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Binary oppositions in the poetry of Andrew Marvell and Henry Vaughan in the context of the English Civil War
In this seminar I aim to explore the presence of binary oppositions in the poetry of Andrew Marvell and Henry Vaughan, and then go on to demonstrate how the binary opposition – as a rhetorical tactic – is flawed using the context of both poets’ lives in the advent of the English Civil War. To this end I will be analysing Marvell’s poem An Horatian Ode upon Cromwell’s Return from Ireland and Vaughan’s ‘They are all gone into the world of light!’, henceforth shortened to An Horatian Ode and World of Light for the sake of brevity.
An Horatian Ode is, as the title implies, a piece of lyric poetry in the style of Horace’s Roman odes. These were celebrations of the greatness of Augustus, particularly in battle, but with Marvell’s supposed reinterpretation of such odes we find an ambiguity over whether this piece offers praise or criticism of the then-general Cromwell. Finding ambiguities within Marvell’s writing is an unsurprising occurrence, in other poems he has obscured his personal attitudes to the point of near irrelevancy when it comes to critical consideration due to the perception of him as a latitudinarian who explored many differing, opposing viewpoints and arguments. However, I think the ambiguity in An Horatian Ode is worth mentioning due to its political implications and that fact that other poets, not just Royalist but Parliamentarian, began to feel a dissatisfaction with the Parliamentarian government taking shape, like Milton for example.
So, in An Horatian Ode we have our first opposition, a matter of poetic critique, the presentation of Cromwell as either positive or negative. In the poem there is a perceived tension between certain images that the piece conjures, or more specifically between the interpretations of Cromwell in Marvell’s cryptic imagery. The foremost example of this is found within the lines, ‘Could by industrious valour climb // To ruin the great work of time, // And cast the kingdom old // Into another mould.’
 Presented after a lengthy praise of Cromwell, here we have him reshaping the country with his valour, but A.J.N Wilson argues that the language used could suggest the image of ‘the enemy scaling the wall of an ancient city to destroy it.’
 Such an example demonstrates how differently Marvell’s pieces can sometimes be read. In the same vein of critique, the piece is said to end on a warning, ‘The same arts that did gain // A pow’r, must it maintain.’
 It is argued that these arts are the force with which the Parliamentarian government seized power, that is to say through committing regicide and waging war against their own countrymen, and so these violent acts are but the first in a cycle of tyranny now that one’s rule was centered not around the divine right of kings, but the massing of political and martial power. To this point it is A.J.N Wilson that offers a refutation, citing adherence to the Roman odes in which arts merely refer to the content of one’s character.
Even if such a condemnation was the message of the piece there remains the insistence that a poetic voice does not necessarily reflect the personal opinion of Marvell, and so he may have indeed been a supporter of Cromwell, but to that point Catherine Belsey insists that, ‘to smooth over the contradictions in the ‘Horatian Ode’ by attributing to Marvell a non-contradictory ideology of Loyalism is to refuse to enter into the debates about revolution, authority and tyranny initiated in the text.’

If there was one man who transcends the core binary opposition within the context of this poem, that of the Civil War between Royalists and Parliamentarians, it is Marvell. While we cannot for sure know what his intentions were in crafting An Horatian Ode, I would argue that it was his latitudinarian approach to current affairs that would have made him an effective critic of Cromwell if he so wished. His trademark ambiguity would be a perfect vehicle from which to deliver a poem that people on both sides could read and see their own positions fortified within, the lionised Cromwell or the upcoming tyrant. However, in offering that critique, I have just created another binary opposition. Not only that, but the distinction between latitudinarians like Marvell and the zealous Royalists and Parliamentarians could be argued to be yet another binary opposition, that of a harmonious centrist versus what were, at the time, political extremes on either end of the spectrum of British politics. Such difficulties to elude the drawing of these oppositions will be discussed further later.
As for the Royalist Henry Vaughan, World of Light seems to be typical, a metaphysical lyric passionately exploring his devout Anglican faith. In World of Light we find the speaker of the poem begging God for death so that he may witness eternity after many around him have already passed on. Vaughan’s poetry is full of religious energy and this one is no different. Now upon my first reading of the poem, knowing of Vaughan’s devout religiosity, I had assumed that the piece is following the rapture, everyone the speaker knows has entered the kingdom of Heaven and he has been left behind, so he begs God to be taken with them. In the context of the Civil War that ravaged the country to an unprecedented degree, this exploration of millenarianism could perhaps be seen as his own personal rapture, the Last Judgement was the war and all those spirited away after dying in battle against the Puritans were the saved, and he is damned to a Puritan Britain. Given how the Puritan occupation of Wales had forced him to abandon his traditional form of worship, channelling his religious energies into these poems, and given his limited time spent actually fighting the war that took so many people from him he could have, in this fantasy of the Last Judgement, deemed himself, or at least a likewise speaker, not worthy to be taken in the rapture. Of course, that is entirely conjecture on my part, but the point that this poem is thought to be motivated by the loss of life from the Civil War still stands.
The binary opposition in this poem is a repeating pattern of playing divine light against the darkness, something seen in many poems of the period and beyond, but he plays with this system in striking ways. The one that stood out to me on reading was that of the light that shines only in the dark. Vaughan writes, ‘Dear, beauteous Death! the jewel of the just, // Shining nowhere, but in the dark; // What mysteries do lie beyond thy dust // Could man outlook that mark!’
 Not only do we have in this passage the paradox of beauteous death, we have a synthesis of the themes of light and dark. The light exists in the darkness beyond death, dark only because mortality is a poor instrument with which to observe God and his eternal kingdom. The aforementioned paradox also shows that Vaughan is aware of the limitations of mankind, as does the lines ‘So some strange thoughts transcend our wonted themes // And into glory peep.’
 Here it seems Vaughan is all too aware of not just the limitations of mortality, but of the language that defines that mortality. With paradoxes he tries to shift the perspective away from standard binary systems such as death and life, finite and infinite, to subvert them and present death as a gateway to a higher plane of being. But, in doing so he is creating a binary opposition between language and thought.
Twice now have interrogations of both the context and the text themselves yielded only more binary oppositions. This is because, in Saussurean linguistic theory, terms get their value by their relation to one another in a linguistic economy that we all abide by, making binary systems an apparent necessity to keep the superstructure of language upright. Therefore, it is theoretically impossible to transcend language itself to escape these oppositions, something Fredric Jameson referred to as the prison-house of language in his critique of French Structuralism.
 Such transcendence, if it were possible, would nonetheless bring no escape from these oppositional forces as that concept of transcending the binary is a product of the linguistic structure I have already mentioned.
If such oppositional tensions cannot be surmounted it seems, in a societal context, violence is the solution. The Civil War within which both poets supported opposing sides is reduced to a binary opposition between the Royalists and the Parliamentarians. I have already referred to it as such earlier on. It would seem the tension became so much that a chasm swallowed civilised society so that no common ground could be found. Even after the first outbreak of Civil War we have this surge in millenarianism with both Puritans and the Anglican Vaughan where it would seem that, faced with such political and religious tension inadequately treated by the First Civil War, people began to yearn for an apocalyptic solution to their troubles.
But perhaps it is in the likenesses between the two poets that the binary opposition of the Civil War can be somewhat diluted, if not completely dispelled. The personal lives of both these men disrupt such a clear image of two ideologically opposed poets. They have in common not only a limited personal experience of the First Civil War but seeming contradictions that upset the Royalist and Parliamentarian binary. Marvell, always so enigmatic, had friends on both sides of the political and religious aisle from Royalist Richard Lovelace to firebrand republican John Milton, as well as Sir Thomas Fairfax, Cromwell’s predecessor to whom Marvell offered both praise and, in An Horatian Ode, some small critique. Marvell’s perception of both sides of the issue serves to bridge the chasm between the binary system at the heart of the war. The aforementioned binary between his latitudinarianism and the partisan politics of the time, whilst an effective way to pin the ever-elusive Marvell somewhere along political lines, is just valuable as a descriptor of Marvell himself and, I think, of little consequence when considered as a tertiary element in the binary opposition of Royalists and Parliamentarians. Such nuanced and balanced handling of his acquaintances leaves the interpretation that Marvell could have admired or despised Cromwell and, with those opinions, could nonetheless have offered up scathing criticism or commendation respectively, as his personal feelings about the man need not be one extreme or the other.
 Likewise, Vaughan found himself, though forced, bridging a religious gap between Anglicans and the majority Puritan Parliamentarians when he became his own de facto priest, toiling over George Herbert’s works and his own with a holy reverence that amounted to worship, and joining in on the rampant paranoia that the end was nigh shared by many denominations at the time. Perhaps it was these shades of grey that lie between all binary oppositions that allowed Vaughan to synthesise his so effectively in World of Light that he could give insight into how flawed man is, grasping at poorly conceived extremes that lead only to chaos instead of claiming a common ground.
Bibliography
Belsey, Catherine, Critical Practice, New Accents series (London and New York: Routledge, 1980; rear. 1992).
Jameson, Fredric, The Prison-House of Language, Princeton University Press; (1975).
Marvell, Andrew, The Complete Poems, Penguin Classics (2005).
Wilson, A.J.N., ‘On “An Horatian Ode Upon Cromwell’s Return from Ireland”’, Critical Quarterly, 2, No. 4 (1969), 325-41; rear. in Andrew Marvell, Poems: A Casebook, ed. by Arthur Pollard (Basingstoke and London: MacMillan, 1980), pp. 176-98.
Vaughan, Henry, The Complete Poems, Penguin Classics; Reprint edition (1976).
� Marvell, Andrew, The Complete Poems, Penguin Classics (2005), p. 55-56.


� Wilson, A.J.N., ‘On “An Horatian Ode Upon Cromwell’s Return from Ireland”’, Critical Quarterly, 2, No. 4 (1969), 325-41; repr. in Andrew Marvell, Poems: A Casebook, ed. by Arthur Pollard (Basingstoke and London: MacMillan, 1980), pp. 176-98 (p. 183).


� Marvell, p. 58.


� Belsey, Catherine, Critical Practice, New Accents series (London and New York: Routledge, 1980; repr. 1992), p. 95.


� Vaughan, Henry, The Complete Poems, Penguin Classics; Reprint edition (1976), p. 246.


� Ibid., p. 247.


� Jameson, Fredric, The Prison-House of Language, Princeton University Press; (1975)






