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Introduction





Insofar as poetry has a general readership, Andrew Marvell is a famous poet. His fame now rests mainly on two poems, ‘An Horatian Ode upon Cromwel’s Return from Ireland’ and, much more emphatically, ‘To His Coy Mistress’. Few readers, one suspects, venture much beyond ‘The Garden’. The entire body of Marvell’s work is very small, so that to make a selection from it is almost superfluous: but not quite, for Marvell will always deserve to be introduced.


Even among those unsympathetic to the relentlessly biographical tendency of our period, Marvell provokes interest because comparatively little about him can be stated with certainty. There are facts, but their meaning is often hard to establish, and it is hard to derive a consistent personality from them. As a recent editor, Nigel Smith, observes, ‘Marvell was a secretive figure: in politics, he seems to have spared no effort to cover his tracks, even, allegedly, by leaving deliberately confusing false trails. In his correspondence, there is almost no discussion of literature, and poetry in particular.’ The ability to adapt to changing political circumstances, which saw Marvell through the Civil War, the Commonwealth and the Restoration, was assisted by the fact that, while he became a noted controversialist in prose, little of his poetry was published in his lifetime. In a period such as our own, when electronic transmission often takes the place of manuscript circulation, his task might have been more difficult.


Born in rural East Yorkshire in 1621, Marvell grew up in Hull, attending the Grammar School. He graduated from Trinity College, Cambridge, in 1639. For several years during the Civil War he travelled in Europe. Moving in London literary circles on his return, he had Royalist connections and wrote commendatory verses for the leading Cavalier poet Richard Lovelace as well as an elegy for Francis Villiers, son of the Duke of Buckingham, killed in action in 1648. Yet in 1650, the year following the establishment of the Commonwealth, Marvell wrote ‘An Horatian Ode’ and in 1650–2 he served as tutor to Mary, child of the Parliamentarian general Sir Thomas Fairfax, a period which probably produced his most sustained poem, ‘Upon Appleton House’. After serving as tutor to Oliver Cromwell’s ward, in 1657 he followed Milton as Latin secretary to the council of state. In 1659 he became an MP for Hull, briefly losing his seat but regaining and holding it until his death, though said to have been a poor MP because of his ill temper. At the Restoration in 1660 he helped secure Milton’s release from prison.


The 1660s saw Marvell travelling widely on political and diplomatic business. At the same time his work gained greater pubic attention as he turned to verse satire and to pamphleteering, latterly of an increasingly anti-Catholic tenor, which seems to have attracted the attention of the security services. He died in 1678, leaving his papers in the hands of his landlady Mary Palmer, who claimed to be his wife.


What Marvell thought, and what he felt, are open to inference, but there remains a persistent sense that he evades attention – perhaps because we want to give a stable form to a figure who seems always to be in movement. At times, patriotism notwithstanding, he appears sceptical about the nature and meaning of events and the springs of human conduct. The period in which he lived included a civil war and the execution of a king. As well as social and military turbulence, there was a torrent of debate in which precedent, justification and explanation for the world turned upside down were sought and passionately transmitted. He was not alone in the ideological distances he seems to have travelled, but his power to register the process, directly and otherwise, in his poems, is exceptional.


As Jonathan Bate has noted, Marvell’s very name is hard to pin down. Like Shakespeare’s, it appears in many forms. Nor is there agreement on its pronunciation: does the stress fall on the first or second syllable? Does it matter? Would Marvell have cared, or perhaps seen it as one more fruitful ambiguity? However we pronounce the name, Marvell might have been specially created for the age of criticism which was born with the development of English as an academic subject in the twentieth century. The weight and mass of critical attention to Marvell may appear spectacularly disproportionate to the quantity of work to which it is applied: only sixty-nine poems are firmly attributed to him. Yet though he wrote no epics and sought no poetic fame in his lifetime, Marvell has been one of the most written-about of poets – falling into the category of the great without having to be ‘major’ to attain it. That the interpretation of his work is in no sense settled has far more to do with the richness of the poems than with changes in critical fashion.


For many years most readers came to Marvell via Grierson’s anthology Metaphysical Poetry: Donne to Butler, and latterly through Helen Gardner’s Penguin anthology; the starting point for reading criticism in the field would usually be Eliot’s famous essay ‘The Metaphysical Poets’ and the companion essay on Marvell himself. To Eliot are owed two very influential formulations. The first is the ‘dissociation of sensibility’ which Eliot claimed cut later poets off from their seventeenth-century predecessors, the likes of Donne and Marvell, who were able ‘to devour any kind of experience’ and create ‘new wholes’ from apparently unrelated phenomena. Thought thus belonged directly to the realm of experience and was not simply the abstracted reflection which Eliot contends it was later to become. The political baggage carried by the ‘royalist, Anglo-Catholic, conservative’ Eliot is well known: what this great critic is doing is generating a myth of considerable practical usefulness to himself; nevertheless his description of the poet at work ‘transforming an observation into a state of mind’ retains an urgent truth.


The second of Eliot’s formulations characterises the quality of wit. In ‘An Horatian Ode’, Eliot says, it manifests itself as ‘a tough reasonableness beneath the slight lyric grace’. More than this, we also find that the ‘analytic’ habit of Marvell’s work, the process of scrutiny, is itself undergoing inspection in the making of the poem. Marvell’s enduring appeal is partly a matter of the diversity of themes to which he applies this imaginative enquiry: love, politics, religion, elegy, philosophy, the pastoral and satire all engage him, and he rarely repeats himself. Perhaps still more important, though, is his use of argument and the appearance of argument to invoke states which transcend or even undermine the means by which and the basis on which they are broached. There is ultimately something mysterious in the poems – for example, the politics of ‘An Horatian Ode’, the tone of ‘Little T.C.’, the nature of the experience undergone and the understanding proposed in ‘The Garden’. This is their great strength and is not to be confused with vagueness of the kind Eliot points out in the samples from the late Romantic William Morris which he uses for comparison.


The present selection was to have been made by the late Michael Donaghy, a poet whose affinity for the Metaphysicals is quickly apparent, but also one whose doubts about the susceptibility of experience to understanding, and even about its basic coherence, quickly become evident. Donaghy, like Marvell, was also fundamentally a dramatic poet, regarding the poem itself as an event of the imagination – hence his attachment to Marvell. The productive tension between experience and form brings to mind a comment by Lavinia Greenlaw with which Donaghy might well have agreed, that ‘Poetry offers a coherence of sensation rather than meaning.’


Those who have taught Marvell’s poems in the classroom will testify both to the difficulty of conveying this sense of event and to the liberating excitement it can produce for the reader who discovers the poetry’s three-dimensional character. For example, in ‘The Picture of Little T.C. in a Prospect of Flowers’, the female child is imagined grown into a pitiless Diana, capable of breaking Cupid’s bow:






O then let me in time compound,


And parly with those conquering Eyes;


Ere they have try’d, their force to wound,


Ere, with their glancing wheels, they drive


In Triumph over Hearts that strive,


And them that yield but more despise.


    Let me be laid,


Where I may see thy Glories from some Shade.








The pastoral and erotic elements here can naturally be paralleled in other poems of the period, but part of what gives ‘Little T.C.’ its peculiar and more than conventional impact is an urgency far beyond the conventional, a mood both tormented and excited. The hovering idea of a sexual transaction between speaker and child subject – something that stands worryingly in the offing for the present-day reader – is turned on its head, converted into the erotic extinction of the speaker. The triumph of Diana-like virginity is accompanied ‘in prospect’ by a strange compliant voyeurism from beyond the grave. This amounts to more than simply an ingenious manner of speaking; there is a more-than-conventional investment in the material. In ‘Little T.C.’ an immensely civilised imagination seems to encounter the limits of its own cultural and poetic categories, and the impact discharges a fascinated anxiety in which self-knowledge is both admitted and held at arm’s length, as with asbestos gloves.


In the political sphere, in ‘An Horatian Ode’, something comparable appears to be taking place. The poem has provoked diametrically conflicting readings of its treatment of the execution of Charles I and the rise of Cromwell, which indicates how thoroughly dramatic it is in recreating the state of contradiction inhabited by many thoughtful observers of the events in question. At the same time as the poem seems to advocate the necessity of living with things are they are, not as they have been, it also appears to suggest that that pragmatist will have to accept that this political realism not only marks a violent breach in the traditions of kingship, but an undoing of the traditional hierarchy of nature itself:









Nature that hateth emptiness,


Allows of penetration less:


      And therefore must make room


      Where greater Spirits come.








Nature, according to this Republican sublime, must adapt to the force of ‘greater spirits’ such as Cromwell; or it must retire altogether, as a discarded model, in the face of their emergence. The reserved elegance of the quatrain in which the transformation is rendered carries the further implication that the world which is to follow may well have no room for the imaginative assurance which the poem itself embodies; if this is so, the conservative pesimism which some readers have sought to locate in the Horatian Ode applies as much to its poetic and philosophical concerns as to its political occasion. Later poets with political interests may look with admiring envy at Marvell’s conviction, however sombre, that these are not separate realms but aspects of a single subject.


It is often too easy, too much the tired habit of the age, to suggest that poet X is divided in himself – for example, in Marvell’s case, between affection for the courtly world of the old order and an acknowledgement of implacable political necessity. To read like this involves assumptions about subjectivity and sincerity which, though embedded in our own period, may have had different or lesser significance in others. Yet there is certainly a sense of friction in Marvell between the rich, sympathetic delicacy of some of his imaginings (see ‘Upon Appleton House’) and the brutal plainness he adopts elsewhere – for example, in the famous lines from ‘To His Coy Mistress’: ‘then worms shall try/That long-preserv’d virginity.’ It is hard to miss the excited revulsion in the image, or the suggestion that the mistress is in a sense already dead, ‘preserved’ as though embalmed by her own moral rectitude. This tone, and the fact that the mistress is present in the poem almost entirely in this gynaecological sense, reveal a familiar and chilling form of male intimidation. The intended act, and not the parties to it, are the point: consummation and the extinction of desire will also mark the extinction of loathing. In a sense, the poem never quite recovers from this calculated assault on its own powers of cajolery and persuasion:






… though we cannot make our sun


Stand still, yet we will make him run.








The earlier image of Time’s pursuing chariot might suggest that the lovers are running away from the declining sun, but Marvell’s treatment of the traditional sex/death association may equally indicate that they take their course towards the sun, to face extinction head-on, so that in a sublime act of nihilism they challenge the sun to accelerate to meet them. Yet at the same time in this final couplet the speaker has reverted to a more characteristic elegant distance, delivering the allegedly logical conclusion as though it were a formality to be completed with negligent politeness while packing away the equipment. The intended effect might be to disarm resistance, but there is also a sense of disinvestment now that the way out is clear. While the poem is conspicuously situated in its genre – precedents can be found in Ovid and Catullus, and the carpe diem poem is of course a stock form of Marvell’s age – Marvell’s handling of convention provokes at least as much disquiet as recognition.


Though it is never less than interesting, some of Marvell’s later work seems strangely crude, making it difficult to follow the imaginative arc from very early pieces like ‘Eyes and Tears’ and ‘The Coronet’. It feels as if his true priorities have begun to lie elsewhere, that politics and religion have displaced poetry at the centre of his attention. The fact that this selection is organised chronologically tends to emphasise this. But the remarkably high proportion of achieved poems remains, and the reader, once engaged – disturbed, intrigued, amused, amazed, tantalised – will return to Marvell’s work at least as often as to that of the major poets in the canon.


SEAN O’BRIEN
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