Dillon Palmer
Critically examine the relevance of friendship, wifehood, and motherhood to the poetry of Katherine Philips.


[bookmark: _GoBack]As suggested by Elaine Hobby, the poetry of Katherine Philips was “solely [dedicated] to the proper feminine concerns of love and friendship” at a time when few writers had explored them.[footnoteRef:1] The role of women in the seventeenth century was one still focused on the “proper feminine” roles of the mother and the wife. In her poetry however, Philips presents a world in which her radical adaptation of these two roles attempts to co-exist with the passionate inter-female relationships experienced through her Society of Friendship. [1:  Elaine Hobby, Virtue of Necessity: English Women’s Writing 1646-1688 (London: Virago Press, 1988), p. 128.] 

Katherine Philips was educated at Mrs Salmon’s private school in Hackney, having been born into a “prosperous middle-class [family]” during the seventeenth century.[footnoteRef:2] It is through this education that she seems to have been acquainted with the topics of her future poetry, forming passionate friendships with schoolmates (such as Mary Harvey and Mary Aubrey) and being taught the “accomplishments of young women in polite society”, which undoubtedly would have included the role of the gentry wife.[footnoteRef:3] It was expected that the gentry wife would be maternal and domestic: while Elizabeth I had previously shown the strength and power that women were capable of, they were still seen as submissive and became their husband’s possession upon marriage. Their lives became focused on raising children and managing the household. [2:  Antonia Fraser, The Weaker Vessel: Woman’s Lot in Seventeenth-Century England (London: Arrow Books, 1999), p. 381.]  [3:  Katherine Philips, The Collected Works of Katherine Philips, The Matchless Orinda: Volume I – The Poems, edited by Patrick Thomas (Essex: Stump Cross Books, 1990), p. 3.] 

Despite her husband James being possibly thirty-eight years her senior,[footnoteRef:4] Katherine Philips’ poetry seems to suggest her marriage was a somewhat liberated one, making it radically different from what was typical at the time. After openly criticizing the Parliamentarian John Jones, Philips composed the poem To Antenor, on a paper of mine wch J. Jones threatens to publish to his prejudice (hereafter shortened to To Antenor), in which she appeals for independence from her husband. Philips questions why “my crimes become thy scandall too?” in the poem’s first line,[footnoteRef:5] since all her actions would instantly become the fault of her husband. If she were allowed to be autonomous away from the marriage, then her opinions would remain her own and would not threaten upon the livelihood of her husband. She continues her questioning of marriage throughout the poem, comparing the situation to that of Adam and Eve: “But Eve’s rebellion did not Adam blast, / Untill himselfe forbidden fruit did tast” supports her idea of being free within her marriage, as even the first couple were allowed a certain amount of individuality when it came to their actions.[footnoteRef:6] Philips in no way suggests that she or Eve were innocent of their “crime”, the only innocent parties seeming to be Antenor (James Philips) and Jones’ “honourable” wife. In the same way that the husband should be free from the wife’s guilt, Philips suggests that the wife is innocent from that of the husband. Hobby describes Philips’ actions here in opposing the state of shared marital honour as being “quietly radical”,[footnoteRef:7] which seems appropriate: while not entirely going so far to disavow marriage, Philips does question a part of it that she thought oppressive and wrongful. [4:  See Warren Chernaik, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: OUP, 2004), for the debate over James Philips’ age. Chernaik, citing Elizabeth Hageman’s work, concludes that James was in fact only 8 years her senior.]  [5:  Philips, p. 116.]  [6:  Philips, p. 117.]  [7:  Hobby, p. 133.] 

The views suggested in To Antenor are not entirely critical of marriage, however, as Philips does acknowledge in a somewhat positive way that she “belongs” to her husband: in stating that “My love and life I must confesse are thine” she recognises that her life is meant to be spent with her husband, shown by the possessive language. While asking for autonomy, Philips in no way means to offend her husband. In fact, Limbert describes the poem as being “conciliatory” in the way that Philips attempts to pacify her husband’s worries, showing that “she respects her husband and wants his good opinion” no matter how individual she may be.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Claudia A. Limbert, ‘Katherine Philips: Controlling a Life and Reputation’, South Atlantic Review, vol. 56, no. 2, pp. 27-42 (29).] 

Philips’ poetry on her domestic life was not solely limited to wifehood, however, as shown in the elegy for her son Hector, thus referred to as On the death of my first and dearest childe.[footnoteRef:9] We experience the intense connection that Philips felt towards him through her use of comparison and emotive language: in the second stanza, she compares Hector to a “rose-bud [that] fell”.[footnoteRef:10] The rose, an oft-utilised symbol at the time, represents the beauty she felt her son possessed, while the falling bud suggests youth that was taken too soon. While child mortality rates were higher in England than most of Europe at the time,[footnoteRef:11] losing her child was clearly a source of great distress for Philips: “tears are my Muse, and sorrow all my Art, / So piercing groans must be thy Elogy”.[footnoteRef:12] It is the tearful Muse which allows her to write the poem (Art) and to express her feelings towards her son. The “piercing groans”, however, appear absent from the poem. Instead, Philips uses it to express her grief eloquently and in a considered manner, choosing the right words to describe the boy that “crown’d” her marriage and therefore made it complete. In doing so, she paints a powerful image of a mother’s grief. [9:  The full title of the poem is On the death of my first and dearest childe, Hector Philipps, borne the 23rd of April, and dy’d the 2d of May 1655, set by Mr Lawes]  [10:  Philips, p. 220.]  [11:  N. H. Keeble, The Cultural Identity of Seventeenth-Century Women (London: Routledge, 1994), p. 169.]  [12:  Philips, p. 220.] 

Grief seems to be a recurring theme within Philips’ life and poetry, and while it may not be the maternal grief that she suffered after the death of her son, Hobby suggests she spoke about “[a sense of] grief at being separated from [her friends]”.[footnoteRef:13] As explained above, friendship was extremely important to Philips and she formed her most passionate friendships at Mrs Salmon’s school, specifically with Mary Aubrey (who is named “Rosania” in the poems).  [13:  Hobby, p. 135.] 

When Aubrey married William Montagu, Philips was seemingly heartbroken (Thomas calls it a “betrayal”)[footnoteRef:14] and composed several poems to express her feelings, one being entitled To Rosania (now Mrs Mountague) being with her, 25th September 1652. In the poem, Philips seems forlorn after the apparent loss of her friend: the lines “So since thou wert my happiness, / I could not hope the rate was less” suggest that any sense of pleasure has been removed from her life ever since Rosania left. This sense of longing for her friends is evidently common within Philips’ poetry, as she goes on to describe the “too unequall flame” which she and Rosania share.[footnoteRef:15] The flame here of course represents the strength and passion that their friendship contained, but it is in unequal in Rosania’s apparent “indifference”. While she may appear somewhat bitter in this poem, Hobby suggests that Philips actually “recommends a stoical acceptance of separation” where one endures the pain and hardship: “only through such a resignation of will can true self-determination be found”.[footnoteRef:16] If we consider the poem with this in mind, this sense of stoicism becomes evident: when Philips writes that “when on my self I doe reflect, / I can no smile from thee expect” she does not seem explicitly sorrowful about the situation, but instead seems to acknowledge that their friendship is over. She does not expect anything or offer any accusations of betrayal, but is instead restrained and honourable in their separation. [14:  Philips, p. 12.]  [15:  Philips, pp. 127-128.]  [16:  Hobby, p. 135.] 

However, Hobby’s interpretation of the stoical end to friendships seems to be at fault when considering the other poems on the topic of Rosania’s marriage, Rosania’s Private Marriage and Injuria amici, where Philips is exceedingly spiteful and even goes so far as to compare her former friend to the tyrannical Nero. In the first of these two poems, Philips appears to disapprove of the secrecy of Rosania’s marriage: in stating that “It was a wise and kind design of fate, / That none should this day’s glory celebrate” she suggests it was a good thing that none celebrated the wedding.[footnoteRef:17] The idea of it being a “design of fate” suggests that it was God’s will that the wedding should be uncelebrated, either that it was too “glorious” to be witnessed or that the lack of celebration was bitter revenge for betraying Philips’ trust. The first interpretation seems to fit with other views expressed by Philips, where she describes Rosania “divinity” and suggests she may be “deify’d”, as it places her beauty on a level above what normal humans could experience.[footnoteRef:18] Here, Philips attempts to persuade her friend into staying nearby: this technique of flattery was often used in the lyric poetry of men, where they would flatter the object of their affection (usually an attractive woman or powerful landowner) with comparisons to objects of grandeur and power. If this is the case, then Philips’ adaptation of this motif shows how passionate she is, with Barash explaining that the “greater distance” between them “heightens Rosania’s desirability”.[footnoteRef:19] She is placed above and out of reach of the speaker, where she is worshipped as if she were a goddess, which shows the true strength and magnitude of Philips’ passion. [17:  Philips, p. 122.]  [18:  Ibid.]  [19:  Carol Barash, English Women’s Poetry, 1649-1714: Politics, Community, and Linguistic Authority (Oxford: OUP, 1996), p. 69.] 

On the other hand, the idea of bitterness over Rosania’s betrayal seems to strongly connect with Injuria amici, where Philips refuses to act stoically but “inquires plaintively” as to why she was wronged.[footnoteRef:20] In the first two lines of poem (“what was my offence? / Or am I punish’d for obedience?”) she suggests that she is innocent of wrongdoing.[footnoteRef:21] Her only crime at this point was to do as commanded, to follow the wishes of her lover. If this is the case, then her punishment seems to be done at the tyrannical will of Rosania. Much like in Rosania’s private marriage, Philips compares her to figures of power and divinity: while she is again placed out of reach, it is this time as a “frantique Goddess [who will] raze the Temple where were you enshrin’d”.[footnoteRef:22] She holds the same power and strength over the speaker that she did previously, being worshipped as a being above all others. However, this worship has been twisted and ruined, representing the betrayal of Rosania to the speaker. This betrayal is akin to Nero burning down Rome: she is “uneducable in the precepts of friendship” like the tyrant emperor himself.[footnoteRef:23] [20:  Patricia Demers, Women’s Writing in English: Early Modern England (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005), pp. 236-237. ]  [21:  Philips, p. 123.]  [22:  Ibid., p. 124.]  [23:  Penelople Anderson, Friendship’s Shadows: Women’s Friendship and the Politics of Betrayal in England, 1640-1705 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2012), p. 88.] 

Yet despite the tyrannical nature of their friendship, the speaker is seemingly unable and unwilling to let go. She longs for the affection that she gains, despite the chance Rosania may “kill that which gave you immortality”.[footnoteRef:24] This desire for even the most painful of friendships could almost be described as a form of masochism: she welcomes, and even seems to rejoice in, the harshest touch if it allows her a passionate friendship. The poem’s last couplet (“Yet I’le adore the Authour of my death, / And kiss the hand that robs me of my breath”) is the crux of this idea: despite the chance that the negatives of the friendship will kill them, the speaker still “kisses the hand” and accepts their distorted version of love. In trying to explain the reason behind this, Kuzner states that “the friend and the friend alone is a sovereign, and not only a sovereign but a tyrant […] the speaker is free only to resist or to accept this death”.[footnoteRef:25] By accepting this twisted version of friendship, the speaker acknowledges that they will eventually die: they are willing to suffer masochistically under tyranny if it brings them the love they crave. The speaker clearly seems to still feel affection towards Rosania in both this deadly attachment and her references to the “Glorious Friendship” which they once shared.[footnoteRef:26] While there is the possibility of it being another attempt to flatter Rosania back into her life, it also works to explain the contempt that the heartbroken Philips expresses and the hopelessness when faced with this separation of friends. [24:  Philips, p. 124.]  [25:  James Kuzner, ‘Friendship, Sovereignty, and Sexuality in Katherine Philips’s Poetry’, Studies in English Literature, vol. 58, no. 1, pp. 123-144 (134-135).]  [26:  Philips, pp. 123-124.] 

Despite any debate that can be had over Philips’ feelings of stoicism or bitterness towards Rosania, however, it is undoubtedly clear through her poetry that they were at one point in a passionate friendship. In order to experience such a friendship, Andreadis suggests that Philips “self-consciously appropriated the ancient, enduring forms and rituals of male friendship”,[footnoteRef:27] which can be seen through her adaptation of the traditions of courtly love. The separation of beloveds is a key part of this, alongside the passionate Platonic relationships. It seems to be because of this that Philips formed the Society of Friendship around herself, for “women’s friendship has a special and superior quality” and Philips wished to experience this in a manner similar to the love shared by heterosexual men in courtly circles.[footnoteRef:28] The difference in strength between woman-woman and woman-man relationships seems to be evident within Philips’ poetry; while she certainly seems to love and care for her husband, it may be the passionate friendships that she forms with women that hold the most importance to her. [27:  Harriette Andreadis, ‘Re-Configuring Early Modern Friendship: Katherine Philips and Homoerotic Desire’, Studies in English Literature, 1500-1900, vol. 46, no. 3, pp. 523-542 (526).]  [28:  Hobby, p. 139.] 

As discussed above, Philips acknowledges that “[her] love and life” belong to her husband,[footnoteRef:29] and she undoubtedly valued her husband’s wisdom and experience: she went so far as to name him Antenor, after the counsellor of Priam of Troy. Throughout the poem To my dearest Antenor on his parting, she gives him various different names that show the importance of their marriage, calling him “the Guardian of my heart” and “my guide, life, object, friend, and destiny”.[footnoteRef:30] The idea of him being both her husband and her friend seems to suggest that she saw James as more than someone she “belonged” to, instead being someone that she could relate to and feel comfortable with. Philips does in fact use similar language when describing the relationships formed through her Society of Friendship, such as in L’amitié: To Mrs M. Awbrey: the first line describes Rosania as the “Soule of my soule! my Joy, my crown, my friend!” which appears similar to the list used for her husband.[footnoteRef:31]  [29:  Philips, p. 117.]  [30:  Philips, pp. 148-149.]  [31:  Philips, p. 142.] 

Much like the resemblances in language, the idea of the combined soul is not only limited to Philips’ marriage but extends to her friendships too. In To my dearest Antenor, she describes how no harm can be brought upon their “souls combin’d” despite her husband’s absence: their marriage is “united nearer” and so strong that it cannot be destroyed.[footnoteRef:32] She seems to suggest similar ideas on women’s souls in Friendship, explaining that when “two soules are chang’d and mixed soe” they become the truest friends.[footnoteRef:33] Their souls become one through their shared experience and they cannot be separated. This idea is further explored in L’amitié, where the “souls are grown, / By an incomparable mixture, One”. In both examples the friends’ souls have become one mixture, like that of the “combin’d” husband and wife: friendship between women allows the soul growth and nourishment. [32:  Philips, p. 148.]  [33:  Philips, p. 150.] 

If it the case that she uses vastly similar language and ideas to describe her marriage that she uses to describe her friendships, we are left with two options to consider. The first is that Philips expressed love for her husband in a Platonic manner, closer to passionate friendship than that of the typical marriage: this seems to be supported by her description of him as a “friend”. However, Hobby opposes this idea on the grounds that “the relationship defined here is quite different from the one she celebrates with women”,[footnoteRef:34] as she seems to be bound to him as her “destiny” instead of freely choosing to be with him. As discussed above, the friendships between women work best because they understand each other: they are reflected in each other’s lives. If we follow Hobby’s explanation of the difference between marriage and friendship, then the second idea seems more likely: her friendships with women were more important than her marriage. [34:  Hobby, p. 139.] 

It is important to consider, however, the level to which these friendships may go beyond the Platonic and resemble a somewhat more “sensual” relationship. Philips was adapting the motifs and techniques commonly found in lyric poetry and that of courtly love, which were often of a sexual nature: this explains the extremely passionate friendships that are explored within her poetry and the use of fire similes (see “so inocent a flame” in L’amitié for one example).[footnoteRef:35] Unlike the lyric poetry of her forebears, Philips’ poetry never mentions any physical aspect of her female friends, instead focusing purely on the spiritual and the emotional aspect of their relationship. Fraser agrees with this line of thinking, as she argues that Philips “[carries] on the Platonic tradition [in the] context of strictly non-carnal love” through her friendship poetry.[footnoteRef:36] The “sacred union” that Philips formed with her female friends is not physically passionate, but spiritually: it is through these that she can allow her soul the growth it desires.[footnoteRef:37] [35:  Philips, p. 142.]  [36:  Fraser, p. 382.]  [37:  Philips, p. 142.] 

According to Andreadis, the need to form these extremely passionate friendships with women was part of Philips’ wish to “[demonstrate the] female capacity to engage in the full range of traditional forms” found in friendship between men.[footnoteRef:38] If this is indeed the case, then Philips does it well: her adaptation of courtly love motifs is evident throughout her poetry and she uses them to successfully explore the highly-passionate friendships that women can have with each other. Through her poetry, Philips describes a world in which these friendships can exist alongside her roles as a mother and wife. She finds the autonomy that she desires from her domestic life within the friendships she forms with women. [38:  Andreadis, p. 538.] 
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