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Carpediem means ‘seize the opportunity’. It owes its origin to the Latin sentence “Carpediam, quam 

miniumcredulapostero” which in English is “enjoy the present day, trusting the least possible to the future.” The 

theme was made popular by the classical masters Catullus and Asclepiads. Carpediem believes in the virtue and 

pleasures of enjoyment while one is still young. This conventional theme was so popular in the 16th&17th Century in 

English poetry that it was endangered by triteness. However, Marvell’s original treatment, blending levity and 

seriousness, what according to Eliot is the hallmark of a genius, renders it special. 

The theme of Marvell’s poem ‘To His Coy Mistress’ is traditional as it is based on the love-time theme. The poet’s 

idea about the mortality of the world and the transience of love are reflected here. The famous Latin poet Catullus, 

Ben Johnson’s poem ‘Song to Celia’, Spenser in his sonnet no.75 from Amoretti, Shakespeare and a lot others 

celebrate the same theme. Herrick’s well known lines may be quoted as a specific instance of Carpediem theme-

“Gather ye rose buds while ye may,…then be not coy, but use your time.”The poet’s implication is that lovers must 

enjoy themselves in the prime of their youth in the world where time is ever fleeting. 

‘To His Coy Mistress’ advocates the age old wisdom to make love while youth lasts and passion stirs. However, the 

traditional concept is presented with playful wit and shocking images. In the opening section of the poem, the 

speaker sets his first proposition. He fancies a world in which lovers may have infinite time and endless space to 

make love and adore each other. Mockingly he admits that in such a situation the lady’s coyness would be ‘no 

crime’. The lovers could remain far off from one another- one by the Ganges’ side and the other by the Humber, 

and muse on their love lazily. His courtship and her coyness might continue from- “ten years before the flood” “Till 

the conversion of the Jews.” 

But interestingly the very opening couplet of the next section presents the swift movement of time and the 

inevitability of death and sterility. The concept of mutability is evoked with an unfailing immediacy-“At my back I 

always hearTime’s winged chariot hurrying near.”The speaker then proceeds to set human life and its brevity 

against ‘deserts of vast eternity’. The harrowing image of the lady love lying in her grave with worms perforating 

her long preserved virginity is intended to shake her out of her complacent coyness. Shakespeare says that true 

love is not dependent on the vagaries of onrushing time: “Love is not Time’s Fool.” With Marvell the definition of 

love becomes complex as his focus of attention is altered. 

The thesis and the antithesis of the first two sections of the poem then lead naturally to the synthesis- the crux of 

the carpe diem theme. The lady now is urged to yield to the passion of her sex. As long as youth remains and desire 

inflames, the lovers must shun all hesitations, inhibitions and taboos, and enjoy themselves as best and as much as 

possible. They must not languish in the ‘slow chapped power of time’, but blend ruthlessness and tenderness to 

sport like ‘amorous birds of prey’. The lover insists on seizing the present moment to “roll all our strength and all 

our sweetness” up into perfect consummation. He calls for robust, rather violent enjoyment of life to derive 

pleasures “through the iron gates of life”. The speaker cum lover has no illusion about human mortality, or about 

the inexorable passage of time. But by seizing every opportunity for the full utilization of their youth and life by the 

sheer vigour and single minded enjoyment of their love, the lovers can blunt the effect of ageing-“Thus, though we 

cannot make our sun stand still, yet we will make him run.” 

In this way the traditional love-time theme finds vivid dynamic expression in Marvell’s brilliant metaphysical poem 

‘To His Coy Mistress’ which centres round time and love and the inescapable conflict between the two. 

 


