Marvell's 'Bermudas': Imitation and the Problems of Discovery in a Utopia

Andrew Marvell probably wrote the poem 'Bermudas' in 1653/4 for his patron John Oxenbridge.  The poem has been interpreted variously as paradisal vision, satire on paradisal visions, celebration of created pleasure, psalmic or praise poem, ballad or sea shanty, regressive dream.
  The difficulty of classifying 'Bermudas' arises from its contradictory qualities.  'Bermudas' has never been read as a utopia, yet it shares many of its problematic qualities with that genre.  'Utopia', Sir Thomas More's Latin coinage, fuses together two Greek prefixes, giving 'eutopia', 'good place' and 'outopia', 'no place''.
  This unplacedness, so striking given that the poem's subject is a real place, makes 'Bermudas' utopian:

Where the remote Bermudas ride

In th'ocean's bosom unespied
From a small boat, that rowed along,

The list'ning winds received this song:





('Bermudas', ll.1-4, my emphasis)

In the present tense the islands 'ride' 'unespied' and distant, yet the following lines tell of a boat and song which are already in the past.  The song is one of revelation, requiring that the Bermudas have not only been 'espied' but extensively explored and, at least briefly, inhabited.  However, the direction taken by the speakers' boat - 'along' - is as self-consciously evasive as the 'ocean's bosom' location given for the islands.  We do not know whether the ensuing revelation of their qualities should be read as a thing of the past, present, or future.

The 'unespied' 'Bermudas' can usefully be read as a utopia, a utopia complicated by the real islands to which it refers. Similarly, the language used to describe this utopia is complicated by its use of imitation, and the textual history of its images prevents the poem locating its utopian vision outside time.  'Bermudas' is therefore paradigmatic of the interlocking problems of utopian writing and of imitation: in writing of paradisal worlds, one always discovers the treachery of one's origins.  

I will begin by examining 'Bermudas'' relation to the genre utopia, before looking at the difficulties entailed by setting a utopia in a real place.  I examine Marvell's textual sources for this real place and the utopian qualities of some of these accounts.  I will then look briefly at the inherently textual nature of discovering a real but 'unespied' place  - the act of reading as discovery itself.  Having seen how a real place undermines its utopian texts, I examine how imitative language undermines the utopian vision it creates.  In a final section the problem of mapping illustrates how the Bermudas' 'unespied' utopian nature is destroyed by language's discovery of them.  The practice of creating a utopia and the practice of literary imitation are ultimately shown to both rely on a necessary dislocation from reality: discovery is a revealing point of convergence and stress for both practices.

'Bermudas' as a utopia

Marvell's 'unespied' islands are a fertile setting for literary imitation: intertextuality is facilitated by his poem's self-conscious temporal and geographical dislocation.  As Loius Martz argues, time in 'Bermudas' is a feature of Marvell's literary and religious vision of the islands:

To summon up the New Jerusalem, [...] [Marvell] had no need to see the islands.  His vision calls upon classical and biblical images [...] In the islands of the present, Marvell sees the future.

Self-consciousness and intertextuality are identified as characteristic of a utopia by Amy Boesky, whose definition is useful in interrogating Marvell's relationship to this most elusive of genres:

I define utopia as a 'speaking picture' of an ideal commonwealth [...] it is a self-conscious and necessarily intertextual form [...] In most cases the utopia is a dialogue based on the traveler's tale [...] discovered by accident after a storm, shipwreck, or confusion at sea [...] the visitor returns to his native country, taking back the valuable impression of the ideal commonwealth and making it known [...] something is searched for, and something of value is brought back home.
 

Marvell's utopian sources: contemporary accounts of the Bermudas

Toshishiko Kawasaki's assertion that Marvell 'simply ignored' what he knew of this reality of life on the islands and 'indulged his inveterate regressive dream and built his own island paradise in the air'
 ignores the fact that this 'reality' was reported through a set of texts which were themselves in many ways utopian. 

Silvestor Jourdan's 1613 Plaine Description of the Barmudas is anything but 'plaine', as is revealed if it is read alongside Captain John Smith's Generall Historie of the Bermudas (1624).  Marvell's God 'enamels ev'rything' with an 'eternal spring' (ll.13-14); 'sends the fowls to us in care' (l.15), 'makes the figs our mouths to meet' (l.21) and 'stocks the land' with cedars (ll.25-6).  All these details appear both in Jourdan's and Smith's accounts of the islands, but in radically different circumstances.  Jourdan remarks on the 'infinite number of Cedar trees, (the fairest I think in the world)',
 and on the abundant food sources:

small birds so tame and gentle, that they wil come and gaze on you, so neare that you may strike and kill many of them with your sticke.

But Jourdan, and Lewes Hughes in his 1615 A Letter from the Summer Islands, are intent, like Boesky's utopianists, on 'taking back the valuable impression of an ideal commonwealth and making it known': they are hoping to persuade more English settlers to come to the struggling new island colony.  Their accounts show the stasis characteristic of literary utopias: they are visionary, not historical.  At the point of encounter with the temporal the accounts struggle to maintain their utopian nature.  Hughes must concede that the settlers 'must of necessity labour hard at first'
 (my emphasis) in order to obtain the garden-state of Edenic bliss he elsewhere describes.  Smith's Historie, by charting actual events in the islands, chronicles the degeneration of the paradisal land described by Jourdan.  The cedars, overharvested, must be protected by a special law, as too the tame birds:

since there hath been such havocke made of them, they were neere all destroyed, till there was a strict inhibition for their preservation
 

The 'eternall Spring' which enamels Marvell's islands is not mentioned by Jourdan; Hughes describes the year as divided into a 'hot season, that beginneth about the middle of Maie, and continueth till the middle of August: all the rest of the yeere is as a continuall spring'.
  Again, Smith's Historie undercuts the idyll by introducing the temporal:

There seemes to be a continuall Spring, which is the cause some things come not to that maturity and perfection as were requisite. 

Marvell's 'eternal spring' is no fantasy, but only in a utopia's 'speaking picture' can it serve as beautifying enamel.  Outside the garden of Eden or utopia's stasis, perpetual spring spells disaster for agriculture, as the settlers in Smith's account find.  The natural abundance of the islands is pillaged and depleted and the settlers prove unable to live in harmony: the ambergris Jourdan mentions as one of the islands' wonders causes protracted mutinies; there are plagues of hunger, rats and ravens.  The rocky shore does not 'frame' a 'temple' as it does in 'Bermudas': its caves are 'very strange, darke and cumbersome'.  The colony must build its own church and struggle with the ravages of the weather: their timber church is 'blowne downe by a tempest' and a flimsier, more lowly structure is built 'in a more closer place with Palmeta leaves' (p. 135).

Just as Smith's Historie demonstrates how the introduction of the temporal can destroy the paradisal vision of Jourdan's Plaine Description, Hughes' insistence that the islands have been reserved by God until now and revealed to the English by divine design implies that they have been kept reserved from the passing of time as well as from the 'wat'ry maze' of trade routes.

Edmund Waller's mock-epic poem 'The Battel of the Summer Islands' provides Marvell with some of his imagery and also a model for his liberality with tense and time:

Heaven sure hath kept this spot of earth uncurst


To shew how all things were created first.

The time-stopped islands with their unchipped enamel of spring become the ideal vehicle for a colonial enterprise deeply bound up in the formation of national identity, and for literary enterprise reliant on the appropriation of earlier texts.

Discovery as literature

The implications of this conflation of literary and geographical material are diverse.  They highlight the very literariness of discovery: the islands 'so long unknown' had in fact been 'discovered' almost 100 years previously by the Spanish Juan Bermudez after whom they remained known, despite being renamed The Summer Islands after Captain Summers whose shipwreck there 'discovered' them for the English in 1609.  But it is their description by their new settlers that counts as discovery here - the new accounts' overriding the old is synonymous with the act of colonial appropriation.  Discovery therefore relies as much on its texts' ability to appropriate or overcome the import of previous texts as it does on the physical aquisition of land.  Hughes does not pretend that the Bermudas were 'unknown' in any sense we'd readily recognize - he addresses the problem that 'it may be that som are afraid to com hither, because of the strange reports that have gone of these Ilands' (fol. A3v).  However, it has now 'pleased God to discover' the islands to his chosen people, and this new and favourable report of the previously feared islands is what is meant by 'discovery'.

The pure literariness of discovery had long been recognised. Edmund Spenser played on the conflation of discovery and reading in an ironic proof of the existence of his Faeryland, addressing the doubtful reader with:



But let that man with better sence aduize



That of the world least part to vs is red:



And dayly how through hardy enterprize,



Many great regions are discouered,



That were to former age not mentioned
 

Written reports are the visible signs of discovery, the foreign lands translated for consumption by the colonizing culture in its own language.  For the English reader, reading is the act of discovery and the time of discovery becomes the time of reading.  Marvell's 'Bermudas' emblematizes this, making the song that discovers the islands to the reader the very principle by which movement is created for the travelers: the motion of the speakers, utterly unspecific in relation to geographical surroundings, is precise in its metre and rhythm, and it transpires in the poem's closing lines that the movement of physical exploration is only secondary to and facilitating the process of composition.  Time is kept in check by the metre of the song-account, facilitated rather than governed by the movement of the boat:



Whilst all along, to guide their chime



With falling oars they kept the time. (ll.39-40)

Demonstrating the problems of dealing with time that faced explorers wishing to reveal the new as utopian, 'Bermudas' also makes explicit the problems of representing time within a poem reliant on its reader to discover its import anew - as new - within the artificial space of reading.

Utopian travelogue's haziness about time and location allows literary imitation greater freedom.  To discover a 'New Jerusalem' in the islands Marvell needs not to see them, needs to locate them in the future rather than on the map.  But as Greenblatt points out, the experience of the early New World explorers was preeminently informed by the assumptions they drew on rather than the reality they found.

George Sandys' 1648 translation of the psalms from which some of 'Bermudas'' biblical images are drawn is itself engaged in an enterprise of discovery.  Sandys had traveled extensively in the East and to the New World.  In the commendatory verses, Sandys the translator figures as an explorer who reveals the riches of the mines of lost worlds to his own nation through the creation of a utopian text which 'brings home' the source text by extracting its riches and presenting them polished and ready for consumption.  Francis Wiatt's commendatory poem presents Sandys as a westward-bound translator-explorer - 'Well didst thou from the East the entrance make/From whence the light of Poetry first brake' - and his translation as the discovery and appropriation of a land rich in ores and jewels: 



All these, for Prose had still mistaken beene,



Their Native grace our Language never seene:



Had not thy speaking Picture shew'd to all



The wondrous beauty of th'Originall.



Had lien like stones uncut, and Oare untri'd.



Their Real Worth the same, though scarce espi'd

Marvell's relation to Sandy's Psalms shows his uneasiness with this process of appropriating 'th'Originall'.  Like the 'scarce espi'd' source text, the 'unespied' islands present both a source of wonders and a blank canvas on which the imitator can paint his 'speaking picture'.  

Receiving the song:

The problem of old language for a utopian  new world

For Sandys, the literary endeavour of  'prayse' is enough to ensure salvation for those 'who saile upon the toiling Maine/And traffick in pursuit of Gaine'; their singing is richly rewarded: 'when they to God direct their Prayers,' they 'to their desired Harbour saile' (Psalm CIV).  Marvell does not share Sandys' confidence that the psalm of praise is enough to vindicate, and make a success of, the utopian-colonial enterprise through which Sandys psalm singers reach a god-given 'desired harbour': the images through which Marvell discovers the islands are constantly under threat from their own previous meanings.  Although his islands are in the 'ocean's bosom' they are not amidst a biblical flood whose retreat reveals them washed-clean and purified, an ocean 'in whose calme bosom unseene Mountaines stood' (Sandys, Psalm CIV).

Sandys' psalm sings its explorers into port and riches, prayer and translation combining in a glorious westward-bound enterprise of discovery sanctioned by a God who 'plants his hungry Colonies' by usurping the other 'Princes' who, like the native Americans or rival Spanish colonialists, inhabit the 'Pathlesse Wildernesse'.  Marvell's singers, meanwhile, are left wandering on the pathless ocean, moving for the sake of their song rather than singing for the sake of forward movement:



Whilst all the way, to guide their chime,



With falling oars they kept the time. (ll.37-40)

Marvell's hope is set on a departure, not arrival.  In praying that their song '(perhaps) rebounding, may/Echo beyond the Mexique Bay' (ll.35-6), the singers attempt to elevate their colonizing enterprise to the level of prayer, reflected through heaven and purified.  But like the 'English boat', Marvell's acts of imitation and discovery never take a simply westward or forward direction.  Earlier or other meanings disturb the singers' attempt to describe a paradise.  The 'Jewels more rich than Ormus shows' and the 'price' of apples bring the language of avaricious trade into the wondrous garden; the apples that no trees could ever bear twice reproduce the conditions of the fall but grotesquely magnified - not one tree this time, but trees, with multiplied opportunities for temptation.  Figs and melons push themselves sensuously at the mouths and feet of the settlers.  The speakers of the poem are uncomfortably aware of their own artifice - of the paradox Thomas Greene identifies in Marvell's 'Horatian Ode' that metaphor and other literary tricks

have no firm ontological grounding; they only provide temporary and fleeting instruments of control.  Poetic striving is necessarily dependent upon images and tropes which are either improvised or else inherited from history and thus weighted and tarnished.

Disturbed by the weight of history on apple trees and jewels, the poem is haunted, too, by the transience and flimsiness of poetic artifice.  The song may only 'perhaps' rebound from 'heaven's vault': the metaphor for overarching sky is not necessarily solid enough to provide heaven with an echo - a resounding acoustic requires the stone ceiling of a real vault.  Nigel Smith's footnote to line 11, 'he lands us on a grassy stage', is consistent with his desire to see the poem overall as celebratory: he insists that since the oarsmen are ''landed' on the 'stage' it is also a 'landing stage', antedating the earliest OED reference to the word by 120 years'.  The only theatrically related reference he allows the line is to a grassy plain in the Aeneid.  But the oarsmen do not land and their song dismisses the forward momentum of epic in a single line, Waller's epic 'Battel' washed up 'where He the huge sea-monsters wracks' (l.9) and forgotten.  

The oarsmen's relationship to the idea of landing is eminently theatrical, as their song is a performance of discovery which evades the act itself.  The 'grassy stage', therefore, suggests all the disturbing transience of a play set on an enchanted, unspecified island.  The Tempest, which draws on the same accounts of the Bermudas as Marvell, is the most concerned of all Shakespeare's plays with the ephemerality not only of actors and plays, but of places.  Prospero's masque is interrupted, like the Bermudan utopia, by the demands of the real place, the imminent threat from native Caliban.  Prospero is compelled to see the vanishing of his classical, literary masque as a metaphor for the transience of the globe itself, since 





all which it inherit, shall dissolve,

And like this insubstantial pageant faded



leave not a rack behind.

Hermeneutic and worldly mutability converge in the transitory performance of colonizing a place in time, literary or geographical.  'Bermudas'' language combines the 'improvised', which is always under threat of dissolution, with the 'weighted and tarnished', holding one in precarious tension against the other.  The intrusive force of previous meanings was a key concern for writers of utopias - from More's Utopia onwards the texts were often accompanied by more or less serious attempts to suggest or create imagined, untarnished new alphabets and languages for the inhabitants of happy, untarnished lands.

The problem of mapping utopia

Setting a utopia in a real place threatens its ideal status and the utopian power of its language by highlighting the distance between the the author, discoverer of the real place, and his utopian vision. The act of describing is a feature of the mind's displacement.  The oarsmen describe the Bermudas in paradisal terms which are, as we have seen, disturbed by more sinister resonances.  Only by remaining at a distance, offshore, can the speakers evade the inevitable dissolution of the utopian, holding off the development of corruption inherent in their words.  Their desire to discover paradise threatens its existence: once the innocent place becomes metaphorical the possibility of simple, controllable meaning is lost. 

Like description, the mapping of land inevitably separates the surveyor from his desired possession, opening up the danger of others using his map to possess for themselves.    As Helgerson remarks of Saxton's maps of England, 'maps [...] opened a conceptual gap between the land and its ruler, a gap that would eventually span battlefields'.
  'Bermudas' struggles to resist the distancing, controlling metaphor of a precise map: only by forsaking its 'desired harbour' can the poem remain at a distance from the anti-utopian forces inherent in its own language and the islands of its song.

The alternative to the horrors of the self separated from the mapped-out land is the fantasy of annihilation in place.  Marvell's speaker in 'Upon Appleton House' begs the wood to hold him in its 'silken bondage' (614).  Whilst the 'trees and bushes, on whom his desire has been displaced, [...] imprison him in their embrace',
 the price of this fantasy's fulfilment is poetic infertility.  As Greene observes, the 'foliage of signifiers' that binds the speaker remains 'leaves in a sacred book replete with lore that the poet affirms but fails to communicate'.
  In order to communicate its utopian vision to its reader, 'Bermudas' must struggle with the dangers of this communication: discovery itself threatens the utopian status of the discovered.  

The map of the Bermudas in Smith's Historie demonstrates how utterly anxiety influences the cartography of an island paradise: it is a perfect inversion of 'Paradise's only map' ('Upon Appleton House', l.768) where 'all the garrisons were flowers' (l.332).  Although Judith Haber objects that 'we do not, even in times of civil war, live in a world where the only flowers are guns',
 this is precisely how the superabundantly vernal islands appear on Smith's map (fig.1).  The land is reduced to a numbered key to the many heavily-armed fortifications the English had built to keep out the Spanish, previous discoverers of the islands. The map illustrates the sheer force and violence needed to defend a myth of originality.

Conclusion

The sadness that haunts 'Bermudas'' closing cadences is not inconsistent with the 'cheerful note' it hopes to strike.  As I have argued, the discovery it effects is tragically undermined by all of its sources, literary and topical.  However, the strength of its utopian vision is generically reliant on displacement - the remaining-fictional, the failure to make land.  Barbara Everett argues that 'a moment of time, of history, holds his singers where they are' and that paradise exists only in their 'doubtful image of it'.
  But the poem is more of a utopia than that.  Exploiting a utopia's transience it sounds its 'cheerful note' at the moment of discovery, the time of passing again as if for the first time what the passing of time has already destroyed.  

'Bermudas'' utopian nature allows it to appropriate the imagery of its sources into a vision of pure discovery, yet in remaining dislocated it cannot escape the dangers of intertextuality.  The 'kinder' isle could only be imagined 'nowhere', somewhere without the problems of history or mutability which are inherent in language. Its vision of paradise is more than 'doubtful', it requires the listener to engage in the temporary performance of a utopia.  Like More's Utopia, a conversation in a garden bower,  it is told from a hidden retreat.  Only the 'list'ning winds' can receive this song without hearing the mass of echoes rebounding from its language and from the real islands it temporarily transforms; the weight of previous texts and the history of the Summer Islands settlement, its maps of fortifications and accounts of this and other previous, unhappy occupations of a fragile paradise.  The oarsmen recognise without effecting the inevitable fall from utopia that will follow the falling-silent of their song.
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