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Marvell’s ‘Upon Appleton House’
Biographical and Political Context

1. When around 1650, Marvell became tutor to the daughter of Sir Thomas Fairfax at Appleton House in Yorkshire, the victorious Commonwealth general was entering his retirement. He had been Commander in Chief of the Parliamentary forces but had resigned due a disagreement with Oliver Cromwell over the Scottish issue. Cromwell had succeeded him in his post. 
2. During the period of the Commonwealth regime, Marvell became Latin Secretary as a colleague to John Milton at the unorthodox Puritan and radical parliamentarian’s own instigation. 
3. Yet at the Restoration of the Monarchy (1660), after the death of Oliver Cromwell in 1659 and the end of the brief Republic, Marvell became MP for Hull, a seat which he held till his death in 1678. In Parliament he defended Milton.

4. With this contradictory evidence of Marvell’s allegiances in mind, we must consider Marvell’s attitude to Oliver Cromwell, and the attitude of the ‘Horatian Ode’.
Introducing the difficulties of ‘An Horatian Ode’

The difficulties of this poem are considerable and I would suggest that they are threefold:
1. Due to the poem’s allusiveness, there are considerable difficulties of interpretation; 
2. In addition the poem has posed significant problems to critics deciding the stance taken by the poem towards Cromwell, even though an ode is ordinarily a poem of praise; 
3. Finally there is some doubt as to whether the poem can be said to express the views of Marvell at the time of composition. 
‘An Horatian Ode’ : Coherent Praise or Interrogative Text?

This lecture examines two divergent critical responses to these difficulties:
1. Some, like A.J.N. Wilson, have argued that if one observes the constraints of the genre – Horatian Ode – and the part they must play in our interpretation, then the Ode is rendered coherent in its praise of Cromwell. Wilson hastens to add that ‘there is nothing in the poetic argument that requires, at the time of composition, commitment on Marvell’s part to Cromwell, or even, as yet, the beginnings of such a commitment; nothing which commands us to regard the Ode as other than a view of Cromwell appealing to the thought and imagination of a man who was still primarily a poet and a scholar.’

2. Other critcs, like Catherine Belsey, have argued that irrespective of the question of Marvell’s personal point of view, the poem does not express coherent support for Cromwell; in fact, it does not express a coherent view at all; and that it is an indeterminate poem, or, what Belsey calls, an interrogative text.
Composition and Publication of the ‘Horatian Ode’
1. Wilson says that, ‘Taking together the title, the first two stanzas, and the concluding four, I proceed on the reasonable assumption that the Ode was completed between the return of Cromwell from nearly conquered Ireland in late May 1650 and his invasion of Scotland in late July 1650.’
 This places its composition probably just prior to that of ‘Upon Appleton House’. 
2. There is no evidence that Marvell had met Cromwell by the time he wrote the Ode, though he was later to provide songs and a pastoral play for the wedding of Cromwell’s daughter Mary, a play in which Cromwell himself played a part.
 There is no evidence that before it was published in 1681 the Ode was read by any more than a handful of individuals, none of whom was Cromwell. This may imply that Marvell was capable of detachment from his subject-matter. Nevertheless he may have developed views of Cromwell without personally knowing him.
3. Marvell’s lyric poetry seems to have been all written by the early 1650s but went unpublished and for a long time Marvell’s reputation was primarily as a patriot, satirist, and political prose-writer. Marvell’s political commitments are only strongly in evidence after about 1660, and may not have been concretely realized or even formed until then; though we should be cautious about drawing such conclusions from the inconclusive evidence. The appearance in 1681 of Marvell’s Miscellaneous Poems, which included the ‘Horatian Ode’, attracted little notice. Renaissance lyric poetry was by then out of fashion. 
4. Is it conceivable that, as Wilson suggests, the distinctive character of the ‘Horatian Ode’ is understandable if it is understood as a writerly experiment, as written to conform to the constraints and possibilities of the Roman Ode, and more specifically that of the Roman poet Horace?

The Genre of ‘Ode’

1. What kind of poetry is the Ode, and what difference might that make to our response to the question of its attitude to Cromwell? 

2. Althougth the genre of the Ode is a lyric genre, it can sometimes seem to be the least lyrical of lyric genres. Compared with the personal mode of speaking which we tend to associate with lyric, the Ode can be a public pronouncement and impersonal in tone, written to be read widely. 
3. However it seems probable that Marvell’s Ode was in effect a private poem or perhaps a ‘coterie’ poem and possibly designed thus.
4. The personal mode of speaking that we frequently associate with lyric poetry should not lead us to infer that lyric poetry expresses the state of mind or opinion of the author, for an author can adopt a poetic persona for specific aesthetic or political purposes. As Wilson says, 
We can but guess Marvell’s inner thoughts on political issues at the time, and nothing in its known circumstances makes the Ode a political declaration, such as must be defended in resulting argument or controversy, rather than a view of Cromwell appealing to Marvell’s thought and imagination as engaged in the making of a poem […].
 
5. If Wilson is correct about the ‘Horatian Ode’ requiring, at the time of composition, no commitment on Marvell’s part to Cromwell, it may be that what Marvell does in the ‘Horatian Ode’ is that he constructs, develops and sustains a coherent poetic point of view. 
6. This may help us to understand the licence taken with the facts of Cromwell’s career, which are tailored perhaps to fit the requirements of the poetic point of view.
 For example, despite the poem’s suggestion otherwise, Cromwell is known to have been seriously wounded only once in battle.
 The ideology required to make the coherent praise demanded by the genre of ode is perhaps most uncomfortable, even repulsive, in representing the defeated Irish as confessing ‘How good [Cromwell] is, how just, / And fit for highest Trust’ (ll. 79-80).

7. According to Wilson, the title chosen by Marvell for his poem – ‘An Horatian Ode’ – claims something of ‘the Roman and panegyric character of the odes by Horace which celebrate Augustus and his greatness with special reference to his military victories.’ Wilson goes on to outline what this entails: ‘Cromwell will be extolled as the national hero-statesman who, by reconquering Ireland for England, has won for himself and his country surpassing glory […].’

The Structure of the Poem

The Ode successively proclaims the fiery purpose of Cromwell in waging war against King Charles I and in accomplishing his destruction; Cromwell’s recovery of Ireland for England; his imminent march against the Scots; his victories to come beyond this and the glory awaiting him and England.

The Question of the Commitments of ‘An Horatian Ode’
1. The poem begins by describing in the imperative case how Cromwell must now or did forsake his study and a life ‘in the shadows’ for ‘adventrous war’ (ll. 3, 11). Detailing the Roman comparison, Wilson says: 
As Roman armies campaigned, summer after summer, in dry and bare lands, […] life “in the shadows”, acquired a contemptuous note, harsher than “sheltered life”, and extending beyond the rich, in their cool colonnades or arbours, even to the shepherd, resting or singing out the day’s extreme heat in the shade.
 
2. We have seen how ‘The Garden’ and ‘Upon Appleton House’ set up in opposition to each other the pastoral state of peaceful, calm retirement into Nature, or into gardens, on the one hand, and industry, ambition and conflict on the other. ‘Upon Appleton House’ was written in the context of Sir Thomas Fairfax, the Lord General’s, retirement in 1650. Fairfax had been appointed commander-in-chief of the Parliamentary forces of the Commonwealth on 12 June 1650, with Cromwell as his lieutenant-general. Intriguingly Fairfax, whose retirement is celebrated in ‘Upon Appleton House’, resigned the appointment, ‘as unwilling to lead an attack on Scotland unless provoked by an invasion.’
 On 26 June Cromwell was made captain-general and commander-in-chief of the Parliamentary forces. Written early in the summer of 1650, Marvell’s Ode urges Cromwell to do what Fairfax was unwilling to do; and Cromwell ‘entered Scotland on 22 July 1650’.

3. But perhaps the attitudes to Fairfax and Cromwell do not contradict each other, for according to Wilson there is in the Roman attitude a precedent for the apparent contradiction in Marvell’s stance:

Even very civilian Romans, once they enter on the theme of Roman war, slight, together with the [life in the shadows], those arts practicable only in a life of that character; though, in other contexts, these are for them a main part of the basis of society.
 
4. Perhaps the demand on Marvell to take a consistent position, while understandable, is inadequate as a response to the genuine complexities of the civil war and the divided loyalties it engendered. Catherine Belsey argues:

to smooth over the contradictions in the ‘Horatian Ode’ by attributing to the Marvell a non-contradictory ideology of Loyalism is to refuse to enter into the debates about revolution, authority and tyranny initiated in the text[…].
 
5. Many were conflicted and divided in their minds and in their feelings and responses to the course of events of the Civil War and by the issues raised. The Puritan minister Richard Baxter’s decision to take the parliamentary side was definite, ‘but it was with qualifications and misgivings. [Like Marvell] He always suffered from seeing both sides of a dispute. Parliament certainly represented the religious, Puritan party, yet Baxter [again perhaps like Marvell] was a royalist at heart […].’
 For Baxter, as perhaps for Marvell, the decisive factor was not as it might have been for Milton, the ideal of a republic and of the disestablishment of the church from which would ensue religious liberty and tolerance; but rather the behaviour not of kings generally, but of this king. Baxter wrote in his Autobiography and in The Holy Commonwealth, ‘I had great reason to believe that if the King had conquered the Parliament, the Nation had lost all security of their liberties and been at his mercy.’
  
Belief in the ultimate sacro-sanctity of the King’s office and person [was] intensely strong in most Englishmen and, it seems, even in many avowed Parliamentarians, [it] produced a profound sense of shock when Charles was executed, and a lasting sense, in some men, of complicity in crime.
 
By his death, and by the brave and dignified way he met his death, King Charles I won a sympathy and a pity which his career arguably did not deserve and which he would not have secured had his fate been deposition instead of death.
 Read in his ‘Horatian Ode’, how Marvell describes the King’s execution (ll. 53-64).
6. Paradoxically this ‘was that memorable Hour / Which first assur’d the forced Pow’r’ of Cromwell’s ‘active star’ (ll. 65-66, 12). It is paradoxical because whereas for Romans and for Latin authors war was the art which, through constant wars, gave Rome her primacy, it is national war that is, by definition, just and glorious, not civil war. ‘For Latin poets, civil war among Romans is bellum impium [impious war], as war between kindred worshipping the same gods.’
 Wilson argues that Marvell uses Roman colour and allusion, to deceive the reader and help her or him ‘accept the radical transition to an un-Roman theme, or rather to a theme to be treated from an un-Roman attitude’.
 According to Wilson he does this in order to extol the Parliamentary cause of Cromwell.
The Figure of Cromwell in ‘An Horatian Ode’
1. Wilson’s advice is to read Marvell’s Ode in the light of ‘the Roman and panegyric character of the odes by Horace which celebrate Augustus and his greatness with special reference to his military victories.’ One aspect of these odes is that ‘gnomic reflections […] are to be expected on the significance of his career under the higher power ruling our human world.’
 In Marvell’s Ode, ‘Cromwell […] is seen from the start as the instrument of Fate’:
 Read lines 9-12 of the Ode. It ought perhaps not to be taken as ironic that Oliver Cromwell himself declared to the first Protectorate Parliament, that one should not speak of ‘fate’; it was ‘too paganish a word’. Life’s ship was never without a steersman; whether the passengers woke or slept, God was always at the helm.
 The allusion to fate in Marvell’s Ode is consistent with the poem’s Roman colour, and as in Roman poetry, ‘the idea of a destiny under which all things move to their certain end is combined with the free exercise by Cromwell of his fiery personal will’ – he is even stronger than his star.

2. This combination of fate or destiny and free will is maintained in lines 13-16. The first of these two couplets alludes to Jove’s use of lightning; the second to ‘the personal ambition and energy that enabled Cromwell to break through the body of the Parliamentarians to dominant authority’.
 According to one historian, 
By sheer force of personality coupled with military genius, Oliver Cromwell emerged as the leader of the parliamentary party. […] He combined passionate conviction with cool judgment, and a firm belief, often naïve in expression, in Divine intervention and guidance in everyday affairs. It would be easy to compile a list of blunders and worse committed by him, but with all his faults he was certainly no hypocrite and no self-seeker. At the outbreak of the war he was only a subordinate figure, a faithful member of Parliament and recognised leader of the Puritan laymen of East Anglia. He rallied men about him to whom the Christian Faith was a reality.
 
3. Cromwell’s high estimate of the importance of reflective prayer and examination of conscience in respect of the actions of the Army was shared by his commanding officers.
 Perhaps, as Grosart argued, the ‘proved sufficiency of Oliver Cromwell for his august post’ was instrumental in confirming Marvell’s commitment to the Parliamentary cause. But if this were the case we should not lose sight of the subtleties and ambiguities of Marvell’s Ode.
4. Since for Latin poets, civil war among Romans is impious war, Wilson argues, ‘the Latin poet must either ascribe utter and equal […] infatuation and crime […] to each side, or exalt one side morally and make the other to blame for the disaster.’
 War against the Irish, or indeed that urged against the Scottish in Marvell’s Ode, is not civil war but national war. However, civil war between ‘Cavalier’ Royalists and Parliamentarian ‘Roundheads’ had preceded the establishment of the republic. What Marvell’s Ode arguably does is to praise Cromwell ‘in language which speaks wonder and amazement’, yet preserves moral neutrality about the Civil War.
5. In a characteristically Puritan estimation of industry against ignoble ease and quiet, the poem praises Cromwell (ll. 29-36). But the final image of Cromwell climbing to glory, as Wilson rightly observes, simultaneously suggests the picture of ‘the enemy scaling the wall of an ancient city to destroy it’.

6. It might be helpful to relate this to a principle we have observed elsewhere in Marvell’s poetry. The more evident the binaries in a poem are, the more disturbing the threat, and at times the threat is even proffered as a solution when the pairing has come to represent intolerable constriction or stasis. It is as though it is only through a dynamic conflict (something like Civil War perhaps) that the binary opposition may be overcome and harmony achieved.

7. Nevertheless it might be argued that ‘An Horatian Ode’ calls further into doubt what Grosart calls the ‘proved sufficiency of Oliver Cromwell for his august post’ when it describes him in lines 81-82 as ‘Nor yet grown stiffer with Command, / But still in the Republick’s hand’; that is, as its servant, doing his duty (emphasis mine). One might go further, as Belsey does, in finding the ending of the poem decidedly chilling and sinister in its suggestion of tyranny: ‘The same Arts that did gain / A Pow’r, must it maintain’ (l. 120). Anthony Ascham was only one of several Englishmen to remark: ‘though the usurper thought not of establishing himself in an absolute Jurisdiction, yet at last he will find himself oblig’d to secure his conquest by the same means he obtain’d it’.
 Wilson, however, following the parallel with Roman odes, argues that the ‘Arts’ referred to are those of courage and wisdom, and nothing more sinister.
8. If, however, we agree that Marvell’s lines bear something of the forboding expressed by Ascham, or that in the seventeenth century they might very well have been read as such, we might agree with Belsey that Marvell’s ‘Horatian Ode’ is an interrogative text, which ‘disrupts the unity of the reader by discouraging identification with a unified subject of the enunciation [that is, a unified poetic speaking persona]. The position of the “author” inscribed in the text, if it can be located at all, is seen as questioning or as literally contradictory.’ And the text literally invites ‘the reader to produce answers to the questions it implicitly or explicitly raises’.
 
9. Speaking more generally, George Parfitt summarises his response saying:

Marvell’s lyrics are “about” threatened identity and roles. His mode is of questions, appeals, and imperatives. This reflects, very precisely, vital issues of the period – To whom do I owe my loyalties? […] As the traditional model comes apart, where do I find a role?
 
10. By contrast, Wilson’s conclusion is that ‘The Ode achieves unity, not by “resolving” the discords of England or Britain, nor by justifying God’s ways in using Cromwell or Cromwell’s ways under God,’ but aesthetically: ‘It condenses Cromwell’s career into a myth, a poetic alloy of real and invented constituents.’
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