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Marvell’s ‘Upon Appleton House’
‘Upon Appleton House, to my Lord Fairfax’ is a Country House and Garden Poem, a kind of lyric poem that belongs to a line of poems in praise of well managed country houses and estates, and thus indirectly of the moral and social qualities of their owners. This tradition began with Ben Jonson’s ‘To Penshurst’, while another example of the genre is Thomas Carew’s ‘To Saxham’, which is roughly contemporary to Marvell’s poem. 
Biographical and Political Context

1. The following will serve to contextualise ‘An Horatian Ode’ as well as ‘Upon Appleton House’.
2. The fact that Marvell’s Yorkshire clergyman father was educated at Emmanuel College, Cambridge, strongly suggests that he was Calvinist (puritan) in his theological and ecclesiastical leanings, an ‘adherent to The Reformation in its integrity’.
 
3. The son was educated at Trinity College, Cambridge, where he temporarily converted to, or at least dallied with the idea of converting to, Roman Catholicism and for a time sojourned in London, from both of which his father apparently persuaded him and he returned to Cambridge and to his studies. Unlike Emmanuel College, which was puritan, and unlike Peterhouse, which was under the influence of William Laud, Archbishop of Canterbury, (and very nearly Roman Catholic), Trinity College was a moderate college politically and Marvell’s time there may have determined what some consider to be his enduringly tolerant stance; others his indecisiveness. Perhaps this can be related to the shifting perspective of the speakers and narrators of Marvell’s lyric poetry.
4. At Cambridge, Marvell contributed two poems to the King (Charles I), one Greek and one Latin, to the Musa Cantabrigiensis of 1637. 
5. From 1641 he traveled abroad for a period of time, which may have been until 1645-6 or may have been nearly a full decade. During this period he visited France, Italy and Spain, and became polylingual. This may have contributed to his apparent lack of factionalism in English politics. 
6. While some critics argue that when 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, the evidence of Marvell’s loyalties is disputed, and his poem on the death of Thomas May, on November 13th, 1649-50, is apparently characterized by royalism. 
7. On his return to England Marvell became re-associated with his University friends and moved in Royalist circle which included his friend, the Royalist Richard Lovelace. 
8. Yet also around 1650 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. The most significant and sophisticated of the poems to emerge from the period from early 1651 to 1652, when Marvell was thus employed is ‘Upon Appleton House’.
 
9. He would later become a friend and colleague of the unorthodox Puritan and radical parliamentarian John Milton. 
10. It would seem that Marvell was, or he became, latitudinarian, exercising latitude on religious and political questions.

11. It may be, as Alexander Grosart has argued, that ‘up to and beyond 1650, if not all through, Marvell was no Republican, but true to Monarchy, and only driven from it by, on the one hand, the treachery of Charles I. (disclosed subsequently to his death), and, on the other, the proved sufficiency of Oliver Cromwell for his august post.’
 
Fairfax, his Family Tree, and the History of his House

1. The origin of Marvell’s acquaintance with Thomas, 3rd Baron Fairfax, and his wife Anne Vere, is unknown, but both Marvell and Fairfax were Yorkshiremen. Among others in Fairfax’s family tree that Marvell’s poem makes substantial reference to are Sir William Fairfax and his wife Isabel Thwaites. 
2. There is some debate about precisely which building Marvell had in mind in the opening stanzas. 
a. The first Nun Appleton House was built on the lands of the Cistercian priory of Appleton (founded c. 1150), which passed to the Fairfaxes on its dissolution in 1542, an event which the poem relates. Thomas Lord Fairfax is known to have pulled down the old house at Nun Appleton and erected a more imposing brick mansion. If the rebuilding, begun in 1637 or 1638, was completed at about the time of the Lord General’s retirement in 1650, then the reference in stanza VII of the poem, to his entrance into the ‘Square’ Hall which then becomes ‘Spherical’, probably refers to the spherical roof of the hall beneath the cupola which surmounted the central part of the house, and which you can see in the sketch of the north prospect of the house on the reverse of the family tree on the handout. 
b. It has also been argued, however, that the rebuilding of the house had not been completed until 1652 at the earliest, and that Marvell was referring to the modest house cobbled up out of part of the nunnery, next to the ruined church; that is, the earlier house. This might be thought to be consistent with the emphasis on the modesty of the house in the early stanzas.
Ethics of ‘Use’

1. There are relationships between the soul and body, on the one hand, and between human culture or Art and Nature, on the other, which we have observed in Marvell’s ‘A Dialogue between the Soul and Body’, ‘The Mower Against Gardens’, and ‘The Garden’. 
2. These relationships re-emerge in the first stanza of ‘Upon Appleton House’ as analogous to each other. The ‘Forrain Architect’, who ‘Forrests did to Pastures hew’ in his pride reminds us of the way in which architects or builders preside over deforestation in ‘A Dialogue Between the Soul and Body’, 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 in the Dialogue is a metaphor, a conceit, for the instrumental use and fashioning of the body by the Soul to its own vicious purposes. There is in ‘Upon Appleton House’ a hint of this connotation too, where it is said in lines 5-6 that the Architect ‘Who of his great Design in pain / Did for a Model vault his Brain’. The value espoused by the poem’s speaking voice, which is also seen to be embedded in the architecture of Appleton House, is by contrast humility.
3. There is a debate in which the poem participates and to which Shakespeare’s King Lear and Milton’s Comus also contribute, a debate about the accommodation of humanity and the use of natural resources. On being asked why he needs a retinue of knights when he has divested himself of all effective political power, having bestowed this upon his daughters, Lear replies:

O, reason not the need: our basest beggars

Are in the poorest things superfluous:

Allow not nature more than nature needs,

Man’s life’s as cheap as beast’s





(II.iv.257-60)

4. In ‘Upon Appleton House’, ‘Man unrul’d’ is in stanzas II and III compared unfavourably with the ‘Beasts’ that are ‘by their Denns exprest’, the ‘Birds [who] contrive an equal nest’, and the ‘low roof’d Tortoises’ whose ‘Bodies measure out their Place’, while Man ‘superfluously’ spreads himself in palaces where ‘Winds’ may lose themselves. We are of course talking about ‘use’, as we are with the body and soul, the vicious or the virtuous use of what is natural. Virtuous use is characterized by humility, as becomes clear in stanzas VI and VII, in the description of Appleton House. Rather than self-important notions in the brain, Man, that is, the bodily form of Man, is the measure of the design, just as the tortoise if the measure of its shell. Or so the witty argument goes. Stanzas VIII – IX develop this theme of humility in terms of its social, ethical and religious aspects.
5. The notion of use – the use of Nature by humanity and that of the body by the soul – is of course directly related to the dichotomy of being divided into Art and Nature, of which the previous lecture in particular has spoken. This dichotomy becomes an explicit theme of ‘Upon Appleton House’ in stanza X, where the ‘fragrant Gardens, shaddy Woods, / Deep Meadows, and transparent Floods’ of Appleton House demonstrate Nature has had a free hand in what ‘Art would more neatly have defac’d’. This is no formal Renaissance garden that might be said to be the product rather of Art than of Nature. 
6. Yet later in the poem, in stanzas LXII – LXIV, when the narrator-poet retreats from the flood waters of the river to the wood, the trees are imagined as Corinthian pillars and porticoes, and in terms of the pedigrees or genealogical trees of the lines of Fairfax and Vere united by wedlock as the two woods are united by a narrow strip of trees. That which is natural is imagined as created like architecture or a dynasty with its coat of arms and political allegiances and cultural and financial interests.
Art and Nature, Piety and Pleasure

1. Stanza XI commences the history of the House and describes how the heiress Isabel Thwaites, being wooed by William Fairfax of Steeton, was shut up by her guardian the Lady Anna Langton, Prioress of Nun Appleton. An appeal was made to higher authority, and Isabel was released by force, Fairfax marrying her in 1518. It was to their sons that the house was surrendered, it is said by the same Prioress, at its dissolution in 1542. 
2. The ‘nun’s smooth tongue’ that sucks in Isabel in an attempt to secure her inheritance for the Priory, in Marvell’s poem, is intended to remind us of the perils of human artifice, as do the elaborately embroidered articles of religious art and beauty made for the altar by the nuns. At the root of the danger is the obfuscation of the difference between moral virtue and physical beauty, and the nun’s appeal to the latter as though it were somehow synonymous with the former. This strategy diminishes regard for the need for moral vigilance as it reassures Isabel that ‘Here [in the Priory] pleasure piety doth meet; / One perfecting the other sweet’ (ll. 171-71). Should she accept the invitation to succeed the current Prioress, Isabel is even promised the freedom to appoint ‘a fresh and virgin bride’ to her side in bed each night (l. 186), whom she may embrace. The circumstances of the case are dim to us, now, and may have been to Marvell writing 130 years after Isabel’s marriage to William Fairfax; it is not at all improbable that a measure of anti-Catholicism and erotic fantasy has informed his representation of the nuns.
3. When reading ‘Upon Appleton House’ we should ask the same question we asked when reading ‘The Garden’: Is the garden in this poem predominantly a garden of the mind (of Art) or of the senses (of Nature)? Beginning in stanza XXXVI is a playfully witty description of the garden as formally arranged along the lines of a military fort, which is mildly surprising given that pastoral, as a genre, usually celebrates peace, calm, and retreat or retirement from social, political, or military affairs. But the arsenal of the fort-like garden is in this case its power to affect the senses, and there are ‘five bastions’, ‘aiming one for every sense’. 
4. We are reminded of ‘A Dialogue Between the Resolved Soul and Created Pleasure’, wherein Pleasure’s attack, first described under warlike metaphors, is made on each of the five senses in turn. 
5. The playfulness of stanzas XXXVI to XL is not without purpose, for they serve as a prelude to a serious and elegiac consideration of the introduction of violence and conflict into a world that formerly had been a peaceful and perfect garden – the Garden of Eden as well as Appleton House garden. There was formerly perhaps a sensuousness that was without sin, such as is imagined also in the poem, ‘The Garden’. 
6. Yet while this is a garden of the senses, it is also a garden of the soul, of the mind, which Fairfax is described in stanza XLV as gardening, weeding ambition and nursing conscience.
The Mowers in the Poem

1. There follows in the poem perhaps the most contested passage and the introduction of that strange figure in the corpus of Marvell’s poetry – the Mower. 
2. In pastoral we would ordinarily encounter the shepherd, but in Marvell’s pastoral lyrics the traditional shepherd is replaced by the Mower, who reflects something of the pastoral convention but also some of the connotations suggested by the name. In ‘Damon the Mower’, Damon, wounded by love of Juliana, may not be cured except by death, ‘For Death thou art a Mower too’ (l. 88). 
3. The Mowers in ‘Upon Appleton House’ do suggest the usual idyllic charm of rural life, their dances on the meadow in ‘Upon Appleton House’ illustrating their simple, close relationship with Nature, while simultaneously celebrating a victory over the grass they have ‘massacred’. 
4. According to E.W. Taylor, ‘Viewed against the usual sentiments of the pastoral tradition, the incident [wherein a Mower unintentionally scythes through a landrail or corncrake] is quite extraordinary: the moment of violence suddenly obliterates the mood of pastoral calm.’
 ‘[…] always in Marvell the relationship of man and Nature is precarious, liable to be lost in a moment.’

Irony, Threatened Identity, Shifting Perspectives
1. During this extended almost visionary or allegorical passage, the landscape constantly alters not only as a matter of course under the prevailing natural conditions or the occupations of the Mowers and others, but on account of the narrator’s altering perspective. 
2. The poem was not set up to begin with as a dream-vision, like the medieval Dream of the Rood, but in his attempts to make sense of the changing scenes perhaps of his shifting social, political and moral context of the English Civil Wars and the Commonwealth of the mid-seventeenth century, the narrator describes how the massacre of the grass is followed by ‘A new and empty face of things’ (l. 442), a kind of new creation, a tabula rasa, which is also a stage for further conflict as the Levellers, an egalitarian movement of the 1640s, are examined in stanza LVIII from various distorting perspectives. 
3. The new creation is followed by a flood, as it is in Genesis. Millenarianism, the belief in the imminence of the second coming of Christ and the Last Judgement, was widespread in the seventeenth century, and informed observers’ interpretations of political events. It may be that the poetic vision is apocalyptic in the sense of foreseeing the end of the world and the establishment of a new in the present. Surely, one might say, the oak that is ‘felled’ or invaded by the woodpecker symbolizes King Charles I, beheaded in 1649.
4. But ancient and modern history is seen obliquely and allusively in this poem, through the ‘light mosaic’ of the patterns formed by light dappling through the leaves (stanza LXXIII). The World’s troubles and seeming chaos are half-defined and subjectively rearranged for contested ambiguous meaning. There is conscious acknowledgement of retirement away from love and the World, which threatens but cannot assail the narrator. 
5. The presence of the poet-narrator in the poem is intradiegetic. He not only observes and describes but in stanza LI, his voice is heard by Thestylis, amid the Mowers, in an episode that makes him appear prophetic, and suggests how representations of things can intervene and change the way things actually are. He even becomes an allegorical figure himself, a prelate or bishop of the grove, costumed as in a masque with leaves of oak and ivy, and with caterpillars crawling therein. In stanza LXXVII, in an episode reminiscent of ‘The Garden’, he pleads to be imprisoned or made captive by the woodland plants. And yet this withdrawal into Nature seems an indulgence, a kind of escapism from the weight of human social and moral responsibilities. 
6. This dichotomy or division into retreat or retirement and social engagement, into Nature and Society, is unified in the figure of the daughter of Sir Thomas Fairfax, Mary, to whom Nature is subservient and yet in whom Nature is fulfilled, represented in ‘more Decent order tame’ (stanza LXXXXVI), and who unlike the nuns formerly of Nun Appleton Priory, is said to truly combine both beauty and modesty or humility. But does this represent a resolution to the problems raised in the poem?
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