Seventeenth-Century Literature: Unities and Dualities

hpen5003/6003

Katherine Philips’s Lyric Poems of Friendship
1. Katherine Philips was the author of a book of poetry, two play translations and some published correspondence. Since her death in 1664, ‘[her] writings have never dropped entirely from the public eye’, and according to Elaine Hobby, ‘[t]here is a certain significant irony in this, since she is remembered as the archetypal blushing poetess, who shied away from any public recognition of her works’.
 
a. When ‘[i]n November, 1663, the Stationers’ Register announced a book of poems by “Mrs Katherine Phillips” [and] on 14 January 1664 Poems. By the Incomparable, Mrs K. P. duly appeared’, it was ‘suppressed within four days on the grounds that the printer did not have the author’s permission and the texts were corrupt’.
 
b. As the editors of Kissing the Rod: An Anthology of 17th Century Women’s Verse point out, the poems in this publication ‘follow the same order as the authorised version was later to do, and exhibit very few significant textual inaccuracies; pirated though it undoubtedly was, the 1664 version is based on something unusually close to the poetic autograph’.
 
c. So the likely inference would be Philips’s desire to avoid public recognition. 
d. However it would be anachronistic to assume that the method Philips chose to disseminate her poetry was not a method of ‘publication’: ‘circulation of manuscripts was the normal way to make writing public before the widespread use of printed books, and was a method that continued to be popular in court circles throughout the reign of Charles II, at least’.

2. Philips was born Katherine Fowler in London in 1632, raised to Puritan parents, and sent to Mrs Salmon’s school in Hackney when she was eight. This was one of a number of boarding schools for girls of the upper and middle classes in Hackney, a salubrious village to the north of the City of London, where many prosperous middle- and upper-class people had taken up residence. 
3. Seven years after her father died in 1639, Katherine’s mother was remarried to a wealthy Welsh baronet, Richard Phillips, who had supported Parliament in the Civil War, and to whose castle in Pembrokeshire Katherine went to live by the time she was fifteen. She was still sixteen when she was found a husband in 1648, James Philips, a Puritan and widowed kinsman of her mother’s new husband. James Philips, at fifty-four years old, was thirty-eight years Katherine’s senior. The couple lived in Cardigan, where James’s ‘affairs prospered and he became a powerful figure in local and national politics’.
 
4. ‘Although she had grown up in a Puritan family and married into the Puritan ruling class, Philips’s sympathies were Royalist.’
 
a. ‘[A]s a royalist poet married to a leading parliamentarian, she had positive reasons for avoiding too much public attention [particularly] during the 1650s, which was when she did most of her writing.’
 
b. Yet she must have been circulating some of her writings because ‘[a]s early as 1651, when she was nineteen years old, [her] writing was sufficiently well thought of for a poem of hers to be prefaced to the posthumous edition of William Cartwright’s plays, and a poem written in praise of Philips by Henry Vaughan was included by him in [Olor Iscanus]’, entitled ‘To the most Excellently accomplish’d, Mrs. K. Philips’.
 Like Vaughan, Philips was not only a Royalist but also a High Church Anglican.
5. A marriage such as Katherine entered into, with her Royalism and High Church Anglicanism and her husband’s Puritanism and Parliamentary allegiance, would be surprising if it did not consist of tensions. 
a. The other example of such a marriage of mixed loyalties that we have encountered would be that of Milton to Mary Powell and that led ultimately to Milton attempting to persuade Parliament and the Westminster Assembly to make provision in the law for divorce. 
b. Despite understandable tensions, it seems that the greatest difficulties in Katherine Philips’s marriage might have been those that were deliberately fomented by others.
During the 1650s, the political differences between husband and wife seem to have become known, and Colonel John Jones apparently attempted to discredit James Philips by publishing some writing of Katherine’s. Her poem addressed to her husband on this occasion is fascinating. While expressing remorse and admitting she had undermined her spouse’s reputation, she in no way promises to alter her opinions. Indeed, the poem is in fact a statement of her separateness from him, and a call for her to be assessed as an independent being, not as part of her husband. At one level, there is nothing indecorous in these lines, as she is asking that her husband be considered free from her guilt. At another, she asserts that from the first, from the time of Adam and Eve, women and men should be regarded as autonomous, each responsible for their own actions.

c. As Hobby remarks: ‘Under a legal system where the husband and wife were assumed to be one person, the husband, this is a quietly radical statement.’

6. The figure who appears in Philips’s poetry and her Letters to Poliarchus, that is, the author’s self-inscription in her work, is ‘the Matchless Orinda’, ‘the self-effacing lady poet who thoroughly understands that she is inferior to the male sex’,
 but who quietly asserts her right to have her own mind and celebrates the cultivation of same-sex (female) amity, or friendship, as providing an opportunity for intimacy that is distinct from (and occasionally opposed to) marriage. 

Philips’s solution to finding herself surrounded by those whose political and religious beliefs contrasted sharply with her own had been to establish her Society of Friendship. The friends admitted to this select band were all royalists, and their correspondence and companionship must have done much to offset her isolation. Naming herself ‘Orinda’, she gave similar pastoral-sounding names to her friends, and addressed poetry to them which uses the language and imagery of courtly love conventions.

7. It has been argued that this poetry ‘engages with the conventions of the courtly love tradition to produce an image of female solidarity (and, perhaps, of lesbian love) that could be sustained within the tight constraints of marriage’.
 
a. It is true that Philips’s poetry takes a dim view sometimes of married life (see, for example, ‘A marryd state affords but little Ease’), and it struggles to resolve the conflict between wifely submission and passionate friendship; but the evocation of this friendship takes a Platonic form, articulated in terms of the sublimity and sacredness of the almost angelic love of higher souls. Therefore the editors of Kissing the Rod feel obliged to point out that, while to modern feminists Philips ‘is chiefly important for her exaltation of Platonic friendship between women; some of her champions choose to ignore her own stipulation that such friendship be free from carnal interest’.
 
b. This celebration of female closeness, however, claiming that it has a divine essence and consists of harmony and freedom, appropriates for women that which in the literary traditions had been exclusively enjoyed by men. 
c. Among those poets whose works exercised an influence on Philips’s articulation of love is John Donne. Donne’s influence is not especially courtly, with that tradition’s implication of the idealization of the beauty of the beloved, but it is certainly ardent and philosophical. It is especially evident, for example, in the string of ‘metaphysical’ paradoxes in the third stanza of ‘Friendship’s Mystery, To My Dearest Lucasia’. 
d. Philips’s particular blend of conservatism and innovation identifies qualities traditionally attributed to women – love, emotionality, and innocence – as ‘the very features that most fit them to move outside the conventional requirements’ of their roles.

8. It was at Mrs Salmon’s school that Katherine Fowler met Mary Aubrey, the ‘Rosania’ of her poems written as Katherine Philips. ‘When Philips’s old friend Mary Aubrey married William Montagu’, she was ‘obliged to seek a new Platonic friend and chose Anne Owen, “Lucasia”.’
 In due course Anne married an Irish military man and besotted with her new husband virtually ignored Philips when she accompanied her to her husband’s home in Ireland. 
9. Yet the independence implied by the cultivation of these female friendships did not preclude Philips’s solicitous attention toward her husband, whom she named ‘Antenor’ in her poetry (meaning, in Latin, ‘an elder of Troy’).
a. When the monarchy was restored at the end of the Civil Wars in 1660, Philips’s husband ‘narrowly escaped prosecution as a regicide and summary ejection from his parliamentary seat for Cardiganshire only to be found guilty of an electoral irregularity and ejected anyway’.
 
b. Philips sought to restore her own husband’s fortunes by cultivating ties and redeeming her father’s investments in confiscated Royalist property. Among these ties was one with the Master of Ceremonies at King Charles II’s court, Charles Cotterell, whom Orinda called ‘Poliarchus’, and who, after Philips’s death of smallpox in 1664, would prepare her poems for an authorised edition which appeared in 1667. 
10. Although her poetry was published only posthumously, Philips was evidently involved with a more traditional form of public recognition than print publication: ‘The “public” she was interested in reaching was the coterie of court and leading poets, not the wider world.’
 
a. Whatever Philips’s attitude towards public recognition may actually have been, the 1667 authorised edition of her poetry was succeeded by further editions in 1669, 1678, and 1710. In the special collections is a copy of Poems by the Most Deservedly Admired Mrs. Katherine Philips, the Matchless Orinda (London: H. Herringman, 1678) (PHI 02003). 
b. According to the editors of the Kissing the Rod: ‘She was the best known female poet not only of her generation but of succeeding generations, who often held up her refined and sensitive persona as the corrective to [the female playwright] Aphra Behn’s undeniable coarseness.’
 There were several imitators of Philips’s ‘clear and unforced diction in simple and elegant cadences’.

11. While her literary achievements were well known, at least among prestigious royalists, it is for their characterization of friendship that they appear to have been principally recognized. 
a. It is not surprising to find that by 1657, when the Church of England cleric Jeremy Taylor, known as the ‘Shakespeare of Divines’ for his poetic style of expression, answered in print Katherine Philips’s enquiries about the nature of friendship, ‘his complimentary address to her should have heralded her as someone known to be “so eminent in friendships”.’
 
12. Since the early days of Renaissance humanism, letters had been taken seriously as a literary genre in which to write to friends.
a.  Among Philips’s works are her Letters to Poliarchus. 
b. Characterised by the cultivation of intimacy, or at least a rhetoric of intimacy, in sixteenth and seventeenth-century Britain, letters were occasionally written in poetic metre, thereby almost becoming poems of dedication. Philips’s poetry consists of a number of notable examples of the latter, such as ‘6t Aprill 1651 L’Amitie: To Mrs M. Awbrey’; ‘To the Excellent Mrs A. O. [Anne Owen] upon her receiving the name of Lucasia, and adoption into our society. 29 Decemb 1651’; and ‘Friendship’s Mysterys, to my dearest Lucasia’.

13. Philips lived much of her married life in the small town of Cardigan in rural West Wales, and her poems on solitude, retreat and the country life tend to reveal her royalism. 
a. During the 1650s, ‘the defeated royalists in their rural exiles took up classical images of contentment and virtue in the countryside’.
 
b. Henry Vaughan wrote in this vein and was known by Philips, whose own poetry ‘shows many signs of commitment to this philosophy of retirement, wherein submission and acceptance of limitations are heralded as positive and necessary virtues’.

There is, however, a radical difference between Katherine Philips’s situation and that of her fellow-poets. They were men, and their retirement from affairs of state was a recent change in circumstances, and in some cases self-imposed. Philips was a woman. Her residence in the countryside was due to the fact that she had to be with her husband. She had no choice in the matter, and no hope that this apparently natural state of affairs had ever been different, or could ever be changed. This is most poignantly apparent in the many poems written on parting from one of her close women friends. Orinda recommends a stoical acceptance of separation, claiming that only through such a resignation of will can true self-determination be found. The way in which the parting is experienced, she argues, is something that friends do have control over, and this is where their freedom lies. This gives a very special inflexion to the traditional courtly love motif of separation from a beloved.

c. One example of such a poem is ‘Lucasia, Rosania, and Orinda parting at a Fountain. July 1663’. It has been argued that the images of constraint and retirement found in Philips’s poetry, suggest that the ‘Orinda’ persona is ‘a creation made necessary by the particular circumstances confronting this seventeenth-century woman poet’.
 
14. In creating the Society of Friendship, celebrated in poems like ‘To the Excellent Mrs A. O. upon her receiving the name of Lucasia, and adoption into our society. 29 Decemb 1651’, and  ‘On Rosania’s Apostasy, and Lucasia’s Friendship’, Philips was negotiating ‘a space of autonomy for herself and her female friends’, and she became ‘a tremendously important reference point for contemporary High Church women’.
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