of the world with its own natural spiritual music. 
f. Renaissance Neo-Platonism developed the idea of seeing through the veil of things, to the spiritual quick of life lying just under its common-place, material surface. 
g. Ficino also synthesised Platonic and Christian ideas with Hermetic ideas, a kind of secret doctrine that was associated with a mythical figure called Hermes Trismegistus, and this synthesis ‘circulated throughout Europe, feeding its literary and artistic as well as intellectual traditions into the eighteenth century’.
 From this emerged the doctrine of mystic correspondence (i.e., of analogical relations between the world of creatures and the world of spirits), and a kind of spiritual semiotics of nature.
h.  ‘The Water-fall’. David Crane: ‘the fall of water allows the poet to understand the ways of God without dwindling into a metaphor. This is real water, as real as God […]’.
 ‘What is seen, and then understood, is that between the visible reality of the natural world and the unseen reality understood by contemplating it there is no space that would allow an order of precedence to emerge.’
 

i. A more traditional theological perspective would be that since the Creator God is infinite in all perfections and whatever is created is finite, created human beings who are saved must seek the vision of the infinite. 

ii. In Vaughan’s poetry the natural world, the created order, can manifest God’s perfection immediately, and not only via metaphor or signs. 

iii. In ‘Cock-crowing’, ‘[t]he bird dreams of paradise and light because its candle was lighted at the sun. The strength of the vision at this point is in the fact that the sun is not a metaphor but that it also gives access to a sun not seen.’

i. One of the effects of Platonic themes in Vaughan’s poetry is to make his Christianity less orthodox. ‘The Retreat’ is one among several poems in which the Platonic notion of the soul’s pre-existence in heaven, amid its subsequent embodied life on earth, is felt most nearly in childhood. 
i. ‘Happy those early dayes! when I / Shin’d in my Angell-infancy.’ (ll. 1-2) 
ii. The child, whose thought is still ‘Celestiall’, has not departed far from heaven, and may still look back upon the face of God, or in the ‘weaker glories’ of ‘some gilded Cloud, or flowre’ may ‘spy / Some shadows of eternity’ (ll. 11, 13-14). 
iii. David Crane:
Vaughan is concerned with his own experience, and the ordinary knowledge of what it is like to leave a much love place arouses in him deeper buried memories of a home and a beloved left behind. If this memory were being used for strictly Christian purposes, then it would yield itself, as a metaphor, to the fundamental truth that we are exiled from God not by increasing age but by sin; but although the poem goes on to speak of the sin that increasing age brings with it, this sin is, as it were, just the inevitable consequence of the journey into exile, like getting muddy along the way, and is not itself the basic difficulty, the basic exile. The exile and return image does not yield ground to the Christian reality of sin and repentance, but makes of sin an illustration of the reality of exile, as it makes of death, at the end of the poem, an illustration of the utterly natural simplicity of return […].

iv. A specific reference in the ‘City of Palme trees’ to Moses seeing the valley of Jericho, part of the promised land, from the top of Pisgah (Deut. 34. 1-4). 
v. Theology is combined with, perhaps even laid aside by, the Platonism of the idea of the angelic, heavenly barely remembered pre-existence of the soul. 
vi. The ‘marvellous simplicity of the last line’: ‘In that state I came return’. ‘Between ‘came’ and ‘return’ in Christian theology there is all the labour of the Cross, but in Vaughan’s line those two verbs have no space for the Cross between them; instead they convey the quiet uncluttered abruptness of human decision.’

15. Vaughan tries to grasp the perspective of the eternal, which in his humble personal mode of speaking he glimpses but offers a striking contrast to.
a. The first stanza of ‘The Book’ sets out the reality of eternity after death; man lives ‘unseen’ in the shade of the ‘Rock of Ages’, an image of the eternal God. 
b. The eternal perspective is to conceive of each of the components of the printed book at every stage of its existence. 
i. Paper was seed, then grass, then spun and made into linen and worn. There is a pun on ‘weeds’ as unwanted vegetation, as clothes, and as the fruits of a life. 

ii. Stanza 3 meditates on the wooden cover or board which was once a tree, with leaf cover. 

iii. Stanza 4 turns to the leather binding which was a harmless beast (actually the skin here is a synecdoche for the whole animal). 

c. Possessing the eternal perspective God alone knows each component of the book at every stage of its existence; he is omniscient. 

In his love and with his omnipotence, God is presented as delivering even beasts and plants from death at the Last Judgement. This is the doctrine of Universal Salvation, which derives from Paul’s statements in his epistles in the New Testament regarding Cosmic Redemption. Only a minority of Vaughan’s contemporaries adhered to the doctrine with which Vaughan aligns himself.

16. Vaughan is interested in contrasts and the shift of perspective granted by paradoxes, that is, apparent contradictions, and with persuading the reader of the beauty of the theocentric or eternal perspective.

17. Contrasts are set up in the first stanza of ‘[They are all gone into the world of light]’: between: light and dark; eternal life and lingering; fairness or brightness and sadness. 
a. In the second stanza, Vaughan elaborates the contrast between light, which glows and glitters, and gloominess and cloudiness. Note that the light is either a distant light such as that given by stars, or one the source of which is absent, and so may be fading, after the sun’s remove. The light therefore finds its meaning in the presence rather than the absence of darkness.
b. In the third stanza contrasts are introduced between glory and decay (glory being the quality of the incorporeal risen body which is incorrupt and eternal); between air and dullness; and between light and hoariness, or greyness.
c. These contrasts make the poem especially conducive to structuralist interpretation, since structuralism holds that meaning is the effect of the difference between signifiers in a system of signs, rather than an objective property of the things named or referred to by those signs. And the system of meanings signified, is in part structured by binary oppositions, such as light and dark. 
d. Though these are conventionally opposites, Vaughan’s poetry tries to persuade the reader that such oppositions have more to do with the structures of human thought and language than they do with ‘reality’, which is more clearly discerned from the perspective of the eternal. 
e. One of the ways the poetry does this is by using the figure of paradox. Stanza 4 introduces a paradox in which ‘high’ is coupled with ‘humility’. Paradoxes combine words whose meanings apparently contradict each other; words whose meanings are the effect of the difference between the words. Paradoxes encourage us think beyond the ‘prison-house of language’, by directing our thought, in this case, towards heaven. 
f. The fifth stanza contains more paradoxical exclamations, like ‘beauteous death!’ Seen from the perspective of the eternal, death is beauteous because it is the means whereby eternal life – the ‘Jewel of the Just’ – may be given as a reward to the just, good and faithful. This is why darkness is sought by Vaughan: dark is only dark because human limitation prevents us from looking beyond ‘that mark’.

18. Vaughan is also comfortable with homely or rustic analogy, as a means of poetic communication, and the sixth stanza provides just such an analogy for the survival of the soul beyond death, and the limitation of human knowledge of that region: we can easily ‘see’ the reason for that limitation in the case of the fledged or flown bird. And yet the bird provides an image of the winged soul, and so leads us to draw the analogy.

19. By dwelling in stanza 7 on intimations of immortality in dreams, and by providing the metaphor of the confinement of a star in a tomb for the life of the eternal in the otherworld, Vaughan’s speaker tries to persuade the reader of the view that our sense of the eternal is limited by virtue of the tendency to think of eternal life as occurring after death, as the afterlife. Vaughan is trying to help his reader realise that eternity is also now, that we may intimate it in dreams, and if only we had the right perspective we could perceive it. 
20. In the final two stanzas, Vaughan implores God to grant him that perspective, to reveal eternity to him. God may do this by freeing Himself from the thraldom imposed upon Him by the limited perspective of humanity. Vaughan asks for the eternal perspective to be granted him, either by clearing the mists of his cloudy understanding, or by means of deliverance straight into eternity, ‘where I shall need no glass’. The use of the word ‘glass’, which signifies lens or telescope, implies the long distance from which Vaughan gazes at eternity, despite his intimations of immortality.
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