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ABSTRACT 

 

 Unquestionably, metaphysical poetry is still the subject of much intense debate, and this is due to the fact that 

this kind of poetry is still regarded by many critics as being undecipherable. Hither, I claim that no text can be 

fully grasped without the very examination of the social context which accompanied its production. This paper 

takes a look back at the history of England; it closely examines the socio-political unrest which characterised 

England in 1620, and then in the light of this very context it examines excerpts from the poetry of Vaughan and 

Marvel in order to find out how they represent their social reality. The social context is essential for retrieving 

the consciousness of the poet within his very immediate social conditions of existence. This paper advances the 

ideas that the social context can function as a key for decoding the metaphysical poetry. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Reading metaphysical poetry without the knowledge of the socio-political context which accompanied its 

production makes the understanding of this poetry arduous. No poet has ever existed in a vacuum. Poets relate to 

their social/religious conditions of existence and out of that existence comes the work of art. Taking into 

consideration ‘‘the importance of local political and social context for the understanding of the literary text’’ 

(Wayne 3) I shall examine the poetry of Vaughan and Marvell to shed light on the way in which these two echo 

their social/religious affiliations in verse.  

To be more concise, I shall study the political and the religious structures of power in Vaughan and 

Marvell’s poetry, and see the extent to which their use of these structures of power reveals their attitudes towards 

the religious and the political issues. In the first part of my paper, I shall recount the political and the religious 

history of England from 1620 to 1660. In the second part, I shall provide a theme analysis of ‘‘The English 

Church’’ by Vaughan and ‘‘Bermudas’’ by Marvell.  In the last part, I shall study the political and religious 

structures of power in these two poems and then examine the extent to which these structures of power reflect 

Vaughan and Marvell’s attitudes towards religion and the state. 

The period during which our poets Marvell and Vaughan lived was characterized by unrest; there were political 

as well as religious conflicts. During this period, Charles the First was the king of England, Scotland, 

and Ireland. He imposed taxes on citizens and tortured those who did not pay them. Armenians were a great 

support for Charles the First. They had taken the ranks of power and stood in the way of merchants and lawyers 

in an attempt to gain more power. During this period, there was fierce opposition between the Armenians and the 

House of Commons on some religious as well as political matters. The Commons to control the church and gain 

power that is why they worked hard to suppress the Armenians and impose taxes on them. 

         In 1629, more conflicts took place. Charles the First dissolved the Parliament and ruled through the 

High Church Party.  He imposed more taxes on people so as to get monetary revenues. He also imposed Roman 

Catholicism on English people; he published Catholic books, and pushed many of his courtiers to convert to 

Catholicism. He also imposed his religion on people of Scotland which led to a rebellion then a war which was 

called the first war of Bishops1 that ended with the treaty of Berwick in 1639. Because of this unrest and for 

monetary problems, Charles the First created a new parliament which did not last for so long. 

     Charles the First created another new parliament in 1640. This was the only parliament that lasted for a 

long period. The church, in this period, imposed a set of rules which strengthened the position of the king and 

allowed him divine rights which resulted in the second Bishops War. After the Bishops’ War and after the 

occurrence of a series of uncontrolled events in London, Charles the First withdrew from London to Oxford. In 

the meanwhile, the religious life was mainly divided between two groups, the Presbyterians (Puritans2) who 

wanted a church that is based on the freedom of deciding upon policies, and the freedom of interpreting the 

                                                
1 Bishop Wars : were conflicts both political and military (1639- 1640) centred around the nature of the governance of Scotland and the 

rights and powers of the king. 
2 They were a significant group of English Protestants in the 16th and 17th century. They believed that the only head of church in heaven and 

earth is Christ. 
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Bible, and the Anglicans who wanted an Anglican church that works hand in hand with the parliament. The 

Anglican Church was abolished and Presbyterians (Puritans) took hold of the central authority of England. 

Puritans clashed with the king over the control of the state and the church. This conflict resulted in a civil war. 

      During this civil war3, the royalists supported Charles the First.  They won so many battles, but they 

were defeated in the battle of Naseby by Cromwell. Consequently, Cromwell, the puritan leader of the 

Parliamentary army, attracted national attention. By the end of June 1645, the first civil war had ended. 

       Again, and after a set of successive and complicated political events, the second civil war took place. 

The puritan Cromwell fought against the Scottish who he destroyed in the battle of Preston. Immediately after, 

Cromwell took over London. Charles the First was executed, and England was ruled by the army under 

Cromwell’s supervision. The monarchy and the House of Lords were abolished. Cromwell established the first 

military dictatorship under the name of commonwealth4.  

      In 1656, Cromwell tried to revive the nation’s morality. Thus, several religious congregations were held 

throughout the country. In 1656, Cromwell created a protectorate parliament which he later dissolved because of 

the treason of some of its members. Cromwell died in 1658. Afterwards, the responsibility of the army was 

passed down to his successor Richard Cromwell. But, the army disobeyed him. In 1659, a third protectorate 

army was elected. This army was divided into two categories: one which obeyed Richard Cromwell and wanted 

a republic and another which called for the restoration5.  

     ‘‘The English Church’’ is a poem that Vaughan wrote during the English civil war; the war between the 

puritans and the Royalists. 

1. Ah! he is fled! 

2. And while these here their mists, and shadowes hatch, 

3. My glorious head 

4. Doth on those hills of Mirrhe, and Incense watch. 

5. Haste, hast my dear, 

6. The Souldiers here 

7. Cast in their lots again, 

8. That seamlesse coat 

9. The Jews touch'd not, 

10. These dare divide, and stain. 

                                2 

11. get thee wings! 

12. Or if as yet (until these clouds depart, 

13. And the day springs,) 

14. Thou think'st it good to tarry where thou art, 

15. Write in thy bookes 

16. My ravish'd looks 

17. Slain flock, and pillag'd fleeces, 

18. And hast thee so 

19. As a young Roe 

20. Upon the mounts of spices. 

21. Rosa Campi! O lilium Convallium! quomodo nunc facta es 

pabulum Aprorum! 

         

In the first stanza, the speaker addresses the English church as if it were a bride: ‘‘Haste, hast my dear’’ 

(line 5) It is in an abominable condition because of the devastating war. There are soldiers who destroy the 

church and ‘stain’ Christ’s clothes. In the second stanza, there is an address made by the bride (church) to her 

bridegroom (Christ) to ‘‘get thee wings!’’ (Line 11) and fly away in order to save himself from destruction. This 

address portrays a great deal of sorrow: ‘‘and haste they so/as a young roe/upon the mounts of spices.’’ (lines 18 

19 20) ‘‘the Bride implores her spouse's swift return (since 'he is fled' in these dark days).’’ (Loewenstein 22) 

The poem concludes with a well known Latin saying, ‘‘O rose the field! O lily of the vallies! How have you now 

become the food of wild boars!’’  It is used to show the great demolition of England and especially the Church 

because of the devastating war. 

 

 

 

                                                
3 Civil wars: are series of military and political conflicts between parliamentarians and royalists. The 1st (1642-1646) and the 2nd (1648-1649) 

pitied the supporters of king Charles the 1st  against the supporters of the Rump parliament. 
4 The first republic to rule England, Ireland, and Scotland. 
5 Restoration: began in 1660 when the English Scottish, and Irish monarchies were all under Charles the 2nd after the interregnum that 

followed the wars of the three kingdoms.   
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    ‘‘Bermudas’’ by Marvel is written during the same period.  

1. Where the remote Bermudas ride 

2. In th'Oceans bosome unespy'd, 

3. From a small Boat, that row'd along, 

4. The listning Winds receiv'd this Song. 

5. What should we do but sing his Praise 

6. That led us through the watry Maze, 

7. Unto an Isle so long unknown, 

8. And yet far kinder than our own? 

9. Where he the huge Sea-Monsters wracks, 

10. That lift the Deep upon their Backs. 

11. He lands us on a grassy Stage; 

12. Safe from the Storms, and Prelat's rage, 

13. He gave us this eternal Spring, 

14. Which here enamells every thing; 

15. And sends the Fowl's to us in care, 

16. On daily Visits through the Air. 

17. He hangs in shades the Orange bright, 

18. Like golden Lamps in a green Night. 

19. And does in the Pomgranates close, 

20. Jewels more rich than Ormus show's. 

21. He makes the Figs our mouths to meet; 

22. And throws the Melons at our feet. 

23. But Apples plants of such a price, 

24. No Tree could ever bear them twice. 

25. With Cedars, chosen by his hand, 

26. From Lebanon, he stores the Land. 

27. And makes the hollow Seas, that roar, 

28. Proclaime the Ambergris on shoar. 

29. He cast (of which we rather boast) 

30. The Gospels Pearl upon our Coast. 

31. And in these Rocks for us did frame 

32. A Temple, where to sound his Name. 

33. Oh let our Voice his Praise exalt, 

34. Till it arrive at Heavens Vault: 

35. Which thence (perhaps) rebounding, may 

36. Eccho beyond the Mexique Bay. 

37. Thus sung they, in the English boat, 

38. An holy and a chearful Note, 

39. And all the way, to guide their Chime, 

40. With falling Oars they kept the time. 

     In ‘‘Bermudas’’,   Marvel tells the story of a group of people on a boat in the middle of the ocean. The 

group sings a song to ‘‘the listning winds.’’ (line 4) The group is thankful for God for his guidance ‘‘through the 

water maze.’’ (line 6) They are seeking the Bermudas island which was for so long unknown ‘‘and yet fine 

kinder’’ (line 8) than their land of origin which is damaged by monsters. God is taking good care of them ‘‘on 

daily visits through the air’’ (line 16), he enlightens their way and feeds them; He ‘‘throws the melons’’ and 

other different kinds of fruit to them. God also blesses them and builds ‘‘a temple’’ for them in the middle of the 

rocks so that they can pray and gain his heaven. By the end of the poem, the faithful English group is still on the 

boat, their faith and love of God is still strong and is never shaken. 

           The narration of the seventeenth century events and the theme analysis of the poems are done so as to 

make the comprehension of this last part easy. The attitude of Vaughan and Marvell towards religion and politics 

is clearly manifested in ‘‘the English Church’’ and ‘‘Bermudas’’. Most of the readings that I have done suggest 

that ‘‘the poets of early modern England from Donne to Marvel were deeply engaged and simulated by the 

period’s political antagonism and rich diversity of religious experiences’’ (Loewenstein 3)   

       Vaughan and Marvell belong to two opposing sects; Vaughan is an Anglican, Marvell is a puritan. 

Anglicanism and Puritanism were the two warring entities of the English civil war. While examining their 

poems, I discovered that the religious and the political structures of power are prevalent in their poetry. Hence, I 

affirm that these two poets were unable to escape the influence of religion and politics on their attitudes and thus 

poetry. 
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     Vaughan’s ‘‘the English Church’’ contains many religious and political structures of power. Vaughan 

witnessed the destruction of the Anglican Church by the Puritans during the English Civil War. His poem is a 

reaction to the Puritans’ destruction of the Anglican Church in 1640. Hence, the first religious structure of power 

that appears in his poem is ‘‘The English church’’ which he addresses as ‘dear’ during the devastating war. His 

call for the English church shows Vaughan’s attitude towards the event, and his deep grief for the royalists’ 

defeat at that time. 

     Another structure of power that appears in Vaughan’s poem is the ‘Soldiers’; the soldiers who damaged 

the Anglican Church during the days of the civil war. ‘Soldiers’ are a symbol that Vaughan uses, and it  ‘‘alludes 

to the soldiers who serve Pontius Pilate6, casting lots from the seamless coat of the crucified Christ in John 

19:23’’ (Lowenstein 22); ‘soldiers’ are allegedly used to refer to the soldiers of the Roman procurator  Pontius 

who, as it is claimed, ordered his soldiers to crucify Christ. Here, Vaughan takes a story from the bible and uses 

it in his poem. It is used to represent the destruction of the sacred symbols of Anglican Church. This reveals 

Vaughan’s religious attitude, his mastery of the holly bible, and his deep commitment to the teachings of the 

Anglican Church.   

   ‘Soldiers’ in the poem stand also for Puritans who led the civil war against Charles the First. Puritans 

damaged the Anglican Church and executed the king causing devastation to England and its people. Because of 

this damage and destruction, Vaughan could not escape the influence of these events on his feeling that is why, 

in this poem, he reacts to them expressing an inner sorrow and pain. 

    In short, Vaughan’s attitude towards the English Civil war of 1640 is clearly evident in his poem. The 

English church, the soldiers, and Christ are all religious and political structures of powers that he uses in the 

poem. These reflect his attitude towards religion and the state. Certainly, Vaughan could not escape the influence 

of the Civil War on his thinking and thus poetry. 

    Marvell also reacts in verse to the religious and the political upheavals of the period. In his poem 

‘‘Bermudas’’, he clearly responds ‘‘to the puritan exile, to religious persecution and explores the dynamics of 

power and politics in the interregnum.’’ (Loewenstein 3) The Puritan society suffered a lot under the reign of 

Charles the First. They asked for a translation of the bible from Latin to English in order to have access to it. 

They also asked for the freedom of interpreting the scripture but were never allowed to. 

    Marvell’s puritan attitude is clearly manifested in his poem ‘‘Bermudas’’.  He imagines a group of 

puritans running away from the political deprivation. ‘‘Bermudas’’ portrays the puritan’s escape in search of 

freedom which they finally find in exile (The new world). Unquestionably, the poem shows Marvell’s attitude 

towards the society he belonged to. It also shows the circumstances that pushed the Puritans to seek peace in 

exile which is far away, but ‘‘far kinder than’’ their own country. 

     Studying the poem in relation to puritan teachings shows Marvel’s hidden religious beliefs. Marvell 

shows a strong reliance on God as the only source of salvation. In the middle of the ocean, the group is 

convinced that God is by their side and that he guides them. This is the reason why they sing as a song of 

thankfulness for him. This inner sense of God’s guardianship characterized the life of English Puritans. Thus, it 

is not a coincidence to find God, as a structure of power, omnipresent in Marvel’ poem. 

    Marvell, as a puritan, succeeds in expressing the vexations of the puritan society. Religious deprivation 

led Marvel to imagine the members of his society sailing away from the brutish people of England to a new land 

that is more secure.  

     Vaughan and Marvell express their attitudes towards the religious and the political upheavals they 

witnessed via their poetry.  In ‘‘The English church’’ Vaughan used religious and political structures of power 

which reveal his ‘mental’ participation in the events that took place around him. Vaughan refers to the 

destruction of the English church, he refers to puritans as a source of destruction and he refers to Christ. This 

poem shows that ‘‘within Vaughan there is an outburst against puritans who advocated destruction rather than 

warship.’’ (Post 257) Similarly, Marvel in ‘‘Bermudas’’ reacts to the situation of puritans in the seventeenth 

century. He successfully represents the oppressions and deprivations they witnessed. He also represents their 

unshaken faith in God as the only saviour. 

   “The English Church’’ by Vaughan and ‘‘Bermudas’’ by Marvell are only two instances that I have 

given to show the relationship that exists between the political and religious structures of power and the poets’ 

attitudes. Another two cases in point that I studied but could not consider in this paper are ‘‘An Horatian Ode’’ 

by Marvel and ‘‘The Anniversary’’ by Donne.  In ‘‘An Horatian Ode’’, Marvel expresses his happiness for the 

return of Cromwell from Ireland and the execution of the king. These lines from his poem clearly show Marvel’s 

feelings towards the event: ‘‘upon that memorable scene/ But with his keener eye/ the axe's edge did try (lines 59 

60 61) these lines show Marvel’s attitude towards the political situation of England after the end of the civil war. 

They also describe the most important event of the century which is the execution of Charles the First which 

Marvell described blithely. Similarly, Donne’s ‘‘The Anniversary’’ shows his attitude towards the state; his 

                                                
6 The Roman procurator of Judea who is said to order that Jesus be crucified (died in AD 36)  
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strong relationship to the throne of England is clearly manifested in this poem. His use of what I could call the 

‘‘royal vocabulary’’ throughout the poem bears witness to that. 
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