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      Introduction

      
      Sexuality changes. Sexualities change. If both of these statements are true, as I
         believe them to be, readers of Renaissance poetry have little call to force Renaissance
         poets into boxes marked “heterosexual” or “homosexual.” As we have learned from Shakespeare’s
         sonnets and Donne’s verse letters, sexual identification means little when love or
         infatuation is involved. Just because society has furthered a “normalcy” for heteronormative
         attraction does not mean all human beings accept rigid categories for their sexual
         proclivities. A man who sincerely loves another man this year may very well love a
         woman as sincerely next year without, of course, losing his basic sense of sexual
         orientation. Stephen Guy-Bray, among others, has questioned the system of bifurcating
         sexualities into either preference for one’s own sex or for the opposite sex: 
      

      
         Nobody is entirely happy with this system, however: it seems inadequate to describe
            many of the ways people now experience their sexuality, and it does not really match
            up with the sex lives of people in the past. Fluidity in object choice increasingly
            appears to be and to have been the rule rather than the exception for many people,
            if not most.[1]  
         

      

      Of course, choosing a sex partner is easier if there are not laws on the books to
         punish one’s preferences. When we set out to assess sexual attraction in previous
         ages and civilizations, we are up against more than an expanse of time: people in
         the past had different social and political challenges, so the psychology of their
         sexual needs, if not their sexual practices as well, adapted to the structures and
         expectations of their tribes, clans, or countries. When we study the past, we can
         research legal documents and private correspondence to understand the effects of sexualities
         on societies, but if we really want to appreciate a people’s feelings about sex, we
         must read their poetry, where emotion best rises into language with an economy of
         words. Thus I am taking Andrew Marvell under a literary microscope to decipher his
         amatory emotions as I read his poems, both delicate and tough, against a sample of
         his contemporary poets. What I conclude about his sexual orientation will emerge chapter
         by chapter, for some readers not an easy foray.
      

      
       Often aligned with human sexuality, the very real emotion of love differs century
         to century, culture to culture, even generation to generation. When Sir Thomas Browne
         approaches the subject in his Religio Medici, we today may blink twice at his sentiments:
      

      
         I confesse I doe not observe that order that the Schooles ordaine our affections,
            to love our Parents, Wives, Children, and then our friends; for excepting the injunctions
            of Religion, I doe not finde in my selfe such a necessary and indissoluble Sympathy
            to all those of my bloud, even those to whom I owe the principles of life; I never
            yet cast a true affection on a Woman, but I have loved my Friend as I do vertue, my
            soule, my God. . . . I love my friend before my selfe, and yet me thinkes I do not
            love him enough; some few months hence my multiplied affection will make me beleeve
            I have not loved him at all; when I am from him, I am dead till I bee with him, when
            I am with him, I am not satisfied, but would still be nearer him; united soules are
            not satisfied with embraces, but desire to be truly each other, which being impossible,
            their desires are infinite, and must proceed without a possibility of satisfaction.[2]  
         

      

      Today we presume our deepest affections are reserved for our spouse, but for Browne
         and, I think we can presume, his culture, his generation, and possibly even his century,
         his most tender devotion was reserved for his friend. A pious reader may like to think
         “friend” in this context is a metaphor for Christ, but that does not seem to be anywhere
         hinted in the passage. Browne is talking about a flesh and blood, if generic, live
         human being. He probably had at the time a specific man (I presume man) in mind.
      

      
       One problem today with understanding Renaissance sexuality is that we tend to think
         that our sexual configurations were also true in the Renaissance. But as Phyllis Rackin
         has pointed out, gender identification then was quite different from what it is today:
      

      
         Grounded on sexual desire, our assumptions about gender are based on models of sexual
            orientation. Contemporary gender ideology constructs a kind of metaphysics of desire that assumes,
            first, that it is the norm to desire either men or women (not both) and, second, that the gender of the object of sexual desire
            determines the desiring person’s psychic and gender identity. According to our culture’s
            prevailing norms, a person, either male or female, who desires women is defined as
            “masculine,” and a person, either female or male, who desires men is defined as “feminine.”
            A person who desires both men and women we call “bisexual.” In the last case, the
            desiring subject is conceived as divided (bisexual) in order to maintain the ideologically motivated gender categories as inviolate.[3]   
         

      

      Love is greater than sex. Oscar Wilde was born gay, but his love for his wife (Constance
         Lloyd) cannot be contested. Desire, therefore, outreaches orientation, and any attempt
         to pigeonhole a poet as major as Andrew Marvell into a received sexuality box will
         result in conclusions as fluid as the brains that grapple with his difficult lyrics.
         There are, however, signs within poems that can lead a careful reader to suspect sexual
         innuendoes, and though reading Marvell is never easy, the effort expended to crack
         his codes can reward a persistent reader.
      

      
       Forty years ago much energy was expended to explain that sexual expression in the
         Renaissance was not to be equated with gender, gender identification, or even sexuality
         (see Alan Bray, John Boswell, David Halperin).[4]   For example, the term “sodomy” itself was indeed never confined to homosexual acts
         and in fact “signified a wide range of practices including prostitution, under-age
         sex, coitus interruptus, and female transvestism”[5]   so any characterization of, for example, Christopher Marlowe or Andrew Marvell
         as a sodomite was, as it is today, quite meaningless, the one poet so identified in
         a court deposition, the other in a scurrilous pamphlet. To designate Marvell, therefore,
         as a “homosexual” is inappropriate and to designate some of his poetic verses as “homosexual”
         makes little sense, but to explicate those verses as “homosocial” or “homoerotic”
         is as valid today as characterizing other Marvell verses as “heteroerotic.” Even within
         the broad category “homosexual” today there is divergence of meaning, Chilla Bulbeck
         dividing homosexuality into four groupings: “age-graded” (rites of passage for young
         people), “profession-defined” (e.g., cross-dressers), passive (“insertee” as opposed
         to “inserter” in which case only the former is “homosexual”) and gay-for-pay sex workers.[6]   It is in Western culture, in fact, “where homosexual acts denote homosexual lives”
         whereas “in some other cultures men may perform homosexual acts without being a threat
         to their heterosexual identity.”[7]   Today, energized as we are by cultural “superiority,” we can try to encrust on
         the past our own perceptions. In regard to sexualities, this tendency can be particularly
         unproductive, even impossible “as it figures as an intractable curiosity or desire,
         of searching the annals of the past for erotic subjects motivated by our desires and
         living our practices, with the cultural and political meanings we associate with these
         desires and practices.”[8]   What we do to the past may very well be visited on us by future centuries, although
         we can hope that human nature will progress beyond the sadness of self-glorification.
      

      
       Only gradually have we learned that the past had its own appreciation of human sexuality.
         After Leo Steinberg handsomely reproduced portraits of the infant Christ to demonstrate,
         he hoped, that medieval and Renaissance artists focused on the boy’s penis as a signifier
         of manhood, a later scholar pointed out that some artworks in the same eras portray
         Christ as female, “lactating and giving birth.”[9]   Some theologians saw even the wound in Christ’s side as a life-nurturing breast.
         Taking us even farther, Judith Butler maintains that not only has sexuality been a
         social construct, so has gender itself:
      

      
         Originally intended to dispute the biology-as-destiny formulation, the distinction
            between sex and gender serves the argument that whatever biological intractability
            sex appears to have, gender is culturally constructed: hence, gender is neither the
            causal result of sex nor as seemingly fixed as sex. The unity of the subject is thus
            already potentially contested by the distinction that permits of gender as a multiple
            interpretation of sex.[10]  
         

      

      So not biology but desire, in effect, becomes the determining factor in sexual expression,
         sexuality thus assuming a spiritual or psychological dimension that early theologians
         and would-be social scientists were either unwilling or unable to give it. Butler
         continues:
      

      
         If gender is the cultural meanings that the sexed body assumes, then a gender cannot
            be said to follow from a sex in any one way. Taken to its logical limit, the sex/gender
            distinction suggests a radical discontinuity between sexed bodies and culturally constructed
            genders. . . . The presumption of a binary gender system implicitly retains the belief
            in a mimetic relation of gender to sex whereby gender mirrors sex or is otherwise
            restricted by it. When the constructed status of gender is theorized as radically
            independent of sex, gender itself becomes a free-floating artifice, with the consequence
            that man and masculine might just as easily signify a female body as a male one, and woman and feminine a male body as easily as a female one.[11]  
         

      

      Such thinking on the matter of sexuality and sexual expression can help us understand
         the fluidity of sexual imagery and intent as it appears in Andrew Marvell’s poetry
         so that we are not so anxious to categorize him. Rather we will be content to let
         him slip and slide poem to poem in a wonderfully fluid sexuality that can invigorate
         a roué so cavalier as his Daphnis or as agonized as his “Unfortunate Lover.”
      

      
       Although scholars have argued that homosexuality did not exist, so to speak, before
         the nineteenth century coined the word “homosexual,” the same can be said for heterosexuality:
         the term “heterosexual” and the concepts contingent on it did not exist before the
         nineteenth century either.[12]   Same-sex expression, however, as much as opposite-sex expression occurred, of course,
         in ancient as well as medieval times, and we can only guess that former practitioners
         would be as greatly enlightened to their sexual activity as Molière’s Monsieur Jourdain
         is when informed that what he speaks is “prose.” A reader of Shakespeare’s sonnets
         is therefore right to wonder if the sonnet narrator is sexually attracted to the young
         man or simply affectionally bonded to him. The answer very well depends on the sonnet
         being read. For example, in the matter of emotional bonding, a sonnet like Sonnet
         81 portrays a speaker in love with the young man but not necessarily desirous of sexual
         coupling with him:
      

      
         Or I shall live your epitaph to make, 

         
         Or you survive when I in earth am rotten, 

         
         From hence your memory death cannot take, 

         
         Although in me each part will be forgotten. 

         
         Your name from hence immortal life shall have, 

         
         Though I, once gone, to all the world must die; 

         
         The earth can yield me but a common grave, 

         
         When you entombèd in men’s eyes shall lie. 

         
         Your monument shall be my gentle verse, 

         
         Which eyes not yet created shall o’erread, 

         
         And tongues to be your being shall rehearse 

         
         When all the breathers of this world are dead. 

         
         You still shall live—such virtue hath my pen— 

         
         Where breath most breathes, even in the mouths of men. [13]   
         

      

      The sonnet works on a common theme of the sequence: my poem will make you live forever
         (“your name from hence immortal life shall have”) even though the poet will die and
         be forgotten (“though I, once gone, to all the world must die”). Never seeming to
         tire of this idea, Shakespeare furthers it in sonnet after sonnet becoming, in effect,
         obsessive with a love object who must have returned some of the affection but probably
         nowhere near the excess evinced by the poet—if we can believe him, and there is little
         reason to doubt his sincerity. What human being can claim to have never loved someone
         or something more than that object deserved or returned in kind, even if it was, for
         W. H. Auden, “a pumping engine.” [14]   
      

      
       We cannot, of course, rule out physical intimacy between Shakespeare’s narrator and
         the young man. Witness Sonnet 50: 
      

      
         How heavy do I journey on the way, 

         
         When what I seek, my weary travel’s end, 

         
         Doth teach that ease and that repose to say, 

         
         “Thus far the miles are measured from thy friend!” 

         
         The beast that bears me, tired with my woe, 

         
         Plods dully on, to bear that weight in me, 

         
         As if by some instinct the wretch did know 

         
         His rider loved not speed being made from thee. 

         
         The bloody spur cannot provoke him on 

         
         That sometimes anger thrusts into his hide, 

         
         Which heavily he answers with a groan, 

         
         More sharp to me than spurring to his side; 

         
         For that same groan doth put this in my mind: 

         
         My grief lies onward and my joy behind. 

      

      At first we may think the narrator is talking about horseback riding (“How heavy do
         I journey on the way . . . The beast that bears me . . . Plods dully on”), but the
         metaphor (or allegory) appears by line 6 with the enigmatic phrase “to bear that weight
         in me.” Something is turning with the images, and we soon sense a change when the
         horse becomes the young man, the horse “being made from thee” (l. 8). Then the images
         become violent as the sex becomes violent: “The bloody spur cannot provoke him on
         / That sometimes thrusts into his hide, / Which heavily he answers with a groan.”
         If we ever wondered which of the pair, the narrator or the young man, were the inserter
         and who the insertee, this sonnet resolves the question. The young man is groaning
         in both line 11 and line 13 with sounds that convince the narrator that grief will
         come to the narrator in the future (“My grief lives onward”) when the couple separate
         and the (sexual) joy is over. Shakespeare, of course, uses the significant word “behind”
         (l. 14) to signify where his pleasure “lies,” both words coming emphatically in the
         final line of the sonnet. “Groan,” “thrusts,” “lies,” “behind”—the language could
         not be more suggestive of sexual coupling than it actually is.
      

      
       To understand heterosexuality as a modern construct, it is helpful to appreciate
         Rebecca Ann Bach’s work on the “imaginary” of sexual orientation. For her, the “‘heterosexual
         imaginary’ values heterosexual intercourse for pleasure, values man’s sexual desire
         for women, and sees women as naturally less desirous than men.”[15]   Thus, she reasons, the Renaissance did not understand sexuality as we do today:
         even though they coupled with women, Renaissance men prized their homosocial contacts
         above their opposite-sex commitments. In fact, orgasm itself signaled a “danger” to
         men because it effeminized them.[16]   Women were considered to be oversexed, incapable of sexual restraint. For Hannah
         Lavery too, orgasm as a “danger” for men could be linked to sexual dysfunction: “a
         Renaissance understanding of the effeminizing effects of excessive sexuality then
         allows the impotence to be included as a symbol of man’s failure to control himself
         correctly.”[17]   Bach’s “homosocial imaginary” for Renaissance men constituted their prized sexual
         involvement, their marital duties to a wife a mere obligation to procreate as expected
         of them. In Bach’s view, the eighteenth century gradually transformed this sexual
         mindset so that by the nineteenth century sociologists were primed to coin the terms
         “heterosexual” and “homosexual” to characterize male sexual orientation. The pigeonholing,
         of course, has led to untold misery for those who do not fit into either category,
         and it is taking the twenty-first century to expand the definitions and our appreciation
         of the infinite varieties inherent in sexual desire.[18]   For the reader of Renaissance poetry, the very act of reading can serve as a homosocial
         act, if the reader is male and the author is male. So reasons Stephen Guy-Bray: “poetic
         imagination can be presented as an act of sodomy,”[19]   and he thus sees Chaucer and Spenser as a male couple, given Spenser’s use of Chaucer’s
         Squire’s Tale for the homosociality between Campbell and Triamond in Book IV of The Faerie Queene.[20]   Literary coupling between authors, literary coupling between authors and readers—one
         grand fulfillment of textual-sexual desire: “we might wish to speak of poetic penetration,
         rather than poetic inspiration,”[21]   both intertextual (Chaucer with Spenser) and intratextual (Chaucer and/or Spenser
         with readers).
      

      
       The modern motivation then to read Renaissance texts can quite possibly be to mine
         them for erotic pleasure. Jeffrey Masten has said as much in Textual Intercourse even as the exercise remains frustrating, given our modern expectations of “heterosexual”
         and “homosexual” by “the impossibility, even as it figures as an intractable curiosity
         or desire, of searching the annals of the past for erotic subjects motivated by our
         desires and living our practices, with the cultural and political meanings we associate
         with these desires and practices.”[22]   Seventeenth-century texts, of course, remain the property of twenty-first-century
         readers who are free to use them as they wish, sometimes for their own therapeutic
         pleasure. Andrew Marvell’s “Unfortunate Lover,” for example, can bring great homoerotic
         satisfaction to gay readers today who generally do not care that Marvell not only
         was unfamiliar with the term “homosexual” because it did not exist, but he was also
         unfamiliar with the homosexual mindset. The past is fair game for the present.
      

      
       What Thomas Hobbes said of human life (it is “nasty, brutish, and short”[23]  ) may also have typified the English Renaissance attitude about sexual intercourse.
         Sir Thomas Browne dubbed the “triviall and vulgar way of coition . . . the foolishest
         act a wise man commits in all his life, nor is there anything that will deject his
         cold imagination more, then when he shall consider what an odde and unworthy piece
         of folly he hath committed.”[24]   Of course he was not eighteen when he wrote that. And it is difficult to forget
         that Lord Chesterfield said of sex, “The pleasure is momentary, the position ridiculous,
         and the expense damnable.” We could dismiss such attitudes as the eloquent whimsies
         of a few high-profile men and continue to wonder what the common people did and thought
         about sex had we not the intrusive diary of Samuel Pepys. At the end of the seventeenth
         century too we can enjoy the devil-may-care attitude of Lord Rochester who Cassanova-like
         certainly gave the impression that sex was rather more enjoyable than not. Still,
         we must be content with a comment here and there in the literature of the time and
         continue to piece together sexual coherence as best we can one insight at a time.
      

      
       Marvell rarely slips into the “sexual type” of male character that Mario DiGangi
         describes in Sexual Types: Embodiment, Agency, and Dramatic Character from Shakespeare to Shirley:
            “Thus I define the sexual type not as the bearer of a sexual identity or subjectivity,
         but as a familiar central figure that renders sexual agency intelligible as a symptom
         of the transgression of gender, social, economic, or political order.”[25]   DiGangi is looking for a kind of stock figure that can be easily recognized in
         Renaissance theater because that figure is used over and over to the point of instant
         recognition. But in Marvell, one could hardly say that Daphnis typifies the usual
         gallant or Damon the typical mower. Each of these characters is sui generis so that we are more apt to say “Marvell’s Daphnis” or “Marvell’s mower” and let them
         both be recognized for what they are: unique individuals unlike a Theocritus shepherd.
         Of course, the use of “sexual types” can enhance drama. As DiGangi notes, “By inserting
         sexual types into dynamic, unpredictable social scenarios, playwrights can generate
         compelling forms of critical knowledge.”[26]   In other words, “message” can be generated in an art form by types as well as by
         individuals: we do not need a unique Othello to let us know that jealousy can have
         dire consequences, but a unique character, of course, ensures that the message will
         be transmitted more often because an audience generally tires of types and prefers
         fresh characters.
      

      
       It is this very energy that Valerie Traub raises in Thinking Sex with the Early Moderns: “What if we approached the works of Katherine Philips (and other early modern women
         whose traces are waiting for us in the archive) not as subject to our identifications,
         but as objects of our desire?”[27]   Thus a repressed heterosexual male, I believe, could use Donne’s semierotic poetry
         (e.g., “Elegy 19”) to imagine that poet-narrator seducing a woman the reader has never
         met, who is faceless, but who represents the sex object he can only enjoy through
         the vicarious experience of living in Donne’s poem. Today a homosexual man as well
         can enjoy visualizing the naked Donne doing or preparing to do what the homosexual
         himself has little or no interest in doing. Disgust at the sexual activities of people
         of other orientations is not universal and is, in fact, a regretfully learned behavior.
         Likewise Andrew Marvell’s “Definition of Love,” as generic a poem as it is, can serve
         nicely as a stimulation for any number of readers who identify variously in multiple
         orientations. The approach, of course, need not be limited to the appropriation of
         traditionally configured heteroerotic lyrics by homosexuals—heterosexuals as well
         can, for example, appropriate Whitman’s Calamus poems for sexual stimulation if they wish. The sexual orientation of the author and
         the sexual intent of the author is ultimately hostage in the use and enjoyment of
         literature.
      

      
       When we turn specifically to homoerotic possibilities in Marvell’s poetry, scholars
         owe great thanks to Paul Hammond for his two books that look at love between men in
         Renaissance England, particularly the second book, which incorporates as an entire
         chapter Hammond’s earlier 1996 essay “Marvell’s Sexuality” (renamed in 2002 “Marvell’s
         Ambiguities”). Hammond here sets up these “ambiguities” by devoting the first half
         of the chapter to pamphlet attacks on Marvell after The Rehearsal Transpos’d appeared in 1672. Summarizing the various slurs thrown at Marvell’s sexuality, Hammond
         gives us a convenient listing:
      

      
         These various allegations about Marvell make him not so much a marvel as a monster,
            an amphibian of indeterminate or double gender; he is a solitary figure whose mistresses
            are fictitious; he is impotent, perhaps surgically castrated, but in any case incapable
            of performing sexually with a woman; he is effeminate, womanly, and belongs with other
            women; he has sexual desire for other men, and is interested in male nudity; he engages
            in sodomy, particularly as the partner who is penetrated.[28]   
         

      

      The breadth of these accusations is such that Marvell must have spent much time evoking
         his libertine reputation. It is a wonder he would have gotten any work at all done
         for his government so busy was he establishing various sexual personae. The slurs
         are, of course, almost worthless in proving any sexual deviance on Marvell’s part,
         elicited as they were in the heat of his own salacious attacks on the Anglican minister
         Samuel Parker. Hammond admits as much when he notes, “These caricatures are not hard
         evidence of Marvell’s sexual behavior or medical history, but they are certainly evidence
         of how some contemporaries read his behaviour, his speech, his writing, and his silences.”[29]   So Hammond uses the kinetic energy of his pamphlet analysis to set up a field of
         sexual expectations in a reader’s mind for Hammond’s own analysis of Marvell poems.
         One may wonder, then, why I have bothered to spend so much time investigating the
         sexual atmosphere in Marvell poems when Hammond has already covered the territory.
         My answer is that Hammond gives slight explication to many poems whereas I have chosen
         to give extended coverage to fewer poems and to set those poems in a context of other
         Renaissance poems, many of which have received scant or no attention over the years.
         Hammond thus affords “The Unfortunate Lover” one paragraph—I give the poem a dozen
         pages. Hammond, of course, can tease the imagination with few words, for example,
         when he writes of the “nymph” poem that “it is possible that Marvell adopts the female
         persona as a way of exploring the experience of being seduced and jilted by a male
         lover.”[30]   This is a wonderful insight that I covet. Hammond has been the brave catalyst for
         much work that has followed him. But nevertheless it is time to capitalize on Hammond’s
         work and to take Marvell farther and deeper into literary sexual experience than he
         has yet been taken. I want to do that with this book. Words are words, and Renaissance
         words are Renaissance words, but tone and intent are not various, even if dependent
         as they are on verbal expressions that slip, slide, and wander on innuendo and the
         vagaries of time, place, and action. Marvell’s sexuality belonged to him, but his
         poems belong to us, and living with them year after year, we can hope to resurrect
         and enjoy the emotions and themes that birthed them in the first place. Hammond was
         content to suggest with a broad pen, but here in this book I hope to incise and reveal,
         encouraging new readers to do the same: use Marvell to understand not only his sexual
         times but our own as well. After all, as emotions vary century to century, enough
         substance endures to let us mine Marvell for insight he may have been too circumspect
         to blazon but could communicate in poetic hint and color.
      

      
       We should not expect, therefore, total disclosure in Marvell, just as we should not
         expect it in his contemporaries, but we can be alert to touches here and there. If
         Sir John Suckling, often thought of as a quintessential Renaissance heterosocial poet,
         wanted to write a same-sex love poem, he made no apologies and did nothing in “The
         Expostulation” to hide his affection for a man:
      

      
         Tell me, ye juster deities,

         
         That pity lovers’ miseries,

         
         Why should my own unworthiness

         
         Fright me to seek my happiness?

         
         It is as natural as just

         
         Him for to love whom I needs I must:

         
         All men confess that love’s a fire,

         
         Then who denies it to aspire?

Tell me, if thou wert fortune’s thrall,

         
         Would’st thou not raise thee from the fall?

         
         Seek only to o’erlook thy state,

         
         Whereto thou art condemned by fate?

         
         Then let me love my Coridon,

         
         And by love’s leave, him love alone:

         
         For I have read of stories oft,

         
         That love hath wings, and soars aloft.

Then let me grow in my desire,

         
         Though I be martyr’d in that fire;

         
         For grace it is enough for me,

         
         But only to love such as he:

         
         For never shall my thoughts be base,

         
         Though luckless, yet without disgrace:

         
         Then let him that my love shall blame,

         
         Or clip love’s wings, or quench love’s flame.[31]  
         

      

      By choosing the name “Coridon,” Suckling puts himself in the pastoral tradition, and
         a reader has to think immediately of Spenser’s homoerotic Calendar poems, but Suckling’s piece does not seem juvenile, nor is there any reference to
         sheep or pastures: it is only the name and the tenor of the poem that evoke pastoral,
         the innocent love of one man for another. Suckling is content to confine his love
         to one man (“such as he,” l. 20), and he has little patience for anyone who would
         question his love interest, even if it should prove fruitless (“lucklesse, yet without
         disgrace”). There is no shame in the narrator—it is the questioner who is left with
         only two recourses: to either clip Cupid’s wings or stifle Love completely (ll. 23,
         24). In other words, Suckling says only the cataclysmic destruction of everyone’s
         love would result in the narrator’s losing interest in Coridon. The sentiments are
         commonplace, but the male-male scenario makes them anything but conventional.
      

      
       Of course, any number of readers will posit a female narrator for this poem, with
         the same ardor they use to explain away the homoeroticism of Donne’s “Breake of Day.”
         To them I say, the burden of proof is on them: there is nothing in Suckling’s poem
         to indicate a female narrator, and the loved one is definitely identified as male.
         Then it seems to me that erring on the side of the “authorial fallacy” can work in
         both directions—if I am wrong, you can be just as wrong. What is to be gained by forcing
         Suckling’s little poem into a heteronormative box separating the narrator from Suckling
         and twisting the narrator into a female? If one reading provokes the “authorial fallacy,”
         so does the other. Thousands of readers, of course, are content to posit Suckling
         as narrator in dozens of his love poems—why when it comes to “The Expostulation” do
         they insist on wrenching Suckling away from his own poem? Readers have attempted to
         do the same with Marvell’s “Unfortunate Lover,” readers, that is, who will suggest
         that male-to-male poems are simply evocations of amicitia, that special type of “friendship” love that does its best to distance itself from
         eros and usually fails. Love is love.
      

      
       The entire system of labeling people based on their sexual practice has been challenged
         by Judith Butler: “Are there forms of sexuality for which there is no good vocabulary
         precisely because the powerful logics that determine how we think about desire, orientation,
         sexual acts, and pleasures do not allow them to become legible?”[32]   Her question is meant to answer itself, but Dansky concludes, “Butler’s dilemma
         is particularly resolved when the individual’s right of self-determination—including
         self-defined gender identity and sexual orientation—is understood to be absolute,
         regardless of the vocabulary that’s used to name any particular mode of desire.”[33]   But readers of Marvell should not then be content simply to let Marvell’s poems
         rest in lyric sexual limbo because the poems belong as much to a reader as they do
         to the poet. He wrote them, after all, to communicate something, and if the mode of
         transfer is flawed or if the reader is inept, the message, as garbled as it may be,
         can still speak to the reader who undertakes reception in good will. In a perfect
         situation, of course, the reader would understand a poem exactly as Marvell intended
         it to be understood, but no communication is ever perfect—we have to settle for approximation
         in any intellectual exchange. Moreover, even poets may not understand what they are
         trying to say.
      

      
       Those who claim that a man’s love for a woman differs from a man’s love for a man
         will have to struggle with the following lines in Suckling’s poem “Love Turned to
         Hatred.” The poem is ostensibly generated by a love relationship that has soured:
      

      
         For thy sake woman shall be now to me

         
         Less welcome, than at midnight ghosts shall be:

         
         I’ll hate so perfectly, that it shall be

         
         Treason to love that man that loves a she;

         
         Nay, I will hate the very good, I swear,

         
         That’s in thy sex, because it doth lie there;

         
         Their very virtue, grace, discourse and wit,

         
         And all for thee; what, wilt thou love me yet? (ll. 7–14)

      

      Since line 10 uses the word “love” for both a man and a woman as love objects, it
         would be disingenuous to claim that the word changes meaning in the course of nine
         words. The speaker execrates all women, a common enough Renaissance response when
         a heteronormative affair goes bad, and the ending does suggest that the woman addressed
         has been cowed, with the added implication that whatever she did earlier to annoy
         the speaker (probably refused him sexual favors), she is now softened for the kill.
         That interpretation, of course, does nothing to mitigate line 10 where Suckling uses
         “love,” or rather its lack, to quantify his revulsion for all women themselves as
         well as for the traitor who continues to love women.
      

      
       Similarly, George Wither’s Fidelia contains some very interesting lines on love. The speaker is a woman (Fidelia, “faithfulness”)
         who has been set aside by a man. Needless to say, she is not happy:
      

      
         But those whose dull and gross affections can

         
         Extend but only to desire a man,

         
         Cannot the depth of these rare passions know,

         
         For their imaginations flag too low.

         
         And ’cause their base conceits do apprehend

         
         Nothing but that whereto the flesh doth tend;

         
         In Love’s embraces they ne’er reach unto

         
         More of content than the brute creatures do. (ll. 313–20)[34]  
         

      

      She seems to be contrasting the faithless lover’s affection for a man (“only to desire
         a man”) as opposed to his previous affection for the preferred gender (female) and,
         by implication, herself. She is thus denigrating male same-sex love as simple passion
         (l. 315) or desire (l. 314), a less fulfilling love than that possible between a man
         and a woman. Same-sex love is bestial (l. 320), nothing more than fleshy conjunction
         (l. 318), never rising above the status of animal. She is arguing that he has thrown
         her over along with true satisfaction in love in order to satisfy his base passion
         devoid of a spiritual component.
      

      
       As interesting as this interpretation of the lines is, to be fair we must entertain
         a different possibility. A problem begins with the misplaced comma in line 314. It
         makes no sense to pause after “to desire a man” because “cannot” wants to be the verb
         for either “those whose dull and gross affections” (l. 313) or for “man” (l. 314).
         Placing the comma after “to desire” in line 314 would make better sense:
      

      
         But those whose dull and gross affections can

         
         Extend but only to desire, a man

         
         Cannot the depth of these rare passions know,

         
         For their imaginations flag too low.

      

      The speaker can thus be construed to be saying of her ex-lover that his affections
         stop at desire, not at spiritual fulfillment, presumably with other women. The comma
         placement may have been the result of a hasty typesetter who presumed to understand
         the lines better than the author. Or it may have been simply a punctuation
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