Seventeenth-Century Literature: Unities and Dualities
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Marvell’s Love Lyrics and Garden and Mower Poems
1. The final rhyming couplet of ‘A Dialogue on the Body and Soul’ is a conceit in which the instrumental use and fashioning of the body by the Soul to its own vicious purposes is understood in terms of the way in which architects or builders preside over deforestation so that dwellings can be built which are purportedly more fit for human habitation and shelter than the green cover of the forest foliage. 
2. This dichotomy of the Soul’s Art and the Body’s Nature anticipates the pastoral themes and attitudes expressed in Marvell’s ‘Mower’ poems.

3. Marvell, whose lyric poetry seems to have been all written by the early 1650s, wrote pastoral lyrics with a love element, like ‘The Picture of Little T.C. in a Prospect of Flowers’ and ‘Damon the Mower’, and pastoral lyrics on gardens.
4. Some of the lyrics have links with Ben Jonson’s translations of the Roman poet Horace’s eulogies of country life. 
5. Marvell’s treatment of Nature has been compared to Henry Vaughan’s, but he speaks only once of ‘Nature’s mystic book,’ and that is in introducing an elaborate compliment to his pupil, Mary Fairfax, as the source of Nature’s beauty. Vaughan is more thoroughly visionary, even esoteric in his treatment of Nature. Marvell’s lyrics, by contrast, are characterized by a wit which Eliot speaks of as ‘a tough reasonableness beneath the slight lyric grace’.
 Marvell thematic contrasts are structural; they are not usually transcended. One such contrast is that between Art and Nature.

The Dichotomy of Being Divided into Art and Nature
1. What was meant by ‘Art’ in the Renaissance includes not only artistic practices and objects, but all kinds of forms of representations, and knowledge. But ‘Art’ could in fact signify everything for which human agency is responsible, and which is learned through education and social institutions. 
2. By contrast the Renaissance had various ideas of Nature that included the following: 
a. a sense of the essential qualities of a thing that are intrinsic to it (the nature of a thing);
b. that which is responsible for the way things are naturally or inevitably, corresponding to our sense of reality, therein involving a set of assumptions and representations about the way the world is or should be
c. an inherent, powerful force in the world that gives rise to growth, nutrition, and reproduction both in the natural world or landscape and in human beings;

i. a part of the soul that was called either ‘vegetative’ (Aristotle) or ‘natural’ (Plato/Galen), and was regarded as responsible for the appetite, growth, and reproduction of living things; 
d. although a powerful, basic force, giving rise to what we are unavoidably, Nature could be conceived of morally as essentially tending towards good, as John Milton conceived of it, or as disordered and fallen as a consequence of the disobedience of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden.
3. When contrasted in the early modern period, Art was imagined as masculine and Nature as feminine. Women were routinely regarded as less highly developed rationally and therefore more susceptible to the natural appetites.

4. The relationship between Art and Nature is a dichotomy. What that actually means is the division of a whole into two parts. In logic it is the division of a class or a genus into two lower mutually exclusive classes or genera; a binary classification. The whole or class is in this case ‘being’, which on account of the dichotomy is seen either as exclusively created or as exclusively natural. But, it is an unstable division because, as ‘A Dialogue between the Soul and Body’ suggests, though the Body may be natural like the trees of the forest, yet it is fashioned; it is shaped or created by the soul which, in Aristotelian terms, gives it its form and its reason for being the way it is. The Body is both natural and created, fashioned in fact not only by the Soul but by Nature herself. Moreover everything that is ‘natural’, including the trees and the human body, is ultimately fashioned by God. 
5. A problematic therefore exists in the twofold notion that human Art is at once an admiring emulation of the creative ingenuity of God, and potentially distorting of what God has created.
6. In the contrast between Art and Nature, gardens emerge as an exemplary instance of the interface. 
a. The plants and shrubs and trees are seen as natural, as germinating and growing naturally, and yet they are planted and cultivated by the gardener, who thereby introduces a kind of culture (horticulture) or art into nature. 
b. The garden is composed of natural elements and yet is planted in distributive patterns that can be more or less formal. It might be said that gardens in the Renaissance, which were typically formal, were frequently a product of Art rather than Nature. They were the result of the imposition of a pattern on otherwise ‘disordered’ Nature. 
‘The Mower Against Gardens’
1. ‘The Mower Against Gardens’ makes the contrast between Art and Nature sharp and explicit through the expressive voice of the Mower whose view of gardens is that they are an imposition of what is unnatural, impure, and artificial or suspiciously sophisticated (the poem uses the word ‘double’ in line 9) on what is natural, pure, and simple or ‘plain’. 
2. In the Mower’s opinion this distorted and vicious ‘use’ (ll. 1-2) of Nature involves the flowers being taught to paint, that is, to change colour through selective breeding, but note the connotation of painting and Art. 
3. Nature is conceived as feminine in this poem and tulips, a highly prized commodity in the seventeenth century, are taught to apply cosmetics to their ‘complexion’, to ‘interline’ their ‘cheek’. 
4. The ‘enforced’ distortion introduced by horticulture is best exemplified by the grafting plants onto others to create ‘unnatural’ hybrids, which cannot know ‘the Stock from which [they] came’ (l. 23).

‘The Garden’
1. This poem is Marvell’ most extended poetic exploration of gardens as a synecdoche representing the larger questions of the relationship between Nature and Art or culture. 
2. Herein the garden seems attractive, yet withdrawal into it, into Nature perhaps, seems an indulgence, a kind of escapism from the weight of human social and moral responsibilities. Yet a pre-lapserian garden like Eden before the Fall remains an ideal – a garden that celebrates sensuality without sin. 
3. This is related to another antecedent garden theme, which is the garden of love, such as we find in the medieval Romaunt de la Rose. But Marvell tries to supplant the basic conceptual metaphor that Nature is female or feminine, with one in which Nature is masculine. He imagines longingly the solitude of Adam before the creation of Eve. In this relation it is worth reading also ‘Damon the Mower’ and ‘The Mower to the Glo-Worms’, whose speaker, Damon, testifies that Juliana has ‘so displac’d’ his ‘Mind’, ‘That I shall never find my home’ (IV.3-4). In ‘The Garden’, Marvell’s speaker says ‘green’ excites more desire than women, perhaps with a sense of the Renaissance age of love having passed, or as now getting old. In the same vein he subverts myth, saying that Apollo was pursuing Daphne not for herself but because he wanted her to turn into a laurel; he thereby reinterprets what is originally divine intervention to maintain the nymph’s chastity as a transformation entirely in accord with Apollo’s desires. Since myths provide a sense of reality in culture, Marvell’s witty meddling with them can have the effect of significantly shifting a reader’s perspective.

4. Marvell’s garden is one of intellect rather than sense – it is a place of solitude and quiet, a garden of the mind – yet he draws on other types of garden, such as that of love, with words like ‘rude’ and ‘delicious’. The tone and attitude are characteristically shifting in Marvell as we observe the contemplative poet-figure in the landscape. ‘So the celebration of calm […] will be qualified by the playfulness of the fourth stanza and the disconcerting, oppressive abundance of stanza five.’
 Because Marvell’s intellect is restless, there is a kind of critical or ‘ironic’ distance from the poet-figure in the landscape.

5. As the mind is drawn inwardly by the removal of sensual distractions, the state of contemplation thereby achieved conceives of the mind itself as containing in miniature everything in the world, like images that repeat themselves as mirror reflections throughout the world. This microcosmic mind, which we encountered in ‘On a Drop of Dew’, is an idea that emerges from Neoplatonism. 
a. Here the mind transforms these forms and creates its own worlds (stanza vi), in which the whole material world is reduced to nothing material: ‘Annihilating all that’s made / To a green Thought in a green Shade’. The clause is difficult and ambiguous. It might instead be read as considering the whole material world as of no value compared to a green thought, in which case ‘To’ = ‘Compared to’. 
b. Furthermore the green shade and the green thought become one thing; the experience of perceiving and that which is perceived become one. Despite the undoubted rationality of Marvell’s lyrics, they achieve an altered or heightened awareness not dissimilar to the visionary eternal perspective granted by means of Vaughan’s paradoxes and his insistence on the limited nature of our ordinary perspectives.

6. The curiosity or amazement which Marvell expresses, in ‘The Garden’ (stanza v), was by some regarded as a necessary attitude for natural philosophers and natural historians (the forerunners of the modern scientist) in the seventeenth century. And during the Commonwealth years (1650-1660), Marvell was a member of a scientific circle of writers, each of whom was trying to get at the truths of Nature beyond representation. This circle included the poet John Hall, and the poet, translator and historian of philosophy, Thomas Stanley; and the circle treated Richard Lovelace as its father figure. 
7. Although a metaphysical poet, who shares John Donne’s interest in natural philosophy, Marvell does not tend to share Donne’s philosophical outlook on language. Whereas Donne can be observed by Samuel Taylor Coleridge as ‘meaning’s press and screw’, torturing language to produce many, unexpected meanings from it; Marvell usually does not press language but tolerates it to mean what it tends ordinarily to mean. This was increasingly the attitude of the community of natural philosophers of the second half of the seventeenth century: that one could get at the truths of Nature beyond representation not through the wisdom contained within words, but by using words in their ordinary or literal senses.
‘Ode: To His Coy Mistress’
1. Marvell’s analytic, ratiocinative mind is further in evidence in his popular ode ‘To his Coy Mistress’. 
2. If ‘The Garden’ repudiates all relations with the opposite sex, ‘To his Coy Mistress’ favours sexual consummation and is thus incompatible with it. 
3. The poem repeats the convention of a poetic plea for sexual indulgence, in a rigidly explicit and traditional form. 
4. The full dramatic realization of the personalities involved (particularly that of the lady) is scarcely attempted. Marvell hardly evokes a sense of an historical mistress in the reader’s mind, and he is much more concerned to explore the lover’s arguments demanded by his theme, conforming in this to “metaphysical” practice. 
5. Metaphysical poetry frequently proceeds by making an argument. 
a. Note here that the poem commences ‘Had we but World enough, and Time’, clearly implying that we do not have world enough and time. The first twenty lines are devoted to the exposition of all that the lover would do and suffer enduringly if only the lovers did have time. This might be termed the ‘If only this were not so’ part of the argument. 
b. But, as the rude interruption of line 21 makes clear, ‘at my back I always hear / Times winged Charriot hurrying near’. Reasons are then given as to why. 
c. Having presented his arguments against delay, line 33 commences, ‘Now therefore’, and a few lines later, ‘And now, like am’rous birds of prey, / Rather at once our Time devour, / Than languish in his slow-chapt pow’r.’ (ll. 38-40). 
The entire poem is structured as an argument. And ‘[t]he argument is thus conducted logically and yet urbanely, without pedantry and without embarrassment.’
 
6. It is as though Marvell’s intellect provides for him insight into the necessary demands of the situation. But what exactly is demanded by the situation? Is it not simply the lady’s pity and consequent sexual indulgence, as it might have been in many Elizabethan sonnets? Or is it a mutual sympathy to which a physical attraction is incidental and subordinate? 
7. According to Richmond, ‘If a feeling for beauty and virtue is founded only on the sense of reciprocal affection, love becomes essentially a psychological relationship, and self aware lovers become superior to all the mere accidents of time and space.’ For Marvell, contrasts are structural to his poems but not usually transcended. ‘[…] lack of harmony between the lovers apparently enslaves them to time and space’. 
If a major principle of [Marvell’s] verse is the binary, another is the threatening of one thing by another; and the more evident the binaries are, the more disturbing the threat. At times the threat is even proffered, it seems, as a solution when the pairing has come to represent intolerable constriction or stasis. Hence the famous call, at the end of ‘To His Coy Mistress’, to “tear our pleasures with rough strife, / Thorough the iron g[r]ates of life”.
 
It is as though it is only through a dynamic conflict that the binary opposition may be overcome and harmony between the lovers achieved.
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