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In my presentation, I am going to discuss the idea of "Soul" as argued by the 17th-century Metaphysical poet Andrew Marvell. I am mainly going to focus on Marvell's two poems "On a Drop of Dew" and "A Dialogue between Soul and Body".
In the context of this topic, I am also going to consider dualistic body/soul concepts that were influential at the time.

Andrew Marvell and the enigma of the Soul
Metaphysical poetry in the 17th century, although it touched upon many areas in life, could be divided into two major divisions, Love Poetry and Religious Poetry. For the purposes of this presentation, I am going to focus on the latter.
The word “meta” comes from Greek and means “after” so metaphysical means literally “after the physical”[footnoteRef:1]. The term “Metaphysical Poetry” implies that it is to do with metaphysical questions, but that was not necessarily always the case.  [1:  Helen Gardner, ed. The Metaphysical Poets, p 7] 

The so-called Metaphysical poetry often presents an argument by using an unlikely metaphor and proceeds to prove the validity of the metaphor inside the logic of the argument. It could be a philosophical application of the experience had, like witnessing a moment in nature. 
Many of the elements that were associated with the metaphysical genre are to be found in Marvel’s poetry; the tension between opposing values, unexpected sudden turns and twists in the argument, complex metaphors, subtleties in language and logic.

On a Drop of Dew
On a Drop of Dew, a drop of dew has condensed from water vapour into this petal of a rose. The poem calls attention to the similarities between the purity of a dewdrop and the human soul. The soul is described as pure, unattached but trapped by the human body, longing to return to the heavens. 
In this poem the focus is on the soul’s suffering; it is a helpless victim in this coarse material world. The soul is helpless but resolved in its devotional longing to join the heavens again. Its utter reluctance to have anything to do with material worlds makes it superior to the body.
Here the material worlds are not described as terrible, but they have nothing to offer for the soul that only has one singular longing, to join the heavens again. The soul is perfect in its purity and devotion to divine like a dew drop is perfect and round like the sun, like heavens above and has “pure and circling thoughts”.
The material worlds may be full of pleasure, with natural imagery of “flower” or a “blossom green” but all that loveliness is temporary. Like a drop of dew can return to the glories of the sun, a soul will re-join the heavens. The warmth of the sun causes the “Drop of Dew” to evaporate, to change its watery form so it can join the sun, so must the soul change its form to join the heavens.
[footnoteRef:2]“Till the warm sun pity its pain, / And to the skies exhale it back again.” [2:  Marvell, Andrew, The Complete Poems, p 102] 

The poem lays out sequences of contrasts in pairs that clarify the soul’s attitude to the terrestrial bodily sphere and to divine spiritual sphere.
[footnoteRef:3]“Dark beneath, but bright above, / Here disdaining there in love.” [3: Marvell, Andrew, The Complete Poems, p 102] 

Unlike the body, the Soul has no other attachments, just heaven as its final destination.
This idea of separation between the soul and the body, the spiritual spheres and material worlds can be traced back to Plato who saw the soul as permanent but body temporary. This concept merged amongst the poets together with the Christian idea of the everlasting soul.
During this earthly existence, there will always be an unresolved conflict between soul and body since the nature of desire in these two components is so different.
Marvell’s poems are often witty and sophisticated and can have meditative and contemplative nature like in the On a Drop of Dew

A Dialogue Between the Soul and the Body
 “A Dialogue between the Soul and the Body” reflects the depths of Marvel’s understanding of classical philosophy and ideas derived from Plato and Aristoteles.
As in the “A Drop of Dew” so also in “The Dialogue Between the Soul and the Body” the concept that the soul is both, inherently good and immortal is given. For the soul, the embodiment is a prison and the forced unity with the body troubled but necessary.
The tone of this poem is different than in a “Drop of Dew” that had more of a dwelling nature; here there is a sense of urgent despair. During the dialogue, each, the soul and the body, tries to prove how they do not need the other. The soul despises being entrapped in the body, and the body hates the soul’s control upon it.
[footnoteRef:4]“The soul is blinded by the bodies sight” meaning that because our physical sight, our eyes, bring us impressions from a material world, we no longer see the divine with our soul, we are blinded. The soul  makes an argument that the body with all its senses and functions is not an instrument for the soul to use, but a distraction that lures away and disables the soul in its divine function. [4:  Marvell, Andrew, The Complete Poems, p 103] 

This is the soul’s perspective, and for the purposes of the poem, there is nearly an exaggeration of Plato’s ideas of these opposing urges.
From the body’s perspective, the soul is being tyrannical. The soul is responsible for the life and heat in the body, but, the body argues “a fever could do the same!” Body griefs of the fact that it will die and the contrast between its mortality  and immortality of the soul is at the core of the poem. There is a tragic, poetic irony here; the soul gives life to the body, only to let it die when it leaves.
The poem uses powerful imagery [footnoteRef:5]“A soul hang up as it were in chains of Nerves and Arteries and Veins” that illustrates how the soul is shackled by the nerves, the arteries and the veins. [5:  Marvell, Andrew, The Complete Poems, p 103] 

In this poem, the soul does not have the final word. Here, the body argues, it is the instrument of the soul, and therefore it follows that it is indeed the soul that is responsible for the sin, not the body. 
In this argument between the body and the soul, Marvel gives the final word to the body 
[footnoteRef:6]“What but the soul could have the wit /To build me up so fit? /So architects do square and hue,/ Green trees that in the forest grew” [6:  Marvell, Andrew, The Complete Poems, p 104] 


Ideas at play in the 17th century that might have influenced Marvell’s perceptions about a soul
Marvell, as most from the educated class, was influenced by classical thinkers, such as Plato and Aristoteles and by their understanding about the soul/body relationship. 
Plato divided soul to immortal and mortal, and Aristoteles developed the concept further and divided soul to three parts; rational soul that only human beings had, a sensitive and motile soul that also animals had and third, a vegetative soul that was shared with plants. 
According to Aristoteles even the rational soul that only humans had was dependent on the body but that this higher soul had a part that lower influences could not touch. This was a higher spiritual principle that always remained pure and would not carry a personal identity of a human.
[footnoteRef:7]Thomas Aquinas was  influenced by Aristoteles and argued that the personal identity as such didn’t exist beyond the death of the body – until at the Last Judgement Day when soul and resurrected, purified body were united again. [7:  Aquinas, St Thomas. Commentary on Aristotele’s Metaphysics Notre Dame, Ind.: Dumb Ox Books, 1995.P.202        ] 

During the middle ages and the Renaissance, the concept of the hierarchical universe was dominant. It was referred to as a “Great Chain of Being”, God on the top, then angels followed by humans then animals, plants and lastly lifeless (soulless) material things. The idea of unquestionable hierarchy was also applied to England’s social hierarchy King or Queen on the top. This order of things was challenged by new political and religious ideas (The Civil War and recognition of religious liberty as an example) and by new discoveries in science.
The scientific theories about the earth-centred cosmos were proven invalid by scientists like Copernicus who argued that all of the planets were circling around the sun. The old beliefs of the perfect balance of  the four elements, fire, air, earth, water were also challenged by perceptions of the far greater and far more mysterious unexplainable universe.
The pioneering work in anatomy done by Andreas Vesalius revealed the most intrigued and integrated functions of different bodily systems in detail. This could be seen to confirm earlier ideas of a soul that is deeply intervened and anchored in bodily systems, especially in blood. 
[footnoteRef:8]In Cartesian idea, the soul is in a different world that has no connection point to the physical world of the body. On a Drop of Dew, this state of utterly different worlds is more pronounced and meditated upon.  [8:  Cartesian world http://www.philosophypages.com/hy/4f.htm] 

We can see how all these different, some even contradictive, ideas are contemplated and argued through Marvell’s poetry and how Marvell, as a searcher of truth, a poet, fully throws himself into a logical argument on behalf of several varied viewpoints. He opens up the wonder and questions but doesn’t provide final conclusions.
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