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Andrew Marvell, Metaphysical Poet
1. Andrew Marvell was the son of a Yorkshire Calvinist (puritan) clergyman who was also the headmaster of Hull Grammar School, which Andrew attended. 
2. He was further educated at Trinity College, Cambridge, where he passed through some religious vicissitudes, temporarily converting to Roman Catholicism. Trinity College was a moderate college politically and his time there may have determined his enduringly tolerant stance. He was latitudinarian, exercising latitude on religious and political questions.
3. From 1641 he traveled abroad for nearly a full decade, thereby avoiding the Civil War. He visited France, Italy and Spain, and became polylingual. T.S. Eliot was to say that ‘Marvell’s best verse is the product of European, that is to say Latin, culture.’
 
4. The war (the ‘first’ Civil War) ended with the execution of King Charles I, in 1649. Marvell found himself on the winning anti-Royalist side. And on his return to England he became tutor to the daughter of Sir Thomas Fairfax, third Lord Fairfax of Cameron (1650-52), and victorious Commonwealth general, at Nun Appleton House in Yorkshire. Marvell managed to survive both the Commonwealth regime, becoming Latin Secretary as a colleague to John Milton, and the Restoration (1660), after the death of Cromwell in 1659, when he became MP for Hull and defended Milton. He held the seat till his death in 1678, serving also as secretary to the English embassies in Russia, Denmark, and Sweden.

5. As well as being a friend and colleague of the unorthodox Puritan and radical parliamentarian Milton, Marvell was also a friend of the Royalist Richard Lovelace. As such Marvell participates in a network of literary friendships among writers in courtly circles, which included Lovelace’s friends Thomas Carew and Sir John Suckling.

6. Marvell shares with his contemporaries Richard Lovelace, Henry Vaughan and John Milton a feeling for basic contrasts, or binary oppositions. George Parfitt has stated: ‘Such contrasts can be readily found in Marvell’s lyrics, the binary principle being, in fact, fundamental to his verse.’

‘On a Drop of Dew’
1. There are two main observations to make about ‘On a Drop of Dew’, which begins ‘See how the Orient Dew, / Shed from the Bosom of the Morn / Into the blowing Roses, / Yet careless of its Mansion new’ (ll. 1-4): 
a. Firstly, that the poem proceeds by means of a sequence of contrasts. This observation is not incidental but rather fundamental to Marvell’s poetry generally.

b. Secondly, that the poem is an extended metaphor or conceit. This observation, which is usually not made until the reader reaches the nineteenth or twentieth lines, which run, ‘So the Soul, that Drop, that Ray / Of the clear Fountain of Eternal Day’, is that the drop of dew is a metaphor, or more precisely a conceit, for the soul, and that this is extended in the sense that multiple points of comparison emerge between the principal subject, the soul, and the subsidiary subject, the drop of dew. This second observation goes to the heart of the question of what kind of poetry Andrew Marvell wrote, at least, that is, in the earlier part of his poetic career, into which ‘On a Drop of Dew’ and the Dialogues fall. 
2. The poetic construction of a contrast between the earthly environment in which the drop of dew has condensed on a purple rose petal (purple possibly signifying crimson) and the rare atmosphere in which it formerly existed as water vapour is what one notices before one even realises that Marvell’s real subject is the embodiment of the human soul.
3. It was one of the observations of the linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, in his Structural Theory of Linguistics, that languages, understood as systems or structures of signs, often tend to set signs up in opposition to each other, and since the meanings that are signified thereby are not defined by what they refer to, objectively, but by their relation to other terms in the language system, as an effect of the difference between signifiers, an effect of binary oppositions is to suppress that which each of the opposed terms shares and to collapse or resolve the spectrum of subtle differences between them into contrasts or opposition. 
4. In Marvell’s poem, air is opposed to earth as soul is opposed to body, yet water vapour is described as condensing onto the petal of a flower, so there exists among fluids – water and vapour share fluidity – a range of more or less gaseous or liquid states. If water is cooled further it solidifies to ice. This spectrum or continuity of states is suppressed by the contrast created by the polarised terms air and earth. For Marvell, such thematic contrasts are structural to his poems and they are not usually transcended.

5. When we reach lines nineteen and twenty of ‘On a Drop of Dew’, what we realize is that all along the drop of dew has been working as a metaphor for the soul, its condensation from water vapour on the rose petal a way of understanding the embodiment of the soul, whose original habitation is heaven; its embodiment in the ‘humane flow’r’ (l. 21). 
6. The comparison between a drop of dew and the soul is far from obvious, and Marvell’s extension of the metaphor sets out to ‘prove’ the likeness. For example: 
a. Just as the shape assumed by the dew drop in Marvell’s poem is round, so the ‘circling thoughts’ of the soul approximate that most perfect of shapes in classical, medieval and Renaissance geometry – the circle – which is the shape of the heavens in all images made thereof in the period. 
b. Just as the dew drop ‘slights’ ‘the purple flow’r’ whereon it lies, scarcely touching it, ‘But gazing back upon the skies’, reflecting their light (ll. 9-12), so the soul ‘Shuns the sweat leaves and blossoms green; / And, recollecting its own Light, / Does, in its pure and circling thoughts, express / The greater Heaven in an Heaven less’ (ll. 23-26). 
The metaphorical word or subsidiary subject, which is the drop of dew, focuses our view of the principal subject – the soul – which is the frame of the poem, that is, what the poem is really about. Reading demands simultaneous awareness of both subjects which are not reducible to any simple comparison between the two, but interact with each other.

7. Marvell’s metaphor is what we call a conceit, which might be described as ‘a comparison whose ingenuity is more striking than its justness, or, at least, is more immediately striking’. A metaphor is a conceit ‘when we are made to concede likeness while being strongly conscious of unlikeness’.
 ‘Unlike the usual metaphor, where an obvious and close resemblance exists between vehicle and tenor, a conceit stresses a similarity between highly dissimilar elements that must be discovered through thought.’
 
8. Marvell’s fondness for conceits, like the soul as a drop of dew, is related to his use of contrasts, because these two terms are actually very unlike each other, the one being spiritual, the other being physical, but I would invite you to think not only of ways in which Marvell’s conceits are related to his fondness for contrasts, but also of ways in which this may not be so: how, for example, the terms or subjects of a metaphor or conceit are brought together through similarity and not merely contrasted.
9. The soul in its embodied state is described as ‘Dark beneath, but bright above: / Here disdaining, there in Love’ (ll. 31-32), in a rhyming couplet which consists of a pair of contrasts between (the soul’s attitude to) the terrestrial, human, bodily sphere and (that to) the celestial, divine, spiritual sphere. The contrasts moreover are enhanced by the metrical division of each of the two lines of the couplet by a caesura – a technique of Marvell’s that T.S. Eliot remarked upon in an article for the Times Literary Supplement, in 1921.

10. ‘Metaphysical poetry’: the term is admittedly vague and, it is often thought an unsatisfactory label. What we call metaphysical poetry was referred to by contemporaries as ‘strong lines’. As Helen Gardner explains in her introduction to the Penguin Classics collection, entitled The Metaphysical Poets, both the terms ‘metaphysical’ and ‘strong-lined’ were originally terms of disapprobation. They are phrases ‘which would seem to have been coined by those who disliked this way of writing’.

11. One characteristic that Helen Gardner isolates in trying to discuss the term ‘metaphysical poetry’ is ‘concentration’. ‘The reader is held to an idea or a line of argument. He is not invited to pause upon a passage, “wander with it, and muse upon it […]”’, as one might expect to do with Elizabethan or Romantic poetry.
 Conceits occur in the Elizabethan courtly poetry of Spenser, for example, but in metaphysical poetry they are designed to define or to prove a point. Metaphysical poems tend to be short and finely wrought: Marvell, in ‘The Coronet’, characterizes his own poetry as a ‘curious frame’ in which the ‘flowers’, that is, the choice words and conceits, are ‘set with Skill and chosen out with Care’. Concentration of thought and argument combined with skill of poetic construction, in which the poem is finely wrought around a conceit, are true of Marvell’s ‘On a Drop of Dew’.
‘A Dialogue between the Soul and Body’
1. According to Helen Gardner, some metaphysical poems ‘have the right to the title metaphysical in its true sense, since they raise […] the great metaphysical question of the relation of the spirit to the senses’, or of the soul to the body. Marvell’s ‘A Dialogue between the Soul and Body’ is a fine example of this kind.
2. The tradition of body and soul dialogues has its origins in classical and medieval literature. But whereas the medieval framework for such dialogues usually emphasised death and judgement, Marvell’s ‘A Dialogue between the Soul and Body’ and ‘A Dialogue Between The Resolved Soul, and Created Pleasure’ are characterised by verbal wit and sophistication or philosophical subtlety. They ‘depend for their effect not on the crudities of the terrors of hell but on the niceties of the apt turn of phrase and the witty, ironical thrust’.

3. It is slightly artificial to analyse them and separate them out precisely, but in the early seventeenth century there were probably three principal conceptions of the relationship between the body and the soul. These are tabulated below.
	
	Platonic
	Aristotelian
	Christian (Thomist)
	Cartesian

	Divisions of the Soul
	Lower Mortal:

Natural / Appetitive / Concupiscent / Desirous
	Vegetative (concerned with Nutrition, Generation, Growth)
	Vegetative (concerned with Nutrition, Generation, Growth)
	

	
	Higher Mortal:

Vital / Affective / Agitative / Irascible / Passionate / Spiritual
	
	
	

	
	
	Motile (Movement)
	Motile (Movement)
	

	
	
	Sensitive (Sensation)
	Sensitive (Sensation)
	

	
	Immortal
	Rational (Thought)
	Immortal, Rational (Thought)
	Immortal, Rational (Thought)

	Metaphysical Relationship of Body to Soul
	Vehicle and habitation
	Instrument and form
	Instrument and temporary habitation
	Temporary habitation and instrumental automaton

	Personal Identity and Immortality
	Person as the Immortal soul; body is mortal
	Active Reason is eternal. Personal identity lies in the individuated soul as form of the body, which is mortal. 
	Rational Soul is immortal, but personal identity lies also in body & lower faculties of soul, which are resurrected in incorporeal, glorified form.
	Rational soul is locus of personal identity.


4. The table provides comparative information about contemporary dualistic conceptualizations of the relationship between body and soul. The first five rows of the table detail the divisions of the soul in Platonic, Aristotelian, Thomistic (Thomas Aquinas), and Cartesian (René Descartes) philosophy. Plato, for instance, divides the soul into the lower mortal, higher mortal, and immortal parts. The lower mortal part is also called the natural soul, or appetitive soul, etc. Parts of the soul as described by each philosopher are broadly comparable with those on the same row under the other philosophers. So Plato’s lower mortal soul is roughly equivalent to the vegetative soul in Aristotle. 
a. There was, firstly, the Platonic division between an immortal soul, a mortal soul, and the body. In this division the immortal soul, which is rational and intellectual, inhabits the body but is absolutely distinct from it and from the mortal soul. 

b. There was, secondly, the Aristotelian division between the rational soul, which belongs only to human beings, the sensitive and motile souls, which humans share with most animals, and the vegetative soul, which is shared with plants. For Aristotle, the soul is the form or purpose of the body which it uses as its instrument; even the rational soul is dependent upon the body for its existence and activity, and therefore must come into existence and perish with it. There is in the rational soul, however, a part of it which is without taint of the lower activities of the soul, but this incorporeal spirit is really an abstract principle of Reason and not something which could carry personal identity. 
c. Finally, there is the Christian emphasis on the immortality of the spirit or rational soul as a continuation of personal identity beyond death. Unlike Platonism, the Christian doctrines of the Creation, Incarnation, and Resurrection preclude a wholly negative view of flesh and the body. Thomas Aquinas, who was much influenced by Aristotle, argued that the self did not exist after the death of the body until the body is resurrected at the Last Judgement. There were, however, different strands within Christianity and it is possible to distinguish the influences of Aristotelian philosophy giving rise to high regard for the body, from those of Platonist and Neo-Platonist philosophy giving rise to denigration of the body.

5. There is in the entire poem only one reference to sin, and no framework of judgement, such as we might expect to find in a dialogue of this kind conceived along Christian lines. The poem eschews this influence and is characterised by a debt to classical philosophy. Rosalie Osmond suggests that we can read some very similar ideas in the writings of the Platonist, Plotinus:

Pleasure and pain and the like must not be attributed to the Soul alone, but to the modified body and to something intermediary between soul and body and made up of both. A unity is independent; thus body alone, a lifeless thing, can suffer no hurt – in its dissolution there is no damage to the body, but merely to its unity – and soul in similar isolation cannot even suffer dissolution, and by its very nature is immune from evil.


But when two distinct things become one in an artificial unity, there is a probable source of pain to them in the mere fact that they were inapt to partnership. This does not of course, refer to two bodies; that is a question of one nature, and I am speaking of two natures. When one distinct nature seeks to associate itself with another, a different, order of being … then the essential duality becomes also a unity but a unity standing midway between what the lower was and what it cannot absorb, and therefore a troubled unity …

We find the same emphasis on the mutual incompatibility of the body and soul in Marvell’s Dialogue. You may find out more about Platonism and Neoplatonism from Isabel Rivers’ guide to Classical and Christian Ideas in English Renaissance Poetry.
6. The opening stanza of Marvell’s ‘Dialogue between the Soul and Body’ is based on the prison analogy, which was conventional, and basically expresses the confinement of the soul, a spiritual substance, within the physical body. 
7. But Marvell develops the conventional analogy in entirely new ways as he exposes ‘the paradoxical nature of a union which is necessary to each of the partners and at the same time injurious to them. The function of each of the Body’s senses is perverted so that it works ill to the soul rather than good.’
 Physical sight is understood as injurious to the Soul. This is enclosed and compressed in the ‘strong line’ and apt turn of phrase, ‘Here blinded with an Eye’, which is a paradox of apparently contradictory and contrasting states of being, but which argues that rather than being the instrument of the Soul, the means through which the embodied Soul acts, the functions and structures of the Body are perversely its means of confinement and disablement. This is because physical sight is understood as intrinsically incompatible with spiritual sight and so reliance upon it is understood as injurious to the Soul.
8. One aspect of this stanza that readers sometimes find quite striking is the mass of anatomical reference. It may be that this development upon the prison analogy is quintessentially of the author’s time. Look below at the anatomical illustration of the nervous system reproduced from Andreas Vesalius, De humani corporis fabrica libri septem (1543). 
d. The renaissance of anatomy in Europe began in the late fifteenth century as a humanist revival of Classical Greek anatomical and medical terminology and theory. Quite soon, however, anatomists sought not only to revive ancient Greek vocabulary and theory, but to emulate the anatomical projects of the ancients, and this involved dissection. 
e. In the field of dissection Andreas Vesalius was a pioneer. Through ‘the infinite patience and detail with which he explored the human body and the marvellous powers of observation’
 upon which he was prepared during an anatomy to rely without consideration to what earlier authorities claimed, Vesalius surpassed his predecessors in the number, significance and collective impact of his refutations of classical and medieval authority. 
f. Vesalius not only sought to observe through systematic dissection but also to think visually about how to present anatomy, positioning the body as though within a three-dimensional matrix on the two-dimensional surface of the page of a book. Vesalius exploited an enormous range of pictorial techniques, including systems in isolation, separate and unified forms, varied viewpoints, and sequences of plates that progress through stages of dissection. 
g. In a dissected body one would never see the nervous system in isolation, but rather what struck sixteenth and seventeenth-century observers of human anatomy was the extraordinary and bewildering complexity, the formidable difficulty of extracting a clear, rational picture to help understanding. Such illustrations as the one below were intended to demonstrate the structure of the nervous system from which may be inferred the body’s function or purpose, which is to serve the soul. However, the visual impact of the body’s complex and intricate interconnections, especially in the body itself, rather than an image intended to clarify for the sake of understanding, was often to overwhelm.
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The human nervous system in isolation.
Andreas Vesalius, De humani corporis fabrica libri septem
(Basle: Johann Oporinus, 1543) Wellcome Library, London
9. The splendid irony of Marvell’s Dialogue becomes even more evident in the second stanza, when the Body replies to the Soul’s accusations and we realise we have an argument, a logical disputation full of wit. The Soul, which is not only master of the body, its instrument, but also enforms and gives life to it, is said by the Body to tyrannise over it and in a tragic irony, to have given it life only to let it eventually die. 

10. In the third and fourth stanzas, the Soul and the Body exchange their final cutting thrusts, accusing each other of involving the other in suffering. In stanza 3, ‘The soul, that could not of itself feel pain (since the faculty of sense can only be exercised through the body), now endures care and disease.’
 The Soul complains that it is constrained to endure diseases, but moreover, in another witty irony, what is worse from the Soul’s point of view, is that it is constrained to endure the Body’s cure, which prolongs the Soul’s suffering captivity and denies it the release of death. The Body then in its turn ‘suffers the psychical maladies of the soul’,
 the psychosomatic ailments that are said to arise from excessive hope or fear, love or hatred, and the irrational extremes of joy and sorrow.

11. In the final two rhyming couplets, the Body might be said to have the last word, which is an appeal to the Aristotelian notion mentioned earlier that the body is the instrument or organ of the soul, which the soul shapes and forms according to its purpose. In the soul supposedly lies all the intellect and reason, so ‘What but a Soul’, says the Body, ‘could have the wit / To build me up for Sin so fit?’ It is the poem’s one reference to sin, and the implication is pretty devastating. The final rhyming couplet is a conceit in which this 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. This dichotomy of the Soul’s Art and the Body’s Nature anticipates the pastoral themes and attitudes expressed in Marvell’s ‘Mower’ poems and ‘Upon Appleton House’.
A Note on Metre
1. Two important English Renaissance theorists of poetry were Thomas Campion and Samuel Daniel. In his Observations in the Art of English Poesie, 1602, Campion defended the use of classical quantitative metres in English verse, thus provoking Samuel Daniel’s reply in A Defence of Ryme (1603). 

2. Iambic pentameter: That it is called ‘iambic’ tells us that the line goes ti-tum, as opposed to, say, tum-ti. An iamb goes: ti-tum. That it is ‘pentameter’ tells us that the line consists of five stressed syllables. Alfred Lord Tennyson’s ‘Tithonus’:

The woods decay, the woods decay and fall

3. It is not common, in good poetry, to find such perfect lines, or to find several of them in succession.
 

4. If there are four stressed syllables in a line, it is tetrameter; if six, hexameter; if only three, trimeter. Similarly ti-tum can change to tum-ti. That is a trochee, and a line that goes tum-ti tum-ti … is a trochaic line. A spondee goes: tum! tum! followed by ti-ti. The anapaestic line goes: ti-ti-tum ti-ti-tum. A dactylic line goes: tum-ti-ti tum-ti-ti. 

5. All these metres are kinds of what are called stress-syllable metres.

Renaissance literary theorists [like Campion] tended to be characteristically confident that their own age was bringing new light to former darkness. Their confidence has sometimes been shared by later literary historians, who have seen the Renaissance as establishing a firm basis for the theory and practice of English metre after the clumsiness of earlier centuries.

The terminology that we still use was derived from classical sources.
 But classical verse was based on the length or ‘quantity’ of syllables, that is, their lengths as long or short in the spoken language. Quantity is not replicated in English, at least not consistently. Conversely, stress, which is a feature of the natural rhythms of spoken English, is far less significant in Latin. The compromise reached in the English Renaissance was one in which stress was substituted for quantity but the classical names were retained and attention was paid to the number of syllables in a line.
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