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Swift versus Cupid

     In the literary world, simple abstract nouns can stand for a reoccurring idea in a piece. These are frequently known as motifs and are most commonly translated into the theme of the piece. Jonathan Swift was one author who used a reoccurring motif to include in his theme. One of his most prominent works, which Oliver Goldsmith had stated as “Dr. Swift’s correctest [piece]… [adding to his] chief merit,” “Cadenus and Vanessa” used a simple motif to transform it into the theme (Malkan). In Swift’s poem, “Cadenus and Vanessa”, the motif of love express the theme; the theme is a person cannot choose love for love chooses the person. 

     Within the masterpiece “Cadenus and Vanessa,” Swift used the motif of love. A motif is a common reoccurring idea that assists in the theme or a character’s development. Love and adoration were frequently referenced and there were arduous symbolic figures pertaining to these two abstract ideas. “Cadenus and Vanessa” even mentioned an allegorical reference to Swift’s love life at one point. For example, the use of the Roman god and goddess of love, Cupid and Venus, can be seen as an incidence of the motif because of their use in the story Swift was telling. Venus tried to create a loveless woman, who was later named as Vanessa, in order to prove a point that woman can exist without love. Cupid, being the mischievous midget he was, used his love arrows to pierce the heart of Vanessa. This evoked feelings within her for her teacher, whom she had no interest in before the interference. Love was a common motif throughout. Without the use of the love arrows, love still would have been a motif, but it would be the motif of no love. This would have defeated the purpose of Swift’s intentions of not only expressing his failure with love but the thematic elements as well. Also, love occurred in this piece once every five lines, which means that it was constantly talked about or expressed. This matches the definition of motif. Because it had reoccurred several different ways, it had to have been important. Swift used the motif of love excessively in his renowned work, “Cadenus and Vanessa.” 

     Because of the reoccurrence of the motif of love, Swift was able to take that motif and translate it into the entire message of the poem: a person cannot choose love, for love chooses the person. The theme is slightly different than a motif. A theme is generally a universal message and the author’s message that is contained in a complete sentence. Within the work, Venus created Vanessa to be loveless. As soon as cupid intervened with his mother’s work, love overcame the beautiful young woman. This idea of love striking Vanessa via Cupid’s arrow instantly showed that love chooses the person and not the other way around. Cupid, being a symbol of love, chose Vanessa to fall in love with Cadenus. Cadenus, being much older than her, would not give their love a chance because of their professional relationship. Although she argued, he would not budge and told her that their love could never be. If it happened that Cadenus fell for Vanessa, then it just shows mortals can choose love for themselves. This was not the case, though, even as shown in Romeo and Juliet, two feuding families that were out to kill each other and amid the battles, those two young teens fall in love. Love gives no one a choice. Swift, thus, created a plot to express the feelings thrust upon him in his life time to show his beliefs on love. This exact thing happened to him in his own life. He was the teacher to a young woman, and when she came out to tell of her love, he pushed her away. This poem was used to describe Swift’s own battle with love and the unknown variable of love. The motif of love, then, conveys the universal message that love chooses the person because of the events of the poem.

     Using the motif of love, Swift had this idea transfer over to the overall theme of the piece. This theme of love choosing the person and not the person choosing love could be related to Swift’s life as well as others because many had experienced heartbreak from ideas like the poem, “Cadenus and Vanessa” express. Although many state that this poem was not his greatest work, it accurately conveys the theme to the audience (Malkan). A person does not choose love, but rather love chooses the person.         
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