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      Introduction

    


    
      “Unhoopable”—that is the conclusion reached by Elisabeth Story Donno about Andrew Marvell, explaining that though many have tried to categorize the poet and his poetry, the man and his works somehow fall “in between”: early commentators link him to his contemporaries Donne, Jonson, Lovelace, Suckling, Cowley, Waller, Herbert, Herrick, and Milton; some try to “synthesize” him with different literary strains—“a blend of Donne and Milton, of Donne and Butler, of Jonson and Herrick, of Crashaw and Vaughan.” Later scholars attempt to connect him with later writers and with their own contemporaries—Cowper, Crabbe, Claire, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Keats, Shelley, Meredith, Hopkins, Tennyson, Hodgson, Archibald MacLeish, E. E. Cummings, and W. H. Davies. To Harold Bloom, Marvell is “the most enigmatic, unclassifiable, and unaffiliated major poet in the language,” while Nigel Smith simply calls him “The Chameleon.”1


      Admittedly, Marvell left us little to go on by way of his poetic canon. Of the ten poems that were published during his lifetime (and one of those only partially), only half carried either his name or initials.2 Even during his “poetic reassessment” in the years 1892–1921, the question of Marvell’s niche remained uncertain, as Donno queries: “Was he classic or romantic, metaphysical or Augustan, Cavalier or Puritan, or—in witness now to the impact of the ‘Horation Ode’ rather than to the controversial works—republican or royalist?” Rosalie Colie judges Marvell a “mediator” in lyric style, noting that “from the concettismo of Cleveland and Crashaw to the smoothness of Carew, from the understatement of Herbert to the brilliant emblematism of Vaughan, from the wit of Donne to the metaphysics of Traherne, examples may be found in Marvell’s work.” J. B. Leishman believes that, although Marvell cannot equal any of the poets to which he is compared in their poetic specialties, “he can rival each and all in variety and breadth” partly because “he is, in comparison with them, singularly uncommitted, or, as M. Sartre would say, disengagé.” Even Marvell’s poetic language has been labeled as in-between. M. C. Bradbrook and M. G. Lloyd Thomas comment that his poetic vocabulary is “not yet subjected to the ‘dictionary’ methods of Seth Ward and his Oxford friends, or the mathematical ideals of Hartlib and Wilkins: it has the fluidity of Shakespeare’s England rather than those virtues of limitation and clarity which are associated with Dryden.”3


      Constantly Marvell is likened to the ambiguous space between two boundaries: he is “a poet of transition,” standing “on the frontier of two sharply defined periods”; he was both metaphysical and Augustan and yet neither, a mind “detachedly at play over a number of possible choices.” Though likened to the deity Janus, “the spirit of the doorway, seeing before and behind” in his works, Marvell seeks not to cross the doorway or limen (from whence “liminal” derives its name) but to remain in the “betwixt and between” state conducive to creativity.4 Like the pentimenti of Leonardo’s sketches or the sfumato of his paintings, the blurred boundaries of Marvell’s life and art both bewilder and entrance. Biographies lament their inability to peg him. In 1905, Augustine Birrell’s first book-length biography on Marvell, written as part of the English Men of Letters series, commented, “A more elusive, non-recorded character is hardly to be found.” Seventy-three years later, biographer John Dixon Hunt agreed: “Marvell remains mysteriously hidden from us today behind much playful, artful refusal to commit himself to anything that would help in bringing a picture of an obviously complex character into some focus,” only seconded by the so-far-unequalled biographer Niles Smith, judging that the quality of Marvell’s poetry “has to do with indecipherability, with irresolvable ambiguity, with seeing things all ways at once, and never really revealing what the hidden author thinks.”5 It is the very blurred, unfocused picture of the man that intrigues.


      Likewise, Marvell’s lyrics approach traditional modes and genres—the Country House poem, emblematic verse, literary dialogue, pastoral—yet never really stay within the defining lines. Marvell seems to agree with John Shawcross that the expected parameters of genres are doorways, not walls:


      Genre and mode, and such “devices” as allusion and onomastics, are conscious entries into a literary work: they become liminal means to enter into that work, the threshold over which one may step to enter the world of the literary work. Its space is confined but may allow for extension and vision beyond that space; it may also figure forth other rooms, and other rooms in other places furnished differently. Liminal existence, we should remark, presupposes an overt, conscious creation, both the threshold and that introduced by the threshold.6


      This study invites Marvell readers to view the poet and some of his representative lyrics in the context of the anthropological concept of liminality as developed by Victor Turner and enriched by Arnold van Gennep, Jacques Lacan, and other observers of the in-between aspects of experience. This approach differs from previous attempts to “explain” Marvell in that it allows multidisciplinary and multimedia contexts in a broad matrix of the areas of experience and representation that defy boundaries, that blur the line at which entrance becomes exit. Past studies have focused on one quality of Marvell’s art or life that helps define an aspect of his work. For example, David Norbrook, John Wallace, Nigel Smith, Annabel Patterson, Kevin Sharpe, Steven Zwicker, Michael Wilding, Warren Chernaik, David Lowenstein, Blair Worden, Conal Condren, and A. D. Cousins, among many others, convincingly demonstrate that Marvell’s poems can be, perhaps must be, seen in a political light and explain contemporary political issues and conflicts, though some of his lyric poems sometimes have to stretch to fit that mold.7 Other studies have focused on allegory, classical and contemporary influences on Marvell, biographical views of his works, his use of irony and satire, and implications of nature and pastoral.8


      But those commentators who acknowledge the visual arts and emblematic influences on Marvell’s poetry more successfully approach the key to our fascination with the man and his works. Ernest Gilman, Kitty Scoular, Harry Berger Jr., Jeffrey Spencer, L. E. Semler, and Colie recognize that Marvell straddles word and image, yet they continue to impose boundaries that attempt to categorize. Even in her seminal study “My Ecchoing Song,” Colie employs various contexts in an attempt to encompass Marvell’s works, for example, “Theme and Form,” “Problems of Pastoral,” “Carpe Diem Poems,” “Pictorial Traditions,” “Diminution,” and so on, though she can only draw all together in describing his poetry as a criticism of life. And though Marvell has been compared to specific visual artists—Velázquez, Marino, and Cellini—the comparisons are limited to specific instances of similarity.9


      These outstanding studies certainly elucidate important aspects of Marvell’s life and work, but most fall short of a perspective that can explain the basis of the enigma that is Marvell. This study acknowledges that the poems discussed, and, by implication, the entire corpus of Marvell’s work and the life that produced it, derive from a refusal to draw a definite divide. In analyzing a small selection of Marvell’s life and lyrics as explorations of various realms of liminality in word and image, readers can see a passageway to the poet’s works that never really reaches a destination; instead, the unlimited possibilities of the journey remain.


      Chapter 2, “The Concept of Liminality and Marvell’s Liminal Life,” offers an overview of anthropologist Victor Turner’s theories of liminality conceived during the two-and-one-half years he lived with and studied the rituals and passage rites of the Ndembu of northwestern Zambia. Turner discovered that the most significant experiences in a person’s or a culture’s life occur during the time of transition from one stage to another, during which the subject belongs to neither stage yet to both, an existence Turner describes as “betwixt and between” or liminal, from the Latin limen or threshold.10 Though Turner’s original concept dealt with life growth and changes, the concept soon expanded to other aspects of in-between experience and can illuminate Andrew Marvell’s own life and lyric poems in more specific, related contexts that encourage liminal states: the ephemeral state between innocence and experience, the blurred borders of visual and poetic arts, the interdependence of art and nature in horticulture, the mystical aspects of mirror images, the space between word and concept, and the interchange of dialogue.


      Chapter 2 concludes with a brief biography of Marvell to demonstrate more specifically the ambiguous aspects of his life. Though others have compared Marvell’s themes and techniques to specific visual artists (as seen above), this study offers a broader view: in life experiences, world view, and theories of the artist and his art, Marvell more closely resembles the equally enigmatic Leonardo da Vinci, whose life and work also hide more than they reveal. Marvell shared with Leonardo not only personality traits but the very concept of artist and the necessity to blur the lines in all representations, visual as well as literary, to achieve a sight less distinct but more true.


      Turning to specific poems, we will see how an analysis of the most disputed points with references to liminal states indicates Marvell’s intentional purpose to remain in that area in between, refusing a closure that would delineate yet accordingly disappoint. Because most of the poems in this study are believed to have been composed during or immediately before and after Marvell’s sojourn at Sir Thomas Fairfax’s estate at Nunappleton, where he served as tutor to Fairfax’s daughter, chapter 3, “Marvell’s Portrait of a Liminal Realm: ‘Upon Appleton House,’” begins the lyric analysis with a look at “Upon Appleton House, To My Lord Fairfax.” This variation of the Country House poem not only clarifies a biographical context of Marvell’s work but also introduces liminal aspects of horticulture, mirrors, and the in-between profession of tutor in the early modern period. As he describes the house, history, and grounds of Nunappleton, the home of Sir Thomas Fairfax, who led parliamentarian forces until his growing dissatisfaction with the English revolution prompted an early retirement in 1650, Marvell uses his praise of the general and his family to demonstrate not only his knowledge of and admiration for his patron, Lord Fairfax, but also his value to his patron. As resident of Nunappleton from 1650 to 1652 and tutor to the Fairfaxes’ only child, Mary, Marvell monopolizes on the liminal position of tutor, half-servant, half-guest, to dare to present a type of “Mirror for Magistrates” to Fairfax, himself in an existence in between duty to country and duty to self during these years. In its discussion of the confusion of history, images, symbols, and playful perspectives in the poem, this chapter demonstrates Marvell’s skillful blurring of Fairfax’s own interests in art, poetry, architecture, horticulture, politics, and, perhaps most importantly, family, to show Marvell’s ability to position his patron and himself within a liminal realm of mutuality.


      Once setting the biographical and topographical stage of most of these lyrics, chapter 4 explores Marvell’s own concept of nature and the artist in “Blending the Arts in the Act of Creation: ‘The Garden.’” Marvell’s “The Garden” has perhaps elicited more commentary and questions than most of his other lyric poetry because of the diversity and richness of possible interpretations. This idle ramble through an Edenic place, not necessarily Fairfax’s estate since the date of composition is estimated closer to 1668 but rather an ideal concept of a garden, indicates a longing for “that happy garden-state / While man there walked without a mate” (lines 57–58).11 The poem appears to offer a misogynistic lament over the complications of sexual love; however, this prelapsarian garden needs no female presence, not because the speaker desires the lushness of green over the sensuality of red and white, but because the subject of the poem is a solipsistic one that requires solitude: the creation of art itself. Marvell describes the process of artistic creation by presenting a garden of delights that annihilates the boundaries between literary, visual, and horticultural art; between art and nature; between artist and his work; as his garden rambler enacts the role of the artist who absorbs, reflects, and creates the world around him. This chapter explores how “The Garden” as poetry evidences Marvell’s affinity with the visual arts, particularly in the practice and theories of Leonardo da Vinci, and with the almost religious fervor in the seventeenth century for horticultural art. Marvell’s garden resides in the resulting sfumato connecting all three modes of art.


      Because “The Garden” revels in the multidimensional and innocent realm of art and nature, chapter 5, “In Between Life and Art: Marvell’s Mower and Nymph,” focuses on two figures who reside in this world: the Mower and the Nymph. Marvell’s poems often feature naïve, seemingly innocent characters at a transitional time in their lives chronologically as well as psychologically, experiencing early but inevitable disappointments in life and love. The Mower, subject or speaker in the four poems known as the “Mower series”—“The Mower against Gardens,” “Damon the Mower,” “The Mower to the Glow-worms,” and “The Mower’s Song”—enacts the painful transition period from the pastoral ideal of unity with nature to the passionate real of alienation and disappointment. The Nymph, speaker of “The Nymph Complaining for the Death of her Fawn,” similarly is pushed to the threshold of maturity by “Unconstant Sylvio” (line 25), but refuses to exit that doorway, even when her surrogate love, the Fawn, is also torn from her. The plight of both the Mower and the Nymph can best be understood in the context of early modern developments in visual art, which succeed in blurring the too-sharp lines between images, between planes, between innocence and experience, allowing the figures to dwell a while longer in the comfortable sfumato of the space between.


      Turning from the concept of liminality as a temporary transitional life phase to the in-between state of other visual experiences, chapter 6—“Smoke and Mirrors”—analyzes four poems that use the power and mystique of mirror images and their use in visual art to demonstrate the area in between object and image, appearance and reality. Commentators have noted the self-containing and even self-constituting images in Marvell’s poetry that place the readers in the in-between state of cause and effect, creator and creation, in a perpetual self-reflecting series of mirrors,12 but none has pursued the symbolic and historical significance of the mirror image and its role in anamorphic portrayal in explaining Marvell’s effectiveness in keeping us in between image and reflection. In “On a Drop of Dew,” “Eyes and Tears,” “Mourning,” and “The Gallery,” Marvell manipulates reflective surfaces—eyes and tears—and the spiritual and physical power of the mirror to capture, reproduce, clarify, and skew images, keeping the reader guessing not only the source of the reflection but also the validity of the reproduction itself. The result is a self-perpetuating maze of mirrors that leaves the reader in between a tangle of reflections. This chapter surveys the historical significance of mirrors—their ambiguous ability to clarify and instruct, yet distort and confuse; their spiritual symbolism; and their soul-sucking threat. Each of these four poems demonstrates the liminal power of the mirror. “On a Drop of Dew” employs the mirror’s power to condense and compress in order to express the dewdrop’s desire to return to “the clear region where ’twas born” (line 5), while “Eyes and Tears” furthers the concept of the dewdrop’s appearance as “its own tear” (13) to explore the power of the mirror both to clarify and distort. With a survey of the improvements in mirror clarity yet the early modern popularity of anamorphic pictures, the reader understands that the tears of repentance that blur the physical eyes actually can produce a spiritual “sight more true” (“Eyes and Tears,” 27). “Mourning” attests to the danger of misinterpretation and even purposeful deception with the manipulation of mirror images. Though Chlora’s tears could indicate true sorrow, assumed in a state of mourning, these same tears, like catoptric anamorphic pictures, have the capacity to hide and deceive accurate interpretation. The speaker questions Chlora’s true motives, but at the end, the view in the mirror is not a conclusion but a reflection of the question. The final poem of the chapter, “The Gallery,” presents a series of reflections that make up not only a gallery of art but the speaker’s very soul. The most ecphrastic of the four poems, “The Gallery” has generally been interpreted as evidence of Giambattista Marino’s influence on Marvell, but the mirror’s symbolic role in the portrayal of God’s image in the soul has not been strongly connected with Marvell’s gallery.13 This portrayal of multiple images of the speaker’s beloved crowding the gallery of his soul monopolizes on the ability of the mirror to produce distorted and self-reflecting images, causing the viewer to question which face is the real one. And since the mirror symbolizes the mind and soul, which should reflect one’s image as the image of God, this speaker’s soul, containing only the “num’rous colony” (46) of Chlora’s portraits, indicates that the speaker has lost his own reflection, his very own soul.


      Just what constitutes a “definition”? Rhetorically speaking, the OED defines it as “A precise statement of the essential nature of a thing; a statement or form of words by which anything is defined.”14 As in the self-reflecting quality of most of Marvell’s lyrics, we must use words to define words and to erect boundaries; thus, a definition is “the setting of bounds or limits; limitation, restriction,” so never easy for Andrew Marvell. The essential aspect of a definition is the verb connecting the term and its “essential nature,” the limen that allows two concepts to be joined, the space between. Chapter 7, “In Between Concept and Understanding: ‘The Definition of Love,’” investigates the liminal area of becoming and uncertainty that
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