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Abstract

A considerable number of Andrew Marvell’s poems contain reference to various forms of

visual arts. Marvell’s use of this type of imagery frequently leads to some type of

transformation of a psychological, spiritual, political or social reality, with more or less

overt allusions to the Neoplatonic notions of sublimation. However, this predominantly

Neoplatonic notion of art, characteristic of Marvell’s earlier lyrics, disappears from his

Restoration poems. In the satires, art, instead of idealising and elevating the corporeal, is

rather dragged into the sphere of matter, where, together with the objects of the poet’s

mockery, it undergoes a carnivalesque deformation. Such a degradation or carnivalisation

of art imagery in Marvell’s Restoration satires is not only generically conditioned, but has

its roots in the political, social and philosophical legacy of the Republic.

In the third part of Eupheme, a eulogy on the late wife of Sir Kenelm Digby,
Ben Jonson invites a painter to render the radiant beauty of Lady Digby’s
body in the form of a painting. Pleased with the result, the poet declares:
‘‘Next sitting we will draw her mind.” On his return, however, the painter is
promptly dismissed:

Painter yo’ re come but may be gone,
Now I have better thought thereon;
This work I can perform alone; (VIII. 277)

‘‘Not that your art I do refuse,” the poet reassuringly adds. We are given
to understand that the dismissal has nothing to do with the quality of the
painter’s skill, and everything to do with the nature of his subject. The mind is
a flame-like thing, too fleet and mercurial to be represented in a painting
(‘‘your hand will never hit / to draw a thing that cannot sit”).
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Some thirty years later, another seventeenth century poet teamed up
with a painter to meet the challenge of depicting a subject possibly even more
fiery and dynamic than the mind of Dame Venetia Digby, when Andrew
Marvell tackled the topic of the political turmoil of the 1660s. Although he
may have been familiar with, and possibly even echoed, Jonson’s doubts as
voiced in Eupheme, in his The Last Instructions to a Painter Andrew Marvell
does not query the ability of the artist. Instead, his suggestion is framed in the
spirit of friendly co-operation:

Dear painter, draw this Speaker to the foot;
Where pencil cannot, there my pen shall do’t
That may his body, this his mind explain. (ll. 863–865)1

The result of their collaboration is a Horatian ideal of ut pictura poesis,
a perfect union of the sister arts:

Painter, adieu! How well our arts agree!
Poetic picture, painted poetry! (ll. 943–944)

The Horatian and Jonsonian tones with which Marvell closes his
otherwise excoriating satire are misleading; more than anything, they
emphasise Marvell’s ideological distance both from the Roman poet and
from his English devotee. Horace believed in the corrective effect of
indulgent laughter, and Jonson assumed that praise, even where not entirely
merited, inspired men to virtue. By contrast, the laughter in Marvell’s satires
seems mostly derisive; the poet is palpably sceptical about the Sidneyan ethos
of poetry. The apparent enthusiasm with which he views the friendly
collaboration between the poet and the painter is not so much an exercise in
striving for the Horatian ideal as a typical Marvellian distraction diverting the
reader from a more substantive issue explored in the satire – the poet’s
implicit comments about the status of art. The Last Instructions to a Painter
can be interpreted as a categorical dismissal of art’s power to glorify and
sublimate the material reality. Although my paper focuses on this general
deprecation of art present in Marvell’s Restoration satires, rather than on the
relationship between poet and painter itself, it is worth pointing out how the
innocuous echo of the Jonsonian debate between the poet and the painter
reverberates in his poem with derisive voices which bring into question some
of the general beliefs about art which we tend to associate with the father of
the Cavalier poets.

The professed harmonious cooperation between the poet and the painter
in Marvell’s Advice-to-a-Painter satires promises success, in contrast to the
implicit failure of Jonson’s competing artists who vie to best each other;
a situation which probably carried more than a passing resemblance to the
personal antagonisms between Ben Jonson and Inigo Jones. However,
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the comparison implied by Marvell is misleading. Notwithstanding their
stormy professional relationship, the magnificent spectacles created jointly by
Ben Jonson and Inigo Jones worked some truly magical transformations at
the Stuart court. Tapping the reservoirs of Greek mythology or Arthurian
legend the two masters of poetry and stage design were building up the myth
of Stuart monarchy by turning weak and corrupt courtiers into gods and
heroes. Jonson and Jones may have competed with each other, but the
question at stake was which of the arts, poetry or painting, glorified its
subjects more effectively. Paradoxically, the friendly cooperation between
poet and painter in Marvell’s Advice-to-a-Painter poems produces the
reverse effect: the reader is confronted with a grotesque and shameful picture
of the monarch and his court. The poet uses the painter as an accomplice in
the act of subverting the myth-making function traditionally assigned to
courtly art. What seems particularly ironic is that in order to demythologise
the ruler Marvell employs precisely these forms of art which were usually
associated with the glorification of monarchy. I will argue that Marvell’s
scepticism about the sublimating power of art was not a sudden development
triggered by the poet’s disgust of the restored king and his degenerate court.
The reason was rather a gradually mounting disbelief which can already be
traced in Marvell’s earlier lyrics, where the poet seems to be gingerly testing
the waters of the Neoplatonic concept of art before ultimately relegating art
to the sphere of the corporeal and corrupt.

The way Marvell employs art in his Restoration satires undermines its
service in creating a royal myth. This may be considered a radical change of
the status that the topos of art enjoyed in the poet’s earlier lyrics. The Gallery,
for instance, is frequently quoted as evidence of Marvell’s interest in art and
his expertise in the contemporary trends in painting.2 The poem’s dominant
conceit rests on a conventional poetic theme of a lover carrying a picture of
his beloved in his heart. In Marvell’s lyric there is actually an impressive
collection of such pictures (one ‘‘choicer far” than the royal collection at
Whitehall, as the lover boasts). Although it is set firmly within the tradition
of amatory verse, the poem nonetheless displays some original qualities in
the way it arranges and describes the collection of paintings. Marvell’s
departures from traditional iconography have already been noted (Hinnant
30–32); I would like to focus instead on the particular arrangement of the
paintings. Out of about a thousand pictures apparently on exhibition in the
gallery of the lover’s heart, the poem presents only five. The first four
paintings constitute two contrary pairs, which may suggest, as Nigel Smith
claims, that they are two double-sided portraits (93). In the context of the
Renaissance tradition of double-sided portraiture, this is a valuable technical
observation which sheds new light on Marvell’s poem. If we consider such
examples of the genre as Da Vinci’s portrait of Ginevra de’ Benci’s or
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Memlin’s Portrait of a Young Man at Prayer, it becomes apparent that the
obverse and the reverse of those double-sided paintings have different
functions; the former is simply a straightforward portrait of the sitter, while
the latter is usually an allegorical painting, an emblem or an impresa
supposed to represent the sitter’s virtues, interests or social status. Thus, the
reverse painting is an allegorical complement to the portrait, and frequently
also a compliment on the sitter’s character.

In the absence of a proper consideration of the tradition of double-sided
portraiture, Charles H. Hinnant’s interesting interpretation of the poem
seems incomplete. Hinnant rightly notes that the first and the third paintings
in The Gallery contain no obvious reference to a particular mythological
character (like a mythological name or some characteristic quality or
attribute), as opposed to the second and the fourth, which describe Aurora
and Venus, albeit in a way that departs from traditional iconography
(Hinnant 32). In the light of the tradition of double-sided portraiture,
however, this arrangement finds a logical explanation. Within this frame of
reference, the reverse portraits in The Gallery (Venus and Aurora) should
simply be treated as a myth-making glorification of the person portrayed on
the obverse – and yet the mythological representations in Marvell’s poem are
not in fact complementary. On the contrary, each presents a startling contrast
to its counterpart on the obverse. A merciless, torturing murderess can hardly
be glorified as the mild rosy-fingered Aurora. A ruthless and horrid
enchantress makes an odd match with the peace-loving goddess of love.
Naturally, Marvell’s play with the double-sided portrait tradition in The
Gallery may be interpreted as misogynistic comment on female moodiness
and inconstancy. On the other hand, it can also point to the poet’s ironic
distance towards the belief in the myth-making power of art.

We should also bear in mind the last painting described in the poem,
which is actually the first portrait displayed in the lover’s gallery. A single
portrait not paired with any other in the collection, it promises to provide
a way out of the dialectical impasse produced by the two double-sided
portraits. The painting seems to deny any stylisation. True to the pastoral
overtones of her name, Clora is a simple shepherdess ‘‘whose hair / Hangs
loosely playing with the air.” This is the speaker’s beloved – the ‘real’ Clora,
as he claims, one not dressed in any mythological or allegorical costume.
However, in case of pastoral painting it would be naive to accept such
premises as natural simplicity, strictly life-like representation or unstudied
postures. Pastoral painting was by definition a highly stylised genre; and one
that was very popular at the court of Charles I. Hinnant notes:

The shepherdess in art was obviously affiliated with the literary vogue for pastoral
drama and poetry. Not accidentally, pastoral flourished in Stuart England where
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it was given special impetus by Charles I’s consort Henrietta Maria, who in her
enthusiasm for Platonic love inspired her courtiers to create plays and masques
peopled with ideal shepherds and shepherdesses. (35)

Consequently, Clora is only ‘real’ and authentic within the fictional world
of the poem; in the broader context, her picture might represent a courtly
lady striking an affected pastoral pose. Again Marvell appears to be teasing
his readers when insisting that the fashionable courtly stylisation is a genuine
representation of his lover. This ironic attitude in The Gallery suggests both
a mild critique of courtly fashions and a scepticism about the power of art to
sublimate material reality, to change a ‘tyrant’ and an ‘inhuman murderess’
into Aurora.

The poet’s mounting doubts about the sublimating power of art are
apparent not only in The Gallery. Although no other lyric by Marvell refers to
the visual arts as openly as The Gallery does, there are several early poems
where art at least amounts to an important element of the imagery. This is
the case in The Unfortunate Lover, one of the most puzzling poems by
Marvell which, probably for this very reason, has inspired a great variety of
interpretations. Although the poem may be legitimately and plausibly
interpreted in amatory, Christian or political terms, it can also be treated
as a Neoplatonic allegory of the soul, which – imprisoned in the material
world of passion and strife but aware of its higher origin – heroically aspires
to break free of its corporeal prison and transcend material reality. The
lover’s suffering and his heroic death become metamorphosed into a spectacle
or another form of visual art. Interestingly, the genres present in The
Unfortunate Lover were usually associated with myth-making courtly
iconography. Masques, tournaments (usually preceded by an allegorical
spectacle), heraldic devices or impresas, all of which appear in the poem, were
not traditionally representations of the imperfect material reality, but aimed
to transform or transcend it.

The lover’s heroic suffering is not merely a conventional courtly
stylisation; it seems literally to transform him into a form of art. He may
sacrifice his life,

Yet dying leaves a perfume here,
And music within every ear:
And he in story only rules,
In a field sable a lover gules.(ll. 61–64)

Although it is too violent to be properly defined as a courtly masque, the
poem’s masque-like ‘spectacle of blood’ does share with its courtly model
a ritualistic and metamorphosing quality rooted in the Neoplatonic
philosophy and the hermetic tradition.3 This tradition is present in the
poem in the form of echoes of Giordano Bruno’s De Gli Eroici Furori
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(Smith 85), but Marvell’s enigmatic lyric also arguably contains allusions to
another Christian-Platonic-hermetic text, another eclectic piece which to my
knowledge has not yet been identified as a potential source, namely Sir
Thomas Browne’s Religio Medici. There are at least two ‘echoes’ of Browne’s
text which seem to be reverberating in Marvell’s poem. The first is the
striking analogy between the image of the rock in Stanza VII and the
frontispiece of the early editions of Browne’s work, which depicts a figure
falling from a rock into a rough sea, caught (and saved) by a hand reaching
down from the clouds. The second, which I would like to concentrate on,
occurs in the fifth stanza of Marvell’s poem and relates to Browne’s vision of
man. A longer passage from Religio Medici is worth quoting here. After
enthusing at some length about the perfection of Angels, Browne compares
their existence with that of man, reflecting on people’s ’in-between’ status in
the scheme of creation:

These [the Angels] are certainly the Magisterial and master pieces of the Creator,
... the best part of nothing, actually existing, what we are but in hopes and
probabilitie, we are only that amphibious piece betweene corporall and spirituall
essence, that middle form that linkes those two together, and makes good the
method of God and nature, that jumps not from extreames, but unites the
incompatible distances by some middle and participating natures; that we are the
breath and similitude of God, it is indisputable, and upon record of holy Scripture,
... thus is man that great and true Amphibium, whose nature is disposed to live not
onely like other creatures in divers elements, but in divided and distinguished
worlds. (103, emphasis mine).

The words hopes, breath and Amphibium are also woven into the fifth
stanza of The Unfortunate Lover; where they appear in the same order as in
the passage cited above. The use of common words like hope or breath might
be considered coincidental and unconnected to Religio Medici, but the
unusual simile of the Amphibium suggests strongly that this stanza is
indebted to Browne. Interestingly, the status of art is likewise examined by
Browne, who argues that ‘‘Art is the perfection of Nature” and presents God
as ‘‘an excellent Artist.” But this is where the similarities between Browne’s
work and Marvell’s puzzling lyric end. If Marvell’s poem about the lover’s
struggle with fierce nature invokes Browne’s serene vision of humanity, it
only does so in order to challenge it; in a pattern similar to the way the
Horatian ideal becomes subverted in The Last Instructions. Stanza V in
Marvell’s poem seems to be a pessimistic counterpart to Browne’s text:

They fed him up with hopes and air,
Which soon digested to despair;
And as one corm’rant fed him, still
Another on his heart did bill.

120



Thus while they famish him, and feast,
he both consumed, and increased:
And languished with doubtful breath,
Th’amphibium of Life and Death. (ll. 33–40)

Here, the ‘‘hopes” are ‘‘digested” or transformed into despair, and God’s
life-giving ‘‘breath” in man is ‘‘doubtful,” i.e. too faint. Whereas Browne is
fairly placid about man’s amphibious condition, Marvell emphasises the
suffering and strife brought about by man’s ‘‘in-betweenness.” The ‘‘poor
lover” is not a link in the Great Chain of Being – he is tossed back and forth
between the extremes of hope and despair or life and death. If anything, the
end-stress patterns and the rhyming scheme of the poem give prominence to
the second element in each pairing, i.e. to ‘‘despair” and ‘‘Death.”

Marvell’s more pessimistic concept of the human condition is connected
with the way his poem reworks the Neoplatonic concept of art. In the poem’s
allegorical spectacle, the lover is the addressee of the glorifying vision, and at
the same time the lead actor in the performance, a structure which is also
typical in Stuart masques. Given the similarities between the spectacle
contained in Marvell’s lyric and the masque, we might expect the poem to
exhibit a similar elevating or transforming power. In this case, however, the
lover does not get to enjoy the harmony and splendour that properly
characterises a masque. Instead, he is tossed, as if by mistake, into a topsy-
turvy, out of control world of an anti-masque (this is a mistake, because
a noble masquer would have been out of place in an anti-masque, which was
the preserve of professional actors). In this spectacle the raging elements are
not miraculously dispersed by a magical trick of stage machinery, and the
lover is trapped in a series of scenes which involve conflicted opposites. This
is where the universal, philosophical reading of the poem intersects with the
political readings of those critics who see the suffering lover as an allegorical
vision of Charles I, the martyr king: Marvell’s poem might be seen as an
allegorical record of the king’s last ‘performance,’ the ‘last masque’ in which
he was the main actor, and which actually happened to take place in front of
the Banqueting House. However, Marvell’s ‘spectacle of blood’ differs from a
typical Stuart masque. Unlike the flesh and blood kings or queens presiding
over such spectacles, who were believed to be endowed with the magical or
miraculous ability to restore order and peace, both Charles I and the lover-
king of the poem prove conspicuously unable to muster comparable powers
and quell the anti-masque of civil war. The only miraculous effect of
Charles’s suffering is that it turns the king into an icon, removing him from
the harsh reality of politics into the fiction of royal iconography. But in
Marvell’s poem this iconography is unable to transform reality; the poem
creates an ideal which is clearly identified as fictional – idealised monarchy of
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a courtly masque, it seems to argue, properly belongs in the realm of fiction.
If we can consider the lover’s transformation into a heraldic device as an
artistically induced transcendence of sorts, this is an act of sublimation where
art is not so much a catalyst of the process as merely the locus where the
metamorphosis takes place, while the world of warring elements remains
unaffected by the magical transformation. The final couplet of the poem,
which makes the lover-king ‘rule’ in nothing but the realm of heroic legend,
may be nostalgic and ironic in equal measure. Irreversibly shattered on the
scaffold raised in front of the Banqueting House, the belief in the traditional
iconographic workings of royal masques found its paradoxical epilogue in
Marvell’s poem.

It would seem that the process of demythologising the monarchy which
Paul Hammond identifies in Restoration discourse is already discernible in
some of Marvell’s earlier lyrics in the way they question courtly iconography.
‘‘The mythology of Stuart kingship,” Hammond writes, ‘‘is revealed as
a mythology, an ideological assertion which seeks to persuade rather than
a declarative discourse which reveals what God has ordained” (16). A similar
awareness of the purely fictional nature of the royal myth is present even in
those of Marvell’s lyrics which are on the face of it indebted to traditional
courtly iconography. The ways in which those pre-Restoration poems
demythologise the monarchy or expose the deterioration of art (especially
courtly art) are still very subtle and equivocal, but unmistakable. In Marvell’s
Restoration satires, those early attempts at questioning monarchic myth-
making turn into an open critique of the court and its king. Paradoxically,
Marvell adopts traditional courtly art forms as one of his devices for exposing
the vices of the main protagonists. The subversion works by replacing the
process of sublimation and idealisation present in the Neoplatonic concept of
art with the reverse process of materialisation which emphasises the
coarseness of physical reality.

Anne Rosalind Jones has some interesting comments on the oscillation
between those two opposite processes. In her analysis of a painting by
Velázquez known as The Spinners or The Fable of Arachne, Jones points out
how the two titles of the painting refer to the two separate spheres revealed
in the picture:

The two titles (and subjects of the painting) name the process by which spun,
woven, and stitched objects – objects belonging to material culture in its most
literal sense – have been the site of an ideological division: on the one hand,
‘‘meaningless” manual labour; on the other, the elevated world ... of interpreta-
tion. The titles of the painting thus represent the process through which a physical
substance – the wool yarn produced by women’s labour – and the object made
from it – a tapestry – can be dematerialised into transcendent symbols. (189)

122



Those of Marvell’s satires which exploit the topos of visual art involve
a reverse process: we are either dealing with a work of art which reveals the
material reality without transforming it into a transcendent symbol, or a work
of art itself is presented as nothing more than a physical object. The first type
of materialisation can be found in The Last Instructions to a Painter, the
second in the two satires inspired by the erection of two equestrian statues,
one representing King Charles II, the other King Charles I.

The broad canvas designed by the poet in The Last Instructions is not
meant to mythologise the court through any of the fashionable affected
postures. Rather than elevating, the picture degrades its ‘collective’ sitter by
paying indecorous attention to the carnal. Paul Hammond suggests that this
breaking of decorum in the Restoration satires might have been prompted by
the king himself:

[Charles II] preferred an informal style, and was often to be seen around
Whitehall, in the royal parks and at the theatre. Subject to his subjects’ gaze,
Charles showed little interest in controlling public opinion through forms of
spectacle which would display an iconic majesty (20).

Moreover, as Hammond goes on to add, ‘‘the openness with which
Charles conducted his sexual affairs gave a new significance to the idea of the
king’s body as an object of public interest” (20–21). In Marvell’s satire,
however, the focus is not so much on the king as on the carnality and
promiscuity of his courtiers. Marvell’s use of what Barbara Riebling calls
‘‘a powerful rhetoric of sexual insult” (137) may have various functions in the
poem. Firstly, it may be treated as a literal critique of the debauchery going
on in the royal bed and at court generally. Secondly, when interpreted as
a dominant metaphor, it may represent, as Riebling claims, ‘‘the country’s
domestic and international plight by linking abuses of sexual power with
abuses of political power and a collapse of gender norms with a collapse of
political norms” (138). Finally, if we focus on the aesthetics of the ‘painting’
created by the poet and the painter, the images of carnal corruption can be
treated as one of Marvell’s techniques aimed at deconstructing royal
iconography.

The vulgar voyeuristic gaze is just one aspect of Marvell’s unflattering
focus on the carnal. The poem also uses another technique, which might be
described as an empirical examination. The king and his court become the
object of close, scientific scrutiny which reveals various diseases in the ‘body
politic’ (as often as not venereal ones). This empirical technique is avowed in
the final address to the king. The poet no longer claims to be an artist trying
to paint a picture of the state (with the help of his partner the painter), but
compares himself to an astronomer discovering spots on the sun, and to
a physician who diagnoses a disease and hopes to cure his king:
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So his bold tube man to the sun applied,
And spots unknown to the bright star described;
Showed they obscure him, while too near they please
And seem his courtiers, are but his disease.(ll. 949–952)

This passage, which toys with the unmistakeable symbol of royal power,
is typical of the way the poem oscillates between the iconic and the empirical.
It seems to echo Milton’s description of Satan landing on the sun:

There lands the fiend, a spot like which perhaps
Astronomer in the sun’s lucent orb
Through his glazed optic tube yet never saw. (III. 588–590)

This literary analogy confirms that the sunspots in Marvell’s poem can be
legitimately interpreted as symptoms of sin and corruption. Moreover, the
spots in Milton as well as in Marvell are not the intrinsic property of the Sun.
What seems even more interesting is the fact that in Milton’s text the
astronomical simile does not destroy the mythical picture of the ‘‘golden
sun,” which is ‘‘in splendour likest heaven” and which ‘‘with gentle
penetration, though unseen, / Shoots invisible virtue even to the deep.” On
the other hand, in Marvell’s address to the king the sun is an object of
astronomical examination first – it is only later that the poet invokes the more
traditional image of the sun as a symbol of kingship. This juxtaposition of
empirical examination and symbolic representation suggests a new analogy
between the sun and the king: just as the sun can be subject to scrutiny from
astronomers, so the king, the ‘sun of our world,’ may be carefully inspected by
a daring poet and the public.4 Thus, the task of Marvell’s Muse is to draw
a picture of the court which brings its ‘spots to light’ rather than paint an
idealised image of the world on its canvas.

Although material reality in The Last Instructions to a Painter is made out
to be too gross to be sublimated by art, the poem does not deny that the
picture has a corrective or reformatory role to play:

So thou and I, dear painter, represent
In quick effigy, others’ faults, and feign
By making them ridiculous, to restrain. (ll. 390–392)

Such claims of the reforming effects of art are, nevertheless, rejected in
two later satires by Marvell, The Statue in Stocks-Market and The Statue at
Charing Cross, where art is denied any aesthetic value and becomes relegated
to the status of a mere physical object. Such a reductive approach to art
inevitably reduces to objects of public scorn the two monarchs depicted in the
equestrian statues. The two satires are examples of Marvell’s subversion of
the traditional correspondence between the monarch and his iconic
representation at his most sardonic. With a twist similar to that involved in
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the distortion of the sun-king analogy, the poet tells us that the derision
provoked by the king’s likeness, must also be directed at his royal person.
Erected in a marketplace, the statues of the ruling monarch and his father
have been dragged into the sphere of mercantile exchange, vulgar taste and
low-brow entertainment. Although the two satires relate to two different
monarchs, both exploit similar clusters of images. The king becomes
associated with a low-brow type of popular entertainment: an Italian
puppet-play, commedia dell’arte, and a masquerade (rather than a masque).
In fact, a number of images suggest that the statue and the king himself can
be treated as vendible objects:

But a market, they say, does suit the king well,
Who the Parliament buys and revenues does sell,
And others to make the similitude hold
Say his majesty himself is bought too and sold.
(The Statue in Stocks-Market, ll. 21–24)

Both satires use words which involve monetary associations: gold,
spankers, guineas, token, price etc. The image of King Charles I on a coin,
supposedly a guarantee of its value, is invoked in Marvell’s poem to cheapen
the king (‘‘the old king on horseback is but a half crown”).

However, what seems most surprising about Marvell’s use of the market-
place imagery in the two satires is the fact that it is applied both to King
Charles II and to his father Charles I. The degrading associations, though
arguably justified in the case of Charles II given his notoriously informal and
indecorous conduct, become frankly puzzling in the satire on The Statue at
Charing Cross – especially given the poem’s allegation that Charles I was
interested in low farce, which would properly have applied to Charles II. We
can only understand why Marvell puts the two monarchs on an equal footing
if we treat the two satires not so much as critiques of two distinct royal
personages but as a more generalised attack on traditional royal iconography,
an exposure of its inability to glorify the king and heighten the status of
monarchy:

For the graver’s at work to reform him thus long.
But alas! He will never arrive at his end,
For ’tis such a king as no chisel can mend
(The Statue in Stocks-Market, ll. 54–56)

Granted, the king is beyond remedy or improvement – but the chisel, too
has lost its capacity to mend.

The examples discussed in this paper show that the disbelief in the myth-
making power of art shown in Marvell’s Restoration poems did not emerge
suddenly. An ironic detachment from the Neoplatonic concept of art is
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already present in Marvell’s earlier lyrics. The gradual change in the way
Marvell employed the topos may have been produced by both the political
and the philosophical transformations of the second half of the seventeenth
century. The way royal iconography is treated in Marvell’s poetry may also
have been influenced by the changing concept of sovereignty. Hammond
points especially to what he calls the ’two scandals’ that changed the notion of
the king’s two bodies: the first was the execution of King Charles I, the
second was his son’s promiscuity (13). Combined with the growing interest in
experimental science replacing Renaissance Neoplatonic and hermetic
discourses, this led Marvell to dispel the myth of sublimation in his satirical
verse. In his Restoration satires, idealising art is shown as being locked in
a losing struggle with the coarse canvas of political reality and the corrupt
sphere of the corporeal.

NOTES

1 All quotations from Marvell’s poems are from The Poems of Andrew Marvell, ed. Nigel
Smith, Harlow: Pearson Longman, 2003.

2 Charles H. Hinnant’s classic analysis of the poem may serve as an example.
3 Vaughn Hart observes that ‘‘the magician, and alchemist in particular, was held in occult

philosophy to posses the power to connect earthly things with their archetypal forms, within the
realm of Ideas ... . As an aspect of this, for the Platonist the artist’s creation of architecture,
painting, and music represented a parallel attempt to transform the lower, earthly world into
this higher, angelic world of Platonic perfection” (12).

4 Again Marvell seems to introduce a literary allusion (this time to Milton) in order to
challenge the assumptions and ideals of his literary predecessors, teasing the echoes that he has
himself produced. Here he echoes Milton’s voice in order to rework ironically the traditional
analogy between the macrocosm and the body politic.
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