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A Sketch of the Life and Poetry of Henry Vaughan

by Rya n and Je n Mar tin

Biography

Henry Vaughan and twin brother Thomas were born to Thomas Vaughan and

Denise Morgan on April 17, 1622.1 He received private education with Rev.

Matthew Herbert, rector of Llangattock, whom Vaughan gratefully addressed in the

preface of Olor Iscanus in Ad Posteros . It is assumed that in 1638, Henry attended

Jesus C ollege, O xford w ith his broth er Tho mas, alth ough th ere is no r ecord  of his

enrollment. Vaughan himself told Anthony Wood, prominent biographer on

Vaughan, that he was a student at Oxford, but “stayed not att Oxford to take any

degree .” Woo d states th at his time  at Oxfo rd was  “two ye ars or m ore.” 2

At some point Vaughan left Oxford for the study of law, probably when he was

eighteen. “In a lette r he himself w rote to John A ubrey in 16 73, he ‘was sen t to

London, beinge then designed by my father for the study of the Law, which the

sudde n eruptio n of our  late civil w arres w holie fru strated.’” It  is while in L ondon  it

“seems certain he mixed in the poetic circles around Ben Jonson.3  “His early poem

“A Rhapsodie” carried a longer title which explains that it was ‘occasionally written

upon a meeting with some of his friends at the “Globe Taverne”, and celebrates

“royall, witty Sacke, the Poets soule”, the young poet pre senting himself as one of a

group o f drinke rs who, h e feels su re, will ‘after  full Cup s have d ream es Poe ticall’.”4

In 1629 Charles I abolished parliament and ruled as an absolute monarch when a

civil war broke out in 1642 between those loyal to the king, the Royalists or

Cavaliers, and those in favor of restoration of Parliam ent, the Roundhead s.

Vaug han, a hig h-chur ch Ang lican wh o fough t with the R oyalists, pro bably

referenced this war when he wrote,

I lived at a time where religious schism had divided and fragmented the

English people, amongst the furies of priest and populace. . . . But so that

my integrity a nd reputatio n may go  unchallenge d, you shou ld know tha t I

took no part in this great overthrow. We truly believe that innocent blood

has a voice, an d a powe r after death w hich teache s men to w eep. . . . I 
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have never desecrated what is  holy with hideous violence, neither was my

mind or my hand stained (Ad Poste ros, 64). 5

After the war Vaughan practiced medicine and married Catherine Wise in 1646. He

had a son and three d aughters (Thomas, Lu cy, Frances and C atherine). His first

book Poems with the Tenth S atire of Juvenal Englished was also published in this year.

Another other secular w ork was Olor Iscanus, which contained translations of

Boetheu s Ovid, and  Casimir, pu blished in 165 1 (without V aughan’s blessin g).

Vaughan condemned these early secular works and thought l itt le of them. He

wrote, just a few years later, “I do here most humbly and earnestly beg that none

would read them” (Ibid., 141). In the years preceding Silex Scintillans, Vaughan

adopted the phrase moriendo, revix i, “by dy ing, I gain n ew life.”

Vaughan called himself a “Silurist,” after the Silures, an old Celtic tribe from

southern Wales. The Silures had resisted the Romans when they invaded Britain,

and this demonstrated the  deep love he had fo r his Welsh roots.

Having become a widower, in 1655 Vaughan married his former wife’s younger

sister Elizabeth, and they too had a son and three daughters (Henry, Grisell, Lucy

and Rachel). He published several more works including the devotional book The

Mount of Olives, or Solitary Devotions (1652); Flores Solitud inis (1654); Hermetic al Physic

(1655); The Chem ist’s Key (1657); and Thalia Rediviva (1678), which also contained

poem s written b y his broth er Tho mas. H enry V augha n died in  April 23 , 1695. H e is

buried in St Bridget’s Church in W ales.

The Preface to Sile x Sc int i l lan s  and Vaughan ’s Views on Poetry

In 1650, and two years after his beloved brother William had died, he published the

first part of Silex Scintillans: Sacred Poems and Private Ejaculations. Silex Scintillans means

“The Fiery Flint,” or “The F lashing Flint” to symbolize God striking his hard heart

with the truth and igniting a flame of piety. The enlarged edition would not appear

for another five years, in 1655. In the “Author’s Emblem” (a kind of preface to the

preface, it seems), Vaughan begins with an address to God,

How great is your concern for your people! You allow for my reformation

by another means, and alter your approach; and now, angered, you deny

that love can prevail, and prepare to overcome force with force. You draw

nearer and break that mass which is my rocky heart, and that which was
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formerly stone is now made flesh. . . . How wonderful is your might! By

dying I live again, and midst the wreck of my worldly resources, I am now

more rich (“The Author’s Emblem,” in Silex, 137).

The preface to Silex Scintillans first criticize s the cur rent state  of poetry  in

England– in abunda nce but large ly bad (this ma y remind  some of the  current state

of blogs and worship choruses). “Well it were for them, if those willingly-studied

and wilfully-published vanities could defile no spirits, but their own; but the case is

far worse. These vipers survive their parents, and for many ages after (like epidemic

diseases) infect whole generations, corrupting and unhallowing the best-gifted souls,

and the most capable vessels” (“Preface,” in Silex, 138). He notes that others “long

before  my tim e” had  similarly c ompla ined” (1 39). He  continu es, 

To continue (after years of discretion) in this vanity, is an inexc usable

desertion of pious sobriety: and to persist so to the end, is a wilful despising

of God’s sacred exhortations, by a constant, sensual volutation or wallowing

in impure thoughts  and scurrilous conceits, which both defile their authors, and

as many m ore, as they are  comm unicated to (1 40).

Vaughan takes ve ry seriously Jesus’ words that man w ill give an account for “every

idle word,” and thus forbade the reading and writing of “idle books.” He confesses

that he him self once  wrote su ch wor ks. “But  (blessed  be Go d for it!) I hav e by his

saving assistance suppressed my greatest follies” (140). He further criticizes those who

write of sacred  subjects “with the ir impious co nceits” (141).

There was one man, however, whom Vaughan thinks first diverted “this foul and

overflowing stream”–George Herbert. Vaughan writes his “holy life and verse gained

many pious converts, (of whom I am the least) and gav e the first check to a most

flourishing and admired wit of his time” (142). “His measure was emin ent” (142).

Vaughan criticizes some of those who followed in Herbert’s wake as merely having

wanted to see their nam e in print. Yet he insists,

To give up our thoug hts to pious themes and contemplations (if it be done for

piety’s sake) is a great step towards perfection; becaus e it will refine, and dispose

to devo tion and  sanctify. A nd furth er, it will procure for us (so e asily

comm unicable is that loving spirit) some s mall prelibation of those h eaven ly

refreshments, which descend but seldom, and then very sparingly, upon men

of an ordina ry or indifferen t holiness (142).

Vaug han th e My stic

Poetry for Vaughan seemed to be a way of providing the fertile soil in which the
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explains, “To Donne and Herbert eternity was a mode of being

and a metaphysical concept. To Vaughan, as in the more naïve

interpre tations of P lato, it is the ‘co untry be yond th e stars’, a

world of light, calm  and insubstan tiality” (340).

mystical union could grow and develop. George MacDonald said that he “belongs

to the m ystical sch ool.”6 Helen C. Wh ite agrees: “Vaughan has the authe ntic thirst

of the m ystic for th e reach ing of G od her e and n ow in the  individu al soul.” 7 She

notes Eliot ’s  disagreement on this point but seems to agree to Vaughan’s mysticism 

nonetheless. White compares his mysticism with that of Crashaw’s and finds the

latter’s m ore inten se, with d irection, a nd mo re prec ision of fee ling.  

Robert Ellrodt says, “What Vaughan has in common with Christian

mystics  is a yearn ing to rec apture s ometh ing lost,” an d conn ects it to his in terest in

time.8 So Vaughan writes in “The World,” 

I saw Eternity the other night

Like a grea t Ring of pure and  endless light,

All calm, as it wa s bright,

And round  beneath it, Time in hours, days, years,

Driv’n by the spheres

Like a v ast shad ow m oved, In  which th e world

And all her train were hurled (Silex,

227).

He says in “The Search,” “To rack old Elements,/or Dust/and say/Sure here he

must/needs stay/Is not the way,/nor just” (Silex, 159); perhaps showing evidence

of apophatic theology. The “Joy of my life! . . . dost steer/Me from above!” (Silex,
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177)9 he says e lsewhe re. Mac Dona ld says, 

It is this insight that makes Vaughan a mystic. He can see one thing

everywhere, and all things the same--yet each with a thousand sides that

radiate c rossing ligh ts, even a s the airy p articles ar ound u s. For him

everything is the expression of, and points back to, some fact in the

Divine Thought. Along the line of every ray he looks towards its radiating

centre--the heart of the Maker. 10

MacDonald’s thought reminds one of Eliot’s description of Donne’s works as “a

strange kaleidescope of feeling; with suggested images, suggested conceits, the

felling is alw ays me lting, chan ging into a nother f eeling; w e get a kin d of un ity in

flux, wh ich is Do nne.” 11 Perhaps this kind of poetry is illustrated when Vaughan

turns the simple matters of dew  and frost to spiritual realities:

Blest be  thy De w, and b lest thy fro st, 

And hap py I to be so cro st,

And cu red by C rosses at thy cost.

The De w doth C heer wha t is distrest,

The frosts ill wee ds nip, and m olest,

In both thou w ork’st unto the be st (Silex, 224).

In the “Holy Scriptures,” “souls are hatched  into Eternity” It continues,

In thee the hidden stone, the manna lies,

Thou art the great elixir, rare, and choice;

The ke y that ope ns to all m ysteries, 

The Word  in characters, God in the voice (Silex, 198).

The on e who “ opens a ll myster ies” is at the  same tim e “hidd en.” In “T he Nig ht,”

Vaughan turns the idea of light on its head:
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There is in God (some say)

A deep, but dazzling darkn ess; as men here

Say it is late and dusky, because they 

See not all clear;

O for th at night! W here I in h im

Might live invisible and dim (Silex II, 290).

Special Emphases of Vaughan

Of the many themes that run through the works of Vaughan, three emerge as

important: 1) a lon ging for the resu rrection and  immorta lity, 2) death, and 3) a

profound sense of poe t’s unworthiness.  Often these intertwine within poem s.

Natur e also play s a very d omina te roll in his p oetry an d is the ba sis of mo st of his

conceits.  Vaughan’s country-side residen ce, unique amon g the metaphysical poets,

gave way  to much m editation of G od’s creation. N ature to Vau ghan in all aspec ts

was one great revelation of God.  George Macdonald writes that “I do not know a

writer, Wordsworth not excepted, who reveals more delight in the visions of

Nature than Henry Vaughan.”  In ‘And do they so?’ Vaughan writes, I would I

were a stone, or tree, /Or flower by pedigree,/ Or some poor high-way herb, or

spring/ To flow, or bird to sing!/ Then should I (tied to one sure state,)/ All day

expect my date;/ But I am sadly loose, and stray/ A giddy blast each way;/ O let

me not thus range! Thou canst not change.” 12He saw nature ever praising Him and

wishes h e could  be as co nstant.  

Longing for resurrection and immortality . “The Dawning” may be uneven in quality, but

evokes grand images of Christ’s return nonetheless: “Ah! What time wilt Thou

come! When shall that cry/ The Bridegroom's coming! fill the sky?” In “Come,

Come! W hat Do I Here?”, wh ich was most likely written concerning the d eath of a

loved o ne. He  writes of th e grief he  experie nces fro m this loss  (“since h e is

gone”)which turns his thought to Christ’s return:

COME, come ! what do I here ?

           Since he is gone

Each day is grown a dozen year

           And each hour, one ;

               Come, come !

               Cut off the sum :

           By these soil'd tears !

               Which only Thou
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                Know'st to be true,

           Days are my fears.

There's not a wind can stir,

           Or beam pass by,

But straight I think, though far,

           Thy hand is nigh.

                Come, come !

                Strike these lips dumb :

           This restless breath,

                That soils Thy name,

                Wil l ne'er be tame

           Until in death.

In writing “The Morning Watch” he notes that he hears a “symphony of nature”

and hence  Vaughan in “The Dawning” says morning will be the best time for

Christ to return: “All now are stirring, every field/ Full hymns doth yield,/ The

whole Creation shakes off night.. . . . All expect some sudden matter, /Not one

beam  triump hs, but fro m far / That m orning-s tar.” And   asks that th e Lord  would

“Grant, I may not like pud dle lie.” Continuing a few quatrains dow n, Vaughan says,

“So wh en that d ay, and  hour sh all com e/ In w hich Th y self will be  the Sun ,/

Thou 'lt find me  dressed  and on  my w ay, /W atching th e break  of thy gre at day.”

In “Son-Days,” the Lord’s Day’s glory is found in its connections with the

eschaton: “Heaven o nce a week;/ Th e next world’s gladness prepossessed  in this;

/A da y to seek / Etern ity in time .”

We see another ex ample in “The P ilgrimage,” “Expect still when Thou w ilt appear/

That I may get me up, and go./ I long, and groan, and grieve for Thee,/ For Thee

my words, my tears do gush,” He also asks for “Strength for the journey” as he

must here wait and endure until He does come. In another poem he evokes the

language of Scripture: “One everlasting Sabbath there shall run/ Without

succes sion, and  withou t a sun.” 13

Death . Vaughan spent much time contemplating the separation of the soul and body

and ha s two po ems in w hich the  two are  found  in dialogu e.  In “De ath. A

Dialougue” the Soul says to the Body, “But thou/Shalt in thy mother’s bosom
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sleep/ W hilst I each  minute  groan to  know/  How  near red emptio n creep s.”14 While

in “Resurrection and Immortality”  we find the soul reminding the body that they

will be reunited again: “Re-marry  to the soul, for’ tis most plain/ Thou only fall’st

to be refin ed aga in.”  In “The Burial,” Vaughan seems concerned with what

happens to his remains while his soul is separate from  the body.  He asks “Thou

great Preserver of all men!/ Watch o’er that loose/ And empty house,/ Which I

somet imes live d in,” and  later com forts him self with th e thoug ht that  “T he wor ld’s

Thy box: how then (there tossed)/ Can I be I be lost?” .  The death of an infant

stirs Vau ghan to w rite, “De ath wea ned the e from  the wor ld, and sin ,” and ag ain

talks of the infant’s body waiting in the earth “Expecting till thy Saviour comes/ To

dress them, and unswadd le death.” 15 Yet we also see a great confidence regarding

death. In the “Easter Hymn,” he tel ls death and darkness, “get you packing,” He

goes on , “Grav es are be ds now  for the w eary,/ D eath a na p, to wak e mor e merr y.”

Death should not be fe ared, as Vaughan says in the “E vening Watch,” “Th e last

gasp of tim e is Thy f irst breath  and m an’s etern al prime .”

A Profound Sense of the Poet’s U nworthiness. “The R elapse”  illustrates th is theme  well: 

MY God, how gracious art Thou !  I had slipt

                Almost to h ell,

And o n the ve rge of tha t dark, d readfu l pit

                Did hear th em ye ll ;

But O Thy love !  Thy rich, almighty love,

                That sav'd m y soul,

And check'd their fury, when I saw them move,

                And hear d them  howl !

O my sole C omfort, take no more  these ways,

                This hideous path,

And I will mend m y own without delays :

                Cease Th ou Th y wrath  ! 

Vaughan’s sense of unworthiness extends into other poems too: “Accept, dread

Lord, the poor oblation,/ It is but poor,/ Yet through Thy mercies may be more”

and later in the same poem, “Suffer no more this dust to overflow/ And drown my

eyes,/ But seal, or pin them to Thy skies”(“The Match”). As he senses the “Day of

Judgment” coming, he prays, “Lord, God! I beg nor friends, nor wealth / But pray
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against them both; Three things I’d have, m y soul’s chief health!/ And one of these

seem lo ath, / A liv ing FA ITH, a H EAR T of flesh , The W ORL D an E nemy , This

last will keep the first two  fresh,/ And  bring me, w here I’d be.” In

“Unp rofitablen ess,” he re alizes that o nly the gr ace of G od bring s refresh ment: 

Thus th ou all da y a thank less wee d dost d ress, 

And w hen th’ ha st done, a  stench, o r fog is all 

The odour I bequeath.

He lam ents in “R epenta nce” of  “stones m uch sof ter than m y heart.”  He wr ites in

“Misery”:

So my spilt thoughts winding from thee

Take the down-road to vanity,

Wher e they all str ay and  strive, wh ich shall

Find o ut the first a nd steep est fall;

I cheer th eir flow, giv ing supp ly

To what’s already grown too high,

And having thus perfo rmed that part

Feed on  those vom its of my hear t.

Henry Vaug han and Geo rge Herbert

Henry V aughan, as m entioned ab ove, was gre atly influenced  by Geor ge Herbe rt.

Both Vaughan and Herbert wrote dedications to their works: Vaughan’s much

lengthier  begins: 

My G od! Tho u that did st’ die for m e, 

These  Thy d eath’s fru its I offer T hee. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Dear Lord, ‘tis finished! And now he 

That copied it, presents it to Thee 

’Twas th ine first, and  to Thee  returns, 

From  Thee it sh ined tho ugh he re it burn s. 

Herb ert also giv es his poe try as fru it to God : 

Lord, m y first fruits p resent th emself  to Thee ; 

Yet not mine neither for from Thee thy came.

Anoth er exam ple is in Va ughan ’s “The P ursuit” a nd He rbert’s “T he Pulle y.”

Vaughan writes that restlessness was God’s secret design placed with in man at

creation :  

       That wa s Thy se cret, and  it is

10

16George Williamson compares “The Pulley” by

George Herbert with Vaughan’s “Man.” (Six M etaphysical P oets: A

Reader’s Guide [New York: Farrar, Straus, & Giroux, 1967], 201-

202).

17op. cit. 

                   Thy mercy too ;

        For when all fails to bring to bliss,

                   Then this must do.

Ah, Lord ! and what a purchase will that be,

To take  us sick, tha t sound  would  not take T hee ! 

A simila r them e lies in H erbert’s “ The P ulley.” A t the crea tion of m an, Go d held

back re st as a way  of drivin g men  to Him self, the ultim ate Res t: 

Yet let him ke ep the rest,

But keep them with repining restlesnesse :

Let him b e rich and w earie, that at least,

If goodnesse leade him  not, yet wearinesse

            May tosse him  to my brea st.16 

In “Judgement,” Herbert writes that God“And thrust a Testament into Thy

hand:/Let that be scanne ’d./ There Thou sh alt find my faults are Thine.” Com pare

that with “Holy Scriptures,” where V aughan writes, “Read he ar,/ my faults are

thine. This Book, and I / will tell Thee so; Sweet Saviour Thou didst die!” 

George Herbert’s “Frailty” fears that his soul, “It may a Babel prove/ Commodious

to conquer heav’n and thee / Planted in me.” Yet in his “Disorder and Frailty”

Vaughan says that it is grace that is planted in him: “”Let not perverse, / And  foolish

thoughts add to my bil l / Of forward sins,  and kil l/ That seed, which thou/ In me

didst sow .”

In the “Dawning” Herbert uses the phrase “Awake, Awake,” encouraging a sad

person  to Awa ke and  turn to C hrist. Vau ghan u ses the sam e call seve ral times  in

“Christ’s Nativity.” 

Criticism

George MacDonald called Vaughan, “careless and somewhat rugged,” yet said that

“he has  grande r lines and  phrases  than any  in Herb ert;”17 Wordsworth is in turn

grander than Vaughan. He adds, “I do not know a writer, Wordsworth not
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excepted, who reve als more delight in the visions of Nature than H enry

Vaug han.” 18 MacDonald compares Vaughan to Herbert his teacher and

Wordsworth h is student, and notes his interest in the relationship between nature

and humankind.

MacD onald is c riticized b y Alexa nder G rosart, wh o is incred ulous tha t MacD onald

would judge Herbert to be greater than Vaughan. Grosart says, “Henry Vaughan

indubitably is a Poet of an incomparably loftier and original caste. There are things

in Vau ghan's po etry that H erbert n ever co uld hav e dared  to reach .”19 Later he adds,

“Vaughan's thought is always true, his feelings fine and his utterance  melodious.

Herb ert's thou ght is often  thin and  his feeling s oftener  valetud inarian, an d his

wordin g com mon-p lace.” 20

T. S. Eliot says of Vaughan that he was “in some ways the most original and

difficult of all the followers of Donne” and that of the metaphysical poets he was

“the m ost variou s.”21 Eliot agrees that Vaughan is better for memorable lines than

any “pe rfect po em.” 22 
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Joan Ben nett23 comp ares Va ughan  with He rbert, and  conclu des that o ne ma n’s

strength is other’s weakness. Vaughan rarely knows how to put the entire poem

together, whereas his “gift of song” is often lacking in Herbert. “He can convey the

ecstasy of joy or grief or worship by the m ovement of the verse , and  he has a

stronger  instinct tha n Herb ert for the  magic  of word s and ph rases.” 24 She echoes

the observation the best Vaugha n produced w ere lines and not entire poems.

Interestingly, Ch ambers d isagrees with B ennet specifica lly on that latter point, with

an article on V aughan’s “T he Night” a s way to prov e it.25

“The best poetry of Vaughan,” says Ellrodt, “is subjective. . . . He addresses

God .”26 He contrasts Donne and Herbert’s focusing on “a centre” while Vaughan

must se ek and  long. He  too note s Vaug han’s “u terine link ” with na ture. Va ughan  is

provoked from the outside, whereas Donne and Herbert are from within. Ellrodt

thinks this also emerges in differing theology between Vaughan and the two greater

poets in the realms of anthropology and the Atonement. Vaughan’s “realism of the

symbolic im agination exten ds to all the recu rrent image s and lends su bstance to

spiritual em otions.” 27 He says that Vaugha n’s uneven works lend the mselves more

to individ ual lines that haunt, rather than entire poems, lacking both the “artistry” of

Herb ert and “ intensity”  of Don ne. 

Conclusion

Though not as great as other the metaphysical poets Herbert and Donne, Vaughan

is important in that he speaks in memorable and imaginary ways of the Christian

experience. He speaks of longing and the soul’s hunger for God. From him, the

godly so ul will find  not sma ll, but som e great “ prelibatio n of those  heaven ly

refreshments.” With his aid we continue to search through the “deep, but dazzling

darkn ess.”


