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To Londoners watching the funeral cortège of Oliver 

Cromwell in 1658, Andrew Marvell (1621-1678) may well have 
seemed the least interesting of the three bureaucrat-poets following 
in its wake—the brilliant John Milton and the well-connected John 
Dryden being the other two. English literary history has 
perpetuated something of the same perception, wedging the 
achievements of Marvell between the Age of Milton and the Age of 
Dryden, like a crofter’s cottage between a cathedral and a town 
mansion. Because Marvell’s life and work are harder to pin down, 
though, they have become all the more intriguing, all the more 
susceptible now to our shifting interpretations. 

Milton and Dryden trod clear paths in their lives and 
careers:  marriage and family, high positions in government.  Their 
names are virtually synonymous with their styles: Milton’s sinuous 
grandeur, Dryden’s elegant wit. Marvell, on the other hand, may or 
may not have married, had no known children, served 
governments of differing political persuasions, and wrote poetry 
that was as exquisitely ambiguous and controlled as his tongue 
was sometimes sharp and uncontrolled. Marvell is therefore a 
tempting, though daunting, challenge for the biographer. Few 
records directly relating to his private life survive, but because 
what we do know strikes us as unconventional and resistant to 
easy assumptions, his life remains the most befogged. Nicholas 
Murray’s very readable portrait, World Enough and Time: The Life of 
Andrew Marvell (St. Martin’s, 1999), until now the fullest 
treatment, gives us a Marvell who is, convincingly though 
underwhelmingly, a “contradiction.” In the ensuing decade, enough 
has come to light, or been recognized as relevant to Marvell’s life, 
to warrant a fuller study. 

Among the best of the scholars who have lately been 
instrumental in making the case for Marvell, Nigel Smith has now 
followed his excellent 2003 edition of The Poems of Andrew Marvell 
(Longman, revised 2007) with a new critical biography, Andrew 
Marvell: The Chameleon. While acknowledging his indebtedness to 
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the work of Nicholas von Maltzahn, Pauline Burdon, and Hilton 
Kelliher, Smith has himself swabbed off some of the more obscured 
lacunae of Marvell’s life to reveal heretofore unnoticed details, 
particularly those concerning Marvell’s career as a Member of 
Parliament, his travels on the Continent, and of the possible 
implications of his father’s reading and sermons for the formation 
of his religious sensibilities. While this biography demonstrates the 
poet’s “life and writing are worthy of anyone’s attention today” (11), 
it is a shame that Smith’s narrative skills do not rise to the level of 
his scholarship. The result is a book that, however painstakingly 
researched, feels cobbled together. Dedicated Marvellians will find 
it useful though frustrating reading, and it is unlikely to attract the 
general audience Smith clearly hoped for—and Marvell deserves. 

This is not to say that Andrew Marvell: The Chameleon has 
no insights. Smith articulates a provocative and convincing 
assessment of how Marvell’s poetry is an outgrowth of his peculiar 
character. His Marvell is a loner, “a frequently frustrated and 
disappointed person” accustomed to “suppressing pain.” Both in 
life and in poetry, he maintained a shadowy identity secondary to 
his patrons and the subjects of his poems, as in “Upon Appleton 
House.” His lyrical poems and satires constitute “a brilliant 
sublimation of a set of social and sexual confusions and 
frustrations” (339, 342). Marvell’s personal deprivations and 
disappointments, coupled with an unconventional sexuality, made 
him an ideal subversive, primed to strike blows for freedom of 
thought and conscience against absolutist monarchies and 
religious intolerance. 

On the major questions that have preoccupied Marvell’s 
readers for the last few decades at least, Smith offers no startling 
revelations. He guardedly concurs with recent arguments that two 
of the poet’s most powerful lyrics, “The Garden” and “The Mower 
against Gardens,” date from 1668 rather than 1652-53. He 
explains that Marvell navigated the shifting sands of political 
change at the Restoration because he had voted in Parliament for 
the king’s return, and also benefited from Charles II’s desire not to 
be too punitive with former opponents. 

What is a revelation, though, is Smith’s reconstruction of 
Marvell’s work as an MP and anonymous political satirist, which 
occupies the second half of the book. Using Marvell’s private 
correspondence and communiqués to his Hull constituency, the 



28 
	  

28                                                            Discoveries 28.1 (2011): 26-31 
	  

observations of contemporaries, and the records of Parliament and 
of the city and Charterhouse of Hull, Smith gives us a stirring 
portrait of a man who, in spite of his reclusive tendencies, threw 
himself gamely into the most momentous political and religious 
struggles of his age. Fundamentally motivated by a desire to 
safeguard Protestant freedom of conscience, Marvell was wary of 
French Catholic influences upon the Stuarts, and resisted 
attempts by the Church of England to curtail the liberties of 
dissenters. Though a diligent committeeman, he spoke infrequently 
in Parliament, and not always tactfully. What he could not safely 
say in session he crafted into a series of anonymous satires, 
savaging English bumbling in naval warfare with Holland in the 
“Advice to a Painter” poems (1666-67), and state, church, and 
royal overreaching in The Rehearsal Transpos’d (1672-73), Mr. 
Smirk (1676), and An Account of the Growth of Popery and Arbitrary 
Power (1677). 

Smith also gives us rich accounts of Marvell’s four years of 
traveling in Holland, France, Italy, and Spain, while the Civil War 
raged back home (1643-47), his second briefer 1656 trip to 
Saumur in France as tutor to Cromwell’s ward William Dutton, 
and the one-and-a-half-year diplomatic mission that carried him 
from the sublime—impressing Queen Christina of Sweden with his 
poetry—to the ridiculous—bungling protocol at the court of the 
Czar. Smith has comparatively little to say about Marvell’s position 
at Nun Appleton tutoring the daughter of the Civil War hero, Sir 
Thomas Fairfax (1651-52), traditionally considered to be his most 
productive creative period, perhaps because it has been fairly 
thoroughly explored by scholars of “Upon Appleton House” and the 
Mower poems. 

Sometimes Smith brings new information to bear but skews 
the picture of his subject. For instance, we know little about 
Marvell’s early childhood in Hull as the youngest of four children 
and only surviving son of a minister. But Smith’s detailed 
investigation of the Reverend Andrew Marvell’s sermons and his 
efforts to mediate the conflicts between the Nonconformist majority 
of his congregants and the Church of England officials to whom he 
reported sheds light on the young poet’s formative years, as well as 
on his later religious sympathies and his satirical attacks on the 
harsh political agenda of English bishops. Especially intriguing is 
the presence in the Rev. Marvell’s sermon book of a copy of the 



29 
	  

29                                                            Discoveries 28.1 (2011): 26-31 
	  

Racovian Catechism, a kind of proto-Unitarian manifesto 
condemned by Trinitarian Christians. Smith stops short of 
claiming that Marvell’s father was a radical, but he does suggest 
that his evident interest in such a document may have had subtle 
though lasting influence on his son. 

Smith is so intent upon making the case for the importance 
of Marvell Sr. that he neglects the extent to which the young 
Marvell’s childhood must have been dominated by his mother and 
sisters. With a father busy with his ministry, Marvell’s early 
education and socialization would have been in the hands of his 
mother and, to a lesser degree, his sisters Anne (six years older) 
and Mary (four and a half years older) especially, and Elizabeth 
(two and a half years older). Indeed, after the death of an infant 
brother when Andrew was not quite three, their care for the only 
surviving boy child may have intensified. While there is evidence 
that his relations with his siblings and their families remained 
cordial throughout his adult life, it is conspicuous that a man with 
such an upbringing would never marry or form any known 
significant friendships with adult women. 

Neglecting this dimension of the poet’s childhood, as Smith 
does, seems at first glance unimportant, till one considers how it 
may have been foundational to some of Marvell’s unusual love 
poems, those addressed to young girls, such as “Young Love” and 
“The Picture of Little T. C. in a Prospect of Flowers.”  Smith also 
gives up too easily on the oddest event of Marvell’s youth, the brief 
flirtation with Jesuits and Catholicism that, according to Smith, 
“has never been satisfactorily explained, and probably never will 
be” (35). How could this Protestant minister’s son have 
succumbed? Murray is quite specific on the timing of this episode, 
plausibly arguing for the latter half of 1638, when Marvell was still 
enrolled at Cambridge and planning to follow his father into the 
Anglican ministry. But this would place the episode some time 
after the death of his mother in April and close to his father’s 
remarriage in November of the same year. Mapped onto this 
abrupt—and to the son, perhaps callous—remarriage, the 
seventeen-year-old Marvell’s foray into popery has all the earmarks 
of adolescent rebellion. Indeed, it is difficult to imagine a more 
effective rejection of all that his father represented. 

It is curious that Smith fails to entertain this possibility 
since he takes note of the adult Marvell’s violent temper. When his 
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father tracked him down in a London bookstore, the teenager 
folded and scurried back to Cambridge, perhaps with his 
resentments intact. It may well be this, more than the limited 
opportunities Smith emphasizes, that led Marvell to leave 
Cambridge without finishing his MA and abandon notions of a life 
in the ministry a year after his father drowned in the Humber. The 
childless bachelor poet, who by his own admission was a poor 
public speaker, had hardly modeled himself on the public man 
who had spoken to a congregation forcefully every Sunday, married 
twice, and sired five children. Smith makes a good case for 
Marvell’s having been influenced by his father’s beliefs, but 
otherwise, he seems to have rejected his father’s values wholesale. 

Marvell’s shadowy sexuality has been a matter of hostile 
innuendo since his own time, and, in the more recent benevolent 
climate of queer theory, of tantalizing speculation. There is very 
little hard evidence to go on, and what there is remains largely in 
the eye of the beholder. A 1668 letter to Thomas Rolt, head of the 
East India Company in Persia, is seen by Murray as expressing 
sentiments similar to those found in Marvell’s letters of benevolent 
advice to his favorite nephew, William Popple. Smith sees 
something more than friendship, particularly in Marvell’s comment 
that “If I could say any Thing to you towards the Advancement of 
your Affairs, I could with a better Conscience, admit you should 
spend so much of your precious Time, as you do, upon Me” (245). 
As Smith suggests, the time Rolt has spent may have been upon 
correspondence lamenting their separation. While I would agree 
that Marvell seems to like Rolt’s attention, it should also be noted 
that the poet is gently absolving his correspondent of the need for 
further attention, and that whatever Rolt was spending his time 
on, Marvell’s only payment in kind—if he could manage it—would 
evidently be business or political advice. 

Smith’s caution about Marvell’s sexuality ultimately sheds 
little new light on the question, though it does honor its near 
impenetrability. The circumstantial evidence about Marvell’s 
private life—essentially his bachelorhood—can be interpreted in at 
least five ways: as signs of homosexuality, impotence, asexuality, 
aversion to longstanding intimacy, or of an inability or an 
unwillingness to support a wife and household. His political 
enemies’ insinuations constitute evidence of another, less reliable 
sort: that Marvell consorted regularly with female (or, possibly, 
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male) prostitutes; that he had sexual relations with Milton; or that 
he was either impotent or had been castrated through some 
mishap. Based mostly on his understanding of the personae of the 
poems as well as upon one poem in particular, “Upon a Eunuch: a 
Poet,” Smith leans toward this last possibility, which strikes me as 
metaphorically just (Marvell may well have felt impotent at times) 
though not very likely in fact.  While a maimed Marvell may have a 
certain explanatory interest, I see no compelling reason to prefer 
him to a Marvell acting on his own inclinations so discretely that 
they remain as mysterious to us as they were to his 
contemporaries. 

Smith’s readings of the poems are thorough and perceptive, 
but the critical biography is flawed, mostly because he has lifted 
many paragraphs from the introductory essays of his 2003 edition 
of Marvell’s poems. The borrowings are so extensive and so little 
altered to accommodate their new context within a life narrative 
that we often lose sight of the poet at work and instead find 
ourselves adrift in abstract critical exposition. 

This practice of seeding his new text with his old, moreover, 
seems to exacerbate Smith’s stylistic Achilles’ heel, a penchant for 
needless—indeed, heedless—repetition. The same point about an 
episode or person will appear repeatedly, sometimes within a 
paragraph or two, sometimes over the course of a few pages, 
always framed as if the information is being imparted for the first 
time. The repetitions, which indicate deeper flaws in narrative 
structure, come particularly thick and fast in his discussion of 
Marvell’s writing and politicking during the admittedly complicated 
period of the Dutch Naval Wars of the later 1660s. Since the 
editors at Yale seem, like the modern British monarchy, to have a 
largely ceremonial role, the buck does indeed stop with the author, 
as he says (xi). 

Despite its lamentable flaws, The Chameleon is likely to 
remain the most thorough and useful life of Marvell for years to 
come. Smith’s erudition is everywhere impressive and instructive, 
and while the biographer may not be as adroit with his materials 
as we would like, he has managed to give us a portrait that feels all 
the more realistic for its complexities. 

Alan J. Altimont 
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