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There is general critical consensus that Andrew Marvell’s *“To His Coy
Mistress’’ is one of the finest lyrics of an age of great lyric poetry. This
judgment has not altered since it was established by the famous T.S. Eliot
essay of 1921, but more than sixty years of scrutiny have cast in doubt the
precise tone of the poem and its ultimate import. ‘‘The theme,”’ says Eliot,
‘“‘is one of the great traditional commonplaces of European literature.’”
That Marvell’s poem embodies the carpe diem of Horace (Carmina, 1:11,
3:29) and especially of Catullus (Carmina, 5) is of course undeniable, yet
it leaves open the question of just how this theme is transformed by Marvell’s
wit. Critics have argued over the soundness of Eliot’s apprehension of
“‘something like a syllogistic relation’’ among the three parts of the poem,?
and questions about the logic of ““To His Coy Mistress’’ have converged
with the problem of tone generated by the poem’s curious and striking im-
agery. How are we to regard the speaker who addresses the ‘‘coy mistress”’?
Is the meaning of his speech essentially the same as the ultimate import
of the poem, or does the dramatic implication of the poem as a whole under-
mine and betray the rhetoric of the poetic persona?

The evidence favors the latter alternative, but not because the poem
can be construed as a religious or moral allegory.® The import of ‘“To His
Coy Mistress’ is moral or religious only in the most oblique fashion. In
one sense, as Anthony Low and Paul Pival point out, ‘‘the poem is a per-
suasion to love,”’ in which the speaker uses the emotional power of images
as well as formal logic to overcome the reluctance of his “‘coy mistress.’’*
The ironic treatment of this cavalier persona is revealed, however, in two
ways. First there is the faultiness of the argument, notwithstanding its ap-
parent brilliance: Marvell’s famous syllogism involves a textbook example
of an error in logic. Still more fatal to the argument is the inconsistency
of its tone. In each of the poem’s three sections, the persona shifts his
rhetorical strategy in such fashion that the successive steps of his persua-
sion undercut one another.® Like Browing’s Duke of Ferrara in ‘“My Last
Duchess,’’ the speaker of ‘““To his Coy Mistress’’ says more than he in-
tends, revealing a deep insecurity behind a facade of proud and exuberant
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