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R0I4ANTIC TO MODERN

TENNYSON'S AESTHETIC AND RELIGIOUS DEVELOPMENT

INTRODUCTION

L i te r a r y  c r i t i c i s m  o f  th e  V ic to r ia n  p e r io d  has  changed i t s  to n e  

c o n s id e ra b ly  i n  th e  l a s t  tw en ty  y e a r s .  S in c e  th e  g e n e ra l  r e j e c t i o n  o f  

th e  V ic to r ia n s  l e d  by th e  new c r i t i c s  who w ished  t o  r e c a p tu re  w hat was 

t o  them th e  m a jo r  t r a d i t i o n  o f E n g lish  p o e tr y ,  a t r a d i t i o n  l a r g e ly  sub­

m erged d u r in g  th e  n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry , more r e c e n t  c r i t i c i s m  has been seek ­

in g  a t r a d i t i o n  t h a t  w i l l  l i n k  th e  n in e te e n th  and tw e n tie th  c e n tu r ie s .  

F rank Kermode, f o r  in s t a n c e ,  has shown in  The Rom antic Image t h a t  th e  

e a r ly  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu ry  r e v o l t  a g a in s t  Rom anticism  was i n  f a c t  a  Rom antic 

r e v o l t ,  a r e v o l t  c o n d it io n e d  by and p e r p e tu a t in g  b a s i c a l l y  Romantic a t t i ­

tu d e s .  E. D. H. Johnson , i n  h is  A lie n  V is io n  o f  V ic to r ia n  P o e try , has  

d e a l t  w ith  th e  them es o f  i s o l a t i o n  and a l i e n a t i o n  o f  th e  a r t i s t  a s  th e y  

a p p ear i n  T ennyson, Browning, and A rn o ld , them es w hich th e s e  w r i t e r s  be­

g in  to  re c o g n iz e  a r e  n o t  m erely  th e  p rob lem s o f th e  a r t i s t  bu t o f  modern 

man. John  H o llo w a y 's  V ic to r ia n  Sage b e g in s  w ith  th e  r e c o g n i t io n  o f  "o u r 

in c r e a s e d  r e s p e c t  f o r  and  i n t e r e s t  in "  th e  V ic to r i a n s ,  w hich, he s u g g e s ts , 

"comes from  a se n se  t h a t  t h e i r  p rob lem s, b o th  s o c i a l  and  s p e c u la t iv e ,  r e ­

main l a r g e ly  u n so lv e d " ^  and, th e  book m a in ta in s ,  ex tre m e ly  r e le v a n t  to  u s .

^John H ollow ay, The V ic to r ia n  Sage; S tu d ie s  in  Argument (London: 
M acm illan C o ., 1953), p . 2.
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Langbaum’s P o e try  o f  E x p e rie n c e , Peckhara 's Beyond th e  T rag ic  V is io n , 

M i l l e r 's  The D isap p ea ran ce  o f  God a re  a l l  g ra p p lin g  w ith  d e c id e d ly  modern 

problem s and  f in d in g  i t  n e c e s s a ry  to  examine i n te n s iv e l y  th e  w r i t e r s  o f  

th e  n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  i n  o rd e r  to  u n d e rs ta n d  th o s e  p ro b lem s.

■What J .  H. M i l l e r  c a l l s  an " a l l - im p o r ta n t  q u a l i ty  o f  modern tim e s"  

i s  " th e  h i s t o r i c a l  s e n s e , w h i c h  i s  one o f th e  mapy symptoms o f  th e  a l ­

i e n a t io n  o f  modem man. A lie n a t io n  i s ,  o f  c o u rs e , a u n iv e r s a l  human 

problem , a p roblem  w hich o f te n  tu rn s  m an 's  v i s io n  backw ard to  th e  p a s t  

i n  o rd e r  t o  make se n se  o u t o f th e  p r e s e n t ,  r e s u l t i n g  i n  m yths l ik e  Eden 

o r  The Golden Age. But modern m an 's a l i e n a t i o n  i s  in te n s e  enough to  c u t 

him o f f  even from  th e  m yths. H is a t te m p t, t h e r e f o r e ,  to  d is c o v e r  w here 

he i s  in  te rm s o f  w here he h as  been h as  r e s u l t e d  i n  an in c r e a s in g ly  

c r i t i c a l  e x am in a tio n  o f  and i n t e r e s t  i n  th e  p a s t ,  i n  th e  s o u rc e s , th e  

v a ry in g  m a n i f e s ta t io n s ,  th e  developm ent o f h i s  p ro b lem s. The in c r e a s in g  

i n t e r e s t  in  th e  V ic to r ia n  Age i s  one o f  th e  many m a n if e s ta t io n s  o f  th e  

modern h i s t o r i c a l  s e n s e , and an e s p e c ia l ly  a p p ro p r ia te  one s in c e  th e  

n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  i s  th e  s e t t i n g  f o r  th e  r i s e  o f  t h a t  s e n se .

The V ic to r ia n s  looked  back to  th e  M iddle Ages when " th e  Sea o f  

F a i th "  was " a t  th e  f u l l ,  and ' round e a r t h 's  s h o r e /  Lay l i k e  th e  f o ld s  o f  

a b r ig h t  g i r d l e  f u r l e d , "3 and a tte m p te d  to  d e f in e  th e  p r e s e n t  i n  te rm s 

o f  th e  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  th e  m ed iev a l s y n th e s i s .  The e a r ly  tw e n tie th  

c e n tu ry  c o n tin u e d  th e  q u e s t f o r  r e c a p tu r in g  th e  p a s t ,  m a in ta in in g  an i n ­

t e r e s t  i n  th e  M idd le  Ages, e s p e c ia l ly  i n  th e  rom ance, ran g in g  f u r t h e r  back

2 j .  H i l l i s  M i l l e r ,  The D isap p earan ce  o f  God; F ive  N in e te e n th  
C entury  W r i te r s  (C am bridge: H arvard  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1963),  p .  9 .

^M atthew A rn o ld , "Dover Beach, " The P o e t i c a l  Works (New York:
Oxford U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  19$0)
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to  man’s p r im i t iv e  so u rc e s  in  myth and lan g u ag e , and re a c h in g  fo rw ard  to  

th e  High R e n a issa n c e  a r t i s t i c  s y n th e s i s .  And th e  m id - tw e n tie th  c e n tu ry  

has tu rn e d  back  to  th e  n in e te e n th ,  to  th e  f ig u r e s  who f i r s t  g ra sp e d , d e a l t  

w ith , and i n  some ways c re a te d  th e  problem s c e n t r a l  to  modern man, espe­

c i a l l y  h i s  a l i e n a t i o n  from God, from n a tu r e ,  from h i s  fe llo w  man, and from 

h im s e lf .  I n  th e  l a s t  tw en ty  y e a r s  th e  r e a l i z a t i o n  h as  become more p re v a ­

l e n t  t h a t  th e  V ic to r ia n  Age has  n o t been outgrow n by  th e  tw e n tie th  cen­

tu r y ,  o r  i n  W a lte r  E. H oughton’s w ords,

t h a t  V ic to r ia n  optim ism  i s  s t i l l  a b a s ic  a t t i t u d e ,  though th e  e x c i t e ­
ment i s  gone; t h a t  ou r ’age o f a n x ie t y ’ s u f f e r s  from  many o f th e  
same f e a r s  t h a t  shook th e  o p t im is t ic  s u r fa c e  o f  V ic to r ia n  l i f e ;  t h a t  
ou r s k e p tic is m  i s  m ere ly  a more r a d i c a l  form o f  th e  doubt which was 
even th en  m in in g  th e  e t e r n a l  v e r i t i e s ;  t h a t  th e  se n se  o f  lo n e l in e s s  
and i s o l a t i o n  we a re  so aw are o f was a lr e a d y  f e l t  and p o ig n a n t ly  
e x p re sse d  by th e  V ic to r ia n s ;  th a t  i n  t h e i r  age l i e  th e  im m ediate 
r o o ts  o f  ou r com m ercial s p i r i t ,  ou r a n t i - i n t e l l e c t u a l i s m ,  our 
a p p e a l to  f o r c e ;  and t h a t  even th e  h u r ry  and p r e s s u r e  under which 
we l i v e  i s  a c e n tu ry  o ld , and V ic to r ia n  l e i s u r e  i s  a m yth .^

P erh ap s th e  b e s t  a tte m p t made so  f a r  to  l i n k  th e  n in e te e n th  w ith

th e  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu ry  i s  Langbaum’s P o e try  o f  E x p e r ie n c e . In  h i s  f i r s t

c h a p te r ,  "R om anticism  as  a Modern T r a d i t i o n ," Langbaum p o in ts  o u t t h a t

Rom anticism  was more th a n  an ex u b eran t r e a c t io n  a g a in s t  an u n s a t i s f a c to r y

E n ligh tenm en t w o rld  v iew , f o r

th e  s c i e n t i f i c  and c r i t i c a l  e f f o r t  o f  th e  E n ligh tenm en t . . . , in  
i t s  d e s i r e  t o  s e p a r a te  f a c t  from th e  v a lu e s  o f  a c rum bling  t r a d i t i o n ,  
s e p a ra te d  f a c t  from  a l l  v a lu e s —b e q u e a th in g  a w o rld  i n  w hich f a c t  i s  
a m easu rab le  q u a n t i ty  w h ile  va lue  i s  man-made and  i l l u s o r y .  Such a 
w o rld  o f f e r s  no o b je c t iv e  v e r i f i c a t i o n  f o r  j u s t  th e  p e rc e p tio n s  by- 
w hich men l i v e ,  p e rc e p tio n s  o f b e a u ty , goodness, and s p i r i t . ^

W a l t e r  E. Houghton, The V ic to r ia n  Frame o f  Mind: I 83O -I87O (New 
Haven: Y ale  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1957),  p . x iv .

^R obert Langbaum, The P o e try  o f  E x p e rie n c e : The D ram atic 
Monologue i n  M odern L i te r a r y  T ra d it io n  (London: C h a tto  & W indus, 1957) j
p . 11.
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By th e  end o f  th e  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry  th e  E n ligh tenm en t w o rld  view  was 

becoming n o t  o n ly  u n s a t i s f a c to r y  b u t  h o r r i f y in g  f o r  i t s  m ea n in g le ssn e ss , 

th e  absence  i n  i t  o f  th o s e  " p e rc e p tio n s  by  w hich men l i v e . "

C o le r id g e ’s " D e je c tio n : An Ode" b e s t  e x p re s se s  th e  c o n d it io n s  

under w hich Rom anticism  d ev e lo p ed  and  w hich gave i t  i t s  p e c u l i a r l y  modern 

f l a v o r .  F o r u n d e r ly in g  th e  a f f i rm a t io n s  o f  Rom anticism  was th e  c o n tra ry ,  

th e  n e g a tiv e  p o s s i b i l i t y ,  th e  v i s io n  o f  th e  " in a n im a te  c o ld  w o r ld ," 

sym bolized  by

th e  ru sh in g  o f  an  h o s t  i n  r o u t .
W ith g roans o f tra m p le d  men, w ith  s m a r tin g  wounds—
At once th e y  g roan  w ith  p a in  and  shudder w ith  th e  c o ld .

I t  i s  th e  same v i s io n  a s  A rn o ld ’s " d a rk l in g  p l a i n  . . . w here ig n o ra n t  

arm ies c la s h  by n ig h t"  and M acL eish 's  mad c a r n iv a l  in  "The End o f  th e  

W orld ," th e  p u rp o s e le s s  and  in a n e  a c t i v i t y  t h a t  b o th  c o n c e a ls  and r e v e a ls  

"n o th in g , n o th in g , n o th in g —n o th in g  a t  a l l . "  A few f ig u r e s  o f  th e  n in e ­

te e n th  c e n tu ry , th e  m ajo r v o ic e s  o f  th e  Rom antic movement, were a lre a d y  

q u i te  f o r t h r i g h t l y  f a c in g  th e  v o id ,  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f n o th in g n e s s , and 

a tte m p tin g  to  f in d  a  way o u t o f  i t .

C e n tra l  to  th e  Rom antic way ou t was an id e a  t h a t  has s in c e  be­

come a  commonplace o f  e x i s t e n t i a l  th in k in g ,  th e  n o tio n  t h a t  e x p e rie n c e  

i s  n o t ,  and sh o u ld  n o t be encouraged  to  b e , r e d u c ib le  t o  a  f u n c t io n  o f  

th e  r a t i o n a l  f a c u l t y ; r a t h e r  e x p e rie n c e  in v o lv e s  th e  t o t a l  p e rs o n . The 

R om antics f u r t h e r  re c o g n iz e d  th e  r a d i c a l  s u b je c t iv i t y  o f  th e  human con­

d i t i o n ,  th e  f a c t  t h a t  t r u t h ,  a s  we know i t ,  i s  n o t apprehended  a s  i t  

e x i s t s  i n  i t s e l f  b u t  i s  th e  p ro d u c t  o f  m an’s sh ap in g  c o n sc io u sn e ss , 

w hat th e  R om antics c a l l e d  th e  Im a g in a tio n . But more th a n  t h a t ,  Langbaum 

shows w ith  C a r ly le  how " th e  ro m an tic  q u a l i ty  o f mind grows o u t o f  a



t o t a l  c r i s i s  o f  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  "6 a f a l l  i n to  a v i s io n  o f  th e  w o rld  a s  th e  

v o id , n o th in g n e s s , m e a n in g le s sn e s s , in  w hich T e u fe lsd ro c k h  s e e s  th e  

u n iv e r s e  as " a l l  v o id  o f  L i f e ,  o f  P u rp o se , o f  V o l i t io n ,  even o f  H o s t i l ­

i t y :  i t  was one huge, dead , im m easurable S team -en g in e , r o l l i n g  on, in  

i t s  dead in d i f f e r e n c e ,  t o  g r in d  me lim b from  lim b . But th e  in d iv id u a l  

b e g in s  to  r i s e  o u t o f  t h i s  s t a t e ,  a s  Langbaum s a y s , "when he d isc o v e rs  

h i s  own f e e l in g s  and h i s  own w i l l  as  a so u rc e  o f  v a lu e  i n  an o th e rw ise  

m ean in g le ss  u n iv e rse ."®  T h is  amounts to  a  fu n d a m e n ta lly  e x i s t e n t i a l  

a f f i r m a t io n  o f  t h e  s e l f  w hich  i n i t i a t e s  th e  r e c o n s t r u c t iv e  p ro c e s s , th e  

g iv in g  o f  v a lu e  t o  th e  u n iv e r s e  by th e  i n d iv i d u a l .

Langbaum, how ever, somewhat overem phasizes th e  e x i s t e n t i a l  n a tu re  

o f  Rom anticism  when he m a in ta in s  t h a t  th e  p o s i t i o n  th e  Rom antic f i n a l l y  

a r r i v e s  a t  i s  one t h a t  h a s  been  chosen; w hat m arks th e  R o m a n tic is t , he 

s a y s , i s  " th e  s u b je c t iv e  ground o f  h is  commitment, th e  f a c t  t h a t  he  

n e v e r  f o r g e t s  h i s  commitment h a s  been c h o s e n ."9 Now g e n e r a l iz a t io n s  

abou t a  movement l i k e  Rom anticism  a re  a lw ays d an g e ro u s , and  so  a r e  coun­

t e r - g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s ,  b u t  Langbaum 's a tte m p t to  show Rom anticism  as a 

modem t r a d i t i o n  n e g le c ts  some o f  i t s  e s s e n t i a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  c h a r­

a c t e r i s t i c s  w hich i t  i s  n e c e s s a ry  f o r  us t o  se e  i n  o rd e r  t o  u n d e rs ta n d  

th e  c o n tr ib u t io n  o f  th e  V ic to r ia n s  and e s p e c i a l l y  o f  Tennyson.

Throughout R om anticism  we f in d  a  p a rad o x  i n  th e  n o t io n  o f  v is io n ;  

o r ,  a s  W ordsworth p u ts  i t ,  v i s io n  i s  som eth ing  we h a l f  c r e a te  and h a l f  

p e r c e iv e .  C e n t ra l  to  th e  Rom antic e x p e rie n c e  i s  th e  sudden ap p reh en sio n  

o f  a  t r u t h ,  a t r u t h  t h a t  i s  overpow ering  b e cau se  i t  i s  f e l t ,  apprehended

6 Langbaum, p . lU . 7 lb id . ,  p . 1^ .  ® Ib id . ,  p .  1 6 .

9 l b i d . ,  p .  2 1 .
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t o t a l l y ,  o r  i n  C o le r id g e 's  te rras , s y n th e t i c a l l y ,  w ith  th o u g h t and f e e l ­

in g  u n i f i e d .  The p a ra d o x  in v o lv e d  in  such an e x p e r ie n c e  i s  th e  f a c t  

t h a t  a lth o u g h  th e  s u b je c t iv e  ground o f  v i s i o n ,  th e  c r e a t iv e  fu n c t io n  o f 

th e  im a g in a t io n , i s  em phasized, th e  e x p e rie n c e  i s  a ls o  seen  a s  som eth ing  

g iv en , som eth ing  t h a t  e x i s t s  o u ts id e  o f  th e  s e e r  and t h a t  can be d i s ­

covered  by a d ju s t in g  o n e 's  s e n s i b i l i t i e s  to  a new k in d  o f p e rc e p tio n .

Tne p a rad o x , s im ply  s t a t e d ,  i s  t h a t  th e  im a g in a t io n  c r e a te s  w hat i s  

e t e r n a l l y  e x i s t e n t .  In  K antian  te rm s , th e  Rom antic seek s  to  b reak  

th ro u g h  th e  phenom enal i n t o  th e  noum enal, t o  g ra s p , to  know th e  f i n a l  

r e a l i t y  u n d e r ly in g  phenomena. G e n e ra lly  sp e a k in g , th e  Rom anticism  of 

th e  f i r s t  30 y e a rs  o f  th e  n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  can be d i s t in g u is h e d  from 

th e  modern t r a d i t i o n  i n  t h a t  i t  d id  n o t a c c e p t  th e  f a c t  t h a t  m o r ta l  man 

can n e v e r  p o s s e s s  th e  noumenal, t h a t  f o r  b e t t e r  o r  w orse th e  human p o s i ­

t io n  i s  l im i t e d  to  t h e  phenom enal.

N o tab le  e x c e p tio n s  to  th e s e  g e n e ra l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a r e  K eats 

and C o le rid g e . F o r K ea ts , how ever, th e  p o s i t i o n  f i n a l l y  a r r i v e d  a t  i s  

am biguous. H is  n o t io n  o f  n e g a tiv e  c a p a b i l i t y  su spends th e  i n t e l l e c t  

and th e  w i l l  so  t h a t  th e  p o e t n ev e r commits h im s e lf .  I f  th e  re a d e r  

w ishes t o  c a l l  th e  "Ode t o  a N ig h tin g a le "  a p e n e t r a t i o n  a c ro s s  th e  

th re s h h o ld  betw een  th e  phenom enal and th e  noum enal, he i s  p e r f e c t l y  

f r e e  to  do so , b u t f o r  K eats i t  m ight a s  w e l l  have  been  a dream . K eats 

makes no comm itm ent, chooses no p o s i t i o n ,  m ere ly  p r e s e n ts  u s w ith  th e  

e x p e rie n c e .

C o le r id g e , on th e  o th e r  hand, p a r t i c u l a r l y  C o le rid g e  th e  p ro se  

w r i t e r ,  a n t i c ip a t e d  th e  V ic to r ia n s  and th e  e x i s t e n t i a l i s t s .  L ike th e  

r e s t  o f  th e  R om an tics, h e  was a tte m p tin g  t o  fo rm u la te  w hat Langbaum c a l l s
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a new k in d  o f  em p iric ism , one which ta k e s  i n to  acco u n t th e  t o t a l i t y  o f  

human e x p e rien c e  r a t h e r  th a n  l im i t in g  i t s e l f  t o  th e  s e le c te d  and 

an a ly z e d  e x p e rie n c e  o f  th e  s c i e n t i s t .  C o le rid g e  a f f i rm e d  th e  e x is te n c e  

o f  s p i r i t u a l  r e a l i t i e s ,  b u t he d id  so i n  a  phenom eno log ica l m anner. The 

fo u n d a tio n  f o r  h i s  b e l i e f  i n  God as t h e  u l t im a te  ground of v a lu e  was 

what he c a l l e d  th e  in n e r  w itn e s s  o f  th e  human s p i r i t ,  th e  ap p reh en sio n  

o f  what C a r l  Ju n g , many y e a rs  l a t e r  i n  P sycho logy  and R e lig io n , would 

c a l l  numinosum, th e  e x p e rie n c e  o f  "a dynamic e x is te n c e  o r  e f f e c t  n o t 

caused  by an a r b i t r a r y  a c t  o f th e  w i l l . "10 Such an e x p e rie n c e , Jung 

sa y s , i s  a s  " r e a l , "  a s  much a  p sy ch ic  f a c t ,  a s  a m an 's  p e rc e p tio n  o f  an 

e le p h a n t.  "What C o le rid g e  saw, however, was t h a t  t h e r e  was a s  much o f  a 

problem  in v o lv e d  i n  a s s e r t i n g  th e  f i n a l  cau se  o f  numinosum as o f  th e  

p e rc e p tio n  o f  an  e le p h a n t .  The gap betw een th e  e x p e rie n c e  and i t s  

ground, betw een a phenomenon and a supposed  noumenon, C o le rid g e  rec o g ­

n iz e d , c o u ld  o n ly  be 'b r id g e d  by f a i t h ,  w hich m ust e x i s t  in  doubt and 

w hich i s  a r r i v e d  a t  by a d e f i n i t e  commitment, an a c t  o f  c h o ic e . But 

w ith  th e  e x c e p tio n  o f  K eats and C o le r id g e , th e  Rom antics sough t to  

a r r i v e  a t  t r u t h  th ro u g h  v i s io n  and f a i l e d  to  re c o g n iz e  f u l l y  th e  problem  

o f  c h o ic e  w hich fo llo w s  v i s io n .

C e n tra l  to  what t h i s  e ssay  hopes to  show i s  th e  f a c t  t h a t  

Tennyson to o k  t h i s  s te p  beyond th e  R om antics an d  a tte m p te d  t o  g rap p le  

w ith  th e  problem  o f  c r e a t in g  t r u t h ,  n o t  so  much u n c o n sc io u s ly  th rough  

th e  e c s ta s y  o f  im a g in a t iv e  i n t u i t i o n  a s  c o n s c io u s ly  th ro u g h  th e  an g u ish  

o f  c h o ic e  and  commitment. To develop t h i s  id e a ,  how ever, we must go

lO C arl G ustav Jung , Psychology and R e lig io n  (New Haven: Yale 
U n iv e rs i ty  P r e s s ,  1938), p .
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back  to  some more g e n e ra l  problem s r e l a t i n g  to  T e n n y s o n im a g e  among 

c r i t i c s ,

A m ajo r problem  o f  Tennyson c r i t i c i s m  has  i t s  b eg in n in g  i n  a 

s e r i e s  o f  comments by one o f h i s  co n te m p o ra rie s , Edward F i tz g e r a ld .  

F i tz g e r a ld  was h ig h ly  e n th u s i a s t i c  about T ennyson 's  work up to  and i n ­

c lu d in g  th e  l8h2  volum e, a f t e r  w hich he seems to  have become more and 

more d is a p p o in te d . He f e l t  t h a t  w hat fo llo w e d  t h a t  volume la c k e d  " th e  

o ld  champagne f l a v o r ,  " H  " th e  Spontaneous G o ,  "12 o f  th e  e a r l i e r  w ork.

Of In  Memoriam he s a id  t h a t  " th e  Im p e tu s, th e  L y r ic a l  e s t r u s ,  i s  gone 

. . . .  I t  i s  th e  c u rs e d  i n a c t i v i t y  o f  t h i s  n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  w hich has  

s p o ile d  A lf re d ,  I  mean s p o ile d  him f o r  t h e  g re a t  work h e  ought now t o  be 

e n te r in g  u p o n ."13 F i t z g e r a l d ’s comments a r e  th e  p r e c u r s o r s  o f  what b e ­

came g e n e ra l  c r i t i c a l  n o t io n s  i n  th e  tw e n tie th  c e n tu ry :  t h a t  Tennyson 

g ra d u a lly  became w eaker a s  a p o e t as h i s  y e a rs  advanced ; t h a t  he f a i l e d  

to  l i v e  up to  th e  p rom ise  o f  h i s  e a r l i e r  work; t h a t  h i s  m il ie u  had  some­

th in g  to  do w ith  t h i s  f a i l u r e ,  somehow c o rro d ed  h i s  a r t ;  and f u r t h e r ,  

som eth ing  w hich F i t z g e r a l d  would n o t have s a id ,  t h a t  T en n y so n 's  b e in g  in ­

f lu e n c e d  by h i s  ag e  was a  compromise, a  c a p i tu la t io n ,  a s e l l - o u t .

The w o rs t o f  th e s e  c h a rg e s , w hat we can c a l l  th e  s e l l - o u t  th e o ry , 

has m et more w ith  r e a c t io n  th a n  w ith  a c c e p ta n c e . W ith th e  e x c e p tio n  o f  

b r i e f  d is c u s s io n s  and comments, l i k e  H e a th -S tu b b s ' charge  t h a t  b o th  

Tennyson and Browning w ere " fu n d am en ta lly  . . , d i s h o n e s t ,"1^ th e  o n ly

l lC ly d e  de L. R y a ls , "The P o e t a s  C r i t i c :  A p p ra is a ls  o f  Tennyson 
by H is C o n te m p o ra rie s ,"  T ennessee S tu d ie s  i n  L i t e r a t u r e , V II (1 9 6 2 ), l l i | .

12ibid„  p. 115. 13lbid„  p. n ii.

l^ Jo h n  H e a th -S tu b b s , The D a rk lin g  P la in ;  A S tudy  o f th e  L a te r  
F o r tu n e s  o f  Rom anticism  i n  E n g lish  P o e try  ( London : Eÿre & S p o ttisw o o d e , 
1950), p .  99 .
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ex ten d ed  a t t a c k  on Tennyson i n  th e s e  term s i s  P a u l i  F . Baum 's Tennyson 

S ix ty  Y ears A f te r ,  i n  w hich he c la im s t h a t  th e  p o e t  had  " b a r te r e d  h a l f  

h i s  a r t i s t i c  so u l"^ ^  by 1 832 .

Much more damaging has  been th e  charge t h a t  Tennyson f a i l e d  be­

cau se  he was la c k in g  in  i n t e l l i g e n c e .  N ico lson  sp eak s  o f  th e  c o n f l i c t  

"betw een th e  rem ark ab le  d ep th  and o r i g i n a l i t y  o f  h i s  p o e t i c  tem peram ent 

and th e  sh a llo w n e ss  and t im id i ty  o f h i s  p r a c t i c a l  i n t e l l i g e n c e ." ^ ^

Auden c a l l s  him "u n d o u b ted ly  th e  s tu p id is t" 1 7  o f  E n g lis h  p o e ts .  H ea th - 

S tubbs c a l l s  him " i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  u n s a tis fy in g ." ^ ®

More i l lu m in a t in g  and a c c u ra te  i s  G rie rso n , who se e s  a m ajor 

so u rc e  f o r  T ennyson 's  p rob lem  i n  a d iv is io n  betw een head  and h e a r t , ^9 

w hich in  tu r n  le a d s  us th ro u g h  E l i o t ' s  n o tio n  o f  d i s s o c i a t i o n  o f  s e n s i ­

b i l i t i e s  to  th e  m ost r e c e n t  and s a t i s f y i n g  tre a tm e n ts  o f  Tennyson. 

A r th u r  C a rr , R obert Langbaum, and E. D. H. Johnson a l l  see  Tennyson as 

s u f f e r in g  from  a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  modern p rob lem , w hich r e l a t e s ,  as we 

have n o te d  e a r l i e r ,  t o  th e  break-dow n o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  v a lu e s ,  to  th e  

d iv id e d  s e n s i b i l i t y  w hich i s  th e  in h e r i ta n c e  o f  th e  m odem  w o rld  from 

th e  E n lig h te n m e n t. But a  m ajo r q u e s tio n  th a t  s t i l l  rem ains open i s  t o  

w hat e x te n t  he saw, a s  opposed t o  b e in g  b l in d ly  v ic t im iz e d  by, i t s  

p ro b le m s, and t o  w hat e x te n t  h i s  answ ers a re  s a t i s f y i n g ,  bo th  i n t e l l e c -

l ^ P a u l l  F . Baum, Tennyson S ix ty  Years A f te r  (C hapel H i l l :  
U n iv e r s i ty  o f  N orth  C a ro lin a  P r e s s ,  1948), p . 73.

l^ E d g a r  H i l l  Duncan, "Tennyson: A Modern A p p r a is a l ,"  Tennessee 
S tu d ie s  i n  L i t e r a t u r e , IV (1 9 5 9 ), iJ j.

17% bid.

^® H eath-S tubbs, p . 98 .

l^D uncan, TSL, IV, II4..
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t u a l l y  and e m o tio n a l ly .

To answ er such  a q u e s tio n  th e  b e s t  approach  i s  one s im i la r  to  

t h a t  o f John  Holloway i n  h i s  V ic to r ia n  S ag e . Holloway re c o g n iz e s  t h a t  

" th e  f a s h io n  f o r  th in k in g  t h a t  in  V ic to r ia n  c u l tu r e  th e r e  was n o th in g  

o f  any v a lu e , n o th in g  w hich does n o t w a r ra n t s u p e r c i l io u s  ex p o su re , i s  

h a p p ily  p a s s in g ."  We have now reach ed  th e  p o in t  w here we can see  th e  

V ic to r ia n s  a s  d e s e rv in g  "n o t em barrassed  d i s r e g a r d  b u t r e s p e c t  and 

th o u g h tf u l  a t t e n t i o n , "  f o r  " th e y  a re  s u f f i c i e n t l y  rem ote from us n o t 

now t o  la b o u r  t h e i r  e r r o r s  and in c o n s i s te n c ie s ,  b u t to  s e t  in s te a d  abou t 

an o b je c t iv e  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  what th e y  d id .

And i t  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  a p p ro p r ia te  t o  make u se  o f  H o llow ay 's  

approach  b ecau se  Tennyson became in  many w ays, a lth o u g h  Holloway does 

n o t d is c u s s  him , a V ic to r ia n  sa g e , one o f  a l a r g e  number o f f ig u r e s  who 

"sough t (among o th e r  th in g s )  to  e x p re ss  n o t io n s  a b o u t th e  w o rld , m an 's 

s i t u a t i o n  i n  i t ,  and how h e  shou ld  l i v e . "21 Now t h i s  f a c t ,  o f  c o u rse , 

i s  one o f  th e  m ajo r cau ses  f o r  th e  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu r y 's  d is r e g a rd  o f 

Tennyson: he  i s  to o  p r o s a ic ,  th e y  sa y , to o  much g iv en  to  p ropounding  

n o tio n s  i n s t e a d  o f  g iv in g  us p o e try .  But H ollow ay su g g e s ts  a view  o f  

th e  V ic to r ia n  sag e  w hich l i n k s  him w ith  th e  a r t i s t .

The sa g e s , men l i k e  C a r ly le ,  D i s r a e l i ,  Newman, A rno ld , w ere a l l  

p ro fo u n d ly  a f f e c te d  by ro m an tic  th o u g h t, e x p e c ia l ly  a s  i t  r e l a t e s  to  

th e  n a tu re  o f  t r u t h ,  th e  in adequacy  o f  l o g i c ,  and th e  f u n c t io n  o f  th e  

im a g in a t io n . The sa g e  u s u a l ly  f e e l s  t h a t  he  p o s s e s s e s  a s p e c ia l  k in d

20Holloway, pp . 1 -2 .

2 1 lb id . ,  p .  1 .



11
of i n s i g h t .  For in s ta n c e ,  C a r ly le ,  Holloway say s,

em phasizes t h a t  he has answ ers t o  u l t im a te  q u e s t io n s j  t h a t  h i s  
answ ers o f f e r  them se lves  to  im a g in a tio n  r a th e r  th a n  lo g ic ;  t h a t  
th e y  a r e  n o t r e c o n d i te ,  f o r  everyone can re a d  them i n  h i s  own 
h e a r t ,  from  'a  f e l t  in d u b i ta b le  c e r t a i n t y  o f  E x p e r ie n c e ';  and 
f i n a l l y  t h a t  f a i l u r e  to  do so  i s  a k in d  o f b l in d n e s s  and a  k in d
o f  v ic io u s n e s s . 22

S im ila r ly  u t i l i t a r i a n  a b s t r a c t io n s  a r e  th e  c o n s ta n t b u t t  o f  D i s r a e l i ,

w h ile  A rn o ld  m entions

th e  e s s e n t i a l  s im p l ic i ty  o f  th e  knowledge t h a t  m a t te r s  to  h im , 
and how i t  i s  som ething w hich canno t be l e a r n t  o f f  l i k e  an 
a b s t r a c t  fo rm u la , b u t must come g ra d u a lly  a l i v e  in  o u r m inds, 
th ro u g h  a r i g h t  d i s p o s i t i o n ,  c h i e f l y . 23

In  Newman th e  p o in t  i s  more f u l l y  deve loped . He does n o t w ish ,

n o r  does he th in k  i t  p o s s ib le ,  t o  b r in g  abou t a c o n v e rs io n  by a sm art

s y llo g ism .

I n s te a d ,  he th o u g h t, v a r io u s  argum ents f o r  l im i te d  t r u t h s  accum ula te  
one by one, u n t i l  a t  l a s t  th e  e n q u ir e r  sim ply f in d s  h i s  m ind, 
u n d e r t h e i r  l e g i t im a te  i n f lu e n c e ,  converg ing  i r r e s i s t i b l y  on a 
w hole p h i lo s o p h ic a l  o r  r e l i g io u s  o r  m oral o u tlo o k . 2lt

Such an achievem ent le a d s  to  w hat Newman c a l l s  "R ea l A s s e n t ," w hich i s

d i r e c te d  tow ards a s s e r t i o n s  b a se d  on th e  w hole t r e n d  o f  o u r 
e x p e r ie n c e ;  and because  o f  t h i s  fo u n d a tio n , t h e i r  m eaning i s  
to o  r i c h  t o  be s h a rp ly  l im i t e d ,  alw ays l i a b l e  to  be u n fo ld e d  
f u r t h e r ,  and l i k e ly  to  v a ry  from  one p e rso n  t o  a n o th e r  i n  e x a c t 
c o n te n t .  I t  i s  a m eaning w hich a r i s e s  f o r  th e  i n d iv i d u a l  o u t o f  
h i s  own h i s t o i y ,  and  e x i s t s  f o r  him  in  v iv id  p a r t i c u l a r  im ages 
t h a t  b r in g  h i s  b e l i e f  t o  l i f e  . . .  .25

T h is  k in d  o f  th in k in g , H ollow ay s a y s ,

seems s t e a d i ly  t o  be g a in in g  i n t e r e s t  and p r e s t i g e — so much 
s o , i n  f a c t ,  t h a t  m odern a d m ire rs  te n d  a t  tim e s  to  e x a l t  i t  
i n d is c r im in a te ly  . . . .2 6

The re a so n  f o r  such an i n t e r e s t  i s  sim ply  th e  f a c t  t h a t  i t  b e a rs  v e ry

22Holloway, p . i).. 23 i b id . ,  p . $ .  2^ i b i d . ,  p .  7 .

2 5 lb id .  26j b i d . ,  p . 8 .
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c lo s e  a f f i n i t i e s  t o  modern th o u g h t. "R ea l A sse n t"  i s  l i t t l e  d i f f e r e n t  

from  w hat modern e x i s t e n t i a l i s t s  w ould c a l l  " a u th e n t ic  comm itm ent."

The d i f f e r e n c e  i s  more one o f  deg ree  th a n  o f  k in d : modern w r i te r s  te n d  

to  em phasize th e  n a tu r e  o f  " t r u th  f o r  m e ," th e  e x c lu s iv e ly  in d iv id u a l  

c h a ra c te r  o f  a m an 's  e n tra n c e  in to  a genu ine  l i f e ,  w h ile  th e  V ic to r ia n s  

ten d e d  to  t h in k  o f  th e  t r u t h  th ey  d isc o v e re d  as  u n iv e r s a l ly  a p p l ic a b le .  

Yet th e  V ic to r ia n s  s t i l l  emphasize th e  in d iv id u a l  d isc o v e ry  o f t h e i r  

t r u t h ,  th e  f a c t  t h a t  each man m ust d is c o v e r  i t  i n  h i s  own h e a r t .  And 

th e  e x i s t e n t i a l i s t s  s t r u g g le  to  f in d  a way o u t o f  what seem s, even to  

them , th e  r e d u c t io n  o f  m ere s u b je c t iv i t y .

But th e  n a tu r e  o f  t h i s  way o f  th in k in g  c r e a te s  a double p roblem  

f o r  th e  t h in k e r :  b o th  to  a r r iv e  a t  th e  t r u t h  and to  g ive  i t  e x p re s s io n . 

And th e  k in d  o f  t r u t h  in v o lv e d  can be e x p re s se d  o n ly  by a r t i s t i c  m eans. 

Holloway s u g g e s ts  t h a t  w hat gave m eaning to  th e  s a g e 's  view o f  l i f e  

" la y  i n  th e  a c tu a l  words o f th e  o r ig i n a l ,  i n  th e  s a g e 's  own use o f  

lan g u ag e , n o t  i n  w hat can su rv iv e  sum m arizings o f  t h e i r  'c o n te n t ,  " ' 

which means f o r  H ollow ay t h a t  " to  w ork by q u ic k e n in g  th e  re a d e r  to  a 

new c a p a c i ty  f o r  e x p e rie n c e  i s  to  w ork in  t h e  mode o f th e  a r t i s t  i n  

w o rd s ."27 Nor need  th e  sag e  l im i t  h im s e lf  t o  lan g u a g e , f o r  a l l  t h e  

to o l s  o f  th e  a r t i s t ,  m ythos, e th o s , d ia n o ia ,  o f f e r  them se lves  to  h i s  

u s e . I t  i s  t h i s  need  f o r  g iv in g  e x p re s s io n  to  a complex t r u t h  o r  w o rld  

v iew , one t h a t  demands th e  r e v e la t io n  o f  a  more t o t a l  k in d  o f  e x p e r ie n c e  

th an  m ere a n a ly s i s ,  t h a t  h a s  tu rn e d  many e x i s t e n t i a l i s t s ,  K ie rk eg aa rd , 

M arce l, S a r t r e ,  Camus, i n t o  a u to b io g ra p h e rs  and  w r i t e r s  o f  f i c t i o n  and 

which le a d s  com m entators on e x is t e n t i a l i s m  back  to  P la to ,  A u g u s tin e ,

2?H ollow ay, p . 10.
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P a s c a l ,  and we m ig h t add , C a r ly le  and Newman.

M oreover, e x i s t e n t i a l  w r i t e r s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  S a r t r e ,  em phasize th e  

s o c ia l  m iss io n  o f  th e  a r t i s t .  H azel B arnes i n  h e r  L i t e r a tu r e  o f  P o s s i ­

b i l i t y  draws th e s e  c o n c lu s io n s  from S a r t r e ;

The fu n c t io n  o f  l i t e r a t u r e ,  he c la im s , i s  to  le a d  s o c ie ty  to  r e ­
f l e c t  upon i t s e l f .  'Through l i t e r a t u r e ,  th e  c o l l e c t i v i t y  tu rn s  
t o  r e f l e c t i o n  and m e d i ta t io n ;  i t  a c q u ir e s  an unhappy c o n sc io u s ­
n e s s , an u n s ta b le  image o f i t s e l f  w hich i t  f o r e v e r  seek s  to  
m odify and  im p ro v e . ' Thus th e  p u rp o se  o f  th o s e  w r i t e r s  whom 
S a r t r e  ap p ro v es  i s  to  change th e  w o r l d . 28

The o n ly  d i f f e r e n c e  betw een t h i s  and th e  V ic to r ia n  n o tio n  o f th e  s o c ia l

m is s io n  o f  th e  sag e  i s  th e  modern em phasis on th e  su b v e rs iv e  fu n c t io n

o f  th e  a r t i s t .  The modem w r i t e r  te n d s  m ore t o  g iv e  h i s  au d ien ce  "an

u n s ta b le  image o f  i t s e l f "  so t h a t  i t  w i l l  f o r e v e r  seek  " to  m odify and

im prove" i t s e l f ,  r a t h e r  th a n  to  show th e  way tow ard  improvement in  an

e x p l i c i t  m anner.

T en n y so n 's  developm ent o c c u rre d  i n  a  c o n te x t i n  w hich th e  n o tio n  

o f  th e  sage was b e in g  l in k e d  w ith  th e  f u n c t io n  o f  th e  a r t i s t ,  a combin­

a t io n  which p ro d u ced , a s  i t  does to d a y , a g r e a t  d e a l  o f  c o n fu s io n  abou t 

th e  d e s tin y  and  fu n c t io n  o f  th e  p o e t .  A p o e t  needs b o th  an  on to lo g y  

and an a e s t h e t i c ,  e i t h e r  im p l i c i t l y  o r  e x p l i c i t l y ,  and th e  n in e te e n th  

c e n tu ry  was a  t im e  i n  w hich th e  la c k  o f  c e r t a i n  fo u n d a tio n s  f o r  a r t  

f o rc e d  upon th e  a r t i s t  th e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o r  c r e a t in g  h i s  own. Indeed  

t h i s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  h as  n o t ceased  w ith  th e  end o f  th e  c e n tu ry , f o r  

B lake , Y e a ts , W allace  S te v e n s , and th e  e x i s t e n t i a l  w r i t e r s  a r e  a l l  

exam ples o f  th e  a r t i s t ' s  need to  c r e a te  n o t o n ly  a r t ,  n o t  o n ly  an 

a e s t h e t i c ,  b u t an  o n to lo g y  as  w e l l .  And w h e th e r th e  a r t i s t ' s  f i n a l

26H azel B arn es, The L i te r a tu r e  o f  P o s s i b i l i t y :  A S tudy in  
H um anistic  E x i s te n t i a l i s m  (L in c o ln : U n iv e r s i ty  o f  N ebraska P r e s s ,  19^9), 
p .  13 .
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p o s i t i o n  be a s  o r ig i n a l  a s  th o s e  o f  B lake o r  S tev en s o r  S a r t r e ,  he s t i l l  

has  t o  a c h ie v e  th e  u l t im a te ly  c r e a t iv e  a c t  o f  c h o ic e  and commitment.

In  th e  fo llo w in g  c h a p te r  we s h a l l  examine th e s e  problem s as th e y  a r e  to  

be seen  i n  T en n y so n 's  e a r l i e r  work and th e  means by w hich he a tte m p te d  

to  d e a l  w ith  them .



CHAPTER I

THE ARTIST AND THE WORLD 

THE PROBLEM OF THE POET'S HUMANITY

J .  H. B u c k le y 's  c r i t i c a l  b iog rap h y , Tennyson: The Growth o f a 

P o e t ,  b e g in s  w ith  t h e  fo llo w in g  s ta te m e n t:

A l l  h i s  l i f e  Tennyson remembered s ta n d in g  as a sm a ll c h i ld  
w ith  o u t s t r e t c h e d  arms on th e  g a le -sw ep t lawn a t  Somersby and 
c ry in g  i n  w i ld  d e l ig h t ,  " I  h e a r  a v o ice  t h a t ' s  sp e ak in g  in  th e  
w in d ."  The e x p e r ie n c e  was s c a r c e ly  u n iq u e , f o r  c o u n tle s s  
c h i ld re n  have g iv en  them se lves  to  th e  w in d 's  w i l l ;  b u t th e  
c h i ld  Tennyson a t ta c h e d  an u n u su a l s ig n i f ic a n c e  to  th e  g e s tu r e .
To him th e  v o ic e  was a lr e a d y  th e  c a l l  o f  th e  im a g in a tio n  borne 
i n  upon h i s  sh a rp en ed  se n se s  from  some rem ote realm  beyond a l l  
sensuous m easu rem en t.!

T h is s ta te m e n t s u g g e s ts  t h a t  T ennyson 's  e a r l i e s t  im p u lses  pushed  him t o ­

ward a b a s i c a l l y  ro m an tic  n o t io n  o f  h im s e lf  a s  a r t i s t ,  and  we mean "roman­

t i c "  h e re  i n  te rm s s im i la r  to  K erm ode's d is c u s s io n  i n  The Rom antic Im age. 

He so ugh t th e  im age o f  b e a u ty , "a r a d ia n t  t r u t h  o u t o f  sp ace  and  t i m e ,"2

F a n ta s t ic  b e a u ty ;  such as  lu rk s  
In  some w i ld  p o e t ,  when he works 
W ithou t a c o n sc ie n c e  o r  an a im .3

!je ro m e  H. B uckley , Tennyson: The Growth o f  a P o e t (Cam bridge: 
H arvard  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  I9 6 0 ) , p . 1 .

2p rank  Kermode, The Rom antic Image (New York; M acm illan  Co.,
1957), p .  2 .

3 In  Memoriam, XXXIV. T h is  and subsequen t c i t a t i o n s  from  Tennyson, 
u n le s s  o th e rw is e  i n d ic a te d ,  a r e  from  W. J .  R o lfe  ( e d . ) .  The Poems o f
Tennyson,  Cam bridge E d i t io n  (B o sto n : Houghton M if f l in  C o ., 1Ü9Ü).

15
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Such a q u e s t  was i n s p i r e d  in  p a r t  by T ennyson 's  m y s t ic a l  p ropen­

s i t i e s ,  w hich , a c c o rd in g  to  h i s  own te s tim o n y , were p r e s e n t  w ith  him 

from h is  e a r l i e s t  r e c o l l e c t i o n s .  "A k ind  o f  waking t r a n c e  I  have f r e ­

q u e n tly  had , " he s a id  on one o c c a s io n ,

q u i te  up from  boyhood, when I  have been a l l  a lo n e . T h is has 
g e n e ra lly  come upon me t h r o '  re p e a tin g  my own name two o r  th r e e  
tim es to  m y se lf  s i l e n t l y ,  t i l l  a l l  a t  o nce , a s  i t  w ere , ou t o f  
th e  i n t e n s i t y  o f  th e  c o n sc io u sn e ss  of i n d i v i d u a l i t y ,  th e  i n d i ­
v id u a l i ty  i t s e l f  seemed t o  d is s o lv e  and fad e  away i n t o  bound less  
b e in g , and t h i s  i s  n o t a c o n fu sed  s t a t e ,  b u t th e  c l e a r e s t  o f  th e  
c l e a r e s t ,  t h e  s u r e s t  o f  th e  s u r e s t ,  th e  w e ird e s t  o f  th e  w e ird e s t ,  
u t t e r l y  beyond w ords, w here d e a th  was an  a lm ost la u g h a b le  
im p o s s ib i l i ty ,  t h e  l o s s  o f  p e r s o n a l i ty  ( i f  so i t  w ere) seem ingaxiuv

ife .Uno e x t in c t io n  b u t th e  o n ly  t r u e  l i f e .

A gain  W illiam  A llingham  r e p o r t s  Tennyson as  s a y in g , " In  my boyhood I  had 

i n t u i t i o n s  o f  I m m o r ta li ty —in e x p r e s s ib le !  I  have n e v e r  been  a b le  to  

ex p ress  them . I  s h a l l  t r y  some d a y ."5

The c a l l  o f  su ch  i n t u i t i o n s  le d  Tennyson in  th e  d i r e c t i o n  o f 

what R obert P re y e r  c a l l s  " o r a c u la r  p o e tr y ,"  w hich i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  th e  

q u e s t f o r  K erm ode's "Rom antic Im age ."  "The se a rc h  f o r  f a n t a s t i c  b e a u ty ,"  

P re y e r  s a y s , " ta k e s  p la c e  i n  th e  m in d less  d e p th s  o f  th e  p sy ch e ; and 

what i t  hopes t o  u n c o v e r th e r e  . . .  i s  th e  lan d sc a p e  o f  v i s io n  and th e  

images o f  a new a p o c a ly p s e ." ^  In  a s im i la r  m anner Kermode se e s  th e  

m ajo r image o f  th e  Rom antic a r t i s t  a s  th e  in w a rd - lo o k in g , e x p re s s io n le s s  

f a c e ,  sym bolized  in  th e  f ig u r e  o f  Moneta i n  th e  second  d r a f t  o f  K ea ts ' 

H yperion: h e r  eyes a r e  " h a l f  c lo se d "  and seem " v is io n le s s  e n t i r e , "  f o r

^Hallam  Tennyson, A lf r e d  Lord Tennyson: A Memoir by h i s  Son (New 
York; M acm illan C o., 1911), I ,  320. C ited  h e r e a f t e r  a s  M em oir.

^W illiam  A llingham : A D ia ry , ed. H. A llingham  and D. R adford  
(London: M acm illan C o ., 1907 ), p .  137.

^R obert P r e y e r ,  "Tennyson a s  an O ra c u la r  P o e t , " Modern P h ilo lo g y , 
LV (1957-1958), 239.
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th e y  a r e  tu rn e d  inw ard  to  th e  "h ig h  t r a g e d y /  In  th e  d a rk  s e c r e t  cham bers 

o f  th e  s k u l l . "  T h is  image i s  sym bolic o f  th e  a r t i s t  tu rn in g  inw ard , 

where he d is c o v e rs  a t ra n s c e n d e n t  jo y  and a q u a s i- m y s t ic a l  knowledge i n  

a v i s io n  which a t t r a c t s  him , demands h i s  e x c lu s iv e  d e v o tio n , and u l t i ­

m a te ly  consumes h im .7

The d e s i r e  to  d e lv e  i n to  " th e  m in d le s s  d e p th s  o f  th e  p s y c h e ," 

" th e  d a rk  s e c r e t  cham bers o f  th e  s k u l l ,  " i s  r e v e a le d  v e ry  e a r ly  i n  

T ennyson 's  w ork. Among th e  s e le c t io n s  i n  th e  U npub lished  E a r ly  Poems i s  

th e  "Ode: 0 Bosky B rook ,"  which C h arle s  Tennyson s p e c u la te s  was w r i t t e n  

a s  e a r ly  a s  1823.® The poem b e g in s  w ith  a b ro o k , b u t i t  soon ta k e s  u s ,  

by fo llo w in g  th e  w anderings o f  th e  s tre a m , i n t o  "a m oun ta in  t a r n 's  

unbroken  s le e p ,"  w hich becomes th e  m ajor sym bol o f  th e  poem:

when d a y 's  manhood w ears h i s  crown 
Of h o t t e s t  ra y s  i n  H eaven' s windy H a ll ,
To one who p ry e th  c u r io u s ly  down.
From u n d e rn e a th  th e  in fa th o m a b le  p a l l  

And p r e s s u r e  o f  th e  u p r ig h t  wave.
The a b id in g  eyes  o f  Space, from f o r t h  th e  g rav e  

Of t h a t  b la c k  E lem ent,
Whine o u t l i k e  w o n d erfu l gleam s

Of t h r i l l i n g  and m y ste rio u s  b e a u ty , s e n t  
From gay shapes  s p a rk l in g  t h r o '  th e  gloom o f  dream s.

Clyde Ifya ls  s u g g e s ts  t h a t  h e re  "Tennyson, a n t i c i p a t i n g  th e  French

s y m b o lis ts ,  was a tte m p tin g  to  make h i s  s c e n e ry  th e  r e f l e c t i o n  o f  l e

p ay sag e  i n t é r i e u r . "9 The su g g e s tio n  t h a t  th e  t a r n  i s  sym bolic o f  t h e

^Kermode, p p . 8 -10 .

^ U npub lished  E a r ly  Poems, ed . S i r  C h a r le s  Tennyson, o r i g i n a l l y  
p u b l is h e d  i n  1931; r e p r in te d  i n  The D e v il  and th e  Lady and  U npub lished  
E a r ly  Poems, ed . S i r  C h a rle s  Tennyson (B loom ing ton : In d ia n a  U n iv e r s i ty  
P r e s s ,  1 9 ^ h ) •

9 C lyde de L. R y a ls , Theme and Symbol i n  T en n y so n 's  Poems to  
1830 ( P h i la d e lp h ia :  U n iv e rs i ty  o f  P e n n sy lv a n ia  P r e s s ,  I 96 I4) ,  p . 27.
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m ind i s  e n fo rc e d  l a t e r  on i n  th e  poem when Tennyson p r a i s e s  th e  p e r ­

s o n i f i c a t io n  o f  " v e n e ra b le  d a rk i au g u st o b scu reJ"  who i s

th e  m other o f  a l l  th o u g h t,
Which w e l ls  n o t  f r e e l y  from th e  m in d 's  re c e s s  

When th e  sh a rp  s u n l ig h t  o ccu p ie s  th e  sense  
W ith t h i s  f a i r  w o r ld 's  exceed ing  com eliness . . . .

What i s  im p o r ta n t  h e re  i s  th e  v i s io n  o f  th e  mind as a d a rk n e ss , " th e  

u n fa thom ab le  p a l l , "  from  th e  d ep th s  o f  w hich streaua im ages o f  l i g h t ,

" th e  a b id in g  eyes o f s p a c e ,"  "w o n d erfu l g leam s,"  "gay sh ap es  s p a r k l in g ."  

I t  w ould in d e e d  be rem arkab le  i f  Tennyson so young had  a lr e a d y  re a d  

C o le rid g e  o r  H erd e r, M ovalis o r S c h e l l in g ;  but n e v e r th e le s s  i n  t h i s  

poem th e r e  i s  th e  sym bolic germ o f  th e  n o tio n  t h a t  th e  d a rk  r e c e s s e s  o f 

th e  m ind a r e  so u rc e s  o f  i l lu m in a t io n ,  t h a t  p e rh ap s  th e  u n co n sc io u s  i s  

th e  w e ll-h e a d  o f  th e  d iv in e  i n  man, th e  l in k  betw een man and  God. And 

he a n t i c i p a t e s  D eQ uincey 's a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  " the  i n f i n i t y  o f a s tro n o m ic a l  

space  and tim e  i s  th e  m ir ro r  image o f  ' t h e  i n f i n i t y  o f th e  w o rld  

w i t h i n . '"^ 3  M oreover, th e  poem r e v e a ls  t h a t  Tennyson, a p o e t  h e a v i ly  

p r a i s e d  f o r  h i s  a b i l i t y  to  c a p tu re  n a tu r a l  phenomena i n  p r e c i s e  im ages, 

was i n  h i s  e a r l i e s t  v e rs e  r e j e c t i n g  " th e  f a i r  w o r ld 's  ex ceed in g  co m eli­

n e ss"  a s  an o b s t r u c t io n  w hich dams up th e  f r e e  w e l l in g  o f th o u g h t from  

th e  m in d 's  d a rk  r e c e s s .

In  any c a se , Tennyson i s  "one who p ry e th  c u r io u s ly  down" i n t o  

th e  p sy c h e , se ek in g  some " t h r i l l i n g  and m y ste rio u s  b e au ty "  which l i e s  

u n d e rn e a th , l i k e  th e  K raken, a w a itin g  r e l e a s e .  Such an endeavor w ould 

n o t r e s u l t  i n  a r e f l e c t i v e  k in d  o f  p o e try ,  bu t i n  one w hich a s p i r e s  to  

a s o r t  o f  m ag ic a l u t te r a n c e  by means o f  which a t ra n s c e n d e n t  b eau ty

^ % i l l e r ,  p .  27.
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m ight be im aged f o r t h .  T h is  i s  a n o t io n  o f  p o e try  t h a t  s ta n d s  i n  a 

d i r e c t  l i n e  o f  developm ent betw een B lake and Y e a ts .

The c lo s e n e s s  o f such  an a e s th e t i c  to  Tennyson may be i l l u s ­

t r a t e d  f u r t h e r  by a rev iew  p u b lis h e d  i n  I 83 I  i n  w hich A rth u r  Hallam  

p r a i s e s  what he  c a l l s  " p o e ts  o f s e n s a t io n  r a t h e r  th a n  r e f l e c t i o n " :

S u s c e p tib le  to  th e  s l i g h t e s t  im pu lse  from  e x te r n a l  n a tu re ,  
t h e i r  f in e  o rg an s tre m b le d  i n to  em otion a t  c o lo r s ,  and sounds, 
and movements, u n p e rc e iv e d  . . .  by d u l l e r  tem peram ents . . . .
We a re  d e c id e d ly  o f  th e  o p in io n  t h a t  th e  h e ig h ts  and d e p th s  o f 
a r t  a re  more w i th in  th e  rea c h  o f  th o se  who have r e c e iv e d  from 
n a tu re  th e  " f e a r f u l  and w onderfu l"  c o n s t i tu t io n  we have de­
s c r ib e d , whose p o e try  i s  a s o r t  o f m a g ic .H

M oreover, i n  th e  same rev iew  Hallam  a rg u e s :

I t  i s  n o t  t r u e ,  a s  th e  e x c lu s iv e  a d m ire rs  o f  Mr. W ordsworth 
would have i t ,  t h a t  th e  h ig h e s t  s p e c ie s  o f  p o e tr y  i s  th e  
r e f l e c t i v e ;  i t  i s  a  g ro ss  f a l l a c y ,  t h a t  b ecau se  c e r t a i n  
o p in io n s  a r e  a c u te  o r  p ro fo u n d , th e  e x p re s s io n  o f  them by th e  
im a g in a tio n  m ust be em in en tly  b e a u t i f u l .  W henever th e  mind 
o f th e  a r t i s t  s u f f e r s  i t s e l f  to  be o ccu p ied , d u r in g  i t s  p e r io d s  
of c r e a t io n ,  by any o th e r  p redom inan t m o tiv e  th a n  th e  d e s i r e  
o f b e a u ty , th e  r e s u l t  i s  f a l s e  i n  a r t . 12

Such a view o f  p o e try  i s  n o t ,  how ever, p u re  a e s th e t ic is m ,  any more th a n  

was C o le r id g e 's  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  th e  "im m ediate" o b je c t  o f  p o e tr y  i s  

p le a s u r e ,  n o t  t r u t h .  A gain  in  th e  same rev iew  H allam  p r a i s e s  Tennyson 

f o r ,  among o th e r  t h in g s ,  " th e  e le v a te d  h a b i t s  o f  th o u g h t im p lie d  i n  

th e s e  co m p o s itio n s"  w hich make them "more im p re s s iv e  to  ou r minds th a n  

i f  th e  a u th o r  h a d  drawn up a s e t  o f  o p in io n s  i n  v e r s e ,  and sough t t o  

i n s t r u c t  th e  u n d e rs ta n d in g  r a t h e r  th a n  communicate th e  lo v e  o f  b e a u ty  

to  th e  h e a r t . " I 3 H allam  s t i l l  d i s l i k e s  th e  d i s c u r s iv e  and th e  r e f l e c ­

t i v e ,  b u t  he  v o ic e s  a  f a i r l y  c o n v e n tio n a l ro m an tic  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r

l lA r th u r  H allam , E n g lish m an 's  M agazine, I  (1 9 3 1 ), 616-628; 
quo ted  from P re y e r , p .

iZ P re y e r , MP, LV, 2h6. 13Memoir, I ,  $0 .
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T ennyson 's  k in d  o f  p o e try :  t h a t  th e  r e v e l a t i o n  by a p o e t  o f  b e a u ty  i s

v a lu a b le^  n o t  o n ly  f o r  i t s  own sa k e , b u t b ecause  i t  n a tu r a l l y  in s p i r e s

th e  lo v e  o f  b e a u ty  i n  r e a d e r s .  M oreover, a f u r t h e r  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  was

e x p re sse d  by F.. D. M aurice:

The p o e t  i s  th e  g r e a t  i n t e r p r e t e r  o f  n a t u r e 's  m y ste ry , n o t by 
n a rro w in g  them i n t o  th e  grasp  o f th e  u n d e rs ta n d in g , b u t by 
c o n n e c tin g  each o f  them w ith  f e e l i n g  . . . .  He sym path izes 
w ith  a l l  phenomena by h i s  i n t u i t i o n  o f  a l l  p r in c i p l e ;  and h i s  
mind i s  a m ir ro r  w hich c a tc h e s  and im ages th e  w hole scheme 
and w ork ing  o f  th e  w o rld  . . . .  I t  i s  h i s  h ig h  c a l l i n g  to  i n t e r ­
p r e t  th o s e  u n iv e r s a l  t r u th s  which e x i s t  on e a r th  on ly  i n  th e  
form s o f  h i s  c r e a t io n .

In  e f f e c t ,  M aurice  i s  s t a t i n g  th e  C o le r id g ia n  p o s i t i o n  t h a t  th e  p o e t 's  

c a p a c i ty  t o  s y n th e s iz e  c r e a te s  a b e a u ty  w hich i s  t r u t h .  But th e  weak­

n e ss  o f  th e  Rom antic p o s i t io n  i s  in h e r e n t  i n  M a u r ic e 's  l a s t  l i n e .  Under­

ly in g  h i s  n o t io n s  i s  an aw areness o f som eth ing  l i k e  what J .  H. M il le r  

c a l l s  " th e  d isa p p e a ra n c e  o f  God." N in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  man, f e e l in g  h i s  

in ad eq u acy , h i s  a l i e n a t i o n  from God, lo o k s to  a p ro p h e t o r  s e e r ,  th e  

p o e t ,  a s  a means o f  r e v e la t io n  o f  u n iv e r s a l  t r u t h s  "which e x i s t  on 

e a r th  o n ly  i n  th e  form s o f  h is  c r e a t i o n ."  P o e try ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  m ust be 

more th a n  m a g ic a l ;  i t  m ust be h i e r a t i c ,  p r o p h e t ic ,  r e v e la to r y ,  and th e  

f u n c t io n  o f  th e  p o e t i s  s e m i- r e l ig io u s .

F aced  w ith  such  a t a s k ,  in s p i r e d  to  p e rfo rm  i t  bo th  by h i s  own d i s ­

p o s i t i o n  and  by th e  m ost "modem" Rom antic c r i t i c i s m ,  Tennyson d i s ­

co v ered  some t e r r i b l e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  w hich became a p p a re n t i n  h i s  p o e try .  

T hese d i f f i c u l t i e s  d e r iv e ,  f i r s t  o f  a l l ,  how ever, o u t o f th e  o ra c u la r  

p o s i t i o n  i t s e l f .  F o r in s ta n c e ,  i n  Rom anticism  th e  q u e s t  f o r  b ea u ty , f o r  

th e  im age, i s  i d e n t i c a l  w ith  th e  q u e s t f o r  i n s i g h t  i n to  a t ra n s c e n d e n t

^ P r e y e r ,  W , LV, 2U6.
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w orld  o f  perm anence, w hich in  e f f e c t  i s  an a tte m p t to  c ro s s  th e  th r e s h -  

h o ld  betw een th e  phenom enal and th e  noum enal, t o  d is c o v e r  M a u ric e 's  

u n iv e r s a l  t r u t h .  T h is  s e r i e s  o f  i d e n t i t i e s  can on ly  be m a in ta in e d  by an 

o n to lo g ic a l  a ssu m p tio n , th e  b e l i e f  t h a t  B eing i s  good and t h a t  th e  t r u e  

and th e  b e a u t i f u l  a re  one. But i n  th e  c o n te x t  o f  an age from  which God 

has d isa p p e a re d , th e  i d e n t i t y  betw een th e  t r u e  and th e  b e a u t i f u l  m ust be 

re v e a le d  as an a ssu m p tio n . I t  i s  th u s  t h a t  th e  c e le b r a te d  V ic to r ia n  

doubt has i t s  g r e a t e s t  im pac t upon a e s t h e t i c s .

Tennyson c o u ld  n o t  e a s i l y  make such an a ssu m p tio n . In  a l e t t e r  

w r i t t e n  i n  th e  summer o f  1831, H allam  t e l l s  Tennyson; "You say  p a t h e t i ­

c a l l y ,  'A las  f o r  me! I  have  more o f th e  B e a u t if u l  th a n  th e  Good!' 

Remember to  y ou r co m fo rt t h a t  God h a s  g iven  you t o  se e  th e  d i f f e r e n c e .  

Many a  p o e t h as  gone on b l in d ly  in  h i s  a r t i s t i c  p r i d e . A  d i f f e r e n c e  

i s  assumed h e re  betw een th e  b e a u t i f u l  and th e  good, a d i f f e r e n c e  t h a t  

p r e s e n ts  an im p o r ta n t  p rob lem  to  Tennyson as  a p o e t ,  b u t m ost e s p e c ia l ly  

t o  Tennyson as  a man: i f  to  p u rsu e  th e  b e a u t i f u l  i s  n o t  to  p u rsu e  th e  

good, th en  th e  p o e t i s  c u t  o f f  from  w hat i s ,  a t  l e a s t  f o r  Tennyson, th e  

p rim a ry  p u r s u i t  o f  l i f e ;  in d e e d  th e  w hole r e l a t i o n  betw een a r t  and l i f e  

i s  c a l l e d  i n to  q u e s t io n .

The p roblem s in v o lv e d  i n  T ennyson 's  q u e s t  may be seen  in  much o f 

h i s  e a r ly  p o e try ,  b u t  th e  f i r s t  works w hich d e a l  s p e c i f i c a l l y  w ith  th e  

p o e t ap p ear d u r in g  th e  Cambridge p e r io d .  "Tim buctoo" r e v e a ls  T ennyson 's  

q u e s t f o r  th e  t ra n s c e n d e n t  w o rld  o f  b e a u ty  and some o f  th e  problem s 

a s s o c ia te d  w ith  t h a t  q u e s t .  I t  b e g in s  w ith  th e  p o e t  m using "on leg en d s  

q u a in t  and o l d /  'Which whilome won th e  h e a r t s  o f  a l l  on e a r t h . "  C e n tra l

l^M em oir, I ,  6 l .
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to  th e  them e o f  th e  poem i s  th e  q u e s tio n  o f  th e  r e a l i t y  o f  such v is io n s  

o f  p e r f e c t io n  a s  A t a l a n t i s ,  E ld o rad o , and Tim buctoo, an  answ er to  which 

i s  su g g e s te d  e a r ly  i n  th e  poem. These le g e n d s , he s a y s , "had t h e i r  b e ­

in g  in  th e  h e a r t  o f  man"^ th ey  a r e

Shadows to  w h ich , d e s p i te  a l l  shocks o f  change.
A l l  o n - s e t  o f  c a p r ic io u s  a c c id e n t .
Men c lu n g  w ith  y e a rn in g  hope w hich w ould n o t d ie .

T here  fo llo w s  a le n g th y  hom eric s im ile  in  w hich t h i s  hope i s  compared 

to  t h a t  o f  an A th en ian  p r i e s t e s s ,  who, w h ile  h e r  c i t y  crum bles ab o u t h e r ,  

k n e e ls  b e fo re  A th e n a 's  im age, whose eyes "wear no l i g h t  b u t t h a t  w here­

w i t h /  H er j ^ h e  p r i e s t e s s ^ /  f a n ta s y  in fo rm s them ."  The su g g e s tio n  i s  

q u i te  c l e a r  t h a t  f a i t h  i n  such leg e n d s  and i n  th e  gods i s  a t  t h i s  p o in t  

seen  as  th e  e x p re s s io n  o f  man’s need  and hope and th e  c r e a t io n  o f m an 's  

im a g in a tio n .

A young S eraph  th e n  a p p e a rs  and c h a rg e s :

Thy se n se  i s  c lo g g 'd  w ith  d u l l  m o r ta l i ty ;
Thy s p i r i t  f e t t e r ' d  w ith  th e  bond o f  c la y :
Open th in e  eyes and s e e .

Then ensues  th e  v i s io n  o f  th e  h ea v en ly  c i t y ,  a f t e r  w hich  th e  Seraph

e x p la in s  t h a t  he i s

th e  S p i r i t ,
The p e rm e a tin g  l i f e  which c o u rs e th  th ro u g h  
A l l  t h '  i n t r i c a t e  and  la b y r in th in e  v e in s  
Of th e  g r e a t  v in e  o f  F a b le ,

whose p u rp o se  i t  i s  to  te a c h  man " to  a t t a i n /  By shadowing f o r t h  th e

U n a t ta in a b le ."  The su g g e s tio n  i s  t h a t  m an 's  hopes f o r  and im a g in a t iv e

v is io n s  o f  p e r f e c t io n  have a t r a n s c e n d e n t ly  r e a l  s o u rc e .

Y et t h i s  a f f i r m a t io n  c o n ta in s  a  t r a c e  o f a m b ig u ity . The p o e t

f i r s t  o f  a l l  s u g g e s ts  th e  problem  c o n f ro n tin g  a l l  m y s t ic s  who a tte m p t

to  r e l a t e  t h e i r  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  an im a g e le ss  r e a l i t y  i n  a lan g u ag e  drawn



23
from im ages:

I  know n o t i f  I  shape 
These th in g s  w ith  a c c u ra te  s im i l i tu d e  
From v i s i b l e  o b je c t s ,  f o r  b u t dim ly now.
Less v iv id  th a n  a h a l f - f o r g o t t e n  dream.
The memory o f t h a t  m en ta l e x c e l le n c e  
Comes o 'e r  me, and i t  may be I  en tw ine 
The in d e c is io n  o f  my p r e s e n t  m ind 
W ith i t s  p a s t  c le a rn e s s  . . . .

That " in d e c is io n  o f  my p r e s e n t  mind" i s  n o t r e l i e v e d ,  an d  th e  S e ra p h 's

l a s t  words n e a r  th e  end o f th e  poem r e v e a l  th e  h o p e le s s n e s s  o f  th e

se a rc h  f o r  a p h y s ic a l  b a s is  f o r  th e  a f f i r m a t io n .  "The tim e i s  w e ll-n ig h

com e," he  sa y s .

When I  m ust re n d e r  up t h i s  g lo r io u s  home 
To keen D isco v ery : soon yon b r i l l i a n t  tow ers 
S h a l l  darken  w ith  th e  w aving o f  h e r  Wand;
D arken, and s h r in k  and s h iv e r  i n to  h u t s .
B lack  specks amid a w aste  o f  d re a ry  sand .
L o w -b u ilt, m ud-w alled , b a rb a r ia n  s e t t le m e n ts .
How changed from t h i s  f a i r  c i t y !

The S e ra p h 's  l a s t  words w ith  t h e i r  w a s te la n d  im agery b r in g  us back  to

th e  v i s io n  from  th e  p o in t  o f  view  o f  m o r t a l i ty ,  and th e  p o e t 's  l a s t

words le a v e  us t h e r e :

Thus f a r  th e  S p i r i t :
Then p a r t e d  heavenw ard on th e  w ing: and I  
Was l e f t  a lo n e  on C alpe, and  th e  moon 
Had f a l l e n  from  th e  n ig h t ,  and a l l  was dark .'

A v i s io n  o f  g r e a t  b e a u ty  has  been  r e v e a le d  and s n a tc h e d  away, le a v in g

th e  p o e t  d e s o la te  and a lo n e . The v i s io n  i s  n o t e x a c t ly  " s t r ic k e n  th ro u g h

w ith  d o u b t ," to  a n t i c i p a t e  I n  Memoriam, b u t th e r e  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  no

r e a f f i r m a t io n  from  t h i s  s id e  o f  m o r t a l i ty ,  and we a r e  l e f t  i n  a s t a t e  o f

s tu n n ed  d a rk n e s s .

The t r a c e  o f  doubt i n  "Tim buctoo" r e v e a ls  a p rob lem  w hich i s

c e n t r a l  to  an  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  T ennyson 's  e a r ly  a e s t h e t i c  and w hich
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d e r iv e s  o u t o f  th e  c o n t r a s t  betw een d i f f e r e n t  k inds o f  v i s io n .  Tennyson, 

we have shown, was s u b je c t  to  t r a n c e s ;  he underw ent se m im y s tic a l e x p e r­

ie n c e s  w hich he d e s c r ib e d  a s  "n o t a  co n fu sed  s t a t e ,  b u t  th e  c l e a r e s t  o f 

th e  c l e a r e s t ,  th e  s u r e s t  o f  th e  s u r e s t . "  T h is  s t a t e  i n  w hich i n d iv id u a l ­

i t y  f a d e s  " in to  b o u n d le ss  be ing"  su g g e s ts  w hat m y stic s  c a l l  th e  u n i t i v e  

e x p e rie n c e , th e  subm ergence o f  s e l f  i n to  th e  one. In  such a s t a t e  and 

in  poems in s p i r e d  by i t  we f i n d  th e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f t r u t h  and b e a u ty ; 

th e  v i s io n  o f  b e a u ty , as i n  "T im buctoo ," i s  "D eep -roo ted  i n  th e  l i v i n g  

s o i l  o f  t r u t h . "  M oreover, when such a v i s io n  in s p i r e s  th e  p o e t  w ith  th e  

f e e l in g  t h a t  d ea th  i s  "a lm o st a  la u g h a b le  i m p o s s i b i l i t y , " we f in d  th e  

p o e t e x u l t in g  in  t h e  im m o rta li ty  o f  t h a t  b e a u ty  and t r u t h ,  w hich r e f l e c t s  

th e  u n io n  o f  a e s t h e t i c  and r e l i g io u s  v i s io n  i n  a k ind  o f  C o le r id g ia n  

s y n th e s i s .

Yet o u ts id e  t h i s  k in d  o f  v i s io n ,  from th e  p o in t  o f view  o f  mor­

t a l i t y ,  T ennyson 's  p o e tr y  changes. The change i s  r e f l e c t e d  a g a in  i n  

an im age drawn from "T im buctoo ."  The Seraph  p o in ts  t o  a r i v e r ,  w hich 

we can ta k e  a s  a common Rom antic sym bol o f  th e  im a g in a tio n ;

S e e 's t  th o u  yon r i v e r ,  whose t r a n s lu c e n t  wave.
F o r th  i s s u in g  from  th e  d a rk n e ss , w in d e th  th rough  
The a rg e n t  s t r e e t s  o ' t h e  c i t y ,  im aging  
The s o f t  in v e r s io n  o f h e r  tre m u lo u s  domes.
H er gardens f re q u e n t  w ith  th e  s t a t e l y  pa lm s.
H er pagods hung w ith  m usic o f  sw eet b e l l s .

Loi how he  p a s s e th  by.
And gu lphs h im s e lf  i n  sa n d s , a s  n o t  e n d u rin g  
To c a r r y  th ro u g h  th e  w o rld  th o s e  w aves, w hich b o re  
The r e f l e x  o f  my c i t y  i n  t h e i r  d e p th s .

Mow th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  r i v e r  canno t r e t a i n  th e  image o f  th e  c i t y  may

sim ply  r e f e r  to  th e  s p e a k e r 's  d i f f i c u l t y  i n  com m unicating th e  v i s io n ,

b u t th e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  r i v e r  i s  engu lphed  by sand  su g g e s ts  t h a t ,  m ore
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th a n  th e  a b i l i t y  t o  cominunicatej th e  v i s io n  i t s e l f  i s  l o s t .  And th e  

se n se  o f  lo s s  a n t i c ip a t e d  h e re  i s  co n firm ed  i n  th e  l a s t  image o f th e  

poem, " th e  moon/ Had f a l l e n  from th e  n ig h t ,  and  a l l  was d a rk ."  The 

a s su ra n c e , th e  c l a r i t y  o f  v is io n  a re  l o s t ,  and  th e  p o e t  i s  l e f t  i n  a 

w a s te  o f  d a rk n e s s , which i s  th e  w orld  a s  seen  from  m o r t a l i ty .  The 

problem  p la g u in g  Tennyson i s  to  m a in ta in  th e  a s su ra n c e  and c l a r i t y  o f  

v is io n  o f  th e  m y stic  s t a t e ,  to  make i t  flow  i n to  th e  w orld  o f  everyday . 

T h is  i s  an a l l  b u t im p o ss ib le  t a s k ,  b u t one w hich Tennyson was young 

enough to  a t te m p t .

¥e can se e  t h a t  f i r s t  k in d  o f  v i s io n ,  w ith  i t s  s ig n s  o f c l a r i t y ,  

a s su ra n c e , and th e  u n i ty  o f  t r u t h  and b e a u ty  i n  one o f  th e  I 83O poems,

"The P o e t ." ^ ^  The p o e t i n  t h i s  poem i s  d e s c r ib e d  i n  th e  t h i r d  p e rso n  as  

a k in d  o f  m y s t ic ,  w hich in d ic a te s  th e  un ion  o f  th e  r e l i g io u s  and a e s ­

t h e t i c  v i s i o n s .  He i s  one who "saw t h r o '  l i f e  and d e a th , t h r o ' good 

and  i l l , "  one b e fo re  whom l i e s  "The m arv e l o f  th e  e v e r l a s t in g  w i l l , /  An 

open s c r o l l . " Tennyson makes use o f  im ages w hich r e c a l l  th e  "Ode to  th e  

W est Wind" and S h e l le y 's  d e s i r e  t h a t  h i s  "dead  th o u g h ts "  be d r iv e n  "over 

th e  u n iv e r s e /  L ike w ith e re d  lea v e s  to  q u ick en  a new b i r t h , "  when he  

speaks in  "The P o e t"  o f " th e  v ie w le ss  arrow s o f  h i s  th o u g h ts"  which a re  

blown from  h i s  s i l v e r  tongue" t i l l  th e y  f a l l  e a rth w ard  " l i k e  a rro w -seed s  

o f  th e  f i e l d  f lo w e r ,"  ta k e  ro o t ,  and  p ro d u ce  new f lo w e rs . J u s t  a s  S h e lle y  

hopes t h a t  h i s  words may be " th e  tru m p e t o f  a p ro p h ec y ,"  Tennyson se es  

th e  p o e t 's  w ords a s  th e  weapon w ith  w hich "Freedom . . . shook th e  

w o r ld ." T h is  ta k e s  p la c e  because "Heaven flo w ed  upon th e  s o u l  i n  many

1 6 "The 1830 poems" r e f e r s  to  th o s e  o r i g i n a l l y  p u b lis h e d  i n  
Poems, C h ie f ly  L y r ic a l , I 83O.
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d ream s/ Of h ig h  d e s i r e , "  w hich r e c a l l s  "T im buctoo," w here th e  d iv in e  

s p i r i t  te a c h e s  man " to  a t t a i n /  By shadowing f o r t h  th e  U n a tta in a b le ."

And th e s e  dreams o f  h ig h  d e s i r e  a re  in  "The P o e t"  th e  means by w hich 

" t r u th  was m u l t ip l ie d  on t r u t h , "  j u s t  a s  i n  "Tim buctoo" th e  p a r a d i s a l  

leg en d s a r e  "D e e p -ro o te d  i n  th e  l i v in g  s o i l  o f  t r u t h . "

The v i s io n  t h a t  u n d e r l ie s  t h i s  poem, th e n , i s  th e  same a s  t h a t  

spoken by th e  S eraph  i n  "T im buctoo," w ith  th e  a d d i t io n  o f  th e  p o e t 's  

S h e lle y a n  d e s i r e  t o  communicate h i s  v i s io n ,  t o  change th e  w orld  so t h a t  

th e  r i v e r  m ight c a r r y  th e  r e f l e c t i o n  o f  th e  c i t y  o u t i n to  th e  d e s e r t  

and cause  i t  t o  bloom . T h is  i s  th e  f u l l e s t  and c l e a r e s t  e x p re s s io n  o f  

th e  o r a c u la r  p o s i t i o n ,  th e  e x p re s s io n  o f  th e  union  o f  th e  f u n c t io n s  o f  

p o e t ,  p ro p h e t, m y s t ic ,  and  p r i e s t .

But i n  th e  m id s t o f  t h i s  s y n th e s is  we can se e  i t s  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n .  

I n  "The M ystic"  we can s e e  one o f  th e  problem s w hich Frank Kermode d i s ­

c u sse s  i n  The Rom antic Im age, th e  incom m unicableness o f  th e  v i s io n  and 

th e  r e s u l t i n g  i s o l a t i o n  o f  th e  a r t i s t .  U nlike "The P o e t ,"  w hich su g g e s ts  

t h a t  th e  p o e t i s  one who can change th e  w o rld , "The M ystic" d e s c r ib e s  a 

man s e t  c o m p le te ly  a p a r t  by h i s  v i s io n .

The m y s tic , l i k e  th e  o r a c u la r  p o e t ,  i s  one who has f e l t  " th e

v a n i t i e s  o f  a f t e r  and  b e fo r e ,"  one who view s " im p e rish a b le  p re se n c e s

se ren e"  th ro u g h  th e  g a te s  o f  l i f e  and d e a th . But h i s  d e s c r ip t io n  i s

accom panied by s c o rn  f o r  th e  r e s t  o f  m ankind.

Ye who knew him n o t ;  he was n o t one o f  y e .
Ye sc o rn e d  him  w ith  an  u n d is e e m in g  sc o rn :
Ye c o u ld  n o t  r e a d  th e  m arv e l i n  h i s  eye.
The s t i l l  s e re n e  a b s t r a c t io n .

Here th e  s y n th e s is  i s  b roken ; th e  m y stic  i s  on ly  t h a t —n e i th e r  p o e t ,

p r i e s t ,  n o r  p r o p h e t .  Y et h i s  i s o l a t i o n  i s  n o t unhappy; r a th e r  he  r e s t s
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c o n te n t i n  h i s  " s t i l l  s e re n e  a b s t r a c t io n ."  T h is  i s  an  a t t i t u d e  which 

Tennyson w i l l  l a t e r  r e j e c t  a s  a p roud and s e l f i s h  a t te m p t to  escape 

from  th e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  l iv in g ,  which i s  p ro b a b ly  why he su p p re sse d  

th e  poem.

I n  "The P o e t 's  Mind" sco rn  i s  a g a in  e x p re s s e d  tow ard  th o se  who 

do n o t u n d e rs ta n d  th e  p o e t 's  v is io n ,  b u t  t h a t  sc o rn  i s  i n d ic a t iv e  o f  a 

d i f f e r e n t  k in d  o f  w eakening o f  th e  o r a c u la r  p o s i t i o n .  The poem i s  

a d d re s se d  to  th o s e  who w ould "Vex . . . th e  p o e t 's  m ind" w ith  t h e i r  

"sh a llo w  w i t . "  I t  a n t i c i p a t e s  "The H e sp e rid e s"  i n  i t s  d e s c r ip t io n  o f 

th e  p o e t ' s m ind , th e  im a g in a tio n , a s  a h o ly  p la c e ,  a garden  which m ust 

be defended  from  th e  e n tra n c e  o f one who t h r e a te n s  i t s  b e a u ty , in  t h i s  

c a se  n o t H e ra c le s  b u t  th e  "dark -b row ' d s o p h i s t , "  who i s  commanded to  

come n o t n e a r ;

A l l  th e  p la c e  i s  h o ly  ground;
Hollow sm ile  and  f ro z e n  sn e e r  

Come n o t  h e re .
Holy w a te r  w i l l  I  p ou r 
I n to  e v e ry  s p ic y  f lo w er

Of th e  l a u r e l - s h r u b s  t h a t  hedge i t  a ro u n d .
The f lo w e rs  w ould f a i n t  a t  your c r u e l  c h e e r .

In  th e  h e a r t  o f  th e  garden  th e  m erry  b i r d  c h a n ts .  
I t  w ould f a l l  to  th e  ground i f  you came i n .

In  s t a r k e s t  c o n t r a s t  to  "The M ystic" i s  th e  i n s e c u r i t y  o f  th e  p o e t 's  

v i s io n  i n  t h i s  poem. H is mind c o n ta in s  n o t " im p e ris h a b le  p re se n c e s  

s e re n e ,"  b u t  f r a g i l e  v i s i o n s ,  and th e  sco rn  f o r  th o s e  who canno t e n te r  

i n  i s  m ixed h e re  w ith  f e a r .  The p o e t 's  m ind i s  supposed  to  be " c le a r  

and b r ig h t  . . . /  F low ing  l i k e  a c i y s t a l  r i v e r , "  b u t  i t s  f lo w  can be 

c u t  o f f  by th e  i n t r u s i o n  o f  a s k e p t i c a l  a t t i t u d e .

In  th e  garden  o f  th e  mind i s  a  f o u n ta in  w hich i s  drawn "from th e  

b ra in "  o f  a  p u r p le  m o u n ta in , which i n  tu r n  draw s i t s  w a te r  "from heaven
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ab o v e ."  These im ages seem to  s u g g e s t  a d iv in e  o r ig in  f o r  th e  w a te r , th e  

v iv i f y in g  p r in c i p l e  o f  th e  g a rd en , a lth o u g h  th e  symbols a r e  l e s s  c e r t a i n ,  

more m y s te r io u s  th a n  th e  e x p l i c i t  s ta te m e n ts  o f  "Timbuctoo" and "The 

P o e t ."  As a r e s u l t  th e  c l e a r  v i s io n  o f  "The P o e t"  i s  darkened  in  "The 

P o e t 's  M ind": th e  p o e t  i s  c u t o f f  from  com m unication w ith  some; th e  

c e r t a i n  ground o f  h i s  v is io n  i s  c a l l e d  i n to  doubt by i t s  im permanence 

and i t s  o b sc u re  o r ig in s ;  and th e  s y n th e s is  o f  th e  a e s t h e t i c  and th e  

r e l i g io u s  i s  im ba lanced  t o  th e  d e tr im e n t o f  th e  r e l i g io u s .

In  "The H esp e rid e s"  th e  am b ig u ity  i s  even g r e a t e r .  H ere th e  

m y ste ry  and m agic o f  p o e try  a r e  e n fo rc e d  by th e  in c a n ta to r y  power o f  th e  

v e rs e  and  th e  am b ig u ity  w hich r e s u l t s  from  th e  im a g is t ic  te c h n iq u e  

employed by th e  p o e t .  T h is i s  a p e r f e c t  example o f H a lla m 's  i d e a l  o f  

th e  poem o f s e n s a t io n ,  th e  u t te r a n c e  o f  w hich  i s  "a s o r t  o f  m ag ic ."  But 

b e fo re  we d e lv e  i n t o  t h a t  t w i l i g h t  g a rd en , i t  w ould be w e ll  to  lo o k  back  

to  see  how Tennyson a r r iv e d  th e r e .

We have  begun t h i s  d is c u s s io n  o f  T en n y so n 's  p o e try  w ith  h i s  

Cambridge p e r io d ,  f o r  i t  was th e r e  t h a t  h e  began th e  c o n sc io u s  e f f o r t  

to  shape some k in d  o f a e s t h e t i c .  But h i s  developm ent o f an a e s t h e t i c  

was c o n d it io n e d  g r e a t ly  by a t t i t u d e s  and te n d e n c ie s  t h a t  came in to  b e ­

in g  w e l l  b e fo re  and which in d ic a te  some o f  th e  f o rc e s  t h a t  im p e lle d  him 

a lo n g  h i s  a r t i s t i c  q u e s t .

The B yron ic  in f lu e n c e  on th e  young Tennyson has o f te n  been

p o in te d  o u t .  The se n se  o f  th e  p o e t 's  b e in g  an o u tc a s t ,  a c c u rse d , s e t

a p a r t  from  th e  r e s t  o f  m ankind by h i s  g u i l t ,  i s  e v id e n t in  l i n e s  l i k e

th e s e  from "Remorse" i n  Poems by Two B ro th e rs  (1 8 2 7 ):

And I  was c u rse d  from  my b i r t h ,
A r e p t i l e  made t o  c reep  on e a r th .
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A h o p e le s s  o u tc a s t  born  to  d ie  
A l i v i n g  d e a th  e t e r n a l ly .

C lyde Ify-als h a s  p o in te d  o u t th e  p redom inance o f % ro n ic  them es o f  e x i l e  

and  g u i l t  i n  th e  182? volume, them es w hich W. D. Paden says  a r e  " in ­

d i c a t iv e  o f  h i s  own em o tio n a l s t a t e  r a t h e r  th an  o f  c o n v e n tio n a l l i t e r a r y  

i m i t a t i o n . "17 E v iden t i n  th e s e  poems and in  th e  U npublished  E a r ly  Poems 

i s  a p ro fo u n d  d i s a f f e c t io n  w ith  l i f e ,  a f e e l in g  w hich a f f e c t s  d i r e c t l y  

T en n y so n 's  q u e s t  f o r  b e a u ty .

W ith th e  ex c ep tio n  o f  "A rm ageddon,"!^ th e  m ajo r means o f  i l l u m i ­

n a t io n  i n  T ennyson 's  e a r ly  p o e try  i s  n o t m y stic  t r a n c e  b u t dream s, w hich 

a re  so u g h t a s  a means o f  d e l iv e ra n c e  from th e  c a re s  o f  l i f e .  In  th e  

e a r ly  " In  Deep and Solemn D ream s,"19 he speaks o f  v iew ing  i n  dream th e  

"C ity  o f th e  B le s t ,"  w here in  a r e  c o n ta in e d  "sunny fa c e s  o f  l o s t  d a y s ."  

These a r e ,  how ever, "form s t h a t  l i v e  b u t in  th e  m in d ." The c o n t r a s t  

betw een s le e p in g  and w aking i s  e x p l i c i t :  s le e p  i s  " t e a r l e s s "  w ith  jo y , 

a s  opposed  t o  w aking, " th e  ho llow  d a rk  I  d re a d ."  S leep  i s  a s s o c ia te d ,  

th ro u g h  th e  tec h n iq u e  o f  th e  mask o f  age , w ith  th e  l o s t  in n o cen ce  o f  

y o u th . From th e  p o in t  o f  view o f  th e  young Tennyson (a ro u n d  f i f t e e n  

when t h i s  poem i s  w r i t t e n ) ,  th e  memory i s  o f a k in d  o f  p re -c o n s c io u s  

s t a t e  b e fo r e  th e  d isc o v e ry  o f a d o le s c e n t  g u i l t  and rem o rse .

The same theme i s  r e v e a le d  i n  a n o th e r  poem w r i t t e n  a b o u t th e  

same t im e , " P e rd id i  Diem."20 H ere  a g a in  th e r e  i s  th e  c o n v ic t io n  o f  

g u i l t  w hich makes o f  th e  sp e a k e r  an o u tc a s t :

1 7 w . D. Paden, Tennyson i n  E gypt: A Study o f  th e  Im ageiy  i n  h i s  
E a r l i e r  Work (" U n iv e r s i ty  o f  K ansas H um anistic  S tu d ie s ,"  No. 27; 
Law rence: U n iv e rs i ty  o f  K ansas P r e s s ,  19h2) , p .  60 .

iQ un p u b lish ed  E a r ly  Poem s. l ^ I b i d .  20qb id .
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My b e in g  i s  a v a c a n t w o r th le s s n e s s ,
A c a rc a s s  i n  th e  c o f f in  o f  t h i s  f l e s h .

And a g a in  g u i l t  m a n ife s ts  i t s e l f  in  th e  d e s i r e  f o r  a k in d  o f p re -c o n ­

s c io u s  in n o c e n c e , th e  f e e l in g  t h a t  c o n sc io u sn e ss  i s  a k in d  o f  c u r s e .  

C onsc iousness , h e  s a y s , p ro v id e s  j u s t  enough l i g h t  to  view  h i s  em p ti­

n e ss , w hich o th e rw is e  "we had n o t f e l t /  As d a rk n e ss , da rk  o u rs e lv e s  and 

lo v in g  n i g h t ."

In  s e v e r a l  o f  th e  p ie c e s  in  Poems by Two B ro th ers  th e  them e con­

t in u e s .  In  "Memory," ag a in  beh in d  th e  mask o f ag e , Tennyson r e g r e t s  th e  

lo s s  o f  in n o cen ce  and  th e  n a tu re  o f  l i f e  w hich i s  c h a ra c te r iz e d  by th e  

p re se n c e  o f  p a in  and sorrow  b eh in d  ev ery  b e a u ty  and jo y : " In  e v e ry  ro s e

o f  l i f e  . . . t h e r e  lu rk s  a c a n k e r" ; a "m ourn fu l asp" c l i n g s  to  every  

palm t r e e ,  s o u r in g  th e  t a s t e  o f  i t s  f r u i t ;  "p o iso n  sh ru b s"  drop t h e i r  

"d ark  dews" i n t o  every  fo u n ta in  which man th in k s  u n d e f i le d .  In  "Remorse" 

th e  theme o f  t h e  c u rs e  o f  c o n sc io u sn ess  r e c u r s  when th e  sp e a k e r  w ish es

That I  m igh t s le e p ,  and n e v e r  wake
Unto th e  t h r i l l  o f  conscious f e a r .

The se n se  o f  l o s s ,  i s o l a t i o n ,  g u i l t  c o n tin u e s  in  " I  Wander in  D arkness 

and S o rrow ,"  "The E x i l e 's  H arp ,"  "W ritten  by an  E x ile  o f  B a sso ra h ."

These th em es, i n  c o n tr a s t  to  th o se  o f  th e  I 83O volume w hich we 

have d is c u s s e d , r e v e a l  a second m o tiv a t io n  f o r  th e  q u e s t f o r  b e a u ty , a 

q u e s t w hich b e g in s  t o  r e v e a l  a  p a t t e r n .  T hat q u e s t  i s  f i r s t  o f  a l l  

m o tiv a te d  by th e  d e s i r e  f o r  escape  from  t im e , from  c o n sc io u sn e ss , from  

g u i l t ,  a d e s i r e  grounded on a v i s io n  o f th e  im a g in a tio n  a s  q u i te  f r a n k ly  

th e  m in d 's  c r e a t io n  and o f th e  w o rld  o f o rd in a ry  l i f e  a s  a b a s is  on ly  

f o r  d e s p a i r .  From t h i s  p o s i t io n  a n o th e r  em erges, encouraged  by T ennyson 's  

Cambridge a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  which r e s t s  on th e  b e l i e f  t h a t  th e  q u e s t f o r
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b e a u ty  i s  in v o lv e d  w ith  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a t t a i n i n g  i n s ig h t  i n to  a 

t r a n s c e n d e n t ly  r e a l  w orld  where t r u t h  and b e a u ty  a re  one. T h is  p o s i t io n ,  

r e v e a le d  i n  poems l i k e  "The M ystic"  and "The P o e t ,"  i s ,  however, 

s t r i c k e n  th ro u g h  w ith  doubt a s  to  w h e th e r th e  v i s io n  i s  on ly  a dream .

I n  th e  fa c e  o f  t h i s  doub t, Tennyson a c h ie v e s  i n  some o f  th e  p ie c e s  o f  

th e  1830  volume a k in d  o f  K e a ts ia n  su sp e n s io n  and s y n th e s i s .  T his 

t h i r d  p o s i t i o n  in v o lv e s  th e  su sp e n s io n  o f  th e  o n to lo g ic a l  q u e s tio n  and a 

p u r s u i t  o f  b e a u ty  f o r  i t s  own sa k e , w ith  no a tte m p t to  a s s e r t  th e  t r u t h  

o r f a l s i t y  o f  th e  v i s io n .  ¥e  s h a l l  h e n c e fo r th  c a l l  th e  f i r s t  o f  th e s e  

p o s i t i o n s  o r  a t t i t u d e s  th e  " e s c a p i s t , " th e  second  th e  " o r a c u la r , " and 

th e  t h i r d  th e  " a e s t h e t i c . "

Robert P reyer, in  an a r t i c l e  e n t i t le d  "Tennyson As an Oracular 

P oet,"  to  which we r e fe r re d  e a r l i e r ,  d is c u s s e s  th e  oracular p o s it io n  as 

one which seems to  in c lu d e  both th e  second and th ir d  p o s it io n s  we have 

ju s t  o u t lin e d , but th ere  i s  a g rea t d e a l o f  d if fe r e n c e  between th e  q u est  

fo r  beauty f o r  th e  sake o f  tru th  and fo r  i t s  own sake, a d if fe r e n c e  

which i s  e s s e n t ia l  to  an understanding o f  th e  changes which take p la c e  

between th e  I 83O and th e  1032 v o l u m e s , 21 fo r  th a t  d if fe r e n c e , as we 

s h a l l  se e  when we look  in to  th e  1032 volume, was th e  major source o f  

th e  u n e a s in e ss  Tennyson d isp la y ed  in  th a t  volume about the e f f ic a c y  o f  

h i s  q u e s t .

But th e  d i s t i n c t i o n  betw een th e  a e s t h e t i c  and th e  o ra c u la r  

p o s i t i o n s  i s  o f te n  a tenuous one in  p r a c t i c e .  F o r th e  t r u t h  r e v e a le d  

in  an  o r a c u la r  poem i s  sh rouded  i n  m y s te ry ; and s in c e  th e  o r a c u la r

2 lT he volume e n t i t l e d  sim p ly  Poems b o re  th e  d a te  1033 b u t 
ap p e are d  i n  December, 1032, and i s  g e n e r a l ly  r e f e r r e d  to  as  th e  1032 
e d i t i o n .



32
p o s i t i o n  encompases th e  a e s t h e t i c ,  s in c e  b o th  c r e a te  a p o e t r y  w ith  th e

m a g ic a l q u a l i t i e s  Hallam p r a i s e d ,  we w i l l  f in d  i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  d e f i n i t e ly

c l a s s i f y  many poems i n  te rm s o f  th e s e  d i s t i n c t i o n s .  In d ee d  b o th  o r a c u la r

and a e s t h e t i c  poems may r e v e a l  an  e s c a p i s t  m otive b e h in d  them .

A f a i r l y  good example o f  an  a e s t h e t i c  poem i s  " R e c o lle c t io n s  o f

th e  A ra b ia n  N ig h ts , " which p o r t r a y s  a p la c e  o f  s e n s u a l  f u l f i l l m e n t ,  a

garden  o f  d e l ig h t  in fu s e d  w ith

. . . som eth ing  which p o s s e s s e d  
The d a rk n e ss  o f  th e  w o rld , d e l i g h t .
L i f e ,  a n g u ish , d e a th , im m orta l lo v e .
C easin g  n o t ,  m ing led , u n r e p r e s s 'd .

A p a rt from p la c e ,  w ith h o ld in g  tim e

The poem, re m in is c e n t o f  "Kubla Khan" in  i t s  a tte m p te d  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  

o f d is c o r d a n t  q u a l i t i e s ,  g iv es  us no in d ic a t io n  t h a t  th e  p a la c e  o f th e  

good Haroun A lra s c h id  i s  p a ra d is e  o r  anjrbhing b u t a v i s i o n  o f  b eau ty  

c r e a te d  by th e  im a g in a tio n  o f  th e  p o e t  f o r  h i s  own, and p e rh a p s  o t h e r s ' ,  

e n te r ta in m e n t .

The a e s t h e t i c  p o s i t i o n  shows m ost c l e a r l y  i t s  a f f i n i t i e s  w ith  

th e  e s c a p i s t  p o s i t io n  i n  "The Merman" and "The M erm aid." The sp e a k e r  

in  "The Merman" w ishes to  be th e  s o l i t a r y  k ing  o f  th e  s e a , s i t t i n g  and 

s in g in g  a lo n e  by day, b u t p la y in g  among th e  mermaids by n i g h t ,  p u rsu in g  

and c a p tu r in g  them. The sp e ak e r  o f  "The Mermaid" l ik e w is e  w ish es  to  

s i t  and  s in g  to  h e r s e l f  by day, b u t to  be p u rsu e d  and c a u g h t by th e  

merman k in g  by n ig h t .  The two poems a re  ep itom es o f  m a sc u lin e  and 

fem in in e  n a r c i s s i s t i c  w i s h - f u l f i lim e n t f la v o r e d  w ith  a d o le s c e n t  s e x u a l 

f a n ta s y .

One o f  th e  f i n e s t  poems o f  th e  1830 volume i s  "The Dying Swan." 

I t  p o r t r a y s  th e  sw an 's  jo u rn e y  down a r i v e r  t h r o u ^  im ages o f  d e s o la t io n
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tow ard  d e a th . But i t s  d ea th -so n g

to o k  th e  s o u l  
Of t h a t  p la c e  w ith  jo y  
Hidden in  sorrow

u n t i l  th e  banks o f  th e  stream  " flo o d e d  over w ith  eddying  so n g ."  The

poem makes no s ta te m e n t, assumes no o n to lo g y , bu t i t  c a p tu re s  some o f

th e  b eau ty  and  jo y  t h a t  d e r iv e  from th e  im a g in a t iv e  p e rc e p tio n  even o f

sorrow  and p a in .  The poem ex p re sse s  n o t so much an escap e  from so rrow ,

b u t an a e s t h e t i c  tra n s c e n d e n c e  o f i t .

More common, how ever, a re  poems w here th e  m agic o f  b eau ty  te n d s

tow ard  escap ism . "The Sea F a i r ie s "  t r a n s l a t e s  Haroun A l r a s c h id 's  p a la c e

to  th e  v i s io n  o f th e  happy i s l e s ,  re m in is c e n t o f  th e  garden  o f  "The

P o e t 's  Mind" and a n t i c ip a t in g  "The H e sp e rid e s"  and "The L o to s -E a te r s ."

The Sea F a i r i e s  a r e  v o ic e s  lu r in g  m a rin e rs  t o  s h o re , w here th e y  w i l l

"Know danger and t r o u b le  and t o i l  no m ore ."  In d eed  to  la n d  th e r e  would

be to  escap e  from  th e  c e r t a i n t y  o f  p a in :

Ye w i l l  n o t f i n d  so  happy a sh o re .
Weary m a r in e rs !  a l l  t h e  w orld  o 'e r ;

Oh! f l y  no m orel 
H earken y e , h e a rk e n  y e , sorrow  s h a l l  da rk en  y e .

Danger and t r o u b le  and t o i l  no m ore.

The in c a n ta to r y  q u a l i t y  o f  th e  v e rs e  in tro d u c e s  us to  a  w o rld  o f  dream 

and peace  and beau ty , b u t one which canno t a v o id  th e  a s s o c ia t io n ,  

a lth o u g h  th e r e  i s  no e x p l i c i t  in d ic a t io n ,  w ith  th e  S i r e n 's  song and th e  

p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  to  la n d  th e r e  would be d e s t r u c t i v e .

And t h i s  b r in g s  us a g a in  to  "The H e s p e r id e s ,"  a  poem n o t pub­

l i s h e d  u n t i l  1832 b u t w r i t t e n ,  a c c o rd in g  to  Hallam  T ennyson 's  Memoir, 

between 1029 and I 83 I ,  b e fo re  "The L o to s -E a te rs "  and  "The Lady of 

S h a l o t t , " and  th e r e f o r e  a f i t t i n g  t r a n s i t i o n  p ie c e  betw een th e  volum es



31+
o f  1830 and 1832.

Thus f a r  we have t r a c e d  th e  developm ent i n  Tennyson o f  what we 

have c a l l e d  th e  o r a c u la r  p o s i t i o n .  We have se en  t h a t  p o s i t i o n  t h r e a t ­

ened by doubt o f  th e  v a l i d i t y  o f  th e  v i s io n ;  we have seen  th e  p o e t 's  

a tte m p t to  evade t h a t  doubt by th e  developm ent o f  w hat we have c a l l e d  

an a e s t h e t i c  p o s i t i o n ;  and we have seen th e  ten d e n c y  to w ard  escapism  

t h a t  u n d e rla y  b o th  d r iv e s .  But we m ust rem ind o u r s e lv e s  o f  th e  f a c t  

t h a t  we have been fo llo w in g  a lo g ic a l  o rd e r  o f developm ent^ which does 

n o t r e f l e c t  th e  c h ro n o lo g ic a l  developm ent o f Tennyson a s  a p o e t .  "The 

P o e t"  and "The M y stic "  a r e  i n  th e  same volume w ith  " R e c o lle c t io n s  from 

th e  A rab ian  W ights" and "The Sea F a i r i e s . "  A l l  o f  th e s e  a r e  experim en ts  

in  p o e i s i s ,  ex p erim en ts  n o t o n ly  in  te c h n iq u e  b u t i n  th e o ry ,  in d ic a t io n s  

o f  T ennyson 's  q u e s tio n in g  o f h im s e lf  and h i s  w ork as  to  what he ough t to  

t r y  to  b e . M oreover, i t  i s  n o t a t  a l l  c l e a r  t h a t  Tennyson was aware o f 

th e  c le a v a g e  betw een th e  o r a c u la r  and a e s t h e t i c  p o s i t i o n s  u n t i l  "The 

H e s p e r id e s ."

"The H esp e rid es"  i s  m ost commonly seen  a s  T en n y so n 's  m ajo r s t a t e ­

ment o f  th e  ex trem e a e s th e t i c  p o s i t io n .  J .  H. Buckley sums up th e  p re ­

dom inant c r i t i c a l  o p in io n  when he  c a l l s  th e  poem T en n y so n 's

m ost e lo q u e n t d e fe n se  o f  a p u re  p o e try  i s o l a t e d  from  th e  rude  
touch  o f  men. In  i t s  s e l f - s u b s i s t e n t  m y tho logy , th e  s a c re d  
t r e e  i s  th e  c o u n te rp a r t  o f  th e  a e s t h e t i c  i d e a l ,  and  th e  
d a u g h te rs  o f  H erperus who guard  th e  t r e e ,  w ith  th e  h e lp  o f  
t h e i r  f a t h e r  and  an in e x o ra b le  d ragon , a r e  th e  c o r r e l a t i v e s  
o f  th e  a r t i s t  o r ,  more g e n e ra lly , o f  th e  m ind d e v o u tly  d e d i­
c a te d  to  th e  im a g in a tiv e  l i f e . 22

Clyde % ra ls , " e q u a tin g  th e  a p p le  w ith  p o e try  and  th e  S i s t e r s  w ith  th e

p o e t ,"  s e e s  Tennyson as sa y in g  " th a t  th e  so u rc e  o f  p o e t ic  i n s p i r a t i o n

22B uckley, p . 1+7.
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i s  th e  w o rld  o f  a r t ,  and  he i n s i s t s  h e re  once a g a in  on th e  i s o l a t i o n  o f

th e  a r t i s t . "23

The i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  th e  symbols i s  c le a r  enough, b u t th e  con­

c lu s io n s  drawn a s  to  T ennyson 's  a t t i t u d e  tow ard  th e s e  sym bols i s  h ig h ly  

q u e s tio n a b le .  I f  we i n v e s t ig a t e  a com parison betw een t h i s  poem and "The 

P o e t 's  M ind," we can c l a r i f y  th e  d i f f i c u l t y  h e re .  In  th e  l a t t e r  poem 

th e  i n t r u d e r  i n t o  th e  garden  o f  th e  im a g in a tio n  i s  c a l l e d  a "d a rk -b ro w 'd  

s o p h is t " ;  he i s  c l e a r l y  d e s t r u c t iv e ,  f o r  Tennyson e la b o r a te s  on th e  

e f f e c t s  o f  h i s  e n t r y :  f lo w e rs  f a i n t ,  p la n ts  a re  b l ig h te d ,  th e  m erry

b i r d  f a l l s  t o  th e  ground , th e  fo u n ta in  d r ie s  u p . Now i n  "The H e sp e rid e s"  

th e  "one from th e  E a s t , " su p p o sed ly  H e ra c le s , i s  u s u a l ly  i d e n t i f i e d  

w ith  th e  s o p h is t  o r  an o rd in a ry  man w ith  no im a g in a t io n . Or we c o u ld  

push  th e  ana lo g y  back to  "T im buctoo ," where th e  im a g in a t iv e  v i s io n  o f 

b e a u ty , th e  p a r a d i s a l  c i t y ,  i s  re n d e re d  up to  "keen D isc o v e ry ,"  who 

r e v e a ls  th e  mud h u ts  o f  a b a rb a r ia n  s e t t le m e n t .  Here a g a in  t h e  i n t r u d e r  

i s  a  d e s t r o y e r  o f  im a g in a tiv e  b e a u ty . G. R obert S ta n g e , i n  an a r t i c l e  

w hich e s ta b l i s h e d  w hat we have c a l l e d  th e  p redom inan t c r i t i c a l  o p in io n , 

speaks i n  t h i s  r e g a rd  o f  " th e  e s s e n t i a l  f a c t  t h a t  th e  go lden  f r u i t  and 

th e  garden  i t s e l f  a r e  t o  be p r o te c te d  from o rd in a ry  h u m a n ity ."2^

But i f  we lo o k  a t  th e  poem i t s e l f ,  a sk in g  w hat would be th e  

r e s u l t  o f  th e  a p p le 's  t h e f t ,  we f in d  in  th e  second s ta n z a  o f th e  s i s t e r ' s  

song.

I f  th e  go ld en  a p p le  be ta k e n .
The w orld  w i l l  be  o v e rw ise .

23R yals, Theme and Symbol . . . ,  p .  77•

2^G. R o b ert S tan g e , "T ennyson 's  Garden o f  A r t :  A S tudy o f  The 
H e s p e r id e s ,"  PMLA, LXVII (1 9 5 2 ), 735.
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T his i s  an am biguous enough s ta te m e n t, b u t we g e t  more i n  th e  t h i r d  

s ta n z a :

F a th e r  H esp er, F a th e r  H esper, w a tch , w a tch , n ig h t  and  day.
L e s t th e  o ld  wound o f  th e  w orld  be h e a le d .
The g lo ry  u n s e a le d .
The go lden  a p p le  s to le n  away,
And th e  a n c ie n t  s e c r e t  re v e a le d .

These l i n e s  have been a s s id u o u s ly  a v o id e d  by m ost c r i t i c s ,  b u t 

th e y  a re  in  th e  poem n o n e th e le s s , and th e y  i n d i c a t e  th e  in c o n s is te n c y  

o f  v iew in g  H e ra c le s  a s  i d e n t i c a l  w ith  th e  s o p h is t  o r  th e  mind o f o r d i ­

na ry  man. In  f a c t  th e y  su g g e s t a p o s i t i o n  a n t i t h e t i c a l  t o  t h a t  o f  th e  

s i s t e r s ,  b u t  a f a r  d i f f e r e n t  a n t i t h e s i s  from  w hat h as  been  su g g ested  

b e fo r e .  For th e  s i s t e r s  a re  h o a rd e rs  o f  wisdom;

Honor comes w ith  m y ste ry ;
Hoarded wisdom b r in g s  d e l ig h t .

And i f  " th e  o ld  wound o f  th e  w orld" can be h e a le d  by th e  d is c lo s u re  o f

th e  m y ste ry , i f  H e ra c le s  i s  th e  in s tru m e n t o f  th e  n e c e s s a ry  r e v e la t io n ,

th en  th e  i n t r u d e r  i n  t h i s  poem comes c lo s e r  t o  th e  o r a c u la r  p o e t ,  th e

p ro p h e t ,  th a n  he does t o  th e  p h i l i s t i n e .  And th e  poem, a lth o u g h  e lo q u e n t,

i s  n o t  e x a c t ly  a "d e fe n se  o f  a pu re  p o e try  i s o l a t e d  from th e  rude  to u ch

o f  m en."

The s i s t e r ' s  in c a n ta t io n ,  a s  B uckley s u g g e s ts ,  " r i s e s  m a g ic a lly  

to  c e le b r a te  th e  harm ony, th e  a e s t h e t i c  o n e n e ss , o f  t h e i r  w e s te rn  

w o r ld ,"2$ b u t i t  i s  n o t  Tennyson who i s  sp e a k in g . T ennyson 's  p o s i t io n  

i s  f a r  from c l e a r  on th e  i s s u e ;  and , i n  k e e p in g  w ith  th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  

poem i s  a  d ra m a tic  m onologue, th e  p o e t makes no commitment. But i t  i s  

q u i te  c l e a r  t h a t  a t  l e a s t  a c e r t a in  k in d  o f  b e a u ty  i s  b e in g  opposed to

^^B uckley , p .  U?.
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what seems to  be th e  good. I t  i s  n o t  s u r p r i s in g  t h a t  a t  abou t th e  same 

tim e  th e  poem m ust have  been w r i t t e n ,  Tennyson was com pla in ing  to  H allam , 

"A las f o r  mej I  have more o f  th e  B e a u t if u l  th a n  th e  Good!"

And th e  i s s u e  i s  an im p o rta n t one, f o r  h e re  i s  where we can see  

most c l e a r l y  th e  grounds f o r  our e a r l i e r  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  a e s th e t i c s  m ust 

be grounded upon an o n to lo g y . The s t r e n g th  o f  T en n y so n 's  g u i l t  f e e l in g s  

in  h i s  e a r l i e s t  v e r s e  i s  in d ic a t iv e  o f  a s tro n g  m o ra l f e e l in g  in  th e  

p o e t ,  a d e f i n i t e  d e s i r e  to  be good. I f  t h e r e  w ere a p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  th e  

p o e t 's  chang ing  th e  w o rld , u n s e a lin g  th e  g lo ry ,  r e v e a l in g  th e  s e c r e t  

t h a t  w ould h e a l  th e  w o r ld 's  o ld  wound, Tennyson w ould m ost c e r t a in ly  

endeavor to  do so , a lth o u g h  th e  d ep th  o f  h i s  d i s a f f e c t i o n  w ith  l i f e  

w ould n o t make th e  ch o ic e  an easy  one . But th e  c h o ic e  depends on w hether 

he can b e l ie v e  t h a t  th e  u n iv e rs e  has any m eaning a t  a l l .

In  a r e c e n t  a r t i c l e  on "The L o to s -E a te rs "  A lan Grob i l lu m in a te s  

th e  prob lem :

I f  a p u re  p o e t r y  u n a d u lte ra te d  by n o n -p o e tic  co n cern s  p ro v id e s  a 
j u s t  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  r e a l i t y ,  th e n  such a co n cep t as te le o lo g y  
o r  th e  n o t io n  t h a t  a m ora l and p r o v id e n t i a l  pow er form s th e  u n d e r­
ly in g  ground o f  th in g s  m ust o b v io u s ly  be s e t  a s id e  . . . .  th e  
p o e t  even a s  p r i e s t  a c t s  in  what Joyce was l a t e r  to  c a l l  th e  
s e r v ic e  o f  m o r ta l  b e a u ty , b as in g  h i s  m e ta p h y sic  on s e n s a t io n  and 
re c o g n iz in g  t h a t  th e  i n d iv id u a l  l i f e  e v o lv e s  o n ly  t o  e n d .26

Grob goes on t o  p o in t  o u t t h a t  " th e  u n iv e r s e  r e f l e c t e d  i n  th e  m ic ro -

cosm ic s t r u c tu r e  o f  th e  v a l le y "  o f  L otos Land, w hich works a s  w e ll  f o r

th e  s t r u c tu r e  o f  "The H e sp e r id e s ,"

i s  one in  w hich knowledge i s  compounded w h o lly  o f  s e n s a t io n  
and  where e t h i c a l  a b s o lu te s  a re  no lo n g e r  v a l i d ,  b u t where 
s i g n i f i c a n t  e x p e r ie n c e  i s  s t i l l  p o s s ib le  th ro u g h  aw areness

^^A lan Grob, "T ennyson 's The L o to s -E a te r s ; Two V ers io n s  o f  A r t ,"  
Modem P h i lo lo g y , LXII ( I 96 I4.) , l.'ST»
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o f  th e  b e a u ty  t h a t  i s  g iven  o f f  by a p r o c e s s  t h a t  i s  w ith o u t 
p u rp o se  o r  m ea n in g .27

Tennyson i n  "The H e sp e rid e s"  i s  b e g in n in g  to  re c o g n iz e  th e  f a c t  t h a t

the enchantment o f  th e  a e s th e t ic  l i f e  i s  drawing him in to  a p o s it io n  in

which th e  e t h i c a l  l i f e  i s  n o t m ere ly  su sp en d ed , b u t o b l i t e r a t e d .  I t  i s

an a e s t h e t i c  w hich demands, a s  Kermode h as  s u g g e s te d , a t o t a l  commitment

no t on ly  t o  a r t  b u t to  th e  p r o p o s i t io n  t h a t  o n ly  a r t  h as  m eaning. And

i t  i s  very probable th a t  fo r  t h is  reason Tennyson p la c ed  th e  m ariners

in  "The L otos-E aters"  in  a p o s it io n  where t h e ir  d e c is io n  must be f in a l ,

where t h e i r  commitment t o  th e  im a g in a tiv e  l i f e  m ust be made f o r  a l l  t im e .

Indeed th e  c o n f l i c t  i s  h ard ly  the sim ple o p p o s itio n  between a r t and

s o c ie ty ;  r a th e r  i t  i s  grounded i n  th e  p ro fo u n d e s t  o f  p h i lo s o p h ic a l

problems, th e  natu re  o f  man and the meaning o f  l i f e .

Three o f  th e  m ajo r poems of t h e  1832 e d i t i o n ,  "The L o to s -E a te r s ,"  

"The Lady o f S h a l o t t , "  and "The P a la c e  o f  A r t , "  d e a l  f u r t h e r  w ith  v a ry ­

in g  a s p e c ts  o f  t h i s  g e n e ra l  p roblem . We s h a l l  exam ine "The L o to s -E a te rs "  

f i r s t  b ecau se  i t  p r e s e n ts  w hat cou ld  be c a l l e d  th e  m ost uncom m itted 

a t t i t u d e  o f  th e  th r e e  poems tow ard th e  a e s t h e t i c  p o s i t i o n ,  a t  l e a s t  i n  

i t s  1832 v e r s io n ,  and T ennyson 's  developm ent moves i n  th e  d i r e c t io n  o f  

th e  r e j e c t i o n  o f  t h a t  p o s i t i o n .

T h is  poem, l i k e  many o f th o s e  o f  I 8 32 ,  was l a t e r  r e v is e d  f o r  

th e  I 8U2 e d i t i o n .  But w hereas th e  changes i n  m ost o f  th e  o th e rs  seem 

to  have in v o lv e d  p r im a r i ly  p o l is h in g  o f  th e  v e r s e s ,  th e  c o n tr a s t  betw een 

th e  two v e r s io n s  o f  "The L o to s -E a te rs"  i s  th e m a t ic a l ly  s ig n i f i c a n t ,  a s  

Alan Grob h as  p o in te d  o u t i n  a r e c e n t  a r t i c l e  t o  w hich we have a lr e a d y

27G rob, MP, L X II , 123 .
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r e f e r r e d .  In  t h a t  l a t e r  r e v i s io n  Tennyson, by a few changes and  some 

f a r i l y  e x te n s iv e  a d d i t io n s ,  q u i te  c l e a r l y  makes th e  sp e a k e rs  o f  th e  

c h o r ic  monologue i r o n i c a l l y  r e v e a l  th e m se lv e s , a s  Langbaum p u ts  i t ,  a s

"men who have r e j e c t e d  l i f e  f o r  an i n f a n t i l e  v o lu p to u s n e s s ."28 But

in  th e  e a r l i e r  v e r s io n ,  a s  Grob p o in ts  o u t, T ennyson 's p o s i t i o n  " i s  

b e s t  d e s c r ib e d  as  u n c e r ta in ,  even a m b iv a le n t ."29

In  th e  l a t e r  v e r s io n  th e  a t t r a c t i o n s  o f  Lotos la n d  a r e  b a la n c e d , 

p e rh a p s  o v e rb a lan c e d , by th e  c a l l  o f  d u ty  and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  w hich i s  

so  e f f e c t iv e  as  to  re n d e r  t h e  m a r in e r s ' a c q u ie sce n c e  i n  th e  l u r e  o f  th e  

l o to s  more th e  r e s u l t  o f  w eakness o f  w i l l  th a n  o f  f r e e  c h o ic e . In  th e

new s ix th  s ta n z a  o f  th e  18U2 v e r s io n  th e  m a r in e rs  com plain .

The Gods a r e  h a rd  to  r e c o n c i l e ;
'T i s  h a rd  to  s e t t l e  o rd e r  once a g a i n , 30

w hich s tro n g ly  s u g g e s ts  t h a t  th e y  a re  in d o le n t ly  a v o id in g  a t a s k  o n ly  

b ecau se  i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t .  The poem p r e s e n ts  th e  m a r in e r s ' a e s th e t ic is m ,  

t h e i r  b e l i e f ,  i n  G ro b 's  te r ra s , t h a t  i n d iv id u a l  l i f e  i s  w ith o u t su b s ta n c e  

o r  o r d e r ,  t h a t  s i g n i f i c a n t  e x p e r ie n c e  i s  p o s s ib le  o n ly  " th ro u g h  aw areness 

o f  b e a u ty  t h a t  i s  g iv en  o f f  by a p ro c e s s  t h a t  i s  w ith o u t p u rp o se  o r 

m ean ing ,"  and re n d e rs  t h a t  p o s i t i o n  s u s p e c t  by th e  im p l ic a t io n  t h a t  

a e s t h e t i c  o rd e r  i s  n o t th e  o n ly  o rd e r ,  o n ly  th e  e a s i e s t  to  s e t t l e .

But no such s u g g e s tio n  i s  to  be found  in  th e  e a r l i e r  v e r s io n ,

w here th e  em phasis, a s  i n  "The H e s p e r id e s , " i s  on th e  b e a u ty , th e

a e s t h e t i c  w holeness o f  th e  w o rld  o f  th e  im a g in a tio n . A gain , how ever,

28Langbaum, p .  89 . 29Grob, W , LXII, 118.

3 0 "The L o to s -E a te r s ,"  l i n e s  8 1 -8 2 . Subsequent q u o ta t io n s  from  
t h i s  and  th e  o th e r  lo n g e r  poeras a r e  c i t e d  by p a r e n t h e t i c a l  l i n e  r e f e r ­
ences a c co rd in g  to  th e  Cam bridge E d i t io n ,  S upra , p . 15, Note 3«
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as i n  "The H e s p e r id e s ,"  th e r e  i s  a n o te ,  a h i n t ,  o f  d is tu r b a n c e .  In  

t h a t  poem i t  was th e  s u g g e s tio n  o f th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  th e  p o e t  p la y in g  

th e  p ro p h e t;  i n  "The L o to s -E a te rs "  i t  i s  th e  r e c o g n i t io n ,  w hich we have 

n o ted  e a r l i e r ,  t h a t  d e v o tio n  to  th e  a e s t h e t i c  i d e a l  in v o lv e s  an o b l i t e r ­

a t io n  o f th e  e t h i c a l  l i f e :  "W iat p le a s u r e  can we h a v e /  To w ar w ith

e v il? "  (i|.8-i|.9) • In  both  poems th e  d i s tu r b in g  im p l ic a t io n s  o f  a e s t h e t i ­

cism a re  p re s e n te d  w ith  j u s t  enough em phasis to  r e v e a l  an u n d e r ly in g  

r e c o g n it io n  on th e  p o e t ’s p a r t ,  b u t n o t enough to  c o n s t i t u t e  a  c a se  

a g a in s t  t h a t  p o s i t i o n .  T h is  i s  why Grob d e s c r ib e s  T ennyson 's  p o s i t io n  

as " u n c e r ta in ,  even a m b iv a le n t."  M oreover, "The L o to s -E a te rs "  s u g g e s ts  

t h a t  th e  a m o ra li ty  o f  t h i s  k in d  o f  a r t i s t i c  q u e s t ,  i t s  v io l a t i o n  o f 

t r a d i t i o n a l l y  a c c e p te d  s ta n d a rd s  o f  b e h a v io r , was n o t enough to  tu r n  

Tennyson a g a in s t  i t .  I t  would ta k e ,  a s  we s h a l l  s e e , a more p e n e t r a t in g  

u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  th e  em ptiness o f a e s th e t ic is m  to  le a d  Tennyson to  

r e j e c t  i t .

In  "The Lady o f  S h a lo t t"  Tennyson p r e s e n ts  h i s  c l e a r e s t  and  in  

some ways m ost e f f e c t i v e  symbol o f  th e  i s o l a t e d  a r t i s t .  I t s  them e, " th e  

m alad ju stm en t o f  th e  a e s t h e t i c  s p i r i t  t o  th e  c o n d it io n s  o f  o rd in a ry  

l i v i n g , "81 has  been p o in te d  o u t o f te n  enough, b u t i t  n eeds f u r t h e r  

c l a r i f i c a t i o n .  I t  i s  im p o r ta n t , f i r s t  o f  a l l ,  b ecause  i t  i s  th e  s tro n g ­

e s t  p r e s e n t a t io n  as  y e t ,  d e s p i te  i t s  p a ra d o x ic a l  c o n te x t ,  o f  th e  i n ­

adequacy o f  t h e  a e s t h e t i c  p o s i t i o n .  I t  i s  o f g r e a te r  im p o rta n c e  as  i t  

r e l a t e s  to  o u r view o f  Tennyson because  o f  th e  k in d  o f  in ad eq u acy  i t  

r e v e a ls .

A c r i t i c a l  l i n e  o f  th e  poem w hich con c lu d es  P a r t  I I  and i s

3 lB u ck ley , p .
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fo llo w ed  im m ediately  by the appearance o f  L ancelot i s ,  "I am h a l f  s ic k  

o f shadows." T his rep ea ts  the image appearing in  th e  second stan za  o f  

P art I I ,  "And moving th ro ' a m irror c le a r /  . . . /  Shadows o f  th e  world  

appear." T h is image su g g ests  th a t the lacfy i s  th e  type o f  th e  p u rely  

a e s th e t ic  im ag in ation , th a t in  which th e  v is io n  o f  beauty i s  a source  

o f  d e l ig h t  f o r  i t s  own sake, reg a rd less  o f  i t s  cla im  to  tru th  or r e a l ­

i t y .  Moreover, such q u estion s as the r e a l i t y  or s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  her  

a c t iv i t y  are suspended or ignored , fo r  " l i t t l e  o th er  care hath she" 

beyond weaving s t e a d i ly .  And th e  clim ax o f  th e  poem i s  p r e c ip ita te d  

not by th e  appearance o f  Lancelot but by th e  lad y  becoming " h a lf s ic k  

o f  shadows." Tennyson su ggests  h ere th a t th e  a e s th e t ic  p o s it io n  as a 

way o f  l i f e — i t  has c e r ta in ly  become a way o f  l i f e  fo r  th e  la d y — con­

ta in s  w ith in  i t  th e  seed s o f i t s  own d e s tr u c t io n . D esp ite  i t s  somewhat 

ta u to lo g ic a l  c la im s to  w holeness, u n ity , com p leten ess, s e l f - s u f f ic i e n c y ,  

i t  i s  u lt im a te ly  in s u f f i c i e n t  to  s a t i s f y  t o t a l l y  human need s. I t s  

e x c lu s iv e  p u r su it  lead s to  boredom, ennui, and in  t h is  sen se  th e  poem 

p o in ts  toward th e  dead end which a e s th e t ic ism  w i l l  reach at th e  end o f  

th e  cen tu ry . Y et, c r i t i c s  have sa id , th e  poem p oses a paradox, th e  

i r r e c o n c i la b i l i t y  o f l i f e  and a r t .  The poem p resen ts  th e  beauty  and 

va lu e  o f  th e  id e a l iz e d  world o f  a r t ,  r e c o g n iz e s , however, i t s  i n s u f f i ­

c ie n c y  by i t s e l f ,  but recogn izes a lso  th e  d e s tr u c t iv e  power th a t l i f e ,  

th e  world o f involvem ent w ith humanity, has upon a r t .

But th e re  i s  another way o f  look in g  a t  t h is  paradox, a s way 

which Tennyson may w e l l  have p er c e iv e d . For th e  g r e a te s t  a r t  does not 

d er iv e  s o le ly  out o f  an id e a liz e d  v is io n  any more than i t  does out of a 

photographic m irrorin g  o f  the world; ra th er  i t  d e r iv e s  out o f  th e  c la sh
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betw een th e  tw o. The Lady a c h ie v e s  h e r  m ost m ean in g fu l a r t i s t i c  trium ph 

n o t i n  th e  tow er b u t  on th e  r i v e r ,  in  h e r  d e a th  song and i n  th e  t r a g i c  

image o f  b eau ty  w hich she  p o r t r a y s  on h e r  way down th e  r i v e r .  Somewhat 

as i n  "The Dying Sw an," p a in  i s  tra n s fo rm e d  in to  b e a u ty ; b u t w hereas in  

t h a t  e a r l i e r  poem p a in  becomes b e a u t i f u l  m ere ly  by means o f  i t s  e x p re ss ­

iv e n e s s ,  i n  "The Lady o f  S h a lo t t"  p a in  and s u f f e r in g  a r e  tra n s fo rm e d  

in to  a  b eau ty  w hich i s  a ls o  m ea n in g fu l, f o r  th e y  a r e  embodied in  a t r a g i c  

v i s io n  o f  th e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f th e  human c o n d it io n . The poem does n o t 

embody th e  need f o r  an escap e  from  l i f e  bu t su g g e s ts  how, th ro u g h  an 

im m ersion i n  l i f e ,  w ith  th e  r e s u l t i n g  c la s h  betw een th e  two w o rld s  of 

l i f e  and  a r t ,  t h e r e  may emerge n o t d e a th  b u t an a r t  w hich embodies th e  

t r a g i c  se n se  o f  l i f e .

"The P a la c e  o f  A rt"  i s  s t i l l  b e in g  seen  as  p r im a r i ly  an a l l e g o r ­

i c a l  r e p r e s e n ta t i o n  o f  Tennyson^s abandonment o f  a r t  in  f a v o r  o f  s o c ia l  

c o n s c io u s n e ss . I n  George 0 . M a r s h a l l 's  r e c e n t ly  p u b l is h e d  handbook, th e  

poem i s  d e s c r ib e d  a s  i l l u s t r a t i n g  " h is  d e c is io n  to  sw erve from th e  

K e a ts ia n  o b s e s s io n  w ith  b e a u ty  . . .  t o  become th e  o r a c le  o f  h i s  age, 

th e  p o e t a s  t e a c h e r . "32 The assum ptions u n d e r ly in g  M a r s h a l l 's  s ta te m e n t 

a re  r e v e a le d  i n  a comment made e a r l i e r  i n  th e  book ab o u t "The P o e t" :  

"P erhaps i f  Tennyson had  c o n tin u e d  t o  be th e  p o e t o f  b e a u ty , a s  he  was 

in  h i s  e a r ly  p o e tr y ,  and  l e s s  th e  o ra c le  he d e s c r ib e s  i n  t h i s  poem, h is  

p o e t iy  would n o t  be so  o b je c t io n a b le  t o  th e  p o s t - V ic to r ia n  w o r ld ."33

But "The P a la c e  o f  A r t , " a lth o u g h  T ennyson 's  c l e a r e s t  r e j e c t i o n

32Qeorge 0 . M a rs h a ll , J r . ,  A Tennyson Handbook (New York: Twayne 
P u b l is h e r s ,  I 9 6 3 ) ,  p . 6 7 .

3 3 ib id . ,  p .  3 8 .
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o f  th e  a e s th e t i c  p o s i t i o n ,  r e v e a ls  t h a t  t h a t  r e j e c t i o n  was based  n o t 

on h i s  s o c ia l  c o n s c ie n c e , b u t on d i r e c t  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  th e  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  

in a d e q u a c ie s  o f  t h a t  p o s i t i o n .  The S o u l 's  re fo rm a tio n  was n o t in s p i r e d  

by a c o n v e n tio n a l co n fo rm ity  to  t r a d i t i o n a l  m o ra l i ty  bu t by an u n d er­

s ta n d in g  based  on d i r e c t  e x p e rie n c e  o f  th e  human in s u f f i c i e n c y  o f  

a e s th e t ic is m . T h is  i s  a p o in t  w e ll  a n a ly z e d  i n  a r e c e n t  a r t i c l e  by 

W illiam  Cadbury. C r i t i c s  have seen th e  f i r s t  two hund red  odd l in e s  o f 

th e  poem as  an " i d y l l i c  museum o f W estern  c u l t u r e , a  sequence o f  d i s ­

s o c ia te d  b u t " e x q u i s i t e  p a n e l  p i c t u r e s , "^5 i n  w hich Tennyson in d u lg e s  

a l l  h i s  a e s t h e t i c  im p u lses  b e fo re  r e j e c t i n g  them  i n  an e m o tio n a lly  c o n tra ­

d ic to r y  b u t v e ry  m o ra l and p ro p e r  r e s o lu t io n  w hich v i o l a t e s  th e  poem 's 

u n i ty  and re n d e rs  i t  an a r t i s t i c  f a i l u r e .  In  f a c t  t h i s  poem has been 

seen a s  a k in d  o f  ty p e  o f  th e  way in  which V ic to r ia n  m oralism  i s  supposed  

to  have d e s tro y e d  T en n y so n 's  a r t .

But C adbury, b eg in n in g  w ith  th e  n o b le s t  o f  c r i t i c a l  assu m p tio n s, 

t h a t  th e  p o e t  j u s t  may have been aw are o f  w hat he was do ing , d isc o v e rs  

t h a t  th e  d i s s o c i a t i o n  o f  th o s e  p a n e l p i c t u r e s  i s  f u n c t io n a l  and th e m a ti ­

c a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t .  The p a la c e  and th e  S ou l w hich dw ells  th e r e  a r e  ty p e s  

o f th e  p u re ly  a e s t h e t i c  s p i r i t ,  one w hich h as  a r b i t r a r i l y  l im ite d  i t s e l f  

to  t h a t  w hich i s  a e s t h e t i c a l l y  p le a s in g .  I t s  v i s io n  i s  th e r e f o r e  f r a g ­

m ented, each  scene  o f f e r in g  an a e s th e t i c  w hole , b u t  none o f  th e  scenes 

r e l a t i n g  to  any o th e r .  Or a s  Cadbury p u ts  i t ,  "Mo scene  i n  th e  p a la c e  

o f a r t  can l e a d  to  any o th e r  f o r  Sou l o r  r e a d e r ,  b u t  m ust sim ply  change

3 ^ A rth u r J .  C a rr , "Tennyson as  a Modern P o e t ,"  U n iv e rs i ty  o f  
T oron to  Q u a r te r ly , XIX (1 9 $ 0 ), 3 6 9 .

35Douglas Bush, M ythology and th e  Rom antic T r a d i t io n  in  E n g lish  
P o e try  (C am bridge; H arv ard  U n iv e rs i ty  P r e s s ,  1937) j p .  202.



uu
t o  i t .  And th e  im p l ic a t io n  i s  c l e a r :  The Soul i s  un ab le  t o  develop

e m o tio n a lly J  because  th e  a rrangem en t o f  th e  p a la c e  g iv es  no way to  do 

s o . "36 And th e  f ra g m e n ta tio n  o f  th e  S o u l 's  v i s io n  r e f l e c t s  i t s  sym bolic  

f u n c t io n  as th e  ty p e  o f  a frag m en ted  p e r s o n a l i t y :  "P a lace  and S ou l a r e

n o t r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  o f  a com plete human p sy ch e , b u t o f  i t s  r e d u c t io n , th e  

r e s u l t  o f  a r b i t r a r y  l im i t a t i o n  o f  re sp o n se  to  th e  a e s t h e t i c a l l y  p l e a s ­

in g .  "37

T h is theme i s  c a r r i e d  th rough  and m a n ife s ts  i t s e l f  f u r t h e r  in

th e  c o n t r a s t  betw een th e  a e s t h e t i c  v i s io n  and th e  v i s io n  o f  th e  S ou l

a f t e r  th e  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  th e  p a la c e .  The change in  th e  S ou l from

h a p p in e s s  t o  d e s p a i r  i s  n o t on ly  t e l e o l o g i c a l l y  b u t p s y c h o lo g ic a l ly

i n e v i t a b l e :

L e s t she sh o u ld  f a i l  and p e r i s h  u t t e r l y ,
God, b e fo re  whom e v e r  l i e  b a re  

The abysm al deeps o f  p e r s o n a l i t y .
P la g u es  h e r  w ith  so re  d e s p a i r .  (221-22^)

God i s  th e  rem ote cau se  o f  th e  S o u l 's  breakdow n, bu t th e  p ro x im a te  c au se

in v o lv e s  th e  n a tu r e  o f  th e  psyche i t s e l f .  God works th rough  n a tu re  a s

th e  abysm al deeps o f  p e r s o n a l i t y  ta k e  t h e i r  t o l l .  The image o f  d ep th

i s  im p o r ta n t ,  f o r  th e  Sou l had  been l iv in g  on a l e v e l  t h a t  can b e s t  be

d e s c r ib e d  a s  sh a llo w , and f o r  s e v e r a l  re a s o n s .

One o f  th e  symptoms o f th e  S o u l 's  d e s p a i r  i s  a lo s s  o f  i d e n t i t y ;  

she  i s  "L o st to  h e r  p la c e  and name" (26U ). The lo s s  o f  i d e n t i t y  fo llo w s  

from  th e  S o u l 's  i s o l a t i o n .  T his i s  a p a t t e r n  o f  developm ent w hich i s  

r e v e a le d  th ro u g h  w hat Cadbury c a l l s  r e c a p i t u l a t e d  im ages, s im i la r  im ages

36'William Cadbury, "Tennyson's 'The P alace o f  A rt' and the  
R hetoric o f  S tr u c tu r e s ,"  C r itic ism , V II (1 9 6 $ ), 2$.

3 7 ib id .



w hich ap p ear bo th  i n  th e  e a r l i e r  and l a t e r  p a r t s  o f  t h e  poem b u t w ith  

s t a r k ly  c o n t r a s t in g  em o tio n a l c o n n o ta t io n s . The m ost e f f e c t i v e  o f  

th e s e  i s  th e  a e s t h e t i c a l l y  p le a s a n t  p a in t in g ,  which r e c a l l s  some of 

C asper David F r i e d r i c h 's ,  o f

a t r a c t  o f  sand .
And someone p a c in g  th e r e  a lo n e ,

InJho p a s s e d  f o r  ev e r  i n  a g lim m ering lan d , 
l i t  w ith  a low la r g e  moon. (65-68)

A s im i la r  im age o c c u rs  i n  th e  S o u l 's  d e s p a ir :

As in  s tr a n g e  la n d s  a t r a v e l l e r  w alk ing  slow .
In  doubt and g r e a t  p e r p le x i ty ,

A l i t t l e  b e fo re  m oonrise  h e a rs  th e  low
Moan o f an unknown s e a .  (277-280)

I n  th e  l a t t e r  th e  im age o f  i s o l a t i o n  i s  n o t a  m ere p i c t u r e  b u t  a symbol. 

I t  does n o t p r e s e n t  mere e m o tio n a l c o n n o ta tio n s  which th e  v iew er se n se s  

a t  a p le a s a n t  d i s t a n c e ,  b u t embodies a s i t u a t i o n  and a f e e l in g  in  which 

th e  sp e ak e r  i s  d i r e c t l y  and d e e p ly  in v o lv e d . To u se  C o le r id g ia n  term s, 

w hereas th e  fo rm e r t i c k l e s  th e  fa n c y , th e  l a t t e r  p ro b e s  i n to  im a g in a tiv e  

d e p th s . The S o u l 's  pun ishm en t, which i s  to  l i v e  th e  s i t u a t i o n s  she had  

fo rm e rly  d e l ig h te d ly  c o n tem p la ted , may ap p ear to  some to o  p a t ,  sm e llin g  

o f p o e t i c  j u s t i c e ,  y e t  i t  i s  p s y c h o lo g ic a l ly  v a l id .  Cadbury d e s c r ib e s  

th e  S o u l a s  h a v in g  a r b i t r a r i l y  l im i te d  i t s  re sp o n se s  t o  th e  a e s t h e t i ­

c a l l y  p le a s in g ,  h a v in g  exc luded  from  i t s  c o n sc io u sn e ss  " th e  e lem en ts o f  

p e r s o n a l i t y  w hich a r e  n o t c o n ta in e d  i n  th e  sublim e c o d i f i c a t io n s  o f 

a r t ,  "-3  ̂ w hich a p p e a rs  v e ry  much l i k e  th e  F reu d ian  n o t io n  o f  s u p p re s s io n . 

The im ages o f  h o r r o r  w hich a p p e a r  to  p lag u e  th e  S o u l a r e  n o t in t r u d e r s  

from  o u ts id e  b u t emerge from  "d a rk  c o m e rs  o f h e r  p a la c e "  (237) • The 

im p u lses , th e  e le m en ts  o f  p e r s o n a l i ty  th a t  have been  s u p p re s se d ,

^^Cadbury, C r i t i c i s m , V II , 26.
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b ecau se  o f  t h a t  s u p p re s s io n , t h a t  s e p a r a t io n  from th e  w hole p e r s o n a l i ty ,  

i n e v i t a b ly  r e tu r n  to  c o n s c io u s n e ss , th em se lv es  d i s t o r t e d  and  d i s t o r t i n g  

th e  fragm en ted  w o rld  th e  psyche had  p r id e f u l l y  a tte m p te d  to  c o n s tr u c t  

f o r  i t s e l f .

Indeed  p a r t  o f  w hat Tennyson r e v e a ls  i s  th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  k in d  

o f  p r id e  o f  w hich th e  S o u l i s  g u i l t y  i s  a p s y c h o lo g ic a l  a s  w e l l  a s  a 

th e o lo g ic a l  s i n .  H er p ro u d  i s o l a t i o n  le a v e s  th e  S ou l u n a b le  t o  r e l a t e  

h e r s e l f  to  a n y th in g  b u t h e r s e l f ,  w hich must n e c e s s a r i ly  l e a d  to  l o s s  

o f  i d e n t i t y .  Tennyson*s r e j e c t i o n  o f  a e s th e tic is m  i s  t h e r e f o r e  b ased  

on h i s  re c o g n i t io n  o f th e  f a c t  t h a t  t h a t  way la y  m adness. He i s  a rg u in g  

n o t so much t h a t  th e  a r t i s t ' s  i s o l a t i o n  i s  im m oral, b u t  t h a t  i t  i s ,  by 

th e  v e ry  n a tu re  o f  th e  human p sy ch e , i n h e r e n t ly  u n s ta b le  and  conducive  

t o  m adness, t h a t  th e  p o e t  who w ishes to  r e t a i n  h is  s a n i ty  c a n n o t l e t  

h im s e lf  be bound up i n  a  p u re  a e s th e t ic is m , b u t must f i n d  some way o f 

r e c o n c i l in g  th e  in n e r  w ith  th e  o u te r ,  th e  i d e a l  o f b e a u ty  w ith  th e  f a c t  

o f  th e  w orld , " th e  m in d 's  r e c e s s , "  to  r e c a l l  an image from  t h e  e a r ly  

"Ode: 0 Bosky B rook ,"  w ith  " th e  f a i r  w o r ld 's  exceed ing  c o m e lin e s s ."

And more th a n  th e  problem  o f  th e  p o e t 's  s a n i ty ,  i f  Cadbury i s  

c o r r e c t ,  th e  poem p o in ts  t o  th e  l a r g e r  problem  o f  h i s  h u m an ity . Cadbury 

m a in ta in s  t h a t  a  b e t t e r  n o t io n  o f  th e  poem 's them e, w hich w ould  in c lu d e  

th e  v a r io u s  im p l ic a t io n s  o f  p a la c e  and poem and make s e n se  o f  th e  

S o u l 's  e scap e , w ould be  t o  s e e  th e  a r t i s t i c  problem  a s  a  s p e c i a l  c a se  

o f  th e  l a r g e r  p rob lem s o f  tim e  and change. The poem e x p re s s e s ,

Cadbury sa y s ,

th e  n e c e s s i ty  f o r  a c c e p ta n c e  o f  change a s  a p a r t  o f  t h e  human 
c o n d it io n  . . . .  The S o u l h e re  i s  bad n o t b ecau se  sh e  w o rsh ip s  
a r t ,  b u t because  she  u se s  a r t  to  escape  from change, t o  f in d  th e
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same k in d  o f  s e c o n d - ra te  c e r t i t u d e  i n  th e  a s su ra n c e s  o f a r t  
which th e  l o to s - e a t e r s  f in d  i n  s e n s u a l  s tu p o r  . . .39

In  a d d i t io n  t o  th e  S o u l 's  r e f e re n c e s  to  d w e llin g  " a t  ea se  f o r  aye" ( 2 ) ,

re ig n in g

a p a r t ,  a q u ie t  k in g ,
S t i l l  a s ,  w h ile  S a tu rn  w h i r l s ,  h i s  s t e a d f a s t  shade 
S le e p s  on h i s  lum inous r in g ,  (lI t-1 6 )

th e  a rran g em en t o f  th e  p a la c e  i t s e l f  r e f l e c t s  t h e  S o u l 's  s e p a ra tio n  

from t im e . The fra g m en ta ry  q u a l i ty  o f  th e  s o - c a l le d  p a n e l  p i c tu r e s  i n  

th e  p a la c e  i s  th e  r e s u l t  o f  th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e y  a r e  n o t o rg a n iz e d  sp a ­

t i a l l y  o r  te m p o ra l ly ,  f o r  th e y  e x i s t ,  t o  u s e  a f ig u r e  from th e  e a r l i e r  

" R e c o lle c t io n s  from  th e  A rab ian  M ig h ts ,"  " a p a r t  from p la c e ,  w ith h o ld in g  

t i m e ," i n  t h a t  w o rld  which th e  a r t i s t  has  c o n s tru c te d  as  an escape  from  

th e  human l im i t a t i o n s  o f  tim e and sp a ce . I n  se ek in g  to  t ra n s c e n d  t im e , 

how ever, th e  S o u l has on ly  b y -p asse d  i t  and  become s t a t i c ;  in  se ek in g  

to  become G o d -lik e  she has  become l e s s  th a n  human, so t h a t  i t  i s  a p p ro ­

p r i a t e  to  th e  scheme o f  th e  poem t h a t  th e  p a n e l  p i c tu r e s  sh o u ld  r e v e a l  

j u s t  w hat th e  S ou l l a t e r  d is c o v e r s ,  t h a t  sh e  i s  "w ith o u t l i g h t /  Or power 

o f movement" (2U 5-2U 6).

And th e  S o u l 's  re fo rm a tio n  i s  s im i l a r l y  a p p ro p r ia te .  H er d e s­

p a i r  i s  a  d is c o v e ry  o f  tim e :

And d e a th  and l i f e  she h a te d  e q u a lly .
And n o th in g  saw, f o r  h e r  d e s p a i r .

B ut d r e a d f u l  tim e , d re a d fu l  e t e r n i t y .
No com fort anyw here;

Rem aining u t t e r l y  con fused  w ith  f e a r s .
And e v e r  w orse  w ith  growing tim e , . . . .  (26^-270)

H er p a in  d e r iv e s  from  th e  f a c t  t h a t  she i s  i n  t im e , p a r t  o f  th e  "one 

39Cadbury, C r i t ic is m , V II , 30.
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f i x 'd  la w ,"  b u t " w ith  th e  c h o ra l  s t a r r y  d a n c e / J o in 'd  n o t"  (2 5 3 -2 5 6 ).

Her escap e  from t h i s  p l ig h t  fo llo w s  n a tu r a l l y  enough. As Cadbury p u t s  

i t ,

when she  can rec o g n ize  h e r  bondage, th e  S ou l i s  r ip e  f o r  an 
e f f e c t i v e  e x p ia t io n ,  because  th e  p o in t  i n  th e  poem i s  alw ays
t h a t  t h i s  S ou l i s ,  know i t  o r  n o t ,  i n  tim e  l i k e  o th e r  s o u ls .
So r e c o g n i t io n  o f  h e r  c o n d it io n  im p l ie s  th e  c o n d i t io n 's  end,
b e c au se  i t  a sk s  only  a c c e p t a n c e . ^6

I t  i s  f o r  t h i s  re a so n  t h a t  " i t  i s  n o t  d i s tu r b in g ly  u n r e a l i s t i c  f o r  u s  

t h a t  th e  S ou l can sim p ly  throw  'h e r  r o y a l  ro b e s  away' ( 290) and a sk  f o r

'a  c o t ta g e  i n  th e  v a le  , . . /  "Where I  may mourn and p r a y ' ( 291- 292) .

Many c r i t i c s  have found  t h e  c o n c lu s io n  to  th e  poem u n s a t i s f a c to r y  

b ecau se  th e y  have re a d  th e  poem a s  an  a l le g o r y  e x p re s s in g  T ennyson 's  

commitment to  a se n se  o f s o c ia l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  t o  th e  r o le  o f  sp e ak in g  

f o r  h i s  a g e , and th e n  th e y  com plain  t h a t  th e  " c o t ta g e  in  th e  v a le "  i s  

an in a d e q u a te  symbol fo r  t h i s  n o t io n . In d ee d  i t  i s  in a d e q u a te  f o r  t h a t  

n o t io n  b ecau se  th e  poem does n o t d e a l  w ith  t h a t  them e. In  C ad b u ry 's  

te rm s , th e  c o t ta g e ,  a t r a d i t i o n a l  symbol o f  h u m il i ty  and n a tu r a l  s im p l ic ­

i t y ,  becomes " th e  c o tta g e  o f u n i ty ,  t im e , and p r o c e s s , "^2 and th e  S o u l 's  

re p e n ta n c e  th e r e  i s  an a p p ro p r ia te  sym bol o f  h e r  a c c e p ta n c e  o f  t h e  

human c o n d it io n .

And t h a t  a c ce p tan c e  o f  th e  human c o n d it io n  p roduces  b ro ad  ram i­

f i c a t i o n s  i n  te rm s o f  T ennyson 's a e s t h e t i c .  A r t  o f  co u rse  seek s  t h e  

t im e le s s ,  th e  u n iv e r s a l ,  b u t n o t so much i n  i t s e l f  a s  in  th e  way i n  

w hich th e  t im e le s s  c o n ta in s  o r  i s  c o n ta in e d  w ith in  tim e . In  an age  o f  

f a i t h ,  t o  th o se  f o r  whom God i s  immanent th e  c r e a tu r e s  o f  tim e  a re  

in t im a te ly  co n n ec ted  w ith  th e  t im e le s s ,  and th e  two a re  i n te g r a t e d  i n

^ 0 Cadbury, C r i t ic is m . V II , 32 . ^3-1 b id . U2 jb id .
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a r t .  To th o s e  f o r  whom God i s  t r a n s c e n d e n t j  a r t ,  i f  i t  em bodies an 

escape  from  tim e , i s  su p p o rte d  by th e  sen se  o f  th e  r e a l i t y ^  in d e e d  th e  

p e r s o n a l i t y ,  o f  th e  t im e le s s  to  w hich th e  a r t i s t  a s p i r e s .  But a s  f a i t h  

d e c l in e s ,  th e  i d e a l  o f  t im e le s s n e s s  embodied i n  fo rm a l u n i ty  and  b eau ty  

lo s e s  i t s  c o n n e c tio n  w ith  bo th  s p i r i t u a l  and m a t e r i a l  r e a l i t y  and seems 

t o  be so u g h t f o r  i t s  own sake  and  f o r  i t s  fu n c t io n  as a means o f  escap ­

in g  t im e .

When th e  q u e s t  f o r  fo rm a l u n i ty  and b e a u ty  dom inates th e  a r t i s t  

to  th e  e x c lu s io n  o f  a l l  o th e r  c o n s id e r a t io n s ,  h e  can o n ly  a c h ie v e  h i s  

k in d  o f  p u r e ly  a e s t h e t i c  v i s io n  t h r o u ^  d i s ta n c e ,  th ro u g h  s e p a r a t io n ,  

th ro u g h  a more and more ten u o u s invo lvem en t w ith  th e  o b je c t s  o f  h i s  

v i s io n .  He i s  l e d  t o  co n tem p la te  lo v e  w ith o u t h im s e lf  lo v in g , p a in  

w ith o u t h im s e lf  s u f f e r in g ,  l i f e  w ith o u t h im s e lf  l i v i n g ,  and th e  o p e ra ­

t i o n  o f  th e  a r t i s t i c  im a g in a tio n  i s  debased  i n t o  mere d i l e t t a n t i s m .

A r t  becomes d e ta c h e d  from b o th  man and God and d i s s o lv e s  i n to  a k in d  

o f e v a n e sc e n t, d re a rn -lik e  i r r e l e v a n c e ,  th e  i n f i n i t e  b u t  c lo s e d  p ro v in c e  

o f th e  i s o l a t e d  a r t i s t .

But t h e r e  i s  a ls o  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  t h i s  p ro c e s s  r e v e r s in g  i t ­

s e l f .  F o r w ith o u t  f a i t h  th e  e sca p e  from  tim e i s  an escap e  i n t o  n o th in g ­

n e ss  from w hich th e  m ind, u n le s s  i t  i s  drugged as  w ith  l o to s  by i t s  own 

f a n c ie s  i n t o  some k in d  o f  c a ta to n ic  s tu p o r ,  r e c o i l s  b ack  i n t o  tim e .

T h is i s  t h e  k in d  o f  e x p e rie n c e  Tennyson undergoes and  p o r t r a y s  i n  "The 

P a la c e  o f  A r t ."  Having e x p e rie n c e d  t h a t  n o th in g n e ss  w hich r e s u l t s  from 

an escape  from  tim e  u n su p p o rte d  by  f a i t h ,  he r e c o i l s ,  re c o g n iz in g  th e  

need  to  re c o n n e c t a r t  w ith  som eth ing  more s u b s t a n t i a l ,  w ith  l i f e ,  w ith  

f a c t ,  w ith  man, w ith  th e  t o t a l i t y  o f human e x p e r ie n c e , i f  a t  a l l  p o s s i ­

b l e ,  w ith  God.
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T his p ro c e s s  can be seen l ik e w is e  i n  more f a m i l i a r  Romantic 

te rm sj th e  m ec h a n ic -o rg a n ic  a n t i t h e s i s .  The Rom antic i d e a l i z a t i o n  o f 

o rg an ic ism , o r i g i n a l l y  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e  r e tu r n  to  N a tu re , was 

e s s e n t i a l l y  a v i t a l i s t i c  r e a c t io n  a g a in s t  th e  s t e r i l i t y  and d ea th  

a s s o c ia te d  w ith  m echanism , r a t io n a l is m , an d  i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n .  B ut, 

to  u se  F rank  K erm ode's te rm s, a s  th e  Image o f  b ea u ty  began, a s  e a r ly  

as  C o le r id g e 's  "K ubla Khan" and to  a  g r e a t e r  e x te n t  i n  K eats, to  be 

d is a s s o c ia te d  from  N a tu re , "o rg an ic"  became an  ambiguous term . By th e  

tim e we a r r iv e  a t  Y e a ts , th e  term  m ust be  a p p l ie d  t o  a r t  w ith  c a re .  

Kermode, f o r  in s t a n c e ,  p o in ts  ou t t h a t  th e  Image i s  o rg a n ic  i n  t h a t  i t  

i s  a l i v e  as  opposed t o  th e  d ea th  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e  m ech an ica l; i t  i s  

a u n i ty  which i s  f l u i d  and s u g g e s tiv e , l i v i n g  a l i f e  o f  i t s  own and 

r a d ia t in g  p o s s i b i l i t i e s .  But i t  i s  n o t  o rg a n ic  i n  th e  sense  t h a t  i t  

e x i s t s  a p a r t  from  o rg a n ic  l i f e ;  i t  b e lo n g s  to  no n a tu r a l  o rd e r o f  th in g s ,  

and i t  i s  i n  t h i s  s e n se  dead; i t s  l i f e  d e r iv e s  from i t s  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  

in  a n o th e r , to  th e  h o p e fu l  p o e t a h ig h e r ,  n o n -o rg a n ic  o rd e r  o f  b e in g .

"The Image i s  'd e a d , y e t  f l e s h  and b o n e ';  u n - v i t a l ,  y e t  d e s c r ib a b le ,  

a lm ost n e c e s s a r i ly ,  in  te rm s  o f v i t a l i t y . "^3

T h is i s  th e  n o t io n  o f  a r t  w hich Tennyson r e j e c t e d ,  and we have 

o u t l in e d  th e  p ro c e s s  by means o f  w hich t h i s  r e j e c t i o n  to o k  p la c e .  A l­

though a  man w ith  m y s t ic a l  te n d e n c ie s , Tennyson was n o t a  th o ro u g h -g o in g  

m y s tic . The u n c e r t a in ty  o f  h i s  f a i t h  d a rk en ed  h i s  co n cep tio n  o f  th e  

o rd e r  o f  b e in g  o f  w hich h i s  im a g in a tio n  p a r to o k . W ithou t th e  m y s t ic a l  

a s su ra n c e  o f  d iv in e  invo lvem ent in  h i s  v i s i o n ,  t h e  se n se  o f t h a t  

v i s i o n 's  h e ig h t  began  to  seem more a p r i d e f u l  i l l u s i o n  th an  a  g lo r io u s

b3Kermode, p .  92 .
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e m a n c ip a tio n , and  i t s  s e p a r a t io n  from  o rg a n ic  l i f e  underm ined i t s  c la im  

t o  v i t a l i t y .  He seems to  have seen  t h a t  th e  Image, f o r  a l l  i t s  c la im s 

to  v i t a l i t y ,  had  much o f  th e  f i x i t y  w hich i s  d e a th , som eth ing  w hich  

K eats may have g lim psed  when he c a l l e d  th e  G recian  u rn  a " c o ld  p a s t o r a l . "  

And T en n y so n 's  r e a c t io n  was e s s e n t i a l l y  v i t a l i s t i c ,  a r e a f f i r m a t io n  o f  

th e  n e c e s s i ty  o f  th e  a r t i s t ' s  f in d in g  v a lu e  i n  l i f e ,  n o t o u ts id e  o f  i t ,  

th e  same a f f i r m a t io n  t h a t  we f in d  v o ic e d  more i n te n s e ly  and f o r  d i f f e r e n t  

re a so n s  i n  "The Two V o ices" :

'T i s  l i f e ,  w hereof our n e rv e s  a r e  s c a n t ,
0 , l i f e ,  n o t  d e a th , f o r  w hich we p a n t ;
More l i f e ,  and f u l l e r ,  t h a t  I  w an t. (397-399)

I t  would be wrong t o  assum e t h a t  Tennyson was t o t a l l y  uncon­

c e rn e d  ab o u t h i s  au d ien ce ; th e  s o u l  w ish es  t h a t  o th e r s  m ig h t r e t u r n  w ith  

h e r  to  th e  p a la c e .  But th e  poem s u g g e s ts  t h a t  T ennyson 's p r im a ry  con­

ce rn  i s  n o t w he ther he w i l l  be an o r a c le  o r  even a t e a c h e r  b u t w h e th e r 

he  can be a man.

C e r ta in ly  th e  c o n c lu s io n  o f  "The P a la c e  o f  A r t"  i s  s t i l l  some­

what am biguous. Tennyson does n o t t e l l  u s how he i s  t o  s e t  ab o u t re c o n ­

c i l i n g  a r t  and  l i f e ,  a lth o u g h  we may have seen  th e  o u t l in e  o f  a  p o s s i ­

b i l i t y  i n  "The Lady o f S h a lo t t . "  I n  f a c t  th e  theme o f  T en n y so n 's  lo n g ­

e s t  w ork. I d y l l s  o f  th e  King, c e n te r s  i n  th e  t r a g i c  c la s h  betw een  th e  

i d e a l  and  th e  r e a l .  A l l ,h e  t e l l s  u s  h e re , however, i s  t h a t  t h a t  rec o n ­

c i l i a t i o n  m ust be a tte m p te d . And a r t i s t  though he w i l l  c o n tin u e  t o  

s t r i v e  t o  b e , h e  h as  c a s t  h i s  l o t  w ith  man. But h i s  p o e tr y  does n o t 

i n d ic a te  t h a t  t h i s  d e c is io n  was any k in d  o f  c a p i tu la t io n  t o  o u ts id e  

s o c i a l  and  m o ra l p r e s s u r e s ,  n o r  does i t  im ply  any k in d  o f  d is h o n e s ty  

o r  i n t e l l e c t u a l  weakness on h i s  p a r t ;  r a t h e r  h i s  d e c is io n  was b a s e d  to
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a l l  ap p e ara n ce s  on p e rs o n a l  e x p e r ie n c e , on th e  i n n e r  n e c e s s i ty  o f  h i s  

own s p i r i t ,  on a  p e n e t r a t in g ly  h o n e s t and  p e rc e p t iv e  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  

th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  human s o u l, and on w hat co u ld  le g i t im a te ly  be c a l l e d  

a  courageous a c c e p ta n c e  and a f f i r m a t io n  o f  h i s  own hum anity .

We w i l l  f i n d  T ennyson 's p o e try  h e n c e fo r th  c e n te r in g  i n  an exam­

in a t io n  o f  man. P o e try  becomes a t o o l  f o r  p e rc e p tio n  and e x p re s s io n  o f  

an im a g in a t iv e  v iew  o f  th e  human c o n d it io n .  We w i l l  f in d  man view ed a t  

tim es  w ith  W ordsw orthian  s im p l ic i ty ,  a t  t im e s  i r o n i c a l l y ,  a t  tim es  w ith  

d e s p a i r .  In d ee d  Tennyson w i l l  d i s p la y  an  im a g in a t iv e  g rasp  o f  a  rem ark ­

a b le  ran g e  o f  a t t i t u d e s .  But d e s p i te  h i s  aw areness o f th e  com plex ity  

o f  human e x p e r ie n c e , Tennyson was s h o r t  on n e g a tiv e  c a p a b i l i ty .  He 

needed som eth ing  f i rm e r  i n  th e  way o f  commitment th a n  th e  o n to lo g ic a l ly  

vague n o t io n  o f  " th e  human c o n d i t io n ,"  e s p e c i a l l y  a f t e r  th e  d e a th  o f  

H allam , w hich s t r u c k  him so c lo s e ly  and so p u rg ed  him of w h a tev er was 

l e f t  o f  an a b i l i t y  to  i n d i f f e r e n t l y  " s i t  a s  God h o ld in g  no form  of 

c r e e d , /  But c o n te m p la tin g  a l l "  from a c o m fo rta b le  d is ta n c e .  N e g a tiv e  

c a p a b i l i t y  i s  a n o t io n  t h a t  h as  been i n  f a s h io n  among c r i t i c s  a s  a 

s ta n d a rd  o f  e x c e l le n c e  f o r  p o e try  f o r  th e  b e t t e r  p a r t  o f  t h i s  c e n tu ry .  

But th e  r e c e n t  s p re a d  o f  e x i s t e n t i a l  id e a s  h a s  made commitment, i f  n o t  

f a s h io n a b le ,  a t  l e a s t  t o l e r a t e d ,  and by some r e s p e c te d . I f  we can adm it 

t h a t  commitment i s  n o t  i n  i t s e l f  d e s p ic a b le  o r  a r t i s t i c a l l y  in a p p ro ­

p r i a t e ,  th e n  o u r o n ly  t a s k  i s  t o  exam ine w hether T ennyson 's was a 

genu ine commitment o r  an acq u ie sce n c e  i n  a n o th e r  k in d  o f s e c o n d - ra te  

c e r t i t u d e .  T h is  w i l l  be th e  t a s k  o f  t h e  fo llo w in g  c h a p te r .



CHAPTER I I

DEATH AND IMMORTALITY 

THE WAY TOWARD RELIGIOUS AFFIRMATION

B efore  we can examine th e  n a tu re  and  th e  v a l i d i t y  o f T ennyson 's  

r e l i g io u s  v iew s, i t  i s  n e c e ssa ry  t o  r e c a l l  t h e  im p o rta n c e  o f  h is  

q u e s t io n s .  Much h as  been done i n  th e  way o f  exam ining T ennyson 's id e a s  

in  th e  l im i te d  h i s t o r i c a l  c o n te x t o f th e  V ic to r ia n  a g e , b u t to o  l i t t l e  

has been done i n  an  a tte m p t to  s e e  t h i s  p o e t  and th e  V ic to r ia n  age in  

g e n e ra l  n o t a s  an i s o l a t e d  phenomenon o f  l i t e r a r y  h i s t o r y  bu t a s  an 

im p o r ta n t  c h a p te r  i n  th e  developm ent o f  t h e  modern w o rld . George 0 . 

M a rsh a ll  comments t h a t  th e  p o p u la r i ty  o f  In  Memoriam "has  d im in ish ed  

w ith  th e  p r e s e n t -d a y  d is r e g a rd  o f  th e  g r e a t  s o u l- s e a r c h in g  problem s 

w hich con cern ed  th e  V ic to r i a n s ,"1  as i f  th e  poem d e a l t  on ly  w ith  ex­

c lu s iv e ly  V ic to r ia n  p ro b lem s. B ut th e  p rob lem  o f r e l i g io u s  f a i t h  i s  

a n y th in g  b u t a  dead  i s s u e .

In d e e d  th e  n a tu re  o f  f a i t h  i s  p e rh a p s  th e  m a jo r  i s s u e  o f  modern 

th e o lo g y , an d  one w hich h as  f i l t e r e d  down t o  d i s tu r b  th e  p o p u la r  con­

s c io u s n e s s .  F o r w hat c h a ra c te r iz e s  m o d e rn ity  w ith  r e g a rd  to  th e  problem  

o f  f a i t h  i s  a  c r i t i c a l  approach . N aive f a i t h ,  th e  u n c r i t i c a l  a c ce p tan c e  

o f  dogma o r  o f  fa m ily  t r a d i t i o n ,  i s  l a r g e ly  a th in g  o f  th e  p a s t .  The

iM a rs h a l l ,  p .  122
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w ould-be b e l i e v e r ,  summed up i n  A uden's c h a r a c te r i z a t i o n  o f ours a s  "an 

age o f  ex h a u ste d  whoredom g ro p in g  f o r  i t s  G od," w ish es  f o r  th e  c e r t a i n t y  

o f  v i s io n .  In  s p i t e  o f  th e  av e rag e  i n t e l l i g e n t  m an 's  s u s p ic io n , i f  no t 

con tem pt, f o r  th e  em o tio n a lism  o f  r e v iv a lis m , i f  h e  seek s  f a i t h ,  he  

w ishes f o r  some k in d  o f  overpow ering  sen se  o f  a s s u ra n c e .  But t h i s  i s  

d e n ie d  to  th e  c r i t i c a l  m ind, and  i f  he w anders from  K ie rk eg aa rd  th ro u g h  

th e  gamut o f m odern th e o lo g ia n s ,  he f in d s  th e  m y ste ry  o f  f a i t h  c e n te r in g  

on th e  word "com m itm ent," w hich i s  by d e f i n i t i o n  an  a c t  o f  th e  w i l l .

The w i l l  to  b e l ie v e  i s  c e n t r a l  to  th e  a c t  o f  f a i t h  from  W illiam  James 

to  M iguel de Unamuno, and  u n le s s  th e  s e e k e r  chooses t o  escape  th e  p ro b ­

lem and r e f u s e s  t o  c o n s id e r  th e  c o n tr a d ic to ry  p o s s i b i l i t i e s ,  which i n  

e x i s t e n t i a l  te rm s  i s  to  p u rsu e  an u n a u th e n tic  l i f e ,  h e  m ust fo re v e r  l i v e  

in  a s t a t e  o f  p a ra d o x , a f irm  commitment to  a  f a i t h  w hich v a c i l l a t e s ,  a 

c o n d it io n  which c r e a te s  w hat Unamuno c a l l s  " th e  t r a g i c  se n se  o f  l i f e . "

Tennyson i n  many ways a n t i c ip a t e s  th e  r e l i g io u s  e x i s t e n t i a l i s t s ,  

and h i s  f i r s t  im p o r ta n t  poem w hich concerns  th e  p rob lem  o f  f a i t h ,  

"Supposed C o n fe ssio n s  o f  a S e c o n d -ra te  S e n s i t iv e  M ind," b e g in s  to  

r e v e a l  h i s  m o d ern ity  in  th e  te rm s in  w hich we have d e f in e d  i t .

The poem i s  d a te d  to  some e x te n t  i n  so f a r  a s  p a r t  o f  th e  sp eak ­

e r ' s  problem  d e r iv e s  o u t o f  h i s  g u i l t y  f e e l in g s  ab o u t th e  f a c t  t h a t  he 

e n te r t a i n s  d o u b ts . I t  w ould be  more c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  th e  n in e te e n th  

c e n tu iy  than  o f  th e  tw e n t ie th  to  look  upon doubt a s  d e v i l  bo rn  and to  

se e  a w i l l f u l  r e f u s a l  t o  th in k  abou t th e  p rob lem  o f  f a i t h  as  a l e g i t i ­

m ate s o lu t io n .  C a r ly le  i s  a t ta c k in g  a s im i la r  k in d  o f c lo s e d  minded­

n e ss  when h e -s a y s  o f  T e u fe lsd ro c k h  i n  th e  d e p th s  o f  th e  l e t t e r ' s  d e s p a i r  

b e fo re  t h e  E v e r la s t in g  Nay, "perhaps a t  no e r a  o f  h i s  l i f e  was he more
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d e c is iv e ly  th e  S e rv a n t o f  Goodness, th e  S e rv a n t o f  God, th a n  even now 

when d o u b tin g  G od's e x is te n c e .

But though th e  sp eak e r o f  "Supposed C o n fessio n s"  hopes t h a t

"from  doubt a t  l e n g t h /  T ru th  may s ta n d  f o r t h  unmoved o f  change" ( ll t3 -

II4I4), from the p o in t o f  view of despair, t h is  i s  a very d is ta n t, even a

seem ing ly  u n l ik e ly ,  hope. The sp eak e r h u n g e rs  f o r  a common f a i t h ,  f o r

a c h i l d 's  n a iv e  a c c e p ta n c e  t h a t  "know s/ N o th in g  beyond h i s  m o th e r 's

eyes" (ii3-UU), even f o r  an a n im a l- l ik e  u n c o n sc io u sn e ss  t h a t  knows n o t

th e  problem  o f d o u b t, l i k e  t h a t  o f th e  ox, w hich

Feeds i n  th e  h e rb ,  and s le e p s ,  o r  f i l l s  
The h o m ed  v a l l e y s  a l l  abou t.
And ho llow s o f  th e  f r in g e d  h i l l s  
I n  summer h e a t s ,  w ith  p la c id  lows 
U n fea rin g , t i l l  h i s  own b lood  flow s 
About h i s  h o o f . ( I 5 l - l 5 6 )

P assag es  such a s  th e s e  a n t i c ip a t e  "The L o to s -E a te rs "  and th e  co n n e c tio n

we have a lr e a d y  seen  betw een se n su a lism , escap ism , and a e s th e t ic is m .

But th e  sp e ak e r  s u f f e r s  from  what we have a l s o  e a r l i e r  d e s c r ib e d  a s  th e

c u rs e  o f  c o n s c io u s n e ss , th e  a p p a re n t i n a b i l i t y  to  s to p  th in k in g  and

d o u b tin g . The im p l ic a t io n  i s  n o t e x a c t ly  t h a t  Tennyson h a s  e x p e rien c e d

th e  d e a th  o f  God, b u t he h as  e x p e rien c e d  th e  b i r t h  o f  th e  modern c r i t i c a l

s p i r i t .

C e r ta in ly  a  c r i t i c a l  i n t e l l e c t  i s  n o t  o r ig i n a l  w ith  Tennyson, 

b u t th e  V ic to r ia n s ,  th e  h e i r s  to  R om anticism , were i n  th e  p e c u l i a r  s i t u ­

a t i o n  o f  r i s i n g  to  c r i t i c a l  i n t e l l i g e n c e  w h ile  c a r ry in g  w ith  them th e  

t r a d i t i o n  o f  e m p iric ism , a  s tro n g  s u s p ic io n  o f th e  adequacy o f  re a so n , 

and a  s tro n g  se n se  o f th e  im portance  o f th e  whole man, o f  th e  f e e l in g s

^The Works o f Thomas C a r ly le , ed . H. D. T r a i l l  (New York: 
S c r ib n e r s ,  IÜ9 Ü -I9 0 1 ) ,  I ,  I 3I .
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and th e  w i l l  In  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n  t o  p e rc e p tio n  and  re a so n . Such a combi­

n a t io n  o f  te n d e n c ie s  o f  th o u g h t was th e  b e g in n in g  o f  a new c r i t i c a l  

m ethod, w hat Langbaum c a l l s  a r a d i c a l l y  c o r r e c te d  and e n la rg e d  em p iri­

c ism , w hich w ould develop  in to  phenomenology.

W ith th e  "Supposed C o n fe s s io n s ," how ever, Tennyson on ly  r e v e a ls  

th ro u g h  th e  p e rso n a  o f  th e  sp eak e r h is  se n se  o f  b e in g  tra p p e d  by h i s  

own c r i t i c a l  m ind. He does n o t as y e t  a c c e p t h i s  sen se  o f doub t; he 

p e rc e iv e s  th e  c o n tin g en cy  o f  h i s  s i t u a t i o n ,  s u f f e r s  a n x ie ty , b u t  h as  n o t 

a s  y e t  fo u n d  th e  courage  to  a c c e p t a n x ie ty  as  th e  human c o n d it io n .

And th e r e  i s  a l s o  re v e a le d  in  t h i s  poem th e  f i r s t  h in t  o f  an­

o th e r  a t t i t u d e ,  one w hich i s  more t y p i c a l l y  V ic to r ia n ,  b u t th e  i s o l a t i o n  

and i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  w hich may lea d  us t o  a c l e a r e r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f 

w hat i s  g e n u in e ly  modern and u n iv e r s a l  abou t T en n y so n 's  r e l ig io u s  v iew s. 

The c r u c i a l  l i n e s  a re  th e  fo llo w in g :

Ay me! I  f e a r  
A l l  may n o t do u b t, bu t everyw here 
Some m ust c la sp  i d o l s .  l e t ,  my God,
Whom c a l l  I  i d o l?  (177-180)

The e lu c id a t io n  o f what i s  c r u c ia l  ab o u t th e s e  l i n e s  w i l l  ta k e  some

s p a c e .

F i r s t  o f  a l l  th e s e  l i n e s  b e tra y  th e  e a r ly  p e r io d  o f t h e i r  com­

p o s i t i o n  by th e  B yronic sen se  o f  th e  sp e ak e r  t h a t  he i s  one o f  a k in d , 

t h e  d o u b te r  in  a s o c ie ty  dom inated by a common f a i t h ,  th e  o u tc a s t ,  th e

e x i l e  who b e t r a y s  h i s  m o th e r 's  f a i t h .  Y et th e  B yronic  pose i s  n o t m ere ly
!

a d o le s c e n t  p o s tu r in g  b u t  i n - a  sense  an a c c u r a te  d e s c r ip t io n .  There a r e  

a  few in s ta n c e s  o f  r a d i c a l  d o u b te rs  d u r in g  th e  tw e n tie s  in  E ngland, 

e s p e c i a l l y  among th e  u n iv e r s i t y  u n d e rg ra d u a te s , b u t  th e r e  i s  ev idence  

o n ly  o f  grow ing , n o t w id esp read , d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  f a i t h  in  th e  t h i r t i e s
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and even th e  f o r t i e s ,  a g a in  p r im a r i ly  among th e  h ig h ly  e d u c a te d  y o u th . 

Indeed  a s  l a t e  a s  l 86ij. A rno ld  d is p la y s  i n  "The F u n c tio n  o f  C r i t i c i s m  a t  

th e  P re s e n t  Time" th e  lo n e l in e s s  o f  th e  c r i t i c a l  i n t e l l e c t ;  "whoever 

s e t s  h im s e lf  t o  se e  th in g s  a s  th e y  r e a l l y  a re  w i l l  f in d  h im s e lf  one o f  

a  v e iy  sm a ll c i r c l e . "3 As Peckham h as  p o in te d  o u t i n  Beyond th e  T ra g ic  

V is io n , c u l t u r a l  movements ta k e  p la c e  on l im ite d  l e v e l s .  Many V ic to r i ­

a n s , and  t h i s  i s  t r u e  t o  an on ly  s l i ^ t l y  l e s s e r  d e g ree  to d a y , had  n o t 

a s  y e t  e x p e rie n c e d  th e  E n lig h ten m en t, much l e s s  th e  breakdown o f  t h a t  

w orld  v iew , and T en n y so n 's  doub t p la c e s  him amid th e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  

vanguard  o f  h i s  a g e .

T here a r e  a l s o  symptoms o f  th e  e x is te n c e  i n  V ic to r ia n  E ngland 

o f  a k in d  o f  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a r i s to c r a c y  which demanded more o f  i t s e l f  th a n  

i t  ex p e c te d  from  o th e r s .  C a r ly le  h a d  d e sc r ib e d  i n  S a r to r  R e sa rtu s  an 

i n d iv i d u a l 's  p e r s o n a l  q u e s t f o r  f a i t h  and i d e n t i t y ,  y e t  i n  P a s t  and 

P r e s e n t , he r e j e c t s  th e  S o c r a t ic  d ic tum , "Know t h y s e l f , " and  su g g e s ts  

t h a t  f o r  th e  g r e a t  m ass o f  men th e  b e s t  s o lu t io n  to  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  and  

p h i lo s o p h ic a l  p rob lem s i s  t o  f o r g e t  abou t them , to  f l e e  from  s e l f - c o n ­

sc io u sn e ss  and  im m erse o n e s e lf  in  some u s e fu l  l a b o r ,  i n  t h e  m id s t o f  

which t a s k  th e  w o rld  w i l l  i n e v i t a b ly  assume a m ean in g fu l o r d e r .  "D oubt, 

o f  w h a tev er k in d ,"  C a r ly le  sa y s  i n  P a s t  and P r e s e n t , "can  be  ended by 

A c tio n  a lo n e ." b  Y et t h i s  i s  h a rd ly  th e  way i n  w hich T e u fe lsd ro c k h  t r i ­

umphed o v er d o u b t. T h is  i s  n o t so much a c o n tr a d ic t io n  a s  an  i n d ic a t io n  

o f  an i n t e l l e c t u a l  doub le  s ta n d a rd  w hich i s  in  keep ing  w ith  C a r ly l e 's

3Matthew A rn o ld , Com plete P ro se  Works, ed . R. H. S uper (Ann 
A rbor: U n iv e r s i ty  o f  M ichigan  P r e s s ,  I960- in  p r o c e s s ) .  I I I ,  27h-

^ C a r ly le ,  W orks, X, I 9 8 .
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a r i s t o c r a t i c  le a n in g s .  On th e  one hand th e r e  w ere th e  h e ro e s , p ro p h e ts , 

s a v io r s ,  s a g e s , who c o u ld  s u c c e s s fu l ly  make th e  d e s c e n t i n to  h e l l  and 

r e tu r n  tr iu m p h a n t;  on th e  o th e r  hand th e r e  w ere th e  m asses , th o se  whose 

hum anity  needed  to  be re c o g n iz e d  in  th e  s p i r i t  o f  b ro th e rh o o d , though 

th e y  be "a co n fu sed  r a b b le  o f W orst, o r  a t  lo w e s t, c l e a r l y  enough, o f  

W o r s e , a n d  need  gu idance  "b}- m ild  p e rs u a s io n , o r  by th e  s e v e r e s t  

ty ra n n y  s o - c a l l e d . "6

T en n y so n 's  double  s ta n d a rd  i s  n o t so  s t a r k ,  n o r  does i t  d e r iv e  

o u t o f  a c o n f id e n t  assum p tion  o f  th e  p o s i t i o n  o f  s a g e , b u t  i t  i s  im p lie d  

i n  t h a t  l i n e ,  "Some m ust c la s p  i d o l s . "  I t  i s  c l e a r  enough t h a t  th e  

s p e a k e r  o f  "Supposed C o n fessio n s"  canno t do so , b u t t h i s  i s  a so u rc e  more 

o f  r e g r e t  th a n  o f  p r id e .  Tennyson alw ays e n v ie d  and r e s p e c te d  th e  i n ­

d iv id u a l  o f n a iv e  f a i t h .  He knew such f a i t h  was n o t  f o r  him; h i s  mind 

was to o  c r i t i c a l ,  h i s  i n t e l l i g e n c e  to o  h o n e s t  to  f o o l  h im s e lf  i n  t h a t  

r e g a rd .  But h i s  mind had l i t t l e  t r a c e  o f  th e  smug, and he was n o t i n ­

c l in e d  to  w ish  h i s  s u f f e r in g s  on anyone e l s e  who was o th e rw is e  happy and 

good. He w ould a t t a c k  a k in d  o f  f a i t h  w hich  seem ed t o  him p e rn ic io u s ,  

l i k e  th e  p re su m p tio n  o f  S t .  Simon S t y l l t e s  o r  th e  d o c tr in e  o f  e le c t io n  

and r e p r o b a t io n  i n  " D e s p a i r ," where he seems to  be c lim b in g  even f u r th e r  

o u t on a lim b to  a t t a c k  th e  n o tio n  o f H e l l ,  though  he  does so u n d er th e  

p r o te c t io n  o f  th e  d ram a tic  m onologue. But he e x h ib i t s  a k in d  o f  n o s ta l ­

g ic  a d m ira tio n  f o r  th o s e  o f  s im ple  f a i t h  i n  "Supposed C o n fe s s io n s ,"  "The 

Two V o ic e s ,"  i n  s e v e r a l  o f  th e  E n g lish  I d y l l s ,  and i n  In  Memoriam, to  

name a  few .

Such p o r t r a i t s  have been a m ajo r s tu m b lin g  b lo c k  to  c r i t i c s  o f

5 c a r l y l e ,  W orks, X, 198. & Ib id .,  X, 218.
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Tennyson; th e y  have  been seen  n o t as  s im ply  l e s s  s u c c e s s fu l  s u b je c ts  

f o r  p o e tr y  b u t a s  in d ic a t iv e  o f  a v a r i e ty  o f  fu n d am en ta l w eaknesses v a ry ­

in g  from  s e n t im e n ta l i ty  t o  i n t e l l e c t u a l  d ish o n e s ty , c h a rg e s  which have  

c o lo re d  many r e a d e r s ' v iew s and de te rm in ed  t h e i r  a t t i t u d e s  tow ard  th e  

whole co rp u s o f  T ennyson 's  w orks.

But i f  Tennyson i s  s e n tim e n ta l  a t  t im e s , he i s  c e r t a i n l y  n o t 

d is h o n e s t ,  and i f  we w ish  to  c a l l  him  weak, h i s  w eakness i s  more b a s ic ,  

more human, m ore i n d ic a t i v e  o f  genuine p rob le ias  which f a c e d  h i s  ag e .

F or th e  w eakness i s  Tennyson^s i n s e c u r i t y  a b o u t th e  u n iv e r s a l  a p p l ic a ­

b i l i t y  o f  h i s  own c r i t i c a l  m ethod. Doubt may be a way tow ard  a s t r o n g e r ,  

p e rh a p s  even a more m a tu re , f a i t h ,  b u t th e  V ic to r ia n s  w ere aware t h a t  

doubt was a t e r r i b l e  r i s k ,  t h a t  i t  c o u ld  le a d  as w e l l  t o  d i s in t e g r a t i o n  

and d e s p a i r ,  to  a perm anent en trapm en t i n  th e  p i t .  Many to o k  th e  le a p  

i n t o  th e  p i t ,  d e a l t  m an fu lly  w ith  th e  m o n ste rs  t h a t  la y  i n  w a it  below , 

b u t few w ere a n x io u s  to  d rag  o th e r s  b e h in d  them . Tennyson a p p a re n tly  

e x p e rie n c e d  a s im i la r  h e s i ta n c y ,  b u t i t  d id  n o t have  a s  d e c is iv e  an 

e f f e c t  upon h i s  a r t  a s  some would suppose .

One o f  th e  m ajor q u a l i t i e s  o f  a l a r g e  body o f  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu iy  

l i t e r a t u r e  i s  i t s  su b v e rs iv e  te n d e n c ie s .  T here  a r e  c e r t a i n l y  i n d ic a t io n s  

o f  th e  s u b v e rs iv e  in  much V ic to r ia n  l i t e r a t u r e ,  b u t  g e n e ra l ly  th e  m ajo r 

V ic to r ia n  i n t e l l e c t u a l s ,  a t  l e a s t  b e fo re  th e  f i n  de s i è c l e , were aw are 

e n o u ^  o f  a  d i s tu r b in g  sen se  o f  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  ab o u t them  and in s e c u r e  

enough ab o u t w hat h i s t o r i c a l l y  would en su e , t o  f e e l  i t  u n n e c e ssa ry  to  

h a s te n  th e  p ro c e s s  by any v io le n t  ico n o c lasm .

T his c o n d it io n  i s  p e rh ap s  a m ajo r so u rce  o f  G. M. Y oung's ch arg e  

t h a t  In  Memoriam t y p i f i e s  th e  m id -V ic to r ia n  m in d 's  " in c a p a c i ty  to  fo llo w
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any c h a in  o f r e a s o n in g  which seems l i k e l y  t o  r e s u l t  i n  an  u n p le a s a n t

c o n c lu s io n ." ?  W a lte r  E. Houghton q u e s tio n s  t h i s  a t t i t u d e  by a s k in g

w h e th e r t h i s  was "b ecau se  th e  p o e t was to o  p ru d e n t to  r i s k  p u b l ic ly ,

o r  to o  t im id  t o  draw p r i v a t e l y ,  t h e  f i n a l  d e d u c tio n ."  He s u g g e s ts  in

answ er to  h i s  own q u e s tio n .

Was i t  n o t  b o th ?  I f  " th e  a b l e s t  and te n d e r e s t  m inds a r e  a f r a i d  
to  th in k  d e e p ly ," as  Greg r e p o r te d ,  "because  th e y  know n o t w here 
deep th o u g h t m igh t la n d  them ,"  a r e  n o t b o th  f e a r s  in v o lv e d ?  Was 
i t  on ly  d e fe re n c e  to  p u b l ic  o p in io n  w hich made " th e  m ost s e n s ib le  
and w e ll- in fo rm e d  men" whom Emerson m et in  E ngland  " p o ss e s s  th e  
pow er o f th in k in g  j u s t  so f a r  a s  th e  b ish o p  in  r e l i g i o u s  m a t te r s ,"  
and t a l k  w ith  courage  and lo g ic  on f r e e  t r a d e  o r  geo logy  b u t  n o t  
on th e  E n g lis h  Church? Was i t  n o t  a ls o  t h e i r  own a p p re h e n s io n s , 
w arn ing  them w here, and where n o t ,  th e y  cou ld  p u rsu e  th e  t r u t h  
i n  s a f e ty  w ith o u t  en d an g erin g  t h e i r  p eace  o f  mind o r  th e  
s t a b i l i t y  o f  s o c ie ty ? ^

Houghton s u p p o rts  th e  c o n te n t io n  made e a r l i e r  t h a t  T en n y so n 's  r e t i c e n c e

d e r iv e d  a t  l e a s t  i n  p a r t  from  h i s  u n w illin g n e s s  to  u p s e t  s o c ie ty ,  n o t

b ecau se  he so u g h t p o p u la r i ty  b u t b e cau se  he  d id  n o t w ish  t o  make w orse

an a lr e a d y  u n s ta b le  s i t u a t i o n .  But H oughton s t i l l  le a v e s  Tennyson w ith

th e  charge  t h a t  he was a ls o  " to o  t im id  t o  draw p r i v a t e l y  th e  f i n a l

d e d u c tio n ."

I t  i s  n o t  c l e a r  i n  e i t h e r  c o n te x t w hat, e x a c t ly .  Young means by 

th e  " u n p le a s a n t  c o n c lu s io n "  o r  Houghton by " th e  f i n a l  d e d u c tio n "  w hich 

Tennyson was a f r a i d  t o  p u rs u e , b u t  p e rh a p s  an ex am in a tio n  o f  some o f  

th e  p o e try  w i l l  c l a r i f y  th e  p rob lem . Houghton r a i s e s  a  s p e c i f i c  i s s u e ,  

t h a t  o f  th e  E n g lis h  C hurch. T here  i s  l i t t l e  in  t h e  way o f  an o v e r t  

a t t a c k  upon th e  E n g lis h  Church i n  T ennyson 's  w orks, b u t  th e r e  a r e  s tro n g

7c. M. Young, V ic to r ia n  E ngland : P o r t r a i t  o f  an Age (New Y ork: 
O xford U n iv e rs i ty  P r e s s ,  1936), p .  7^»

^Houghton, p .  135 .
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in d ic a t io n s  w ith in  h i s  p u b lis h e d  works t h a t  h is  p r i v a t e  a t t i t u d e  was, 

i f  n o t con tem ptuous, a t  b e s t  c o n d e scen d in g ly  t o l e r a n t  to w ard  i t .  I f  

C h r i s t i a n i ty ,  th e  r e l i g io n  and n o t a m ere e th ic ,  i s  im p o s s ib le  w ith o u t 

th e  h i s t o r i c a l  C h r i s t  and th e  d o c t r in e s  o f  th e  red em p tiv e  e f f e c t  o f  h i s  

i n c a r n a t io n  and r e s u r r e c t io n ,  th e n  Tennyson i s  n o t a C h r i s t i a n .  He i s  

lo o k in g  i n  In  Memoriam f o r  "a f a i t h  beyond th e  form s o f  f a i t h , ” which 

p la c e s  h i s  q u e s t o u ts id e  th e  l i m i t s  o f  any o rthodoxy , and  d e s p i te  th e  

f a c t  t h a t  th e  e le g y  was a p o p u la r  so u rc e  f o r  s e le c te d  q u o ta t io n s  i n  con­

tem porary  serm ons, no c r i t i c a l  s tu d y  o f  th e  poem h as  su c ceed ed  i n  e s ta b ­

l i s h in g  th e  p o e t 's  o r th o d o x y . Tennyson i s  lo o k in g  f o r  t h e  C h r is t  t h a t  

i s  to  b e ; h i s  poem h a s  n o th in g  w h a te v er  t o  do w ith  th e  C h r i s t  t h a t  w as; 

and th e  word " C h r is t” i s  o n ly  a c o n v e n ie n t symbol f o r  th e  n o t io n  o f 

human s p i r i t u a l  p e r f e c t io n .

One m igh t a sk  w here t h a t  le a v e s  th e  chu rch , and  p e rh a p s  an 

answ er i s  i m p l i c i t  i n  th e  l8Ij.2 "M orte d 'A r th u r” and  i t s  companion p ie c e ,  

"The E p ic ."  In  "The E p ic ,"  w hich p r e s e n ts  th e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  th e  i d y l l ' s  

fram e, th e  con tem pora iy  s e t t i n g  i n  which th e  s to r y  o f A r th u r 's  d e a th  i s  

t o ld ,  th e  n a r r a to r  t e l l s  us t h a t  th e  c o n v e rs a tio n  in  F r a n c is  A l l e n 's  

p a r l o r  w andered t o  "How a l l  th e  o ld  honor had  from C h ris tm as  g o n e ," 

w hich l e d  t o  th e  n a r r a t o r 's  do z in g  and  th e  p a r s o n 's  f u lm in a t io n s ,

ta k in g  w ide and  w ider sw eeps.
Now h a rp in g  on th e  ch u rch -co m m iss io n e rs ,
Now hawking a t  geo lo g y  and  sch ism ;
U n t i l  I  woke, and  found  him s e t t l e d  down
Upon th e  g e n e ra l  decay  o f  f a i t h
R ig h t t h r o '  th e  w o rld : ' a t  home was l i t t l e  l e f t .
And none ab ro a d ; t h e r e  was no a n c h o r, none.
To h o ld  by , * ( ll|.-21)

S ig n i f i c a n t ly  th e  p a rso n  f a l l s  a s le e p  d u rin g  th e  n a r r a t i v e  co n c ern in g

A r th u r 's  d e a th , a t a l e  ab o u t th e  p a s s in g  away o f  an o ld  o rd e r  w hich
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y ie ld s  p la c e  t o  th e  new, a s  y e t  unknown. J u s t  w hat e x a c t ly  th e  o ld  

o rd e r  co rre sp o n d s  t o  in  th e  contem porary  s e t t i n g  i s  somewhat am biguous, 

a lth o u g h  i t  i s  c l e a r  enough t h a t  Tennyson i s  s e t t i n g  up some k in d  o f 

co rresp o n d en ce  betw een th e  d e a th  o f  A rth u r  and th e  g e n e ra l  decay  o f  

f a i t h .  The c o n c lu s io n , back  a g a in  in  th e  con tem porary  s e t t i n g ,  su g g e s ts  

an a f f i r m a t io n ,  th e  se n se  o f  some k in d  o f  ren ew al o f f a i t h ,  b u t th e  

q u e s tio n  rem ains u n c le a r ,  a f a i t h  i n  w hat?  A rth u r  had  a f f i rm e d  a f a i t h  

in  God, i n  p r a y e r ,  i n  th e  n o t io n  t h a t  d e s p i te  th e  se n se  o f  decay , o f  

r e t a r d a t io n ,  " th e  w hole round  e a r th  i s  ev e ry  w ay / Bound by go lden  c h a in s  

abou t th e  f e e t  o f  God" (3 0 6 ) , and t h a t  th e  o ld  o r d e r 's  d e a th  i s  a y i e l d ­

in g  p la c e  t o  th e  new; i n  e f f e c t  i t  i s  an a f f i r m a t io n  o f  a f a i t h  in  r e ­

b i r t h  in  th e  f a c e  o f  a p p a re n t d e a th , w hich a c co u n ts  in  p a r t  f o r  th e  

co n n e c tio n  betw een th e  n a r r a t o r 's  jo y  and th e  f i n a l  p e a l in g  o f  th e  

C hristm as b e l l s .  But i s  Tennyson sp e ak in g  sim ply  o f  a d e c l in e  and r e ­

v iv a l  o f  f a i t h  o r  r e a l l y  o f  an o ld  o rd e r  dy ing  and b e in g  re p la c e d  by a 

new?

Tennyson i s  ambiguous enough t o  le a v e  th e  poem open t o  a n o tio n

l ik e  C a r ly l e 's ,  whose T e u fe lsd ro c k h  b e r a te s  V o l ta i r e :

S u f f i c i e n t ly  h a s t  th o u  d em o n stra ted  t h i s  p r o p o s i t io n ,  c o n s id e r ­
a b le  o r  o th e rw is e :  T h a t th e  î ^ t h u s  o f  th e  C h r i s t i a n  R e lig io n  
lo o k s  n o t i n  th e  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry  a s  i t  d id  i n  th e  e ig h th  
. . . .  B ut w hat n e x t?  W ilt  th o u  h e lp  us to  embody th e  d iv in e  
S p i r i t  o f  t h a t  R e lig io n  i n  a new % -th u s , i n  a new v e h ic le  and 
v e s tu r e ,  t h a t  o u r  S o u ls , o th e rw is e  to o  l i k e  p e r i s h in g ,  may l iv e ? ^

The b u lk  o f  T ennyson 's  p o e t r y  r e v e a ls  l i t t l e  t h a t  i s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  C h r is ­

t i a n ,  a lth o u g h  i t  i s  obv ious enough t h a t  he  h e ld  i n  re v e re n c e  " th e  d iv in e  

S p i r i t  o f  t h a t  R e l ig i o n ," i t s  e th ic  and  th e  New T estam ent v i s io n  o f  a

^ C a r ly le , W orks, I ,  13U.
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God n o t  o f  w ra th  b u t o f  lo v e . And lo o k in g  ahead  to  In  Memoriam, w hich 

B uckley a ls o  p o in t s  o u t " i s  n o t  a d e fe n se  o f  any fo rm a l c re e d  bu t an 

apo logy  f o r  a g e n e ra l  'F a i th  beyond th e  form s o f  F a i th ,  ' i t  would 

n o t be u n l ik e ly  t o  se e  "The E p ic"  and th e  "M orte d*A rthur" as  s u g g e s t­

in g  th e  d e a th  o f  t h e  o ld  C h r i s t i a n  mythus and an a f f i rm a t io n  o f a f a i t h  

to  which a n o n - C h r is t ia n  c o u ld  resp o n d  a s  w e l l  a s  a  C h r i s t i a n .  In d ee d  

A rth u r i s  a r a t h e r  s u s p ic io u s  C h r is t  f ig u r e ,  b u t he  i s  c l e a r l y  enough a 

symbol o f o rd e r  o r  th e  q u e s t  f o r  o rd e r , o f  a r a th e r  n o n - s p e c i f ic  d iv in e  

s p i r i t  d w e llin g  i n  man and w orking  to  make th e  s p i r i t  m a n ife s t  in  l i f e  

and a c t io n .  And c u r io u s ly  s im i la r  to  th e  im age im p lie d  by th e  t r a n s ­

l a t i o n  o f s a r t o r  r e s a r t u s , " th e  t a i l o r  r e t a i l o r e d , "  we a r e  p re s e n te d  a t  

th e  c o n c lu s io n  o f  th e  "M orte d 'A r th u r"  w ith  th e  n a r r a t o r 's  v is io n  o f  

A rth u r  r e c lo th e d  a s  a V ic to r ia n  gen tlem an , renew ing th e  i d e a l s  o f f a i t h ,  

th e  s p i r i t u a l ,  and  r i g h t  conduct i n  a contem porary  g u is e .

I f  Tennyson d id  f e e l  p r iv a t e l y  t h a t  th e  church  was d e fu n c t, th e n  

we have c le a r e d  him  o f  th e  charge  o f  p r iv a t e  t im id i ty  and  we have ex­

p la in e d , by th e  n o t io n  o f  h i s  f e a r  o f  u p s e t t in g  s o c i a l  s t a b i l i t y ,  why 

he was n o t a s  b l a t a n t  and ou tspoken  a s  C a r ly le  i n  h i s  r e j e c t i o n  o f  th e  

o ld  m ythus. But t h e  answ er i s  n o t so s im p le  a s  t h a t .  The poem i s  more 

s u g g e s tiv e  th a n  c o n c lu s iv e , and we can a t  m ost m a in ta in  t h a t  Tennyson 

was aw are o f  such  a  p o s s i b i l i t y .  I t  i s  c l e a r  enough t h a t  th e  C h r is t ia n  

mythus d id  n o t  e x e r t  a  s t r o n g  h o ld  on him o r  on many o f  h i s  contempo­

r a r i e s  and t h a t  he  e x p e rie n c e d  a se n se  o f  s p i r i t u a l  p re c a r io u s n e s s  w ith ­

out t h a t  h o ld , b u t h e  was n o t w i l l i n g  t o  draw " th e  f i n a l  d e d u c tio n , " to  

throw  i t  o u t c o m p le te ly  and  s e t  h im s e lf  a g a in s t  i t  f o r  th e  sim ple  re a so n

^^B uckley , p .  127-
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t h a t  th e r e  was no l o g i c a l  n e c e s s i ty  f o r  draw ing  such a  d e d u c tio n . Both 

Young and Houghton seem to  be speak ing  from  a p o in t  o f  view c o n d it io n e d  

by  t h e i r  c e r t a i n t y  t h a t  c e r t a i n  d e d u c tio n s  and c o n c lu s io n s  a r e  f i n a l  and 

i n e v i t a b l e ;  t h e i r  c e r ta in ty ^  I  subm it, i s  open to  q u e s t io n .

Tennyson was aw are o f  th e  f a i l u r e  o f  th e  chu rch  to  f a c e  contem­

p o ra ry  p rob lem s and t o  s a t i s f y  th e  needs o f  f a i t h .  He r e v e a ls  t h i s  in  

p o r t r a i t s  l i k e  th e  p a rs o n  i n  "The E p ic ,"  th e  h e ll-a n d -d a m n a tio n  serm on- 

i z e r  i n  "Sea D ream s," th e  words o f  th e  d i s t r e s s e d  n a r r a t o r  o f  Maud,

But th e  churchm en f a i n  would k i l l  t h e i r  chu rch .
As th e  chu rches  have k i l l e d  t h e i r  C h r i s t .  ( I I ,  266-26?)

But he was a l s o  aw are o f  a tte m p ts  l ik e  t h a t  o f  F . D. M aurice , who l a t e r  

became h i s  c lo s e  p e r s o n a l  f r i e n d  and th e  g o d fa th e r  o f  h i s  c h i ld ,  to  

rea n im a te  th e  c h u rc h , to  b r in g  i t  in to  open and h o n e s t  c o n f ro n ta t io n  

w ith  th e  new c r i t i c a l  s p i r i t ,  and  to  make i t  a g a in  e x e r t  a l i v i n g  f o rc e  

on m en 's  h e a r t s  and m in d s. Tennyson s u p p o rte d  M au rice ; he c o u ld  n o t 

have seen  th e  h e te ro d o x  churchm an 's e f f o r t s  a s  a n y th in g  l e s s  th a n  n o b le ; 

b u t he d id  n o t commit h im s e lf  t o  th e  p u r s u i t  o f  M a u r ic e 's  e n d s . For 

Tennyson was com m itted  to  h i s  own p e rs o n a l  q u e s t ,  a  f a i t h  b a sed  on a 

b ro a d e r  i n t e l l e c t u a l  and  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  fo u n d a tio n  w hich was m ore com­

p a t i b l e  w ith  h i s  own p e r s o n a l i t y ,  a f a i t h  w hich m ig h t b e  a d a p ta b le  to  

b u t n o t c o n d it io n e d  o r  l im i te d  by  C h r is t ia n  o rth o d o x y . I f  he d id  f in d  

h im s e lf  u n s a t i s f i e d  by  o rg a n iz e d  r e l i g io n ,  t h e r e  was c e r t a i n l y  no n e c e s ­

s i t y  f o r  h i s  c o n c lu d in g  t h a t  o rg a n iz e d  r e l i g i o n  was d ead , and  th e  same 

i s  t r u e  o f  th e  C h r i s t i a n  m ythus. In  o th e r  w ords, Tennyson was q u ie t ly  

uno rth o d o x .

The f a c t  t h a t  Tennyson was unorthodox  goes f a r  t o  c l e a r  him o f  

th e  ch arg e  o f  p r i v a t e  t im id i ty ,  b u t  th e  a p p a re n t q u ie tu d e  o f  h i s  uno r­
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thodoxy  r a i s e s  th e  f u r t h e r  q u e s tio n  o f  h i s  r e a s o n s , n o t  f o r  s i l e n c e ,  

b u t f o r  what seems t o  be w h isp e rin g . Most o f  h i s  b io g ra p h ie s ,  e s p e c ia l ly  

t h e  l a t e s t  by B uckley, a d e q u a te ly  r e f u t e  th e  n o t io n  t h a t  th e  p o e t was 

c o u r t in g  p u b l ic  f a v o r .  But we a re  s t i l l  l e f t  w ith  two p o s s i b i l i t i e s :  

t h a t  h i s  r e t i c e n c e  r e f l e c t e d  an open, c r i t i c a l ,  and  e x p e rim e n ta l s p i r i t  

w hich was q u ic k e r  to  r e c e iv e  id e a s  th a n  to  d e c la re  c o n c lu s io n s , o r t h a t  

he i n t e n t i o n a l l y  p r e s e n te d  h i s  more s u b v e rs iv e  id e a s  a s  th ro u g h  a g la s s  

d a rk ly  f o r  f e a r  o f  u p s e t t in g  s o c ie ty .  We c o u ld  p ro p o se  an answ er l i k e  

H ough ton 's  and a s k . Was i t  n o t b o th ?  But th e  i m p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  making a 

d e f i n i t e  c h o ic e  i s  p e rh a p s  more in d ic a t iv e  o f  th e  f a c t  t h a t  m ost o f  

Tennyson c r i t i c i s m  d u r in g  t h i s  c e n tu ry  has been tram m eled  by th e  i n te n ­

t i o n a l  f a l l a c y ,  n o t b ecau se  h i s  p o e try  has been f a l s e l y  j u s t i f i e d  i n  

i n t e n t i o n a l  te rm s , b u t because  h i s  i n te n t io n s  have so o f te n  been a t ta c k e d .  

The l a s t  s e v e r a l  pages b e a r  w itn e s s  t o  th e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f  e sca p in g  

th e s e  bonds. The p u rp o se  o f  t h i s  d is c u s s io n ,  how ever, h as  n o t  been to  

j u s t i f y  o r  e v a lu a te  Tennyson in  term s o f  h i s  i n t e n t i o n ,  b u t to  c le a r  

t h e  a i r  enough so th a^  can look  f r e s h ly  a t  h i s  w ork.

But t h e  n o t io n  o f  T ennyson 's q u ie t  uno rthodoxy  may se rv e  a n o th e r
V

p u rp o se . T here  i s  a  h i n t  o f  such an id e a  when E. D. H. Johnson sug­

g e s ts  " in  p a s s in g "  t h a t  " i t  i s  p e rh a p s  w orthy  o f  s u m is e  w h e th e r, i n  

g r e e t in g  In  Memoriam a s  an a u th o r i t a t i v e  r e b u t t a l  t o  th e  m odern s p i r i t  

o f  s c i e n t i f i c  s c e p t ic is m , th e  V ic to r ia n  age e v e r  s e r io u s ly  examined th e  

n a tu r e  o f  th e  ev id e n c e  on which th e  l a u r e a t e  had  e r e c te d  h i s  c a s e . " ^

The ab sen ce  o f  such  an exam ination  would e x p la in  why so  many orthodox

D. H. Johnson , The A lie n  V is io n  o f  V ic to r ia n  P o e try  
(P r in c e to n :  P r in c e to n  U n iv e rs i ty  P r e s s ,  19^2 ), p . 37»
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th in k e r s  co u ld  f in d  In  Memoriam so i n s p i r a t i o n a l .  In d eed  q u ie t  u n o r­

thodoxy i s  n o t e a s i l y  re c o g n iz e d ; i t  to o k  c lo s e  to  two c e n tu r ie s  f o r  

c r i t i c s  t o  d isc o v e r  t h a t  M ilto n  was an A rian . And many tw e n tie th  c e n tu ry  

a t t i t u d e s  tow ard  Tennyson, and tow ard  Browning a s  w e l l ,  have been con­

d i t io n e d  by r e a c t io n s  a g a in s t  th e  n a iv e , u n c r i t i c a l  a d u la t io n  o f  th e  

p o e t by many o f  h i s  c o n te m p o ra r ie s .

C e r ta in ly  a p o e t 's  o rthodoxy  o r  la c k  o f  i t  i s  n o t a  v a l i d  m easure 

o f  h is  a r t i s t r y  o r  o f  th e  v a l i d i t y  o f  h i s  id e a s .  But p e rh a p s  we have be­

gun to  answ er th e  q u e s tio n s  r a i s e d  i n  th e  In tr o d u c t io n ,  to  what e x te n t  

Tennyson was th e  p a s s iv e  v ic t im  of h i s  age and t o  w hat e x te n t  he saw, 

a s  opposed to  b e in g  b l in d ly  v ic t im iz e d  by, i t s  p ro b lem s. U northodoxy i s  

a t  l e a s t  to  some d eg re e  a m easure o f  a m an 's aw areness and independence  

o f s p i r i t .  I f  we can r e l i e v e  o u rs e lv e s  o f th e  p re c o n c e iv e d  n o tio n s  o f  

T ennyson 's  b l in d n e s s  o r  t i m i d i t y ,  we can open th e  way f o r  a f r e s h  ap ­

p r a i s a l  o f  h i s  w ork. And such an  a p p r a i s a l  i s  p e rh a p s  more n e c e s s a ry  

w ith  re g a rd  to  h i s  th e o lo g y  th a n  i t  i s  w ith  r e g a rd  t o  h i s  a e s t h e t i c .

"The Two V o ices"  i s  T ennyson 's  m ajor r e l i g io u s  poem b e fo re  In  

Memoriam and a n t i c ip a t e s  th e  lo n g e r  work in  i t s  ex am in a tio n  o f  th e  mys­

t e r y  o f  f a i t h  and i t s  r e l a t i o n  to  p e r s o n a l i ty .  The f a i t h  t h a t  i s  d e a l t  

w ith , how ever, i s  a g a in  n o t s p e c i f i c a l l y  r e l a t e d  to  C h r i s t i a n i ty .  I t  

po ses  a q u e s tio n  more b a s ic  even th a n  w hether t h e r e  i s  a god, p e rh ap s  

th e  u l t im a te  q u e s tio n , why l i v e ?

But b e fo re  exam ining th e  theme o f  th e  poem i t  i s  n e c e s s a ry  to  

c o n s id e r  i t s  s t r u c tu r e  and  th e  r e l a t io n s h ip  o f  i t s  s t r u c t u r e  to  th e  

p o e t ic  endeavor o f  th e  n in e te e n th  c e n tu iy . We have so  f a r  r e l i e d  h e a v ily  

on Langbaum f o r  a d e f i n i t i o n  o f  th e  aim s o f n in e te e n th  c e n tu iy  p o e try .
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i t s  s e a rc h  f o r  a way o f  s e e in g , i t s  c r i t i c a l  ex am in a tio n  o f  human sub­

j e c t i v i t y ,  i t s  q u e s t f o r  a form in  w hich to  embody i t s  v is io n ,  w hich 

Langbaum se e s  a s  c u lm in a tin g  i n  th e  d ram a tic  m onologue and  th e re b y  r e ­

v e a lin g  th e  Rom antic o r ig in s  o f  th e  modern t r a d i t i o n .  But langbaum 's 

s tu d y  i s  by no means a com plete  exam ination  o f  t h e  Rom antic t r a d i t i o n .

In  an a r t i c l e ' c a l l e d  "Tennyson and th e  R o m a n tic s ," P a t r i c i a  M. B a l l  

v o ic e s  a  s im i la r  r e s e r v a t io n :

Mr. Langbaum^s i l lu m in a t in g  argum ent le a d s  him  to  an e q u a lly  
v a lu a b le  d is c u s s io n  on th e  d ram a tic  m onologue a s  a f a v o r i te  
v e h ic le  f o r  n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  p o e ts  i n  t h e i r  c o n tin u a l  t r y i n g -  
o u t o f  e x p e r ie n c e , and hence we b eg in  to  see  w here th e  r e a l  d e b t 
o f  V ic to r ia n  to  Romantic i s  to  be found . T h o u ^  i t  i s  conv incing  
and s a t i s f y i n g  to  rea c h  a genealogy  in  t h i s  way, i t  i s  a ls o  
dangerous because  t h e r e  i s  a  te m p ta tio n  to  s to p  to o  soon and to  
ta k e  a p a r t i a l  r e v e la t io n  f o r  a com plete h i s t o r y ,  so f a i l i n g  to  
a llo w  f o r  th e  com plex ity  o f  such in d e b te d n e s s .  'While The P o e try  
o f  E x p e rie n c e  p r e s e n ts  an argum ent w hich may be a c c e p te d  as  
fu n d am en ta l, i t  i s  s u g g e s tiv e  r a th e r  th a n  a com prehensive s tu d y , 
and much o f  i t s  v a lu e  to  me H e s  i n  t h i s .  12

M iss B a l l  goes on t o  i d e n t i f y  th e  d ram a tic  monologue w ith  th e  p ro d u c t ,  

i n  K e a ts ' w ords, o f  " th e  cam elion p o e t"  a s  opposed t o  th e  'W ordsw orth­

ia n  o r  e g o t i s t i c a l  su b lim e ,"  and  shows how b o th  th e  s u b je c t iv e  and 

o b je c t iv e  p o e ts ,  commonly i d e n t i f i e d  i n  Rom antic c r i t i c i s m  w ith  M ilto n  

and S hakespeare  r e s p e c t iv e ly ,  a re  e q u a lly  p r a i s e d  and embody, in  C ole­

r i d g e 's  p h ra s e , "two g lo ry - s m itte n  summits o f  th e  p o e t i c  m oun ta in ."

These th e n  a r e  two v a l i d  modes o f  p u rs u in g  th e  e s s e n t i a l  q u a l­

i t i e s  o f  s e l f .  M iss B a l l  i s  c e r t a i n l y  c o r r e c t  i n  rem ind ing  us t h a t  i t  

i s  a s  l e g i t im a te  f o r  t h e  p o e t to  d e lv e  in w ard  t o  h i s  own psyche a s  to  

e x ten d  h i s  c o n sc io u sn e ss  i n to  o th e r  p e r s o n a l i t i e s ,  b u t she f a i l s  t o  n o te  

t h a t  Langbaum 's a d m ira tio n  o f th e  d ram a tic  m onologue does n o t r e s t  m ere ly

1 2 p a t r i c i a  M. B a l l ,  "Tennyson and t h e  R o m an tics,"  V ic to r ia n  
P o e try , I  ( I 96 3 ) ,  8 .
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on i t s  o b j e c t i v i t y ,  on th e  f a c t  t h a t  i t  i s ,  as she sa y s , "an o b liq u e  

way t o  s e l f - c o n s c io u s n e s s ."13 Langbaum se e s  th e  d ram a tic  monologue as  

a way o f  r e c o n c i l in g  o p p o s ite s , o f  s y n th e s iz in g  th e  s u b je c t iv e  and th e  

o b je c t iv e ,  o f  p la c in g  th e  r e a d e r  b o th  i n s i d e  and o u ts id e  th e  sp e a k e r  a t  

th e  same tim e  so t h a t  he e x p e rien c e s  an  i l lu m in a t in g  te n s io n  betw een 

sym pathy and  judgm en t. And t h i s  e f f e c t  r e f l e c t s  t h e  modem awareness  

and a n a ly s i s  o f  s u b je c t iv i ty  ty  p la c in g  th e  r e a d e r  c lo s e  to  th e  sp e a k e r , 

in v o lv in g  th e  r e a d e r  in  a p a r t i c u l a r  p e r s p e c t iv e ,  w h ile  a t  th e  same tim e  

h o ld in g  th e  r e a d e r  a t  a  d is ta n c e  w here he can  c r i t i c a l l y  examine th e  

s p e a k e r 's  view  a s  a  p e r s p e c t iv e  and n o t  a f i n a l  s ta te m e n t.

M iss B a l l  has  a v a l id  p o in t  to  make, b u t h e r  e ssa y  does n o t 

r e a l l y  c l a r i f y  Langbaum's d e f ic ie n c y . What he does n o t a d e q u a te ly  exam­

in e  i s  th e  f a c t  t h a t  an e f f e c t  s im i la r  to  t h a t  o f  th e  d ram a tic  m onologue 

—he d e f in e s  th e  form p r im a r i ly  i n  te rras  o f  i t s  e f f e c t — can be a c h ie v e d  

by w hat a p p e a rs  to  be a more s u b je c t iv e  k in d  o f  poem. B row ning 's m ajo r 

te c h n iq u e  i s  to  p u t  us in  a n o th e r  s e l f  w hich embodies an e x tr a o rd in a ry  

p e r s p e c t iv e .  Tennyson a c h ie v e s  a s im i la r  e f f e c t  by p la c in g  u s  w ith in  

a s e l f  more n e a r ly  resem b ling  h i s  own, b u t  one i n  w hich, a s  th e  poem 

d e v e lo p s , th e  p e r s p e c t iv e  changes as  t h a t  s e l f  undergoes some k in d  o f  

t r a n s f o r m a t io n .

The tra n s fo rm a tio n  o f  th e  s e l f  and  th e  r e s u l t i n g  change i n  p e r ­

s p e c t iv e  i s  c e r t a i n l y  a common theme o f  Rom antic p o e try .  I t  i s  in h e r e n t  

i n  th e  Rom antic p re o c c u p a tio n  w ith  p e r s p e c t iv e  and m ost i n  ev id en ce  in  

poems l i k e  W ordsw orth 's  "R e so lu tio n  and Indep en d en ce ,"  and C o le r id g e 's  

"Rime o f  th e  A n c ie n t M ariner"  and  " D e je c tio n : An Ode," w hich d e a l  w ith

1 3 B a ll, V ic to r ia n  P o e try , I ,  10 .
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t h a t  c r i s i s  i n  p e r s o n a l i ty  w hich o c c u rs  when th e  p o e t f a l l s  i n to  and  

r i s e s  o u t o f  d e je c t io n .  But t h i s  i s  a s u b je c t  to  which th e  d ram a tic  

monologue i s  n o t  p e r f e c t l y  a d a p te d . At l e a s t  m ost o f  B row ning 's drama­

t i c  m onologues g iv e  us a p a r t i c u l a r  p e r s p e c t iv e  w hich does n o t change. 

■When Browning does d e a l  w ith  a chang ing  p e r s p e c t iv e ,  a s  i n  " S a u l,"  th e  

poem becomes more a f i r s t - p e r s o n  n a r r a t i v e  th a n , s t r i c t l y  sp e ak in g , a 

d ram a tic  m onologue.

But j u s t  a s  th e  d ram a tic  m onologue r e p r e s e n ts  th e  way i n  w hich 

th e  "cam elion  p o e t"  ta k e s  th e  s u b je c t iv e  i n to  a c co u n t, so to o  w hat 

Langbaum c a l l s  th e  d ram a tic  l y r i c  underw ent a developm ent by means o f  

w hich " th e  e g o t i s t i c a l  sub lim e" te n d e d  tow ard  th e  o b je c t iv e .  Langbaum 

u s e s  th e  te rm  d ram a tic  l y r i c  to  p o in t  o u t how w hat seem to  be th e  m ost 

s u b je c t iv e  Rom antic l y r i c s  a re  n o t d i r e c t  r e p r e s e n ta t io n s  o f  th e  p o e t 's  

e x p e r ie n c e , b u t e x p e rien c e  shaped  and m o d if ie d  by th e  a r t i s t ' s  d ra m a tic  

s e n s e . M oreover, th e  d ram a tic  l y r i c  i s  more o f a  new d e p a r tu re  from  

th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  l y r i c  i n  so f a r  a s  th e  fo rm er i s  a d ram atic  r e p r e s e n ta ­

t i o n  o f  a  r e v e la to r y  e x p e r ie n c e . Langbaum speaks o f

th e  d i f f e r e n c e  betw een th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  l y r i c  i n  which th e  p o e t  
s e t s  f o r t h  h i s  a lre a d y  fo rm u la te d  id e a  e i t h e r  ep ig ra m m a tic a lly  
o r  l o g i c a l l y  (p ro p o s in g  a q u e s t io n , sa y , and answ ering  i t ) ,  and 
th e  new k in d  o f  l y r i c  i n  w hich th e  p o e t d isc o v e rs  h i s  id e a  
th ro u g h  a d i a l e c t i c a l  in te rc h a n g e  w ith  th e  e x te r n a l  w o r l d . ^

The l a t t e r  i s  th e  d ram a tic  l y r i c ,  t h e  p o e tr y  o f  e x p e rie n c e , b u i l t  upon

th e  s y n th e s i s  o f  th e  s u b je c t iv e  and o b je c t iv e ,  th e  i n t e r n a l  and e x te r n a l ,

p r o je c t io n  and  r e c e p t io n ,  and m ost c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  c u lm in a tin g  i n  th e

d isc o v e ry  o f  some v a lu e  o r m eaning w hich d e f ie s  fo rm u la tio n  b ecau se  i t

i s  so i n t i m a t e l y  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e  p a r t i c u l a r  e x p e rien c e  w hich th e

^L angbaum , p .  53.



70
poem p o r t r a y s .

Langbaum sees  th e  d ra m a tic  monologue d ev e lo p in g  ou t o f  th e  d ra ­

m a tic  l y r i c  and , sym ptom atic o f  a  deepen ing  c r i s i s  o f  v a lu e s ,  d e ta c h in g  

th e  a r t i s t  from h is  c r e a t io n  so t h a t  th e  r e a d e r  i s  p r o je c te d  in to  an ­

o th e r  c o n sc io u sn e ss , a c h a r a c te r ,  and e x p e rie n c e s  a s e t  o f  v a lu e s  n o t 

a b s o lu te  but d e r iv in g  o u t o f  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  i n d i v i d u a l 's  p e r s p e c t iv e  

and  p e r s o n a l i t y .

But th e  d ram a tic  monologue i s  n o t t h e  only  form i n to  w hich th e  

d ra m a tic  l y r i c  o r  th e  p o e try  o f  e x p e rie n c e  c o u ld  d e v e lo p . The d ram a tic  

m onologue, w h ile  c o n tin u in g  th e  a t te m p t to  r e c o n c ile  s u b je c t  and o b je c t ,  

does so by le a n in g  tow ard  a more o b je c t iv e  te c h n iq u e  w hich in v o lv e s  th e  

a r t i s t ' s  p re o c c u p a tio n  w ith  th e  r e v e la t io n  o f  c h a r a c te r .  The d ram a tic  

l y r i c ,  how ever, c o n ta in s  w i th in  i t  th e  p o t e n t i a l i t y  f o r  a f u r t h e r  i n ­

t e n s i f i c a t i o n  o f th e  s u b je c t iv e ,  w hich l ik e w is e  aims a t  a r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  

o f  s u b je c t  and o b je c t ,  b u t e x h ib i t s  a  p re o c c u p a tio n  w ith  th e  developm ent 

o r  t ra n s fo r m a t io n  o f  c h a r a c te r .  T h is  i s  a  form —f o r  w ant o f  a  b e t t e r  

term  we s h a l l  c a l l  i t  t h e  l y r i c  m onologue—w hich fo c u se s  n o t so  much on 

th e  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  betw een th e  in n e r  and th e  o u te r ,  b u t d e r iv e s  i t s  con­

f l i c t  o u t o f  th e  opposing  a s p e c ts  o f  a  s in g le  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  th e  in w ard  

s t r u g g le s  o f  a d iv id e d  s e l f .

The s p e c ia l  k in d  o f  o b j e c t i v i t y  to  be found in  such  a  form  i s  

i n h e r e n t  in  th e  n o tio n  o f  t r a n s fo r m a t io n  and  i t s  im p l ic a t io n s  o f  chang­

in g  p e r s p e c t iv e s .  The poem may be b u i l t  a round  a s in g le  change o f  

p e r s p e c t iv e  o r  i t  may d e a l  w ith  a  w hole s e r i e s  o f changes, and  p e rh a p s  

th e  l a t t e r ,  as i t  i s  e x h ib i te d  i n  In  Memoriam, w i l l  more c l e a r l y  i l l u s ­

t r a t e  th e  p o in t .  Each l y r i c  o f  th e  e le g y  i s  a  whole i n  i t s e l f ,  p r e s e n t ­
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i n g a l im i te d  p e r s p e c t iv e  which we a c c e p t on i t s  own te rm s . But a s  we 

re a d  each  l y r i c  and d isc o v e r  th e  p e r s p e c t iv e  chang ing  a s  th e  p e r s o n a l i t y  

o f  th e  sp e ak e r  c h an g es , our view s o f  a l l  t h e  p re c e e d in g  l y r i c s  change, 

become m o d if ie d  and  rem o d ified . We a r e  s y m p a th e t ic a l ly  in v o lv e d  in  

each one , b u t t h e  grow ing aw areness o f  t r a n s fo r m a t io n  s e t s  us a ls o  a t  a 

d is ta n c e  so t h a t  judgm ent can o p e ra te ,  and th e  n e t  e f f e c t  i s  v e ry  s im i la r  

to  what Langbaum d e s c r ib e s  w ith  r e s p e c t  t o  th e  d ram a tic  m onologue. More­

over, we a re  n o t  b e in g  p re s e n te d  w ith  an a l r e a d y  fo rm u la te d  id e a ,  b u t a 

s e r i e s  o f  l y r i c s ,  to  p a ra p h ra se  Langbaum, i n  which th e  sp eak e r d is c o v e rs  

h im s e lf  th ro u g h  a d i a l e c t i c a l  in te rc h a n g e  among th e  c o n f l i c t in g  f o rc e s  

o f h i s  own p e r s o n a l i t y .

In  th e s e  te rm s b o th  th e  l y r i c  m onologue and th e  d ram atic  mono­

logue e x h ib i t  th e  same Romantic g o a l,  th e  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  o f  th e  s u b je c ­

t i v e  and  th e  o b j e c t iv e ,  b u t th e y  approach  t h a t  g o a l  from  d i f f e r e n t  

d i r e c t io n s  and e x h ib i t  in  t h e i r  g r e a t e s t  n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  exem plars, 

Tennyson and Brow ning, d i f f e r i n g  p re o c c u p a tio n s ,  th e  l a t t e r  w ith  th e  

panoram a o f human p e r s o n a l i t i e s ,  th e  fo rm e r w ith  th e  t r a n s fo rm a t io n s  o f  

a s in g le  p e r s o n a l i t y .

Tennyson’ s approach  and te c h n iq u e  i s  f u r t h e r  i n d ic a te d  by h i s  

lo n g e s t  d ra m a tic  m onologue, Maud, w hich he d e s c r ib e d  a s  a k in d  o f  drama 

where " d i f f e r e n t  p h a se s  o f  p a s s io n  i n  one poem ta k e  th e  p la c e  o f  d i f f e r ­

e n t c h a r a c t e r s . "15 The same words c o u ld  be a p p l ie d  to  In  Memoriam, and 

th e  p e c u l i a r  f l a v o r  o f  Maud, i t s  l a c k  o f  s i m i l a r i t y  to  a n y th in g  w hich 

Browning d id , s u g g e s ts  Tennyson’ s i n t e r e s t  i n  t r a n s fo rm a t io n  and  th e  

f a c t  t h a t  i n  t h i s  c a se  he approached  th e  d ra m a tic  monologue w ith  a

^^Memoir, I ,  396.
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te c h n iq u e  d e r iv e d  from  th e  l y r i c  m onologue and  m o d if ie d  i t  a c c o rd in g ly .

The l y r i c  m onologue as we have d e f in e d  i t  i s  th e r e f o r e  a form 

ad ap ted  t o  a d e s i r e  to  d e lv e  inw ard , an i n t e r e s t  i n  th e  p e r s o n a l i ty  in  

t ra n s fo rm a t io n , and  a need  f o r  some k in d  o f  a e s t h e t i c  d is ta n c in g  t h a t  

makes p o s s ib le  a c r i t i c a l  exam ination  o f  s u b j e c t i v i t y .  I t  i s  one o f 

many form s which Tennyson develops by  means o f  w hich he can do j u s t i c e  

to  th e  c o m p lex ity  o f  human p e r s o n a l i ty  and c o n ta in  and o rd e r  h i s  own 

in n e r  t e n s io n s  and  c o n f l i c t in g  p e r s p e c t iv e s  in  a d i a l e c t i c  which moves 

c r i t i c a l l y  and o b je c t iv e ly  tow ard  an u l t im a te ly  s u b je c t iv e  a f f i rm a t io n .

¥ e  can se e  t h i s  i n  "The P a la c e  o f  A r t , " w here th e  sp eak e r seems 

to  r e v e l  w ith  such s a t i s f a c t i o n  i n  h i s  p a la c e  t h a t  many c r i t i c s  have 

been l e d  t o  suppose t h a t  what Tennyson r e a l l y  w anted  was th e  p a la c e  and 

t h a t  th e  poem’s denouement r e p re s e n ts  a c a p i t u l a t i o n  to  e x te r n a l  f o r c e s .  

We have a lr e a d y  a rg u e d  a g a in s t  t h i s  p o s i t i o n  on o th e r  g rounds, b u t i n  

term s o f  t h i s  d is c u s s io n  o f  th e  l y r i c  m onologue, i t  would fo llo w  t h a t  

th e  d ram a tic  e f f e c t  and o b je c t iv i ty  w ith  w hich th e  chang ing  p e r s p e c t iv e s  

a re  p re s e n te d  would i n t e n s i f y  to  th e  d e g ree  t h a t  th e  r e a d e r  f e e l s  th e  

f u l l n e s s  o f  th e  s p e a k e r ’s commitment to  each  p e r s p e c t iv e  a lo n g  th e  way. 

I t  i s  n e c e s s a ry  f o r  u s t o  become f u l l y  in v o lv e d  w ith  th e  S o u l’s p r id e ­

f u l  p e r s p e c t iv e  b e fo re  we can u n d e rs ta n d , and  m ore, e x p e rie n c e , th e  

w eaknesses and  th e  d i s in t e g r a t i o n  o f  t h a t  p e r s p e c t iv e .  And a p p ro p r i­

a te ly  th e  c o n c lu s io n  to  th e  poem does n o t o b l i t e r a t e  b u t m o d if ie s  th e  

form er p e r s p e c t iv e s .  We a re  no t b e in g  p r e s e n te d  w ith  two s e p a ra te  and 

m u tu a lly  e x c lu s iv e  p i c t u r e s ,  b u t one upon w hich , a s  th e  poem d ev e lo p s, 

a n o th e r  i s  superim posed . The e v i l  w ith  w hich th e  poem d e a ls  i s  n o t i n ­

h e re n t i n  a r t  b u t  i n  th e  S o u l’s a t t i t u d e  to w ard  i t ,  so t h a t  th e  poem
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need n o t co nc lude  w ith  a r e j e c t i o n  o f  a r t  b u t w ith  an a l t e r e d  p e r s p e c t iv e  

tow ard  i t .

What i s  e s p e c ia l ly  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  th e  l y r i c  m onologue i s  th e  

f a c t  t h a t  th e  p e r s o n a l i ty  o f  th e  sp e a k e r  i s  undergo ing  movement, change, 

and th e  a c t i o n  i s  a lm o st e x c lu s iv e ly  i n t e r n a l ;  w hereas more c h a r a c te r ­

i s t i c  o f  th e  d ram a tic  monologue i s  th e  p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  a  p e r s o n a l i t y  in  

s t a s i s ,  i n  th e  f i x i t y  n o t o f d e a th  b u t  o f  a f u l l y  r e a l i z e d  c o n sc io u sn e ss  

w ith  a  d e f i n i t e  a l b e i t  complex p e r s p e c t iv e .  P erhaps i t  would be s im p le r  

to  speak  o f  th e  two form s a s  one, th e  d ram a tic  m onologue, c o n ta in in g  

s u b je c t iv e  and o b je c t iv e  fo cu se s  f o r  th e  b a s i c a l l y  s im i la r  a tte m p t to  

c r i t i c a l l y  examine human s u b je c t iv i t y .  But th e  term s a r e  n o t so im por­

t a n t  a s  th e  need to  rec o g n ize  th e  o b je c t iv e ly  c r i t i c a l  and  d ram a tic  

q u a l i t i e s  o f  some o f  T ennyson 's a p p a re n tly  s u b je c t iv e  poems.

"The Two V oices" d e a ls  w ith  th e  problem  of s u ic id e ,  w ith  th e

q u e s t io n , a s  was su g g ested  e a r l i e r ,  why l iv e ?  I t  i s  a l s o  an e a r ly  s tu d y ,

to  be expanded l a t e r  i n  In  Memoriam, o f  th e  s u b je c t iv e  ground o f  th e

commitment t o  l i f e  made from th e  p o in t  o f  view  o f  r a d i c a l  d o u b t. The

m ajo r p o r t i o n  o f th e  poem, th e  d e b a te  betw een th e  sp e a k e r  and  th e  f i r s t

v o ic e , i s  an exam ination  o f th e  r a t i o n a l  grounds f o r  f a i t h ,  w hich a re

found  w a n tin g . F i r s t ,  a tte m p ts  to  f i n d  some b a s is  f o r  v a lu e  i n  man, i n

h i s  lo rd s h ip  over n a tu r e ,  h i s  i n d iv i d u a l i t y ,  h i s  hopes f o r  p r o g r e s s ,  end

i n  th e  c o n c lu s io n  spoken by th e  f i r s t  v o ic e :

Much l e s s  t h i s  dream er, d e a f  and  b l in d .
Named man, may hope some t r u t h  t o  f in d .
T h a t b e a rs  r e l a t i o n  to  th e  m ind. (173-177)

The sp e a k e r  goes on t o  examine th e  phenomenon o f  f a i t h ,  e s p e c ia l ly  th o s e

whose f a i t h  re a c h e d  a  degree  o f  a s su ra n c e  w hich seemed a lm o st a k in d  o f
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know ledge. These a re  d e s c r ib e d  as  h a v in g  ach iev ed  "calm , to  whom was 

g iv e n /  The jo y  t h a t  m ixes man w ith  Heaven" (209-210), who saw " d i s t a n t  

g a te s  o f  Eden g le a m ,/  And d id  n o t dream i t  was a dream" (2 1 2 -2 1 3 ), men 

who w ere u n a f f l i c t e d  by d o u b ts , whose f a i t h  was l i k e  S te p h e n 's ,  "an  

unquenched f i r e . "  The v o ic e  o f  doub t answ ers somewhat c r y p t i c a l l y .

Not t h a t  th e  grounds o f  hope w ere  f i x 'd .
The e lem en ts  w ere k i n d l i e r  m ix 'd .  (227-229)

The im p l ic a t io n  h e re  i s  t h a t  even f o r  such men as th e s e ,  th e r e  was no 

c e r t a i n  b a s is  f o r  f a i t h ;  r a t h e r  t h e i r  m inds were so  c o n s t i tu t e d  as 

s im ply  to  be f r e e  o f d o u b t. The im age o f  a k in d ly  m ix tu re  o f  e lem en ts  

s u g g e s ts  som eth ing  c lo s e  t o  th e  n o t io n  o f  th e  chem ica l o r ig in s  o f  a t t i ­

tu d e s ,  w hich on ly  i n t e n s i f i e s  th e  m y ste ry  o f  th e  gap betw een th e  i n d i v i ­

d u a l who p o s s e s s e s  f a i t h  and th e  in d iv id u a l  who does n o t  and im p l ie s  t h a t  

t h a t  d i f f e r e n c e  i s  o n ly  th e  a c c id e n t  o f  a p u re ly  m ec h an ica l n a tu r e .

In d eed , th e  v o ice  goes on to  a rg u e , th e  te s tim o n y  o f se n se  g iv es  

us no s u g g e s t io n  o f  th e  dead  b e in g  a n y th in g  bu t dead . Y et th e  sp e a k e r  

q u e s tio n s  w h e th e r we can a c co u n t f o r  th e  u rg e  to  b e l ie v e  i n  s p i t e  o f  

s e n se ;

Who fo rg e d  t h a t  o th e r  in f lu e n c e ,
T h a t h e a t  o f  inw ard  ev id e n c e
By w hich he doubts a g a in s t  th e  s e n se ?  (283-285)

Here Tennyson b e g in s  t o  d eve lop  th e  l im i te d  answer w hich w i l l  f i n a l l y  

end i n  s ta le m a te  w ith  th e  f i r s t  v o ic e .  J u s t  a s  th e  te s tim o n y  o f  se n se  

su g g e s ts  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  b e h in d  th e  v e i l  th e r e  i s  n o th in g , so  to o  

th e  h e a t  o f  inw ard  e v id e n c e , j u s t  a s  d o u b tfu l ly ,  shadows f o r th  t h e  p o s s i ­

b i l i t y  o f  a g lo ry  b eh ind  th e  v e i l .  D e s c a r te s ' argum ent f o r  th e  e x i s t ­

ence o f  God, "T hat ty p e  o f  p e r f e c t  i n  h i s  m ind," which " In  n a tu re  can 

he nowhere f in d "  (2 9 2 -2 9 3 ), i s  c e r t a i n l y  n o t f o r  Tennyson, a s  i t  was f o r
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D e s c a r te s , any  k in d  o f  p ro o f, y e t  i t  i s  one o f many n o tio n s  which

vex
H is r e a s o n , . . . p e rp le x
W ith m o tio n s , checks and c o u n te rc h e c k s , (298-300) 

and  su g g e s t  "V ast im ages in  g lim m ering dawn" (305) w hich a re  "H a lf­

shown, . . . b ro k en , and w ithdraw n" (3 0 6 ) .

And w ith  th e  r i s e ,  n o t e x a c t ly  o f  h o p e , b u t o f  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  

o f  hope, th e  sp e ak e r  i s  f r e e  t o  re c o g n iz e  t h a t  h i s  in n e r  deba te  i s  th e  

r e s u l t  n o t  o f  any d e s i r e  f o r  d e a th , b u t  o f  an  in te n s e  though f r u s t r a t e d  

d e s i r e  f o r  "more l i f e ,  and f u l l e r "  (399)* Y et t h i s  r e c o g n i t io n  s t i l l  

le a v e s  th e  sp e a k e r  "as  one f o r lo r n "  (1 |00 ).

The t r a n s fo rm a tio n  w hich fo llo w s  i s  n o t an u n f a m il ia r  one . We 

can f in d  i t  in  C o le r id g e 's  "Rime o f th e  A n c ie n t M arin e r"  among o th e r s .  

Tennyson p e rh a p s  u se s  a l e s s  e f f e c t i v e  sym bol, b u t j u s t  a s  the  m a r in e r  

s e e s  b e a u ty  i n  th e  w a te r  snakes and , m o m en ta rily  lo s in g  h i s  s e l f - c o n ­

s c io u s n e s s ,  b le s s e s  them , lo v e s  some o th e r ,  t h e  sp e a k e r  o f  "The Two 

V oices"  s im i la r l y  b le s s e s  th e  fa m ily  w a lk in g  t o  c h u rc h . The a c t iv e  

pow ers o f  th e  m ind have been worn down so t h a t  t h e  m ind i s  in  a  s t a t e  o f 

p a s s iv e  r e c e p t i v i t y ,  a t  which p o in t  th e r e  o c c u rs  th e  i r r a t i o n a l ,  u n p re ­

m e d i ta te d  a c t  o f  b le s s in g ,  an a c t  o f  s e l f l e s s  a d m ira tio n  f o r  a n o th e r , 

w hich becomes th e  b a s i s  f o r  a vague a w a ren e ss , embodied i n  th e  second  

v o ic e , o f  an  a b s o lu te  o th e rn e s s , o f  "a h id d e n  hope" (UUl) which f e e l s ,

a l t h o '  no tongue can p ro v e .
T hat e v e ry  c lo u d , t h a t  s p re a d s  above 
And v e i l e t h  lo v e , i t s e l f  i s  lo v e .

The a f f i r m a t io n  in  t h i s  poem i s  s t i l l  p s y c h o lo g ic a l ly  q u i te  

c lo s e  t o  th e  R om antics. As i n  W ordsworth and  C o le r id g e , th e  t r a n s f o r ­

m ation  i s  b a s e d  on th e  aw areness t h a t  th e  k in d  o f  u n iv e r s a l  o rd e r , o r
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la c k  o f  i t ,  -which th e  m ind p e rc e iv e s  i s  dependen t upon th e  o b s e rv e r ’s 

e m o tio n a l s t a t e .  For th e  Rom antics th e  two m ajo r e m o tio n a l s t a t e s  a re  

jo y  and d e je c t io n ,  th e  fo rm er b e in g  th e  n e c e s s a ry  c o n d i t io n  f o r  th e  

ap p re h e n s io n  o f  th e  h ig h e s t  t r u t h .  Tennyson seems t o  be fo llo w in g  in  

t h i s  t r a d i t i o n ,  s e t t i n g  up th e  two p e r s p e c t iv e s  and d e v e lo p in g  th e  t r a n s ­

fo rm a tio n  o f  th e  p e r c i p i e n t  from  one to  th e  o th e r .  And a s  w ith  th e  

R om antics, th e  v i s io n  o f  jo y  t ra n s c e n d s  re a s o n , and i s  in v o lv e d  w ith  a 

s p e c i a l  "power" w hich "From o u t my s u l le n  h e a r t  . . . b ro k e"  

a  power much l i k e  C o le r id g e ’s n o t io n  o f  th e  Im a g in a tio n  " to  f e e l ,  a l t h o ’ 

no tongue can p ro v e  . . . ,"

Tennyson th e r e f o r e  b a se s  h i s  a f f i rm a t io n  on th e  in n e r  w itn e s s  o f  

th e  human s p i r i t ,  b u t  i t  i s  an a f f i rm a t io n  t h a t  em bodies, a s  E lto n  Edward 

Sm ith s u g g e s ts ,  more an " a rm is t ic e " ^ ^  th an  a s o lu t io n .  An in d ic a t io n  o f  

t h i s  and a h a rb in g e r  o f  th in g s  t o  come i s  th e  l a s t  s ta n z a  o f  th e  poem,

i n  w hich th e  sp e a k e r  in  h i s  e c s ta s y  a sk s  why

I  made c h o ic e  
To commune w ith  t h a t  b a r re n  v o ic e .
Than him t h a t  s a id ,  'R e jo ic e !  R e jo ic e !

The q u e s tio n  i s  a  moot one , b u t th e  p o in t  i s  t h a t  to  commune w ith  e i t h e r

v o ic e  i s  an a c t  o f  c h o o s in g , an i r r a t i o n a l  commitment to  one o f  a p a i r

o f  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  w hich a re  e q u a lly  p la u s ib le  i n  r a t i o n a l  te rm s . T his

im p lie s  n o t so  much a Tennyson who i s  a n t i r a t i o n a l  a s  one who i s  aware

o f  th e  in s u f f i c i e n c y  o f  re a s o n  t o  s a t i s f y  th e  demands o f  a v i t a l  b e in g ,

and  th e  n e c e s s i ty  o f  some k in d  o f  le a p  in to  f a i t h .

The s u g g e s t io n  o f  th e  aw areness o f c h o ic e  and commitment a s  th e

lÔ E lton  Edward S m ith , The Two V o ices; A Tennyson Study (L in c o ln : 
U n iv e r s i ty  o f  N ebraska P r e s s ,  I 96U), p .  17.
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b a s is  f o r  f a i t h  i s  i n t e n s i f i e d  i n  In  Memoriam and  more c l e a r l y  s e p a ra te s  

Tennyson from  th e  R om an tics. As we p o in te d  o u t i n  our in t r o d u c t io n .  

Rom anticism , e s p e c i a l l y  t h a t  o f W ordsworth and  C o le r id g e , i s  concerned  

w ith  a p e n e t r a t io n  i n to  th e  nouraenal, w ith  th e  ach ievem en t o f  th e  p eace  

t h a t  p a s s e th  u n d e rs ta n d in g , w ith  an a tte m p t t o  f i n d  some b a s i s  f o r  a 

se n se  o f  a s su ra n c e  abou t t r a n s c e n d e n ta l  r e a l i t y .  But th e  n in e te e n th  

c e n tu ry  g e n e ra l ly  moves i n  th e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  a h ig h e r  deg ree  o f  sk e p tic ism  

ab o u t th e  e x te n t  o f  human knowledge, and th e  noum enal s l i p s  f u r t h e r  from  

m an 's  g ra sp . We have seen  Tennyson w rapped up i n  th e  Romantic q u e s t, 

e s p e c ia l ly  i n  "Tim buctoo , " and we have n o te d  h i s  n o s ta lg ic  d e s i r e  f o r  a 

n a iv e  f a i t h ,  a s s u re d  and un touched  by doubt o r  i n s e c u r i t y ,  b u t we have 

a ls o  n o te d  h i s  i n a b i l i t y  t o  u n c r i t i c a l l y  t r u s t  h i s  m y s t ic a l  e x p e r ie n c e s , 

h o p es , o r  i n t u i t i o n s .  The r e s u l t  i s  a c o n tin u in g  te n s io n ,  much l ik e  

Unamuno's i n  The T ra g ic  Sense o f L i f e , betw een doub t and f a i t h ,  rea so n  

and  th e  w i l l  t o  b e l ie v e ,  a te n s io n  which i s  e s p e c ia l ly  r e v e a le d  in  In  

Memoriam.

In  Memoriam i s  a  poem which i s  to o  r i c h  t o  adm it o f  com plete 

a n a ly s i s ,  b u t i t  i s ,  a s  Tennyson su g g e s te d , a  "way of th e  s o u l ,"  "a k in d  

o f  D iv ina  Comedia, "17 w hich e x h ib i t s  a p r o g r e s s iv e  developm ent. T hat 

developm ent, how ever, canno t be r e p re s e n te d  by a  s t r a i g h t  l i n e .  What 

we a re  d e a l in g  w ith  h e re  i s  not so  much th e  developm ent o f  an  id e a  o r  

a  s e t  o f  i d e a s ,  b u t  w ith  th e  developm ent o f  a  p e r s o n a l i t y  w ith  a l l  i t s  

te n s io n s  and c o n f l i c t s ,  i t s  " d i f f e r e n t  p h a se s  o f  p a s s io n "  a s  w e ll  a s  

i t s  th o u g h ts .  In d ee d  th e r e  i s  th ro u g h o u t t h e  poem a d i a l e c t i c  c la s h  

betw een th o u g h t and p a s s io n .  I t s  p ro g re s s  i s  l i k e  th e  p ro g re s s  o f th e

^TMemoir, 1 , 30it.
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w orld  d e s c r ib e d  in  "L o ck sley  H a l l  S ix ty  Y ears A f te r " ;

Forward th e n , b u t s t i l l  remember how th e  c o u rse  o f  tim e  w i l l  sw erve. 
Crook and tu r n  upon i t s e l f  i n  many a backw ard s tre a m in g  c u rv e .

(23S-236)

The h a l t in g  developm ent o f  t h e  poem i s  i n d ic a t iv e  o f  t h e  s e r io u s n e s s  o f 

th e  problem , th e  i n t e n s i t y  w ith  w hich i t  i s  f e l t ,  th e  d e g re e  to  w hich 

Tennyson i s  p a s s io n a te ly  in v o lv e d .

In d ee d  th e r e  i s  v e ry  l i t t l e  in d ic a t io n  t h a t  th e  poon can l e g i t i ­

m ate ly  be p la c e d , a s  M a rs h a ll  does i n  h i s  Tennyson Handbook, i n  a c h a p te r  

e n t i t l e d  "Tennyson t h e  T e a c h e r ."  As Buckley p o in ts  o u t ,  "'Whatever i t s  

p u b lic  o v e rto n e . In  Memoriam was w r i t t e n  to  s a t i s f y  a  p r iv a t e  n eed . 

C e r ta in ly  th e  poem d e a l t  w ith  problem s which w ere a ls o  p u b l ic ,  bu t 

Tennyson was n o t g r a p p l in g  w ith  them because th e y  w ere p u b l ic .  T. S. 

E l io t  r e v e a ls  som eth ing  o f  th e  r e l a t i o n  betw een T en n y so n 's  p r iv a t e  q u e s t 

and i t s  p u b l ic  consequences i n  h i s  e ssa y  on I n  Memoriam:

A p p a re n tly  T en n y so n 's  co n te m p o ra rie s , once th e y  had  a c c e p te d  
In  Memoriam, r e g a rd e d  i t  a s  a  m essage o f  hope and re a s s u ra n c e  to  
t h e i r  r a th e r  f a d in g  C h r i s t i a n  f a i t h .  I t  happens now and  th e n  
t h a t  a  p o e t  by some s tr a n g e  a c c id e n t  e x p re s se s  th e  mood o f  h i s  
g e n e ra tio n , a t  th e  same tim e  t h a t  he i s  e x p re s s in g  a  mood o f  h i s  
own w hich i s  q u i t e  rem ote from t h a t  o f  h i s  g e n e ra t io n .  T h is i s  
n o t a q u e s tio n  o f  i n s i n c e r i t y :  th e re  i s  an amalgam o f  y ie ld in g  
and o p p o s it io n  below  th e  l e v e l  o f  c o n sc io u sn e ss  . . . .  N ever­
t h e l e s s ,  I  g e t a  v e iy  d i f f e r e n t  im p re ss io n  from  I n  Memoriam from 
t h a t  w hich T en n y so n 's  co n tem p o ra ries  seem to  have g o t .  I t  i s  o f  
a  v e ry  much more i n t e r e s t i n g  and t r a g i c  T ennyson .19

T his d i f f e r e n c e  betw een  th e  re sp o n se s  o f T ennyson 's  ag e  and  o u r own we

have n o ted  b e fo r e .  And t h a t  more i n t e r e s t i n g  and t r a g i c  Tennyson i s

a ls o  seen by W. H. Auden:

iS s u c k le y , p .  10 8 .

19t . s . E l i o t ,  " In  Memorian, " S e le c te d  E ssays (New York:
H arco u rt B race & C o ., 1950), p p . 291-292.
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Two q u e s t io n s :  H#io am I?  Why do I  e x i s t ?  and th e  p a n ic  f e a r  

o f  t h e i r  rem a in in g  unansw ered— doubt i s  much to o  i n t e l l e c t u a l  
and tame a term  f o r  such a v e r t ig o  o f  a n x ie ty — seem to  have 
o b se sse d  him a l l  h i s  l i f e . 20

The to n e  o f  In  Memoriam e x h ib i ts  som eth ing  much c lo s e r  to  K ierkeguard­

i a n  a n x ie ty  th a n  to  th e  co m p a ra tiv e ly  m ild  u p s e t  which th e  s p e c ta c le  

o f a w eakening  f a i t h  i n s p i r e d  in  th e  ag e . G. M. Young may be c o r r e c t  

i n  d e s c r ib in g  th e  age  a s  one which was l e a r n in g ,  b u t

had  n o t y e t  m a s te re d , th e  le s s o n  t h a t  t r u t h  l i e s  n o t  i n  th e  
s ta te m e n t b u t  i n  th e  p ro c e s s ;  i t  had  a  c h i l d l i k e  c ra v in g  f o r  
c e r t i t u d e ,  a s  i f  th e  n a tu r a l  end o f e v e ry  r e f u t e d  dogma was to  
be r e p la c e d  by a n o th e r  dogma.21

Tennyson c e r t a i n l y  p o s s e s s e d  th e  d e s i r e  f o r  c e r t i t u d e ,  b u t th e r e  i s

l i t t l e  i n d ic a t io n  t h a t  he  ever ach ie v e d  i t  o r  d e c e iv e d  h im s e lf  i n to

th in k in g  he had , and he  i s  c e r t a in ly  n o t ,  i n  In  Memoriam, a c r e a to r  o f

dogma. H is "answ ers" a r e  am biguous, te n u o u s , and  more th a n  th e s e , as

we s h a l l  s e e , c o n s c io u s ly  so .

Most o f  th e  g r e a t  e le g ie s ,  from as  e a r ly  as  M oschus, have had  

two c e n t r a l  c o n c e rn s . The f i r s t  fo c u se s  on th e  p e rso n  who has d ie d , 

lam e n tin g  h i s  l o s s ,  e x p re s s in g  g r i e f ,  s u g g e s t in g  p e rh a p s  a  c o n s o la t io n  

i n  h i s  a p o th e o s is .  The second fo llo w s  up th e  im p l ic a t io n s  o f  th e  l o s s  

and f a c e s  from  th e  p o in t  o f  view o f  th e  l i v i n g  th e  b ro a d e r  problem s o f  

d e a th  i t s e l f  and th e  v a lu e s  which th e  f a c t  o f  d e a th  c a l l s  i n to  q u e s tio n . 

I n  M il to n 's  " L y c id a s ," f o r  in s ta n c e ,  th e  q u e s t io n ,  "what b o o ts  i t "  to  

s e e k  p o e t ic  fam e, i s  a sk ed  n o t f o r  th e  sa k e  o f  Edward King b u t f o r  

M ilto n ; and th e  f i n a l  C h r is t ia n  a p o th e o s is  i s  d e s ig n e d  n o t on ly  as  a

20w. H. Auden, " In t ro d u c t io n ,"  A S e le c t io n  from  th e  Poems o f  
A lf re d  Lord Tennyson, ed . Auden (G arden C i ty ,  New Y ork: Doubleday,
Doran & C o ., 19hh), p .  x v i .

21young, p .  75 .
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c o n s o la t io n  f o r  h i s  d e a th  b u t a s  a renew al o f  th e  p rom ise  o f redem p tion  

f o r  a l l  good men.

In d eed , M ilto n  has o f te n  been accu sed  o f  hav in g  been more con­

ce rn ed  w ith  r e s o lv in g  such  problem s f o r  h im s e lf  th a n  he was w ith  e x p re s ­

s in g  g r i e f  ab o u t th e  d e a th  o f  K ing. But however we may w ish t o  r e s o lv e  

t h i s  i s s u e  w ith  r e g a rd  t o  M i l to n 's  e le g y , t h e r e  i s  no e leg y  i n  w hich 

th e s e  two co n cern s  a r e  more th o ro u g h ly  fu se d  th a n  th e y  a re  i n  In  Memoriam. 

I t  i s  th e  i n t e n s i t y  o f  T ennyson 's  g r i e f  and se n se  o f  lo s s  w hich g iv es  

r i s e  to  th e  d e p re s s e d  s t a t e  i n  w hich a l l  v a lu e s  seem empty, and i t  i s  

th e  problem  o f  th e  p e r p e tu a t io n  o f  h i s  lo v e  f o r  Hallam  upon w hich h in g e s  

w h a tev er c o n s o la t io n  th e  poem o f f e r s .

F o llo w in g  A. G. B ra d le y 's  f o u r - p a r t  d iv i s io n  o f th e  e le g y  ( I -  

XXVII, XXVIII-LXXVII, LX X V III-G III, GIV-GXXXI),2 2  th e  f i r s t  m ajo r p a r t  

d e a ls  w ith  th e  p o e t 's  a b s o rp t io n  i n  g r i e f ,  a g r i e f  which may ap p e ar to  

be a r a t h e r  m orbid  p re o c c u p a tio n . But th e r e  i s  an em o tio n a l, even a 

t r a c e  o f  a l o g i c a l ,  n e c e s s i ty  f o r  t h i s  p re o c c u p a tio n  which i s  c l a r i f i e d  

i n  I :

L e t Love c la s p  G r ie f  l e s t  bo th  be  d row n 'd .
L e t d a rk n e ss  keep h e r  rav en  g lo s s .
Ah, sw e e te r  t o  be d runk  w ith  l o s s .

To dance w ith  D ea th , to  b e a t  th e  ground.

Than t h a t  th e  v i c t o r  Hours sh o u ld  sco rn  
The lo n g  r e s u l t  o f  lo v e , and b o a s t ,
'B eho ld  th e  man t h a t  lo v e d  and l o s t ,

But a l l  he was i s  o v e rw o rn .'

T here i s  a ls o  a d an g e r in  such a p re o c c u p a tio n  re v e a le d  i n  IV:

To s le e p  I  g iv e  my pow ers away;
My w i l l  i s  bondsman t o  th e  d a rk ;
I  s i t  w i th in  a  h e lm le ss  b a rk  . . . .

22a . G. B ra d le y , A Gommentary on T en n y so n 's  " In  Memoriam" 
(London: M acm illan an d  G o., 1929), p p . 3 0 f f .
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Such c lo u d s o f nam eless t r o u b le  c ro s s  

A l l  n ig h t  below  th e  d a rk e n 'd  eyes;
W ith m orning wakes th e  w i l l  and c r i e s ,

'Thou s h a l t  n o t  be  th e  f o o l  o f  l o s s . '

The te n s io n  d is p la y e d  in  th e s e  two poems can be red u c e d  to  som ething 

l ik e  t h i s .  F i r s t ,  th e  p o e t m ust c l in g  to  g r i e f ,  f o r  in  o rd e r  t o  escape  

o r  evade i t  he w i l l  have to  f o r g e t  th e  p a s t ,  th e  lo v e  t h a t  w as, and " a l l  

he was" w i l l  be  "overw orn" by t im e . Second, Tennyson i s  aware o f  th e  

r i s k  in v o lv e d  when lo v e  c la s p s  g r i e f ,  f o r  th e  a b s o rp t io n  i n  g r i e f ,  l i k e  

th e  a b s o rp t io n  i n  a r t  i n  "The P a la c e  o f  A r t , " can le a d  to  h i s  w i l l  be­

coming "bondsman to  th e  d a rk ,"  t o  a lo s s  o f  c o n t r o l ,  p e rh ap s  even to  

i n s a n i ty .  The p rob lem  th e n  i s  to  av o id  two d i f f e r e n t  k in d s  o f  e scap ­

ism , th e  e scap e  from  g r i e f  i n to  f o r g e t f u ln e s s  o f  th e  p a s t  and th e  escape  

from c o n sc io u sn e ss  i n t o  an a ll-c o n su m in g  se n se  o f  g r i e f .

The se n se  o f  lo s s  o f  c o n ta c t  w ith  r e a l i t y  i s  h e ig h te n e d  in  poems 

IX-XX, which d e a l  w ith  th e  r e tu r n  and b u r i a l  o f H a lla m 's  body. In  X II 

he c a l l s  upon tim e  to

te a c h  me, many y e a r s ,
I  do n o t  s u f f e r  i n  a dream ;
F or now so  s tr a n g e  do th e s e  th in g s  seem.

Mine eyes have l e i s u r e  f o r  t h e i r  t e a r s .

I t  seems so im p o s s ib le  t h a t  H allam  co u ld  be  dead  t h a t  th e  w o rld  w ith o u t 

H allam  becomes d re a m -lik e , and i n  XIV, i f  H allam  w ere t o  s te p  o f f  th e  

sh ip  and g r e e t  him , " I  sh o u ld  n o t  f e e l  i t  t o  be s t r a n g e ."  He sees  him­

s e l f  i n  XVI a s  s u f f e r in g  "calm  d e s p a i r  and w ild  u n r e s t , " h av in g  become

t h a t  d e l i r i o u s  man 
Whose fa n c y  fu s e s  o ld  and new.
And f la s h e s  i n to  f a l s e  and t r u e .

And m in g les  a l l  w ith o u t a  p la n .

In  poems XXI-XXVII th e  p o e t  tu r n s  to  a c o n te m p la tio n  o f  th e  p a s t ,  o f  th e

love  t h a t  w as, which le a d s  i n  XXVII t o  th e  f i r s t  m ajor a f f i rm a t io n  i n
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th e  poem. T hat a f f i r m a t io n  b e g in s  i n  d o u b t, i n  th e  aw aren ess , e x p re sse d

in  XXIV, t h a t  th e  g lo iy  o f  th e  p a s t  i s  l a r g e ly  a  dream ,

t h a t  t h e  p a s t  w i l l  alw ays win 
A g lo ry  from  i t s  b e in g  f a r .
And orb  i n to  th e  p e r f e c t  s t a r  

We saw n o t when we moved t h e r e in .

But th e  p a s t  was j o y f u l ,  he  a s s e r t s ,  f o r

I  lo v e d  th e  w e ig h t I  had to  b e a r .
Because i t  needed  h e lp  o f  lo v e . (XXV)

The em o tio n a l c e n te r  o f  w hat w i l l  become T en n y so n 's  v a lu e  s t r u c tu r e  i s  

lo v e , a c e n t r a l  n o t io n  th ro u g h o u t th e  poem, a s s e r t e d  i n  I  and r e a s ­

s e r t e d  i n  CXXVI, "Love i s  and was my l o r d  and  k in g ."  But more th a n  a 

v a lu e , i t  i s  an  a b s o lu te  need , th e  u l t im a te  so u rc e  o f  v a lu e . And i t  i s  

no a b s t r a c t io n  b u t  som eth ing  e x i s t e n t i a l l y  g rounded i n  th e  demand o f  th e  

s p i r i t  and c o n c re te ly  a t ta c h e d  t o  a s p e c i f i c  o b je c t ,  H allam . And th e  

r e c o g n i t io n  o f th e  v a lu e  o f  th e  p a s t  a s  d e r iv in g  from th e  love  t h a t  was 

le a d s  Tennyson to  a re s ta te m e n t  in  XXVI o f  th e  p u rp o se  s t a t e d  i n  I ,  h i s  

d e s i r e  " to  p r o v e /  Wo la p s e  o f  moons can c a n k e r  L ove." But th e  p ro o f  

in v o lv e d  h e re  i s  n o t  l o g ic a l ;  r a t h e r  i t  i s  an  e x i s t e n t i a l  commitment t o  

m aking lo v e  s u rv iv e  by lo v in g .

In  XXVII th e  d e s i r e  v o ic e d  i n  th e  "Supposed C o n fessio n s"  f o r  

some k in d  o f  m in d le s s , c o n s c ie n c e le s s  e a se  i s  r e j e c t e d .  He does n o t  

envy, he sa y s .

The c a p t iv e  v o id  o f  no b le  ra g e .
The l i n n e t  b o ra  w ith in  th e  cage.
That n e v e r  knew th e  summer woods,

o r  th e  b e a s t .

U n fe tte re d  by  th e  se n se  o f  c rim e.
To whom a c o n sc ie n ce  n e v e r  w akes.

T h is b r in g s  u s  t o  t h a t  s ta te m e n t so o f te n  q u o te d  as  to  have become a
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c l ic h e ,

'T is  b e t t e r  to  have lo v ed  and l o s t  
Than n e v e r  t o  have loved  a t  a l l .

But th e s e  l i n e s  a re  n o t m ere ly  a r e a f f i r m a t io n  o f  th e  v a lu e  o f  lo v e ;  th e y

a s s e r t  t h a t  th e  p a in f u l  s t r u g g le  t o  make lo v e  su rv iv e  i s  b e t t e r  th a n  a

m in d le ss  p a s s io n le s s  p eace .

¥ e  f i n d  i n  t h i s  f i r s t  p a r t  o f  th e  e le g y  many o f  th e  them es w hich 

we have d is c o v e re d  i n  T ennyson 's e a r l i e s t  p o e tr y ,  th e  enchan tm ent w ith  

th e  p a s t ,  t h e  inn o cen ce  and jo y  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  i t ,  th e  f a l l  from  t h a t  

p eace , and  th e  c u rse  o f  c o n sc io u sn e ss  w hich makes th e  p a s t  o n ly  a p a in ­

f u l  m ockery o f  th e  im po ten t p r e s e n t .  But h e re  i n  In  Memoriam c o n s c io u s ­

n e s s  i s  em braced, and th e  d e s i r e  to  e sca p e  i n to  th e  p a s t  o r  th e  w o rld  

o f th e  im a g in a t io n  ( th e  two a re  i d e n t i f i e d  i n  th e  g lo ry  w hich th e  p a s t  

w ins "from  b e in g  f a r " )  i s  o v e rr id d e n  by th e  acce p tan c e  o f  t h e  c h a lle n g e  

to  c r e a te  a c o n t in u i ty  betw een th e  p a s t  and  th e  p r e s e n t ,  t o  f u s e  th e  

two in  some k in d  o f  m ean ing fu l r e l a t i o n  by means o f w hich th e  p a s t  can 

be c o n s c io u s ly  r e t a in e d  i n  memoiy w ith o u t  p re c lu d in g  o r  f e t t e r i n g  th e  

p r e s e n t  and  th e  f u tu r e .

Thus w hat m igh t have been a  m orb id  c l in g in g  t o  g r i e f  becomes a  

p o s i t i v e  a c t ,  a way o f  a c c e p tin g  th e  c h a l le n g e  o f  th e  voyage, t o  r e f e r  

back to  t h e  im agery  o f  "The L o to s -E a te r s ,"  Tennyson i s  n o t ,  a s  we s a id ,  

f a l l i n g  b ack  on some k ind  o f a b s t r a c t  lo v e  to  which he can a p p e a l ,  b u t 

r e c o g n iz in g  t h a t  th e  s u rv iv a l  of lo v e  f o r  him i s  dependent upon h i s  

lo v in g  and h i s  w i l l in g n e s s  to  a c c e p t  th e  p a in  and lo s s  t h a t  goes w ith  

i t .

An i n d ic a t i o n  o f T ennyson 's  m atu re  v i s io n  i s  th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  

v a lu e  o f  th e  p a s t  w hich m ust be  made to  s u rv iv e  i s  n o t a  p a s s iv e  p e a ce
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and in n o cen ce  b u t an a c t iv e  l i v i n g  lo v e .

R yals  s u g g e s ts  a  s im i la r  r e j e c t i o n  o f  escapism  in  h i s  d is c u s s io n

o f  t h i s  p o r t io n  o f  th e  poem:

But Tennyson does n o t p e rm it h im s e lf  to  escap e  e n t i r e l y  from 
p re s e n t  r e a l i t y :  i n  h i s  p re v io u s  p o e tr y  he had  fo u g h t too  h a rd  
w ith  h i s  e s c a p i s t  te n d e n c ie s  to  t u r n  co m p le te ly  away from what 
he was now b e g in n in g  to  re c o g n iz e  a s  h i s  du ty  a s  a p o e t .23

The p o in t  i s  somewhat clouded , how ever, by t h a t  s tu b b o rn  n o tio n  o f  

Tennyson’s d u ty  a s  a p o e t .  T here i s  no in d ic a t io n  u n t i l  th e  l a s t  t h i r d  

o f  th e  e le g y  t h a t  Tennyson i s  im p e lle d  by any se n se  o f  d u ty  a s  a  p o e t .  

The r e f e re n c e s  to  p o e t iy  from poem V, w here th e  o n ly  "use  in  m easured  

language" i s  to  numb h i s  p a in , to  LXXXV, w here he speaks o f  " v e rs e  t h a t  

b r in g s  m y se lf  r e l i e f , " i n d ic a te  t h a t  i t  i s  n o t h i s  fu n c t io n  as  a  p o e t

which p re o c c u p ie s  him , bu t h i s  s u r v iv a l  a s  a whole man. C e r ta in ly ,  a s

R yals p o in ts  o u t ,  th e  s tr u g g le  h e re  i s  a c o n tin u a tio n  o f  th e  c o n f l i c t s  

e x p re sse d  i n  h i s  e a r l i e r  p o e try ,  b u t a s  we p o in te d  ou t in  our d is c u s ­

s io n s  o f  poems l i k e  "The L o to s -E a te rs "  and "The P a la c e  o f A r t ,"  th e  

problem  o f  a r t  i s  a secondary  m a n if e s ta t io n  o f  l a r g e r  human p ro b lem s.

And t h i s  i s  c l e a r e r  i n  In  Memoriam th a n  i t  was i n  "The P a la c e  o f  A r t ,  " 

f o r  th e  c e n t r a l  q u e s tio n  in  th e  e le g y  i s  n o t how to  be  an a r t i s t  b u t 

how t o  l i v e .  The c e n te r  o f i n t e r e s t  i s  t h a t  p e r s o n a l  q u e s t f o r  v a lu e  

o f  w hich th e  poem i s  a re c o rd . And a lth o u g h  th e r e  a r e  in d ic a t io n s  l a t e r  

on t h a t  h i s  q u e s t  f o r  v a lu e  shaped  th e  n o t io n  o f  h i s  fu n c t io n  a s  p o e t ,  

th e r e  i s  no in d ic a t io n  t h a t  h i s  "d u ty  a s  p o e t"  d e te rm in ed  th e  c o u rse  o f  

developm ent o f  th e  " I"  o f  th e  e le g y .

The commitment e x p ressed  in  XXVII, how ever, i s  on ly  a  b e g in n in g .

23R yals, Theme and Symbol . . . ,  p .  203.
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L i t t l e  o f th e  p a in  o r  doubt i s  eased ; i t  i s  o n ly  a c c e p te d , and th e  

c e le b r a t io n  o f th e  f i r s t  C h ristm as a f t e r  H a llam ‘s d e a th , which i n t r o ­

duces us to  B ra d le y 's  P a r t  I I  o f  th e  e le g y , i s  a  so rro w fu l one. I t  con­

c lu d e s  w ith  a c a l l  f o r  r e b i r t h  o f  hope, w hich le a d s  us to  th e  m ajo r con­

c e rn  o f  t h i s  p a r t  o f  th e  e le g y , th e  problem  o f  im m o r ta li ty . The n o tio n  

o f  r e b i r t h  r a i s e d  i n  th e  C h ristm as poems c a l l s  t o  m ind Lazarus (XXXI), 

th e  man who has been  beyond th e  v e i l ,  b u t  L a z a ru s ' s i l e n c e  about h i s  

jo u rn e y  makes him a symbol o f  th e  im p e n e t r a b i l i ty  o f  th e  m ystery  r a t h e r  

th a n  o f  any r e a l  trium ph  o v e r i t .

The se a rc h  f o r  an answ er ag a in  t h r u s t s  t h e  p o e t back in to  h i s

own c o n sc io u sn e ss  (XXXIV):

My own dim l i f e  sh o u ld  te a c h  me t h i s .
That l i f e  s h a l l  l i v e  f o r  everm ore.
E lse  e a r th  i s  d a rk n e ss  a t  th e  c o re .

And d u s t  and a sh e s  a l l  t h a t  i s .

The w o rld  w ith o u t im m o rta li ty  i s  only

F a n ta s t ic  b e a u ty ;  such a s  lu rk s  
In  some w ild  p o e t ,  when he  works 

W ithou t a c o n sc ie n c e  o r  an  aim .

I f  t h i s  w ere God, he  a s k s , "What th en  w ere God t o  such as  I?"

E le an o r M atte s  su g g e s ts  t h a t  T en n y so n 's  argum ent f o r  im m o rta li ty  

i s  b a sed  "on th e  r a t i o n a l i s t  d ed u c tio n  t h a t  m an 's  se n se  o f  d e a th le s s n e s s  

i s  a  g u a ra n te e  o f  i t ,  s in c e  t h i s  sen se  was im p la n te d  by a j u s t  Maker 

"Who would n o t d e c e i v e . B u t  Tennyson re c o g n iz e d  i n  "The Two V oices" 

t h a t  th e  se n se  o f  d e a th le s s n e s s  was a m y s tic  gleam "L ike g lim pses o f  

f o rg o t te n  d ream s,"  no more r e l i a b l e  as  p r o o f  th a n  th e  "vague s u s p ic io n  

o f  th e  b r e a s t"  t h a t  o u rs  i s  "A l i f e  o f  n o th in g s ,  n o th in g  w o r th ."  And

^^E leano r B u s tin  M a tte s , " In  Memoriam"; The Way o f  a S o u l (New 
York: E x p o s itio n  P r e s s ,  1951), p . 97.
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t h e  c o n tin u in g  doub ts  e x p re sse d  in  su b seq u e n t poems o f  th e  e le g y , th e  

s p e c i f i c  d e n ia l  i n  XLVII t h a t  he h a s  p ro v ed  a n y th in g , th e  obv ious i n ­

adequacy  o f  re a so n  as  a s o lu t io n  t o  any o f th e  "g rav e  doub ts" o f  th e  

e le g y , i n d i c a t e  t h a t  Tennyson i s  n o t  em ploying th e  r a t i o n a l i s t  a rgum en t. 

In d eed  to  a rg u e  t h a t  l i f e  m ust be  im m o rta l, o th e rw ise  l i f e  w ould be 

m e a n in g le s s , i s  to  beg a c e n t r a l  q u e s tio n  w hich th e  e leg y  r a i s e s ,  

w h e th e r l i f e  i s  m e a n in g fu l. One c o u ld  conclude  from  t h i s  t h a t  Tennyson 

was sim p ly  a weak th in k e r ,  b u t th e  to n e  o f  t h i s  p a ssa g e  and  in d e e d  o f  

t h e  w hole e le g y  would in d ic a te  t h a t  T ennyson 's  argum ent i s  c lo s e  to  

t h a t  w hich  Unamuno deve lops in  The T ra g ic  Sense o f  L i f e .

Unamuno se e s  man as  b e in g  c h a r a c te r iz e d  by h i s  hunger f o r  im­

m o r t a l i t y ,  h i s  d e s i r e  to  p e rp e tu a te  h im s e lf .  He echoes K ie rk e g a a rd 's  

s ta te m e n t t h a t  " th e  man who e x i s t s  i s  i n f i n i t e l y  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  e x i s t ­

in g ,  "^5 w hich sounds much l i k e  T ennyson 's  "More l i f e ,  and f u l l e r ,  t h a t  

I  w a n t."  Y et h e  i s  a ls o  aware t h a t  i t  i s  "a  t r a g i c  f a t e ,  w ith o u t a 

d o u b t, t o  have  t o  base  th e  a f f i r m a t io n  o f  im m o rta li ty  upon th e  in s e c u r e  

and  s l ip p e r y  fo u n d a tio n  o f th e  d e s i r e  f o r  i m m o r t a l i t y ^6 i t  i s  in d e e d  

a  s l ip p e r y  fo u n d a tio n , because  "T h is  q u e s tio n  o f  th e  im m o rta li ty  o f  th e  

s o u l ,  o f  th e  p e r s i s te n c e  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l  c o n sc io u sn e ss , i s  n o t  r a t i o n a l ,  

i t  f a l l s  o u ts id e  re a s o n . As a p rob lem , and w hatever s o lu t io n  i t  may 

r e c e iv e ,  i t  i s  i r r a t i o n a l . "27

But i t  i s  a ls o  a problem  w hich demands an answ er, and Unamuno's 

developm ent o f  one i s  s im i la r  t o  T e n n y so n 's :

Z^M iguel de Unamuno, The T ra g ic  Sense o f  L i f e , t r a n s .  J .  E. 
C raw ford F l i t c h  (New York: Dover, 195U)} p . lOp.

2 6 lb id .,  p .  Ii7. 2 7 ib id .,  p . 109-
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I f  a t  th e  d e a th  o f  th e  body w hich s u s ta i n s  me, and w hich I  c a l l  
m ine to  d i s t i n g u i s h  i t  from  th e  s e l f  t h a t  i s  I ,  my c o n sc io u sn e ss  
r e tu r n s  t o  th e  a b s o lu te  u n c o n sc io u sn e ss  from  which i t  sp ra n g , 
and i f  a l i k e  f a t e  b e f a l l s  a l l  my b r o th e r s  i n  hum anity , th e n  i s  
o u r  to i l -w o rn  human ra c e  n o th in g  b u t a f a t i d i c a l  p ro c e s s io n  o f 
phantom s, go ing  from  n o th in g n e ss  to  n o th in g n e s s ,  and h u m a n ita r ia n -  
ism  th e  m ost inhuman th in g  know . . . .  I f  we a l l  d ie  u t t e r l y ,  
w h e re fo re  does e v e ry th in g  e x is t ?  W h ere fo re?  I t  i s  th e  W herefore  
o f  th e  S ph inx ; i t  i s  th e  W herefore t h a t  c o rro d e s  th e  marrow o f  
th e  S ou l; i t  i s  th e  b e g e t t e r  o f  t h a t  a n g u ish  which g iv es  u s  t h e  
lo v e  o f  h o p e . 28

L ikew ise  i n  Tennyson th e  b e l i e f  in  im m o r ta l i ty ,  tow ard  which we a r e  mov­

in g  in  th e  e le g y , i s  b ased  on t h a t  a d m it te d ly  s l ip p e r y  fo u n d a tio n  o f  

th e  d e s i r e ,  th e  s o u l 's  d e s p e ra te  need , f o r  im m o r ta li ty . T h is  n e c e s s i ty  

i s  e n fo rc e d  i n  XXXV, w here a n o th e r  p a i r  o f  v o ic e s  c h a lle n g e  th e  p o s i t i o n  

a r r iv e d  a t  i n  XXVll, th e  commitment to  th e  p e rp e tu a t io n  o f  lo v e  by 

lo v in g . I f  some v o ic e  sh o u ld  murmur t h a t  "Man d i e s ,  n o r  i s  t h e r e  hope 

in  d u s t , " he sh o u ld  answ er.

Y et even h e re  
But f o r  one h o u r , 0 Love, 1 s t r i v e  
To keep so  sw eet a  th in g  a l i v e .

But t h i s  answ er i s  i n s u f f i c i e n t ,  and Love r e p l i e s  t h a t  L o v e 's  sw e e tn e ss

w i l l  change, "H a lf-d e a d  to  know t h a t  1 s h a l l  d i e . "  For Tennyson th e

f u l l n e s s  o f  t h e  v a lu e  o f  lo v e  depends upon i t s  im m o r ta li ty .  W ith o u t

i t .

Love had  n o t been .
Or been i n  n a rro w e s t w orking s h u t.

Mere fe l lo w s h ip  o f  s lu g g is h  moods.
Or i n  h i s  c o a r s e s t  S a ty r-sh a p e
Had b r u is e d  th e  h e rb  and c r u s h 'd  t h e  g rap e .

And b a s k 'd  and b a t t e n 'd  in  th e  woods.

A gain th e  b e l i e f  i n  im m o rta li ty  i s  b a sed  on th e  i n t e n s i t y  o f  th e  s p i r i t ' s

donand, and T ennyson 's  f a i t h ,  h e s i t a t i n g l y  a s s e r t e d  i n  XXXVl, r e v e a ls

28'Ofnamuno, p p . i(.2-U3.
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him a s  one o f  th o s e , a s  Unamuno d e s c r ib e s  them , in  whom " th e  z e a l  f o r  

p e r p e t u i t y  o v e r r id e s  th e  doubt o f  r e a l i z i n g  i t ,  and t h e i r  superabundance  

o f  l i f e  o v erflo w s upon th e  o th e r  s id e  o f  d e a th ,"29 and n o t a s  one who 

h a s  r a t i o n a l i z e d  h im s e lf  i n t o  some k in d  o f  s e c o n d - ra te  c e r t i t u d e .  T h is  

a f f i r m a t io n  of f a i t h ,  more i n  s p i t e  o f  th a n  because  o f  re a s o n , i s  an 

i n d i c a t i o n  o f  T ennyson 's  h o n e s ty  and o f  h i s  e x i s t e n t i a l  app roach  t o  th e  

p ro b lem .

Poems XL-XL¥II c o n tin u e  t h i s  k in d  o f  approach , now g ra p p lin g

w ith  th e  k in d  o f im m o rta li ty  t h a t  l i e s  on th e  o th e r  s id e  o f  d e a th .

A gain t h e  problem  c e n te r s  i n  th e  p e r s o n a l ,  th e  need f o r  th e  se n se  o f  h i s

lo v e  f o r  H allam  b e in g  r e c i p r o c a l .  He i s  d is tu r b e d  by " th e  d i f f e r e n c e "

(XL) betw een h im se lf  and H allam . He f e e l s  c u t  o f f ,  l e f t  b e h in d , s e n s in g

t h a t  H allam  has " tu r n 'd  to  som eth ing  s t r a n g e ,"  and he i s  t r o u b le d  by

A s p e c t r a l  doubt which makes me c o ld .
T h a t I  s h a l l  be th y  m ate no m ore. (XLI)

The answ er a g a in  d e r iv e s  from  th e  needs o f  th e  s p i r i t .  Poem 

XLV p o r t r a y s  th e  m a tu ra tio n  p ro c e s s  o f  a  c h i ld  as th e  d isc o v e ry  o f  th e  

s e l f ,  o f  an in d iv id u a l  i d e n t i t y .  The c h i ld  " le a rn s  t h e  u se  o f  'I *  and 

'm e, ' /  And f in d s  ' I  am n o t  w hat I  s e e , '"  which i s  som ething l i k e  K e a ts '"  

n o t io n  o f  th e  w orld  as "a  v a le  o f  S o u l-m ak in g ."  This p ro c e s s  w ould  be 

f r u i t l e s s  i f  th e r e  were no c o n t in u i ty  betw een l i f e  and d e a th , i f  man 

had  " to  l e a m  h im s e lf  anew / Beyond th e  second  b i r t h  o f  d e a th ."  L ikew ise  

i n  XLVII t h e  n o tio n  o f  th e  i n d iv id u a l  s o u l  "Remerging i n  th e  g e n e ra l  

S o u l,"  b e in g  l o s t  i n  th e  A l l  o r  th e  One, " I s  f a i t h  as vague a s  a l l  un­

sw ee t. "

29unamuno, p . $1,
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T. S. E l i o t  com plains th a t  th e  ren ew al w hich Tennyson d e s ir e s

beyond d e a th  "seem s a t  b e s t  but a c o n tin u a n ce  o r  a s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  th e

jo y s  o f f r i e n d s h ip  upon e a r th .  H is d e s i r e  f o r  im m o rta li ty  n ev er i s

q u i te  th e  d e s i r e  f o r  E te r n a l  L ife ;  h i s  concern  i s  f o r  th e  lo s s  o f man

r a t h e r  th a n  th e  g a in  o f  G o d . "30 E l i o t ' s  p o in t  i s  w e l l  ta k e n , bu t h i s

a t t i t u d e  i s  n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  c o r r e c t .  F o r Tennyson th e  v i s io n  o f th e

a f t e r l i f e  i s  shaped  i n  a way much a s  i t  i s  f o r  Unamuno; "A b e a t i f i c

v i s i o n , " he s a y s ,

a lo v in g  c o n te m p la tio n  in  which th e  s o u l  i s  ab so rb e d  i n  God 
and , a s  i t  w ere , l o s t  i n  Him, a p p e a rs  e i t h e r  a s  an  a n n ih i la ­
t i o n  o f  s e l f  o r  a s  a p ro lo n g ed  ted ium  to  o u r  n a t u r a l  way o f 
f e e l i n g .  And hence a c e r t a in  f e e l in g  w hich  we n o t in f r e q u e n t ly  
ob se rv e  and w hich h a s  more th a n  once e x p re s s e d  i t s e l f  i n  
s a t i r e s ,  n o t  a l t o g e th e r  f r e e  from i r r e v e r e n c e  o r  p e rh a p s
im p ie ty , w ith  r e f e re n c e  to  th e  heaven o f  e t e r n a l  g lo ry  as  a
p la c e  o f  e t e r n a l  boredom .31

On th e  c o n tr a ry ,  Unamuno goes on.

Our fu n d am en ta l f e e l in g  i s  our lo n g in g  n o t  to  lo s e  th e  sense  
o f  th e  c o n t in u i ty  o f  ou r c o n sc io u sn e ss , n o t  to  b re a k  th e  
c o n c a te n a t io n  o f  o u r m em ories, th e  f e e l i n g  o f  ou r own p e r ­
s o n a l  c o n c re te  i d e n t i t y ,  even though we may be g ra d u a l ly  being  
a b so rb e d  i n  God, e n r ic h in g  H i m . 32

Im m o rta li ty  w ith o u t such a c o n tin u ity  o f  c o n sc io u sn e ss  and s u rv iv a l  o f

i d e n t i t y  i s  f o r  Unamuno as  i t  i s  f o r  Tennyson v a in  and u n s a t i s f y in g .

The s i m i l a r i t y  betw een Tennyson and Unamuno i s  more th an  a  su p e r­

f i c i a l  one . The c e n t r a l  p ro b la a  o f  modern th e o lo g y  i s  to  r e v i t a l i z e  

f a i t h  by s t e e r in g  betw een th e  S c y lla  and  C h a r ib d is  o f  r a t io n a l is m  and  

n a iv e te .  N a iv e te , a s  we have a lr e a d y  p o in te d  o u t,  i s  im p o ss ib le  t o  th e  

c r i t i c a l  m ind. And r a t io n a l is m  i s  s t e r i l e :  th e  God o f  re a so n , as

30t . s . E l i o t ,  p . 292.

33-Unamuno, p . 228. 32% bid. ,  p . 230.
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K ie rk eg aa rd  p o in te d  o n t ,  can only  be adm ired  a s  a r a t i o n a l  c o n s tr u c t ,  

which s p e l l s  th e  d e a th  o f  r e l i g io n  and o f  th e  r e l i g io u s  s p i r i t .  Tenny­

so n ’ s q u e s t io n , w hich we quo ted  e a r l i e r ,  "What th e n  w ere God to  such as 

I ? "  becomes th e  u l t im a te  e x i s t e n t i a l  q u e s tio n  w hich t h r u s t s  upon man 

th e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f r e c r e a t in g ,  o f  b r in g in g  back  i n t o  view , th e  God 

who h as  d isa p p e a re d  o r  been a rgued  o u t o f  e x is t e n c e .  The only  way open 

f o r  such  a q u e s t  i s  a c r i t i c a l  ree x a m in a tio n  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l  s o u l  and 

th e  u se  o f an u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  i t s  n a tu re  and n e e d s , i t s  d e s i r e s ,  h o p es, 

and so u rc e s  o f  p a in  t o  c o n s tru c t  a  God whom man can lo v e —i f  he can 

a ls o  make th e  le a p  o f  f a i t h ,  which i s  e s p e c i a l l y  d i f f i c u l t  when one i s  

aware t h a t  he i s  c r e a t in g  th e  v e ry  f a i t h  i n to  w hich he  le a p s .  And 

Tennyson i s  aw are o f  th e  need f o r  such a  le a p ;  a f t e r  he a s s e r t s  h i s  

ten u o u s f a i t h  i n  im m o rta li ty  and o u t l in e s  th e  k in d  o f  im m o rta li ty  w hich 

he s e e k s , th e r e  fo llo w s  poem XLVIII, w hich b e g in s .

I f  th e s e  b r i e f  l a y s ,  o f  Sorrow b o rn .
Were ta k e n  t o  be such as  c lo se d  
Grave d o u b ts  and  answ ers h e re  p ro p o se d .

Then w ere th e s e  such as  men m igh t s c o rn .

The d o ub ts  a r e  n o t c lo s e d ;  th e y  c o n tin u e  t o  e x i s t  i n  a s t a t e  o f  t e n s io n

w ith  th e  w i l l  t o  b e l i e v e .

And c lo s e ly  fo llo w in g  th e s e  a f f i r m a t io n s  i s  th e  e x p re s s io n  o f

p e rh a p s  th e  d e e p e s t ,  c e r t a in ly  th e  m ost d r a m a t ic a l ly  in te n s e ,  doub ts

i n  th e  e l e s r .  Poem LTV develops th e  n o t io n .

0, y e t  we t r u s t  t h a t  somehow good 
W il l  be th e  f i n a l  g o a l o f  i l l ,

w hich co n c lu d es  w ith  an  angu ished  a f f i r m a t io n  i n  do u b t:

B ehold , we know n o t a n y th in g ;
I  can b u t  t r u s t  t h a t  good s h a l l  f a l l  
A t l a s t — f a r  o f f —a t  l a s t ,  to  a l l .

And every  w in te r  change to  s p r in g .
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So ru n s  my dream ; bu t w hat am I?

An i n f a n t  c ry in g  i n  th e  n ig h t;
An i n f a n t  c ry in g  f o r  th e  l i g h t .

And w ith  no lan g u ag e  b u t a c ry .

Again a s  i n  XLVIII we a r e  rem inded o f th e  l im i t e d  b a se s  f o r  th e  a f f i im a -

t io n s  made e a r l i e r ,  commitments o f th e  s o u l  made o u t of th e  s o u l 's

d e s p e ra te  s e n se  o f  lo s s  and  e s tra n g em e n t. And th e  p a in  i s  n o t r e l ie v e d

b u t i n t e n s i f i e d  i n  LV and LVI, where n a tu re  i s  seen  as  u t t e r l y  f a i l i n g

to  s u b s t a n t i a t e  any o f  th e s e  hopes, c a r e le s s  b o th  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l  and

o f  th e  ty p e  i n  h e r  im p e rso n a l e v o lu tio n a ry  movement. And th e  p o e t

w onders f i n a l l y  w h e th e r man, n a tu r e 's  l a t e s t  w ork,

Who t r u s t e d  God was lo v e  in d eed  
And lo v e  C r e a t io n 's  f i n a l  law—
Tho' N a tu re , r e d  i n  to o th  and claw ,

W ith  r a v in e ,  s h r i e k 'd  a g a in s t  h i s  c re e d —

w h e th e r man to o  w i l l  be "blown about th e  d e s e r t  d u s t , /  Or s e a l 'd  w ith in

th e  i r o n  h i l l s . "  I f  such w ere th e  c a se , l i f e  w ould be  "as  f u t i l e  th en

as f r a i l . "  The o n ly  answ er i s  th e  vague s u g g e s t io n  o f  th e  l a s t  l i n e ,

"B ehind  th e  v e i l ,  b e h in d  th e  v e i l . "

In  t h e  f a c e  o f  w hat ap p ears  to  be more th a n  a l a c k  o f  ev idence  

f o r  h i s  f a i t h ,  an overw helm ing body o f ev id e n c e  t o  th e  c o n tr a ry ,  Tennyson 

s t i l l  c l i n g s  t o  t h a t  f a i t h .  T h is m ight be se e n , in  G. M. Y oung's te rm s , 

t o  e x h ib i t  an  " in c a p a c i ty  to  fo llo w  any c h a in  o f  re a s o n in g  which seems 

l i k e l y  to  r e s u l t  i n  an u n p le a s a n t c o n c lu s io n ."  But such a judgment 

f a i l s  to  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  r e l i g io u s  m ind. K ie rk e g a a rd  r e v e a ls  som ething 

o f  th e  k in d  o f  p ro c e s s  Tennyson i s  go ing  th ro u g h  i n  h i s  C oncluding Un­

s c i e n t i f i c  P o s t s c r i p t .

F o r K ie rk e g a a rd  t r u t h  r e s id e s  in  s u b j e c t i v i t y ,  and  th e  t r u t h  o f  

any answ er t o  a q u e s tio n  o f  e x i s t e n t i a l  im p o rt i s  dependen t n o t on what
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i s  s a id  b u t on how i t  i s  s a id :

When one man i n v e s t ig a t e s  o b je c t iv e ly  th e  problem  o f  im m o rta li ty , 
and a n o th e r  em braces an u n c e r ta in ty  w ith  th e  p a s s io n  o f  th e  i n ­
f i n i t e :  w here i s  t h e r e  m ost t r u t h ,  and who h as  th e  g r e a t e r  c e r ­
t a i n t y ?  The one has  e n te re d  upon a n e v e r-e n d in g  ap p ro x im atio n , 
f o r  th e  c e r t a i n t y  o f  im m o rta li ty  l i e s  p r e c i s e l y  i n  t h e  s u b je c t iv ­
i t y  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l ;  th e  o th e r  i s  im m o rta l, and  f i g h t s  f o r  h i s  
im m o rta li ty  by s t r u g g l in g  w ith  th e  u n c e r t a i n t y . 3 3

The v a l i d i t y  o f  th e  "inw ard  how" depends f o r  K ie rk e g a a rd  on t h i s  " p a s s io n  

of th e  i n f i n i t e , " and t r u t h  he d e f in e s  a s  fo llo w s  : "M  o b je c t iv e  u n c e r­

t a i n t y  h e ld  f a s t  i n  an a p p ro p r ia t io n -p ro c e s s  o f th e  m ost p a s s io n a te  i n -  

w ardness i s  th e  t r u t h , th e  h ig h e s t  t r u t h  a t t a in a b l e  f o r  an e x is t in g  

in d iv id u a l . "3^ T ru th  becomes a  v e n tu re , " th e  v e n tu re  w hich chooses an 

o b je c t iv e  u n c e r t a in ty  w ith  th e  p a s s io n  o f  th e  i n f i n i t e . "33 What we a re  

w atch ing  i n  T ennyson’s In  Memoriam i s  j u s t  t h i s  " a p p ro p r ia t io n -p ro c e s s  

o f th e  most p a s s io n a te  in w a rd n e ss ."  And th e  f a c t  t h a t  Tennyson i s  so 

f u l l y  aware o f  th e  o b je c t iv e  u n c e r ta in ty  o f  h i s  p o s i t i o n ,  e s p e c ia l ly  

e x h ib i te d  in  poems LIV-LVI, i s  f o r  K ie rk eg aa rd  th e  m easure o f  i t s  i n ­

w ardness and  t h e r e f o r e  o f i t s  " t r u th " :

When s u b j e c t i v i t y ,  in w ard n ess , i s  th e  t r u t h ,  th e  t r u t h  o b je c t iv e ly  
d e f in e d  becomes a p a rad o x ; and th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  t r u t h  i s  o b je c ­
t i v e l y  a p a ra d o x  shows i n  i t s  t u r n  t h a t  s u b j e c t i v i t y  i s  th e  t r u t h .
F o r th e  o b je c t iv e  s i t u a t i o n  i s  r e p e l l e n t ;  and th e  e x p re s s io n  f o r  
t h e  o b je c t iv e  r e p u ls io n  c o n s t i tu t e s  th e  t e n s io n  and  th e  m easure o f  
th e  c o rre sp o n d in g  in w a rd n e s s .3^

The f a i t h  in  im m o r ta li ty  s u rv iv e s ,  th e r e f o r e ,  in  s p i t e  o f ,  and p e rh ap s

because  o f ,  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  d o u b ts  o f re a s o n  a r e  n o t  answ ered . And

w h ile  th e  in w ard n ess  o f  th e  p o e t 's  commitment i s  b e in g  i n t e n s i f i e d ,  we

f in d  him a ls o  open ing  o u tw ard ly . Unamuno p o in ts  ou t t h a t  th e  q u e s t f o r

33a K ie rk e g a a rd  A nthology, ed . R obert B r e t a l l  (New York: Random 
House, 1914.6 ) ,  p p . 212 - 2 1 3 .

3 ln b id . ,  p .  2114. 33 l b i d . 3 6 ib id . ,  p .  21$.
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answ ers to  such p rob lem s i s  n o t s t r i c t l y  sp e a k in g  p h i lo s o p h ic a l ;  i t  i s  

e x i s t e n t i a l ;  " I  need  i t  i n  o rd e r  t o  l i v e . "37 And th e  p r o g re s s iv e  appro ­

p r i a t i o n  o f  f a i t h  m ust m a n ife s t i t s e l f  i n  a f u l l e r  l i f e ,  an expansion  

o f  r e l a t i o n s h ip s ,  w hich means i n  te im s  o f  T e n n y so n 's  poem a  g ra d u a l e a s ­

in g  o f  th e  bondage to  g r i e f .  We have seen th e  f i r s t  s te p  i n  t h a t  d i r e c ­

t io n  i n  XXVII, w here g r i e f  becomes n o t an end in  i t s e l f  b u t a means to  

th e  end o f  p e r p e tu a t in g  lo v e . The n e x t s te p  i s  r e v e a le d  i n  LXVII, w here

The shade by  w hich my l i f e  was c r o s t .
Which makes a d e s e r t  i n  th e  m ind.
Has made me k in d ly  w ith  my k in d .

G r ie f ,  th e  c o n sc io u sn e ss  o f  d e a th , th e  inw ard  voyage, th e  p e rs o n a l

q u e s t, a l l  th e s e  a ls o  r e v e a l  th e  s e e k e r 's  common hum anity  and i n t e n s i f y

h is  c a p a c i ty  f o r  com passion . This i s  p a r t  o f  th e  movement tow ard  th e

d e c la r a t io n  o f  C V III, " I  w i l l  no t s h u t me from  my k i n d ."

But th e  m ajo r fo cu s  i s  s t i l l  on H allam , and th e  m ajor d i r e c t i o n  

o f  movement rem a in s  in w ard . Poems LXVIII-LXXI r e v e a l  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  

th e  grow ing p re o c c u p a tio n  w ith  th e  in n e r  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  dream, t r a n c e ,  

and m y s tic  v i s io n  by means o f  which Tennyson se ek s  t o  p e n e tr a te  b e h in d  

th e  v e i l .  I n  LXIX h e  r e l a t e s  a vague a n t i c ip a t o r y  v i s io n  in  dream o f  a 

t r a n s fo rm a t io n  o f  g r i e f  i n to  jo y , b u t th e  f i r s t  a n n iv e r s a ry  o f H a llam ' s 

d e a th  i n  LXXII b e g in s  by a p o s tro p h iz in g  th e  "dim dawn" which "h o w les t, 

i s s u in g  o u t o f  n ig h t , "  p re lu d e  to  w hat i s  s t i l l  a  " d is a s tr o u s  day" o f 

" jo y le s s  g ra y ."

The seco n d  C h ris tm as , how ever, w hich b e g in s  P a r t  I I I  o f  t h e  

e le g y , r e v e a ls  a  grow ing se n se  o f t r a n q u i l i t y .  I t  i s  n o t ,  Tennyson 

i n s i s t s ,  t h a t  r e g r e t  has  d ie d , b u t t h a t ,

3?Unamuno, p .  it?»
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m ixt w ith  a l l  t h i s  m ystic  fram e.

Her deep r e l a t i o n s  a r e  th e  same.
But w ith  long  u se  h e r  t e a r s  a re  d ry . (LXXVIII)

And th e  d e s i r e  f o r  communion w ith  th e  dead  re a p p e a rs  and becomes 

th e  m ajo r theme o f  t h i s  p a r t  o f  th e  e le g y . T h is  q u e s t  i s  one a g a in  

which w av ers, c o m p lic a te d  by d o u b ts . Wien i t  was f i r s t  r a i s e d ,  n e a r  th e  

end o f  P a r t  I I ,  Tennyson had r e f e r r e d  to  s le e p  a s  "kinsm an . . .  t o  

d e a th  and t r a n c e /  And m adness" (LXXI), and fo l lo w in g  h i s  c a l l  f o r  th e  

dead H allam  to  v i s i t  him in  XC and XCI, he re c o g n iz e s  i n  XCII t h a t  i f  

he sh o u ld  see  H allam  i n  a v i s io n ,  he  w ould "co u n t i t  v a in /  As b u t th e  

can k er o f  th e  b r a i n . "  The v is io n  t h a t  w i l l  come i n  XCV i s  f u r th e r  p r e ­

p a re d  f o r  by a k in d  o f  s u r re n d e r  i n  X C III: " I  s h a l l  n o t  see  th e e ,"  a 

g iv in g  up o f  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y ,  fo llo w ed  im m ed ia te ly  by a n o th e r  in v o c a ­

t i o n ,  "D escend, and to u c h , and e n t e r , " fo llo w e d  a g a in  in  XCIV by a  

d e n ia l  o f  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y .  Poem XCV b r in g s  us t o  th e  v i s io n .

I t  b eg in s  u n o b tru s iv e ly , w ith  an ev en in g  s p e n t i n  company w ith

f r i e n d s  who d e p a r t  one by  one and le a v e  th e  p o e t  a lo n e  re a d in g  some o f

H allam ' s l e t t e r s .  The scen e  b eg in s  t o  be  t ra n s fo rm e d  i n  a way w hich

r e c a p i t u l a t e s  th e  p ro c e s s  o f  th e  w hole e le g y :

And s t r a n g e ly  on th e  s i l e n c e  b roke
The s i l e n t - s p e a k in g  w ords, and  s tr a n g e  
Was l o v e 's  dumb c ry  de fy in g  change 

To t e s t  h i s  w o rth ; and s tr a n g e ly  spoke

The f a i t h ,  t h e  v ig o r ,  b o ld  t o  d w ell
On d o u b ts  t h a t  d r iv e  th e  coward b ack .
And keen t h r o '  w ordy sn a re s  t o  t r a c k

S u g g e s tio n  to  h e r  in m o st c e l l .

The commitment t o  th e  p e rp e tu a t io n  o f  lo v e , t h e  f a i t h  a s s e r te d  in  th e

fa c e  o f  d o u b t, w hich  d r iv e s  th e  s p i r i t  in w a rd , b re a k  th ro u g h  in to  a

v i s io n  i n  w hich "The l i v i n g  s o u l was f la s h e d  on m in e ."  And more th a n
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th e  •'ri.sion o f Hallam^ th e  p o e t "came on t h a t  w hich i s ,  and c a u g h t/  The 

deep p u ls a t io n s  o f  th e  w o r ld ."  T his m y s t ic a l  e x p e r ie n c e  ta k e s  u s , by a 

t r a n s c e n d e n ta l  r o u te ,  i n t o  th e  noum enal, w hich w ould  seem to  deny o u r 

e a r l i e r  c o n te n t io n  t h a t  T ennyson 's  method i s  l a r g e ly  pheno m en o lo g ica l.

But as Jung p o in te d  o u t in  a  p assa g e  to  w hich we r e f e r r e d  e a r l i e r ,  th e  

sen se  o f  b e in g  i n  c o n ta c t  w ith  th e  noumenal i s  i t s e l f  a phenomenon.

T h is may a p p e a r  to  be a r a th e r  sp e c io u s  argum en t, b u t  i t  a p p e a rs  

to  be  th e  way i n  w hich Tennyson h a n d le s  th e  e x p e r ie n c e . The t r a n c e  i s  

" c a n c e l l 'd ,  s t r i c k e n  t h r o '  w ith  d o u b t,"  w hich s u g g e s ts  t h a t  i t  i s  b e in g  

seen  o b je c t iv e ly ,  b u t  i t  i s  a ls o  a p p ro p r ia te d  in w a rd ly , s u b je c t iv e ly  

a f f irm e d . That a f f i r m a t io n  can be an a ly zed  f u r t h e r  by a com parison b e ­

tween th e  m y s t ic a l  ex p e rien c e  as  i t  ap p ears  h e re  and  i n  e a r l i e r  poems.

In  "T im buctoo ," f o r  in s ta n c e ,  th e  immature Tennyson was p re o c c u p ie d  w ith  

two d e s i r e s  w hich we o b se rv ed  b e fo re , to  p e rp e tu a te  th e  im a g in a tiv e  

i n t e n s i t y  and se n se  o f  a s su ra n c e  o f  th e  v i s io n ,  and  t o  u se  t h a t  v i s io n  

p r o p h e t i c a l ly ,  to  te a c h  man to  a t t a i n  "by shadow ing f o r t h  th e  U n a tta in ­

a b le ."  We have seen  how th e s e  two d e s i r e s  dev e lo p ed  i n to  o p posing  

f o r c e s ,  s in c e  th e  d e s i r e  t o  te a c h  demanded a movement outw ard , w h ile  

th e  d e s i r e  to  s u s ta in  th e  v i s io n  was underm ined by th e  sense  o f  i t s  

c la s h in g  w ith  r e a l i t y ,  w hich fo rc e d  th e  p o e t  inw ard  to  a  p r iv a t e  im ag ina­

t i v e  w o rld  w here he  s o u ^ t  " fo r  aye to  d w e ll ."  But th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  

v i s io n  i s  a f f i rm e d  i n  I n  Memoriam w h ile  th e  d o ub ts  a r e  re c o g n iz e d  i n ­

d ic a te s  t h a t  Tennyson i s -  d isc o v e r in g  a  new d i r e c t i o n .  He saw i n  "The 

P a la c e  o f  A rt"  and  "The Lady o f  S h a lo tt"  t h a t  th e  v i s i o n  c o u ld  n o t be 

s u s ta in e d  im a g in a t iv e ly  w ith o u t c u t t in g  th e  s e l f  o f f  from  r e a l i t y ,  de­

p r iv in g  i t  o f  i t s  se n se  o f  i d e n t i t y ,  and d i s t o r t i n g  th e  v i s io n  i t s e l f .
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Here i n  In  Memoriam he  i s  b e g in n in g  to  su g g e s t t h a t  th e  v i s io n  can be 

s u s ta in e d  i f  n o t  im a g in a t iv e ly  th e n  by an a c t  o f  t h e  w i l l .

The problem  a t  t h i s  p o in t  i s  s im p l i f ie d  by th e  f a c t  t h a t  Tenny­

son i s  n o t concerned  w ith  h i s  fu n c t io n  as  p o e t ,  an d  th e  a f f i rm a t io n  

rem ains a p e r s o n a l  one, one by means o f  w hich he i s  b e g in n in g  to  shape 

h i s  l i f e .  But th e  p e r s o n a l  v i s io n  has  i t s  e f f e c t  on h i s  v i s io n  o f  him­

s e l f  a s  p o e t ,  an e f f e c t  w hich i s  re v e a le d  i n  th e  second  m ajo r v is io n a ry  

e x p e r ie n c e , th e  dream o f  re u n io n  w ith  Hallam  in  C I I I .

The dream, l i k e  th e  t r a n c e  e x p e rie n c e  o f  XCV, p r e s e n ts  somewhat 

o f  a r e c a p i t u l a t i o n ,  t h i s  tim e  a l l e g o r i c a l l y ,  o f some of th e  p ro c e s se s  

th ro u g h  which Tennyson has  gone and tow ard  w hich h e  i s  m oving. He sees  

h im s e lf  d w e llin g  w ith in  a h a l l  a long  w ith  a group o f  m aidens, whom 

Tennyson i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  th e  M uses, and m ore, w ith  " e v e ry th in g  th a t  

made l i f e  b e a u t i f u l  h e r e . "38 They s in g  to  a  v e i l e d  s ta tu e  o f  Hallam 

"o f w hat i s  w ise  and g o o d / And g r a c e f u l ,"  u n t i l  a dove a r r iv e s  w ith  a 

"summons from th e  s e a ,"  an i n v i t a t i o n  t o  an a l l e g o r i c a l  voyage.

The sym bols h e re  a r e  h a rd ly  t r a n s p a r e n t ,  b u t  t h e r e  a r e  some 

f a i r l y  obv ious s i m i l a r i t i e s  w ith  p re v io u s  poem s. The m aidens r e c a l l  th e  

S e a -F a i r ie s  and th e  d a u g h te rs  o f  H esperus; th e  h a l l  r e c a l l s  th e  p a la c e  

o f  a r t  and  th e  Lady o f  S h a l o t t 's  tow er; and th e  voyage a p p e a rs  in  "R ecol­

l e c t io n s  o f  th e  A ra b ia n  N ig h ts ,"  "The S e a - F a i r i e s , "  "The L o to s -E a te r s ," 

and " U ly ss e s ."  The symbol o f  th e  g r e a te s t  th e m a tic  im p o rtan ce , however, 

i s  th e  l a s t ,  th e  voyage.

In  Tennyson^s e a r l i e r  p o e try  th e  voyage u s u a l ly  o ccu rs  a s  one 

p o le  o f  a d i a l e c t i c  o p p o s it io n  w ith  some k in d  o f  symbol o f  r e s t .  "R ecol-

3 8 R o lfe 's  n o te , p . 83O.
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l e c t io n s  o f  th e  A ra b ia n  N ig h ts ,"  one o f th e  e a r l i e s t  m a n if e s ta t io n s  o f  

t h e  sym bol, i s  an  e x c e p tio n ; i t  i s  a voyage ^  more th a n  a  voyage to  

a n y th in g . The n om ina l o b je c t  o f th e  jo u rn e y  i s  th e  p a la c e  o f  th e  good 

Haroun A lr a s c h id ,  b u t th e  c e n te r  o f  i n t e r e s t  i s  th e  voyage i t s e l f  a s  a 

symbol o f  th e  e x o t ic  w anderings o f  th e  im a g in a tio n . More c h a r a c te r i s ­

t i c a l l y ,  i n  "The S e a -F a i r ie s "  and "The L o to s -E a te rs "  th e  voyage i s  

a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e  chang ing  and p a in f u l  shocks and s to rm s o f a l i f e  i n  

tim e  a s  opposed to  th e  t im e le s s  p eace  o f  t h e  i s l a n d  o f  im a g in a tiv e  jo y  

and f u l f i l l m e n t .  We have w atched  Tennyson develop  to w ard  th e  r e c o g n i­

t i o n  i n  "The P a la c e  o f  A rt"  t h a t  somehow th e  l i f e  i n  tim e  has g o t t o  be 

r e c o n c i le d  w ith  t h e  t im e le s s  v i s io n .  W ithou t t h a t  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n ,  th e  

l i f e  i n  tim e  i s  o n ly  a  s e n s e le s s  w andering and  th e  t im e le s s  v i s io n  i s  a 

s l o t h f u l  s t e r i l i t y .  We have w atched  an an a logue  t o  t h i s  aw areness d e v e l­

op ing  i n  In  Memoriam, w here th e  ap p a re n t m e a n in g le ssn e ss  o f  l i f e  i n s p i r e s  

th e  te m p ta tio n  t o  escape  from tim e  in to  th e  p a s t .  In d ee d  th e  r e l i g io u s  

and  p o e t i c  v i s io n s  a r e  s im i la r  i n  t h e i r  deve lopm en t, and  we can see  a 

movement to w ard  a s o lu t io n  i n  "U ly sse s ."  The poem does n o t embody a 

s o lu t io n  b u t i t  s u g g e s ts  in  i t s  symbols th e  way i n  w hich th e  im ages o f  

s t a s i s  and m o tio n  a r e  becoming merged in  T en n y so n 's  m ind.

U ly s s e s ' seco n d  voyage, seen in  te rm s o f  T en n y so n 's  e a r l i e r  

p o e tr y ,  i s  c o n fu s in g . I t  does n o t f i t  c l e a r l y  i n t o  th e  same d i a l e c t i c  

a s  "The S e a - F a i r ie s "  and  "The L o to s -E a te rs , " f o r  h e re  th e  voyage i s  n o t 

s e t  o v e r a g a in s t  a  symbol o f  s t a s i s  o r  t im e le s s n e s s .  The two m ajo r 

a l t e r n a t i v e s ,  r e p r e s e n te d  by U lysses and T elem achus, embody in s te a d  two 

d i f f e r e n t  k in d s  o f  m o tio n , and th e  image o f  s t a s i s ,  " th e  Happy I s l e s , "  

r e t r e a t s  i n t o  t h e  d i s ta n c e  o f  a  vague p o s s i b i l i t y .  The way o f  Telem achus,
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th e  commitment to  a l i f e  o f  s o c ia l  a c t io n ,  i s  re c o g n iz e d  f o r  i t s  n o b i l i t%  

b u t n e i th e r  U ly sses  n o r  Tennyson i s  re a d y  t o  g iv e  up th e  p o e t ic  way. I t  

has o f te n  been su g g e s te d  t h a t  U ly s s e s ' voyage i s  sym bolic o f  T ennyson 's  

d e d ic a tio n  t o  th e  im a g in a t iv e  l i f e ,  b u t  what h as  n o t been  c le a r l y  enough 

e x p la in e d  i s  th e  k in d  o f  im a g in a tiv e  l i f e  o f  w hich th e  p o e t sp e ak s , and 

what h a s  n o t been c l e a r l y  enough re c o g n iz e d  i s  th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  poem 

su g g e s ts  an a l t e r e d  n o t io n  o f  t h a t  l i f e .  I t  had  b e fo r e ,  a s  we j u s t  

p o in te d  o u t ,  been  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  t im e le s s n e s s ,  w ith  s t a s i s ,  w ith  a s t a t e  

o f  b e in g . But h e re  i n  "U ly sses"  i t  i s  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  t im e , w ith  m o tio n , 

w ith  a p ro c e s s  o f  becom ing.

The commitment o f  U ly sses  i s  c e r t a i n l y  n o t  a s  y e t  T en n y so n 's , 

e s p e c ia l ly  when th e  poem i s  seen  in  company w ith  i t s  companion p ie c e ,  

" T ith o n u s ,"  i n  w hich th e  e t e r n a l l y  a g in g  and w orld -w eary  sp e a k e r  w ish e s  

fo r  th e  p e a c e f u l  r e l e a s e  o f  d e a th . But "U ly sse s"  does r e v e a l  t h a t  

Tennyson i s  b e g in n in g  to  se e  t h a t  th e  im a g in a t iv e  l i f e ,  d i s t o r t e d  when 

th o u g h t to  o f f e r  th e  t o t a l  jo y  o f  t im e le s s  p e a c e , c o u ld  b e  r e v i t a l i z e d  

when se en  t o  o f f e r  t h e  l im i t e d  jo y  o f  a  m ea n in g fu l s t r u g g le  i n  t im e .

And th e  vagueness o f  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  re a c h in g  th e  Happy I s l e s  su g g e s ts  

t h a t  th e  r e a l i t y  o f  th e  end im ag ined  i s  n o t so im p o r ta n t  a s  i t s  n o b i l i t y  

and th e  way i n  w hich t h a t  end can be made t o  shape "some work o f  n o b le  

n o te  . . . /  Not unbecom ing men th a t  s t r o v e  w ith  Gods.J' T h is  i s  th e  

commitment o f  a  man, "Made weak tim e  and f a t e ,  b u t  s tro n g  i n  w i l l , "  

to  ta k e  th e  r i s k  o f  c r e a t in g  v a lu e .

The im p l ic a t io n  o f  such  a  q u e s t ,  and  e s p e c i a l l y  o f  th e  sym bols 

i n  te rras  o f  w hich i t  i s  p r e s e n te d , i s  t h a t  th e  v a lu e s  sough t had  t o  be 

b ro a d e r  th a n  th e  m e re ly  a e s t h e t i c .  As we have p o in te d  o u t b e fo re .
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T ennyson 's t a s k  i s  f i r s t  to  shape h i s  l i f e ,  and o n ly  s e c o n d a r ily  to  

shape h i s  a r t ;  a  p o e t  i s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  a man who w rite s  p o e try , and Tenny­

son had to  seek  a  b ro a d e r  fo u n d a tio n  f o r  v a lu e  o u t o f  which an  a e s t h e t i c  

c o u ld  d ev e lo p . And t h i s  q u e s t we have been w a tch in g  come to  f r u i t i o n  

in  In  Memoriam.

S ig n i f i c a n t ly  enough, in  C II I  th e  p o e t i s o l a t e d  w ith  h i s  muses 

b e g in s  to  grow when he le a v e s  th e  h a l l  and s e t s  o u t on th e  voyage. I t  

i s  a l s o  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  "The m aidens g a th e r 'd  s t r e n g th  and g r a c e /  And 

p re se n c e  l o r d l i e r  th a n  b e fo r e ,"  "And I  m y se lf  . . . w ax 'd  in  every  

lim b" in  th e  m id s t o f  t h e  voyage, b e fo re  H allam  o r  h i s  sh ip  i s  s ig h te d .  

T his su g g e s ts  t h a t  h i s  growth b o th  a s  a  man and  as a  p o e t i s  th e  r e s u l t  

n o t o f  th e  ach ievem en t o f  an im a g in a tiv e  s t a t e  b u t  o f  th e  im m ersion in  

an im a g in a tiv e  p ro c e s s ,  th e  commitment to  th e  voyage.

A f te r  H a lla m 's  sh ip  i s  s ig h te d  and board ed  by th e  p o e t,  th e  

m aidens com plain ab o u t b e in g  l e f t  b eh in d  and Hallam  b id s  them e n te r .

As Tennyson h im s e lf  su g g e s te d , t h i s  im p lie s  th e  s u rv iv a l ,  a s  w e l l  a s  

th e  v a lu e , o f  " e v e ry th in g  t h a t  made l i f e  b e a u t i f u l  h e re ,"  w hich "we 

may hope may p a s s  on w ith  us beyond th e  g r a v e . "39 i t  i s  a hope much 

l i k e  one o f  K e a ts ' " f a v o r i t e  s p e c u la t io n s ,"  e x p re s se d  in  th e  w ell-know n 

l e t t e r  to  Benjamin B a ile y , " th a t  we s h a l l  en jo y  o u rse lv e s  h e re  a f t e r  

by h av in g  what we c a l l  h a p p in e ss  on e a r th  r e p e a te d  i n  a  f i n e r  to n e  and  

so r e p e a t e d . T h i s  i s  i n d ic a t iv e  f u r t h e r  o f  T ennyson 's  d e s i r e  to  m ain­

t a i n  what we have  c a l l e d  th e  a e s th e t i c  p o s i t i o n ,  b u t q u a l i f ie d  by a '

3 9 R o lfe 's  n o te ,  p .  830.

^^The L e t t e r s  o f  John K e a ts , ed . H. Buxton Forman (London:
Reeves & T u rn e r, 1895 ), p .  53.
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l a r g e r  im a g in a tiv e  v is io n  whereby s e n s u a l  d e lig h t^  b e a u ty , and a r t  a r e  

c o n ta in e d  w ith in  b u t su b o rd in a te d  to  a more g e n e ra l  v a lu e  s t r u c tu r e .

The c e n te r  o f  t h a t  v a lu e  s t r u c tu r e  seems to  be th e  p e r s o n a l i ty  o f  th e  

p o e t and i t s  growth and developm ent tow ard  some t ra n s c e n d e n t  f r u i t i o n  

o f  th e  s e l f  i n  u n io n  w ith  th e  o b je c t  o f  lo v e .

But i n  o rd e r  to  u n d e rs ta n d  T ennyson 's  s p e c i a l  k ind  o f  t r a n s c e n ­

d e n ta lis m , i t  i s  n e c e s s a ry  t o  re c o g n iz e  h i s  c o n tin u in g  s k e p tic ism : i n  

poem CXX, " I  t r u s t  I  have n o t  w asted  b r e a t h ; /  I  t h in k  we a re  n o t  w ho liy  

b r a in "  and  i n  CXXIII, "But in  my s p i r i t  w i l l  I  d w e l l , /  And dream my 

dream , and h o ld  i t  t r u e . "  H is s k e p tic ism  c l a r i f i e s  th e  f a c t  t h a t  he 

i s  n o t l i v i n g  a t im e le s s  w orld  bu t to w ard  i t .  The summons from  th e  

se a  and th e  consequen t movement from  th e  h a l l  to  th e  voyaging sh ip  i s  

th e  a c c e p ta n c e  o f  th e  c h a lle n g e  to  s t r u g g le  tow ard  tra n sc e n d e n c e . The 

v is io n  o f  t h e  u n io n  w ith  Hallam  i s  no t th e  un ion  i t s e l f  but a s u g g e s tio n  

o f  th e  f u l f i l lm e n t  to  cone, l ik e  th e  " f a i r  v is io n "  o f  "The Voyage" o f  

l 86ij., " th e  gleam" o f  "M erlin  and th e  Gleam" o f  I 88I4., t h e  h o p e d -fo r  end 

w hich rem ains alw ays ou t o f  re a c h . T here  i s  no g u a ra n te e  o f  th e  r e a l i t y  

o f th e  v i s i o n ,  how ever, and th e  a c c e p ta n c e  o f  t h a t  la c k  o f g u a ra n te e  

in d ic a te s  t h a t  th e  se ek e r i s  tim e-b o u n d . But th e  l i f e  in  tim e  i s  g iven  

m eaning by th e  commitment to  embodying v a lu e  i n  tim e  by l iv in g  t h a t  

v a lu e  and by  th e  f a i t h  w hich sees  such a  l i f e  to  be moving tow ard  an  

u l t im a te  tra n sc e n d e n c e  o f  tim e  i n  e t e r n i t y .

What i n  e f f e c t  we a r e  moving tow ard  i n  Tennyson i s  th e  reco g ­

n i t i o n ,  w hich began w ith  Rom anticism  and  d eve loped  i n t o  e x is t e n t i a l i s m ,  

t h a t  th e  u l t im a te ly  c r e a t iv e  a c t  i s  n o t  p o e tr y  b u t l i v i n g ,  j u s t  a s  th e

^ ^ y  I t a l i c s .
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Romantic p rob lem  o f th e  p o e t 's  a l i e n a t io n  from s o c ie ty  was n o t a p u re ly  

a e s t h e t i c  problem  b u t a p re lu d e  to  th e  problem  o f  modem m an 's e s tr a n g e ­

ment and a l i e n a t i o n .

In  P a r t  IV, th e  l a s t  s e c t io n  o f  th e  e le g y , Tennyson a tte m p ts  to  

go beyond th e  developm ent o f th e  in d iv id u a l  t o  se ek  i n  th e  w orld  i t s e l f  

an an a lo g u e  to  h i s  own developm ent, b o th  w hat he has a c h ie v e d  and y e t 

hopes f o r .  We f in d  a h i n t  o f  th in g s  to  come i n  C I I I ,  w here th e  m aidens 

s in g  on th e  voyage o f  " th e  d e a th  o f  war" and " th e  h i s t o r y /  Of t h a t

g r e a t  r a c e  t h a t  i s  t o  b e ."  l e t  th e  v i s io n  o f  th e  p ro g re s s  o f  man which

Tennyson p o r t r a y s  i n  t h i s  s e c t io n  o f  th e  e le g y  i s  a g a in  p re s e n te d  more 

as a  c h a lle n g e  th a n  a s  a n e c e s s a ry  p ro c e s s .

The id e a  b e g in s  w ith  p r a i s e  o f  Hallam  i n  GIX-GXIII w hich le a d s

in  GXIV t o  th e  e x p re s s io n  o f a  w ish :

I  w ould th e  g r e a t  w o rld  grew l ik e  th e e .
Who g rew est n o t a lo n e  i n  power 
And know ledge, b u t  by y e a r  and h o u r 

In  r e v e re n c e  and  in  c h a r i ty .

The p a t t e r n  o f  developm ent i s  s im i la r  t o  what we have seen  b e fo re ;  out 

o f  th e  r e c o g n i t io n  o f  v a lu e  th e r e  a r i s e s  th e  d e s i r e  f o r  th e  p e rp e tu a t io n

o f  t h a t  v a lu e ,  and from t h a t  d e s i r e  comes th e  b eg in n in g  o f  an a f f i rm a ­

t i o n .  H a llam ' s growth i n  goodness on e a r th  le a d s  t o  th e  " t r u s t "  e x p ressed  

in  GXVIII

t h a t  th o s e  we c a l l  th e  dead 
A re b r e a th e r s  o f  an  am pler day 
F or e v e r  n o b le r  ends.

The b e l i e f  i n  H allam  ' s c o n tin u e d  developm ent i s  p o r tr a y e d  i n  te rm s o f

th e  n o tio n  o f  th e  e v o lu tio n a ry  developm ent o f  t h e  e a r th ,  w hich le a d s  in

t u r n  to  th e  n o t io n  o f  man as

The h e r a ld  o f  a h ig h e r  r a c e .
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And o f  h im s e lf  i n  h ig h e r  p la c e .

But m an’s p ro g re s s  a s  seen  h e re  i s  q u a l i f i e d  by an im p o r ta n t  " i f " :

I f  so he  ty p e  t h i s  work o f  tim e

W ith in  h im s e lf ,  from  more to  m ore;
Or, crow ned w ith  a t t r i b u t e s  o f  woe 
L ike g l o r i e s ,  move h i s  c o u rse , and show 

T hat l i f e  i s  n o t a s  i d l e  o re ,

But i r o n  dug from  c e n t r a l  gloom.
And h e a te d  h o t  w ith  b u rn in g  f e a r s .
And d i p t  i n  b a th s  o f  h i s s in g  t e a r s .

And b a t t e r 'd  w ith  th e  shocks o f doom

To shape and u s e .

Tennyson i s  n o t  h e re  lo o k in g  upon th e  p ro g re s s iv e  e v o lu t io n  o f  man as  a  

n e c e s s a ry  p r o c e s s ,  b u t one which h a s  become l in k e d  by t h e  v e ry  n a tu re  

o f  man w ith  th e  human w i l l .  Man i s  th e  h e r a ld  o f  a h ig h e r  r a c e  i f  he

" ty p e  w i th in  h im s e lf "  th e  work o f tim e , i f  he  can in c o r p o r a te  w ith in

h im s e lf  on th e  c o n sc io u s  l e v e l  t h a t  p ro g re s s  w hich tim e  h a s  ach iev ed  

on th e  u n co n sc io u s  l e v e l ,  i f  he can "move h i s  co u rse "  to  show t h a t  l i f e  

i s  som eth ing  "To shape and u s e ."  Again th e  em phasis i s  on m an 's  s t r u g g le  

th ro u g h  an a c t  o f  w i l l  to  c r e a te  a m ean in g fu l l i f e .  And th e  predom in­

ance  i n  Tennyson o f  hope (CXXV) and love (CXZVI) le a d s  t o  th e  a s s e r t i o n  

in  CXXVII t h a t

A l l  i s  w e l l ,  t h o ' f a i t h  and  form
Be s u n d e r 'd  i n  th e  n i ^ t  o f  f e a r ;
W ell r o a r s  th e  storm  to  th o se  t h a t  h e a r

A d e e p e r  v o ic e  a c ro s s  th e  sto rm .

P ro c la im in g  s o c i a l  t r u t h  s h a l l  sp read .
And j u s t i c e ,  even th o ' t h r i c e  a g a in  
The r e d  f o o l - f u r y  o f  th e  S e in e  

Shou ld  p i l e  h e r  b a r r ic a d e s  w ith  dead.

B efo re  we d ism is s  a l l  n o t io n s  o f  p ro g re s s  a s  f o o l i s h ,  and  th e  contem­

p o ra ry  i n t e r e s t  i n  a  th in k e r  l ik e  C hardin would i n d i c a t e  t h a t  th e
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n o tio n  i s  n o t  e n t i r e l y  dead, i t  i s  im p o r ta n t  to  n o t ic e  th e  k in d  o f  

b a la n c e d  c a re  w ith  which Tennyson d e v e lo p s  w hat he adm its i s  " th e  

l e s s e r  f a i t h /  That s e e s  th e  co u rse  o f  human t h in g s ."

He h a s  outgrow n t h a t  t r a n s c e n d e n ta l  n a iv e te  which sees  t h e  new 

w o rld  j u s t  a round  th e  n e x t c o rn e r .  Nor i s  i t  t o  be d isc o v e re d  by a 

s im p le  o pen ing  o f  th e  eyes to  th e  d iv in e  w o rld  t h a t  l i e s  b e fo re  u s .

R a th e r  th e  d iv in e  w orld , i f  th e r e  i s  su ch , i s  apprehended  more th ro u g h  

f a i t h  and  commitment th an  th ro u g h  v i s i o n .  And w hat i s  apprehended  i s  

on ly  a f a i n t  glimmer which i s  th e  s e e d  o f  f a i t h  r a th e r  th a n  any b a s is  

f o r  c e r t i t u d e .  The k in d  o f p ro g re s s  f o r  w hich Tennyson i s  lo o k in g  i s  

a ls o  im p o r ta n t :  c e r t a in ly  knowledge w i l l  a c cu m u la te , bu t knowledge 

a lo n e  i s  a

w ild  P a l la s  from  th e  b r a in  
Of demons, f i r e y  h o t to  b u r s t  
A l l  b a r r i e r s  i n  h e r  onward ra c e  
For pow er. (GXIV)

M a te r ia l  p r o g re s s  i s  v a in  i f  i t  i s  n o t  accom panied by th e  growth o f

wisdom, a  h ig h e r  power which Tennyson l i n k s  w ith  re v e re n c e  and c h a r i t y .

M oreover, f a i t h ' s  v i s io n  o f  th e  new w o rld  tow ard which man moves, 

o n ly  w eakly b a sed  on th e  sk e tc h y  e v id e n c e  o f  e v o lu t io n , i s  p la c e d  f a r  

ahead  i n  t im e , where se tb a c k s  canno t to u ch  i t .  Indeed  Tennyson i s  read y  

f o r  th e  r e p e t i t i o n  o f  " th e  r e d  f o o l - f u r y  o f  th e  S e in e ,"  f o r  h i s  i s  a 

v i s io n  o f  a p r o g re s s iv e  s t r u g g le ,  f a i l i n g  a t  t im e s ,  and o b je c t iv e ly  dim, 

though  a f f i rm e d  th ro u g h  th e  eye o f  f a i t h  and  th e  e a r  t h a t  h e a rs  "A d eep er 

v o ic e  a c ro s s  t h e  s to rm ."  Though h e  h i n t s  t h a t  p ro g re s s  i s  d iv in e ly  

d i r e c te d ,  i t  i s  c o n tin g e n t upon uhe human commitment t o  i t ,  m an 's  w i l l  

t o  be m ore. Such a v is io n  i s  an im m easu rab ly  g r e a te r  c h a lle n g e  th a n  i t  

i s  a c o m fo rt. And f i n a l l y  Tennyson i s  aw are t h a t  th e  whole n o t io n  i s
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on ly  an im a g in a t iv e  p o s s i b i l i t y ;  "Behold I  dream a  dream o f g o o d ,/  And 

m ing le  a l l  th e  w o rld  w ith  th e e "  (CXXIX). l e t  i t  i s  a v i s io n  l i k e  t h a t  

o f  im m o rta li ty  t o  w hich Tennyson commits h im s e lf  and  i n  term s o f  which 

he shapes h i s  l i f e .

C e r ta in ly  many o f  th e  v a lu e s  w hich Tennyson a f f irm s  a r e  t r a d i ­

t i o n a l ,  l i k e  lo v e , th e  so u l and i t s  im m o r ta li ty ,  p r o g r e s s ,  n o b i l i t y  o f  

s p i r i t ,  " th e  g rand  o ld  name o f  gen tlem an ."  But w h e th e r th e  v a lu e s  

a f f irm e d  a re  t r a d i t i o n a l  o r  n o t i s  n o t so im p o r ta n t  as th e  "inw ard  how ," 

th e  m anner i n  w hich th e y  a r e  a ff irm e d . And T en n y so n 's  n o tio n  o f  th e  

c r e a t iv e  l i f e  a c h ie v e d  th ro u g h  th e  commitment to  th e  d isc o v e ry  and  p e r ­

p e tu a t io n  o f  v a lu e  found in  th e  s e l f  and i n  i t s  c o n f r o n ta t io n  w ith  

e x p e rie n c e  i s  a  f a i r l y  c l e a r  forshadow ing  o f  th e  a u th e n t ic  commitment 

o f  r e l i g io u s  e x i s t e n t i a l i s m .  ’What Tennyson saw m ore c l e a r l y  th a n  any o f  

h i s  p re d e c e s s o rs  was t h a t  l i f e  i t s e l f  i s  t h e  p ro d u c t o f  th e  im a g in a tio n , 

t h a t  i t  l i e s  b e fo r e  man as  som ething t o  shape  and  u se , and t h a t  th e  d i s ­

ap p earan ce  o f  God h a s  t h r u s t  upon a l l  men, n o t m ere ly  th e  p o e t,  th e  r e ­

s p o n s ib i l i t y  and  th e  n e c e s s i ty  o f  c r e a t in g  som eth ing  m ean in g fu l o u t o f  

i t .

What t h i s  means f o r  T ennyson 's  a r t  i s  none to o  c l e a r .  T h r o u ^ -  

ou t In  Memoriam,  a lth o u g h  th e r e  i s  a g e n e ra l  r i s i n g  movement to w ard  th e  

jo y f u l  a f f i r m a t io n  o f  th e  c o n c lu s io n , every  a f f i r m a t io n  ex cep t th e  l a s t  

i s  fo llo w e d  by th e  r e c o g n i t io n  of i t s  u n c e r t a in ty .  I t  i s  a p p ro p r ia te  

f o r  th e  poem t o  end on a m ajor chord , b u t t h e  p a t t e r n  o f  re c o g n iz in g  

th e  ten u o u sn e ss  o f  th e  a f f i rm a t io n s  i s  so w e l l  e s ta b l i s h e d —in d e e d  i t  i s  

th e  fo rm a l p a t t e r n  o f  th e  l y r i c  monologue a s  we have  d e f in e d  i t —t h a t  we 

a re  ta k e n  b ack  from th e  co n c lu s io n  to  th e  p ro lo g u e , w here "we have b u t
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f a i t h "  and th e  p o e t p ray s  t h a t  th e  "beam in  d a rk n ess"  w i l l  grow. We have 

d e s c r ib e d  Tennyson i n  th e  p o s i t i o n  o f  b e in g  f irm ly  com m itted t o  a f a i t h  

w hich v a c i l l a t e s ,  and th e  r e s u l t  i s  a l s o  an  a r t  which f l u c t u a t e s .  Cer­

t a i n l y  he h a s  r e j e c t e d  what we have c a l l e d  th e  e s c a p is t  p o s i t i o n ;  we 

have shown him c lin g in g  to  th e  lo v e  o f  b e a u ty , though w ith o u t th e  e x c lu ­

s iv e n e ss  o f  th e  a e s th e t i c  p o s i t i o n .  H is a tte m p t to  immerse h im s e lf  in  

t im e  ta k e s  him away from th e  o r a c u la r  p o s i t i o n ,  and a lth o u g h  he c o n tin u e s  

t o  undergo o c c a s io n a l  e x p e rie n c e s  o f  t r a n c e  and dream, t h e  a f f i r m a t io n s  

t h a t  d e r iv e  from  them a r e  commitments t h a t  a r i s e  in  doubt and n o t o rac u ­

l a r  p ronouncem en ts. Indeed  th e r e  i s  no name f o r  th e  p o s i t i o n  w ith  re g a rd  

t o  h i s  p o e tr y  a t  which Tennyson a r r i v e s  i n  In  Memoriam, b u t  some o f i t s  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  can be f u r t h e r  s k e tc h e d ,

R o b ert P re y e r  m a in ta in s  t h a t  a f t e r  Tennyson abandoned th e  o ra c u ­

l a r  p o s i t i o n ,  "he tu rn e d  to  th e  w r i t in g  o f  mundane dom estic  i d y l l s  and 

c o n v e rs a tio n  p i e c e s , "^2 which i s  p a r t i a l l y  t r u e .  H is commitment to  th e  

l i f e  i n  t im e  encouraged an i n t e r e s t  i n  dom estic  r e a l is m , an d  h i s  s e a rc h  

f o r  v a lu e  i n  tim e  le d  him a t  t im e s  to  mundane p lo t s  and "n o b le"  c h a r ­

a c te r s  w hich  te n d e d  more to  i l l u s t r a t e  ready-m ade id e a s  th a n  to  in v o lv e  

th e  r e a d e r  i n  any e f f e c t iv e  d ra m a tic  c o n f l i c t  o r  any r e a l  d isc o v e ry  o r 

i l l u m in a t io n .  But T ennyson 's w eaknesses d e r iv e  from h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  k in d  

o f  f a i t h ,  w hich i s  a ls o  a  so u rc e  o f  h i s  c o n tin u in g  s t r e n g th .

T h e re  a r e  tim es  when he  w r i te s  from  th e  p o in t  o f  view  o f  th e  

c o n c lu s io n  t o  I n  Memoriam o r  th e  seco n d  o f  "The Two V o ic e s ,"  " I  s e e  th e  

end, and know th e  good." Most o f  th e  dom estic  i d y l l s  fo llo w  t h i s  to n e , 

and  th e  p o e t 's  se n se  o f  a s su ra n c e  o f  v a lu e  makes him a somewhat t ire so m e

^ 2 p r e y e r ,  p .  2 ^ 1 .
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sa g e . But T ennyson 's  f a i t h  i s  n o t  s t a t i c ;  though a s s u r r e d  a t  t im e s , i t  

i s  n ev er c e r t a i n .  In d eed  th e r e  a r e  in d ic a t io n s  in  poems l i k e  "The 

V oyage," "The A n c ie n t S ag e ,"  "L ocksley  H a ll  S ix ty  Y ears A f t e r , "  and 

" V a s tn e s s ," t h a t  h i s  doub ts  c o n tin u e d  and deepened and th e  s t r a i n  n e c ­

e s s a ry  f o r  a f f i r m a t io n  in c re a s e d  a s  th e  r i f t  betw een th e  w o rld  t h a t  was 

and th e  h o p e d -fo r  w o rld  w idened . The r e s u l t  i s  a t  tim es  a p o e tr y  o f  

r e a l  d ram a tic  t e n s io n .  DJhereas th e  dom estic  i d y l l s  te n d  t o  g ive  u s  en­

co u rag in g  in c id e n ts  a lo n g  th e  voyage, th o se  poems w hich g iv e  u s  th e  

voyage i t s e l f  in v o lv e  u s  i n  f u l l e r  and  d e ep er e x p e rie n c e  w here c o n f l i c t s  

a r e  d r a m a tic a l ly  r e a l i z e d  and w here th e  poem can c r e a te  a se n se  o f  d i s ­

covery  and i l lu m in a t io n .

There a r e  many them es i n  T ennyson 's p o e try  a f t e r  I n  Memoriam, and 

c o n tin u e d  e x p e rim en ts  i n  form and v e r s i f i c a t i o n ,  b u t th e  m ajo r p o e t ic  

p u rp o se  in v o lv e s  th e  im m ersion o f a r t  in  tim e  and c e n te r s  on th e  c o n tin ­

u in g  q u e s t f o r  v a lu e .  In  th e  fo llo w in g  c h a p te r  we s h a l l  examine one o f 

T ennyson 's  m ost s u c c e s s f u l  a tte m p ts  a long  th e s e  l i n e s .  I d y l l s  o f  th e  

King, i n  o rd e r  to  show t h a t  h i s  a f f i rm a t io n s  d id  n o t  c r ip p l e  h i s  p o e t ic  

f a c u l t i e s ,  b u t opened  new a re a s  f o r  f r u i t f u l  e x p lo r a t io n .



CHAPTER III

VALUE AND THE WASTELAND 

THE PROBLEM OF CONTINUING AFFIRMATION

I d y l l s  o f  th e  King can be seen  a s  a d ra m a tic  t e s t  o f  some o f  

th e  a t t i t u d e s  and a f f i r m a t io n s  developed  in  In  Memoriam. I t s  c e n t r a l  

theme i s  th e  a tte m p t to  c r e a te  an o rd e r  in  t im e , t o  b r in g  th e  i d e a l  

in  c o n ta c t  w ith  th e  r e a l ,  to  shape b o th  th e  in d iv id u a l  l i f e  and th e  

l i f e  o f  a whole s o c ie ty  i n  te rm s o f a v i s io n  o f  v a lu e .  And i t s  con­

c lu s io n  i s  t r a g i c ,  in v o lv in g  th e  r e c o g n i t io n  o f th e  im p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  

a p e r f e c t  f u s io n  o f  th e  r e a l  and i d e a l  and th e  a f f i r m a t io n ,  in  s p i t e  o f  

t h a t  i m p o s s ib i l i t y ,  o f  th e  w orth  o f such an a t te m p t .

The s t r u g g l e - t o  fu se  th e  r e a l  and th e  i d e a l  i s  a theme t h a t  h as  

been re c o g n iz e d  i n  r e c e n t  c r i t i c i s m  o f  th e  I d y l l s . F . E. L. P r i e s t l e y  

comments,

M an's t a s k  i s  n o t  to  p ie r c e  th rough  th e  e v i l  o f  ap p earan ces  and 
b ru sh  i t  a s id e ;  i t  i s  to  rec o g n ize  th e  r e l a t i o n s h ip  o f appearance  
t o  an  i d e a l  r e a l i t y  which he cannot f u l l y  know, and to  work i n  th e  
rea lm  o f  phenomena tow ard  more com plete a c tu a l i z a t i o n  o f  th e  i d e a l  
i n  so f a r  a s  h e  knows i t . l

E lto n  Edward Sm ith a l s o  re c o g n iz e s  t h i s  s t r u g g le  and  sees  a g r e a te r  de­

gree o f  te n s io n  in

I p .  E. L. P r i e s t l e y ,  "T ennyson 's  I d y l l s , " C r i t i c a l  Essays on th e  
P o e try  o f  Tennyson, ed . John K iIlham  (London; R ou tledge  and Kegan P a u l, 
I9 6 0 ), p .  2 5 1 .
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th e  c o n f l i c t  betw een d e d ic a t io n  to  an  a s c e t i c  i d e a l  and a b so rp ­
t i o n  i n  a comprom ised a c t u a l i t y .  Both p o le s  a re  and rem ain t o r -  
m e n tin g ly  r e a l  f o r  Tennyson and c r e a te  a r e a l  w ar o f sense  w ith  
s o u l ,  r a t h e r  th a n  a sham b a t t l e  m eant t o  i n d ic a te  t h a t  th e  oppos­
in g  f o r c e s  w ere a c tu a l l y  on th e  same s id e  a l l  th e  tim e .^

And Buckley has  seen  t h i s  s t r u g g le  as T en n y so n 's  a tte m p t " to  i n t e r p r e t  

r a t h e r  th a n  to  escap e  th e  l a r g e r  s p i r i t u a l  c r i s i s  o f  h i s  c u l tu r e ." ^  The 

I d y l l s ' m ajo r them e, w hich " t r a c e s  th e  r i s e  o f  a p u rp o s e fu l  o rd e r  and 

th e  g ra d u a l  c a ta s t r o p h ic  b e t r a y a l  of i t s  s u s ta in in g  id e a lis m , " Buckley 

sa y s , " s ta n d s  a s  an o b liq u e  w arn ing , i f  n o t a d i r e c t  u ltim atum , t o  n in e ­

te e n th  c e n tu ry  E n g la n d ."^

The I d y l l s  i s  n o t  a  p e r f e c t l y  u n i f i e d  w ork, a p o in t  which P a u l i  

F. Baum h as  b e la b o re d  t o  th e  e x te n t o f  deny ing  i t  any u n i ty  o r coherence  

o f  m eaning as  w e l l  a s  any u n i ty  o r coherence  o f  s t r u c tu r e ;  a l l  t h a t  r e ­

m ains , he s a y s , i s  "many b r i l l i a n t  p a s sa g e s , many s p le n d id  d e s c r ip t io n s ,  

many f in e  fra g m en ts  o f  n a r r a t i v e ." ^  But a l t h o u ^  th e  I d y l l s  h as  some 

d e f i c i e n c ie s ,  i t  i s  n o t n e a r ly  so  fra g m en ta ry  a s  Baum m a in ta in s . P r i e s t ­

le y  g ra p p le s  w ith  t h i s  p rob lem , p o in tin g  ou t how m ost o f i t s  w eaknesses 

grow ou t o f  i t s  p iec e m e a l co m p o sitio n . The poem w ent th rough  th r e e  

s ta g e s  o f  c o m p o s itio n , he e x p la in s , b e g in n in g  w ith  th e  "Morte d 'A r th u r ,"  

w r i t t e n  i n  th e  t h i r t i e s  and p u b lis h e d  i n  18^2 . S tag e  two was th e  fo u r  

i d y l l s  o f  1859 , w hich in c lu d e d  "E n id ,"  "Nimuë" (" V iv ie n " ) ,  " E la in e ,"  and 

"G u in ev e re ,"  and  seemed to  em phasize th e  them e s t a t e d  in  th e  t i t l e - p a g e  

o f th e  f i r s t  p r o o f s .  The True and th e  F a ls e ;  Four I d y l l s  o f  th e  K ing. 

"T en n y so n 's  f i n a l  i n t e n t i o n , "  P r i e s t l e y  goes on,

a p p e a rs  t e n  y e a r s  l a t e r ,  w ith  th e  p r o v is io n  o f  th e  main fram e-

^S m ith , p .  6 1 . ^B uckley , p .  192.

^ I b i d . ,  p . 1 9 3 . ^Baum, p .  213.
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work o f sym bolic  a l le g o ry  i n  "The Coming o f  A r th u r ," "The Holy 
G r a i l , "  and "The P a ss in g  o f  A r th u r ."  " P e l le a s  and E t ta r r e "  and 
th e  l a t e r  poems com plete th e  p a t t e r n ,  b u t however u n i f ie d  th e  
t o t a l  s t r u c tu r e  h a s  been made th e m a t ic a l ly ,  th e  tre a tm e n t r e ­
m ains h e te ro g e n e o u s . "L an ce lo t and E la in e "  b e lo n g s q u i te  
c l e a r l y  t o  a d i f f e r e n t  gen re  from  "The H oly G r a i l" —to  th e  
genre  o f  "Enoch Arden" o r  "A ylm er's  F i e ld , "  n o t to  t h a t  o f  
"The V is io n  o f  S i n . "6

T h is m ethod o f  co m p o sitio n  in tro d u c e d , P r i e s t l e y  sa y s , " in c o n s is te n c ie s

w hich o n ly  com plete  r e v is io n  and a l a r g e r  m easure  o f  r e w r i t in g  o f  th e
7

e a r l i e r  i d y l l s  c o u ld  have rem oved."

But P r i e s t l e y  a rgues t h a t  th e r e  i s  a p e rc e iv a b le  p a t t e r n  in  

th e  tw e lv e  poems, governed by th e  p u rp o se  o f  u s in g  th e  A rth u r ia n  c y c le  

"as  a medium f o r  th e  d is c u s s io n  o f  p rob lem s w hich a r e  bo th  contem porary  

and p e r e n n i a l , "8 and  shaped by a lo o se  and  complex a l le g o r y .  In d eed  

th e r e  a r e  i n d ic a t io n s  in  T ennyson 's  comments ab o u t th e  I d y l l s  t h a t  a s  

th e  poems to o k  shape h i s  sym bols, a t  f i r s t  s t r i c t l y  a l l e g o r i c a l ,  ex­

panded t o  r i c h e r  s ig n i f ic a n c e  which broke th e  bounds o f  a l l e g o r i c a l  

e q u a tio n .

H is e a r l i e s t  n o te s  on an  A r th u r ia n  p r o j e c t ,  th e  p la n  f o r  a f iv e -  

a c t  drama w ith  w hich he  p la y e d  i n  th e  t h i r t i e s ,  eq u a te d  A r th u r  w ith  

r e l i g io u s  f a i t h ,  M ordred w ith  th e  s k e p t i c a l  u n d e rs ta n d in g . M e rlin  w ith  

s c ie n c e ,  th e  Round T ab le  w ith  l i b e r a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s . 9 And l a t e r  i n  th e  

1872 d e d ic a t io n ,  "To th e  Q ueen ," h i s  r e f e r e n c e  t o  th e  poem a s  " th i s  o ld  

im p e r fe c t  t a l e , /  New-old, and shadowing Sense  a t  w ar w ith  S o u l ," was 

an open i n v i t a t i o n  to  a l l e g o r i c a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  which th e  p o e t l a t e r  

r e j e c t e d :  "They have ta k e n  my hobby, and  r id d e n  i t  to o  h a rd , and have

^ P r i e s t l e y ,  C r i t i c a l  E ssays . . . ,  p .  2hO.

?I b i d . Q lb id .

^Memoir, I I ,  123.
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e x p la in e d  some th in g s  too  a l l e g o r i c a l l y ,  a lth o u g h  th e r e  i s  an a l l e g o r i ­

c a l  o r  p e rh a p s  a p a ra b o l ic  d r i f t  i n  th e  poem."-^0 A gain he s a id ,  " I  h a te  

t o  be t i e d  down t o  say , ' T h is means t h a t , ' b ecau se  th e  th o u g h t w i th in  

th e  im age i s  much more th a n  any one i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .

But Tennyson d id  su g g e s t th e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  th e  p a ra b o l ic  d r i f t  

o f  th e  I d y l l s  ; "Camelot f o r  in s t a n c e ,  a c i t y  o f  shadowy p la c e s ,  i s  

everyw here  sym bolic o f  th e  g ra d u a l growth o f human b e l i e f s  and i n s t i t u ­

t i o n s ,  and o f  th e  s p i r i t u a l  developm ent o f  m a n . A n d  ag a in  he s a id .

The w hole i s  th e  dream o f  man coming i n t o  p r a c t i c a l  l i f e  and 
ru in e d  by one s in .  B i r th  i s  a m y ste ry  and d e a th  i s  a m y ste ry , 
and  i n  th e  m id s t l i e s  th e  ta b le la n d  o f  l i f e ,  and  i t s  s t r u g g le s  
and p e rfo rm a n c es . I t  i s  n o t th e  h i s t o r y  o f  one man or o f  one 
g e n e ra tio n  bu t o f  a w hole c y c le  o f  g e n e r a t i o n s .

T his  l a s t  q u o ta t io n  i n d ic a te s  th e  b re a d th  o f  scope o f th e  I d y l l s . I t  i s

an i n v e s t ig a t io n  o f  " th e  ta b le la n d  o f l i f e , " by means o f  a  sym bolic

n a r r a t i v e ,  b u t i t  i s  n o t an a l le g o r y .

The d i s t i n c t io n  we a re  la b o r in g  h e re ,  t h a t  betw een symbol and 

a l l e g o r y ,  i s  a f a i r l y  common one to d a y , b u t one which was a long  tim e  i n  

b e in g  a p p l ie d  to  T ennyson 's I d y l l s . Samuel C. B u rc h e ll  came c lo s e  t o  

such a  d i s t i n c t i o n  i n  an a r t i c l e  p u b lis h e d  i n  1?$3 . D i s s a t i s f i e d  w ith  

s tu d ie s  o f  th e  poem l ik e  Henry A l f o rd 's ^ ^  and Gonde F a l l e n 's ,^ ^  w hich 

expand th e  them e o f  "Sense a t  w ar w ith  Sou l"  a s  th e  dom inant a l l e g o r i ­

c a l  p a t t e r n ,  and r e a c t in g  a g a in s t  Baum's a t t a c k  on th e  in c o n s is te n c y  o f  

th e  I d y l l s ' a l l e g o ry ,  B u rc h e ll  re c o g n iz e d  t h a t  th e  p u re ly  a l l e g o r i c a l

l OMemoir, I I ,  126-127. ^ I b i d . ,  I I ,  12?. ^ ^ Ib id . ^^ I b i d .

l^H enry  A lfo rd , "The I d y l l s  o f  th e  K ing ,"  The Contemporary Re­
v iew , X III  (1 8 7 0 ), lOU-125.

l^Gonde B eno is t F a l le n ,  The M eaning o f  th e  I d y l l s  o f  th e  King 
(New Y ork: Am erican Book C o ., I 90U ).
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approach  "makes f a r  to o  much o f  th e  m oral a l l e g o r y  and does n o t tak e  

i n t o  c o n s id e r a t io n  th e  h a p h a za rd  c o n s tru c tio n  o f  th e  p o e m , a n d  th e  

r e s u l t i n g  f a c t  t h a t  s e v e r a l  o f th e  i d y l l s  sim ply  do n o t f i t  i n to  such a 

s t r i c t l y  a l l e g o r i c a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  C on seq u en tly , he s e e s  th e  poem as 

"an  a l le g o r y  a t  a d i s t a n c e ,"  w hich i s  "no t an  a l le g o r y  a t  a l l  i n  th e  t r u e  

se n se  b u t r a t h e r  a  s to r y  w ith  two le v e ls  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . "^7 I t  i s  

" th e  sym bolic s tu d y  o f  a  decad en t s o c ie ty  from  i t s  r i s e  t o  i t s  f a l l ,  

when i t  d ragged  down even t h a t  p e r f e c t  p r in c e  who form ed i t ." ^ ®

B u rc h e ll  does n o t make a c le a r  d i s t i n c t i o n  betw een symbolism and 

a l l e g o r y ,  b u t i t  i s  a lr e a d y  i m p l ic i t  i n  a n o th e r  o f  T ennyson 's  s ta te m e n ts  

q u o ted  i n  th e  Memoir w hich im m edia te ly  fo llo w s  h i s  comment, quo ted  

above, on th e  sym bolic s ig n i f ic a n c e  o f Camelot : "Yet th e r e  i s  no s in g le  

f a c t  o r  in c id e n t  in  th e  'I d y l l s , '  however seem in g ly  m y s t ic a l ,  w hich canno t 

be  e x p la in e d  a s  w ith o u t any m y ste ry  o r a l le g o r y  w h a te v e r ."  In  o th e r  

w ords, th e  c h a r a c te r s  and in c id e n ts  e x is t  f i r s t  o f  a l l  i n  t h e i r  own r i g h t ,  

w h ile  s u g g e s t in g  f u r t h e r  l e v e l s  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  T ennyson 's  a s s o c ia ­

t i o n  o f  Camelot w ith  " th e  g ra d u a l growth o f  human b e l i e f s  and i n s t i t u ­

t io n s "  and " th e  s p i r i t u a l  developm ent o f  man" i s  f a r  to o  b ro ad  t o  con­

s t i t u t e  one s id e  o f  an  a l l e g o r i c a l  e q u a tio n , and i n d ic a te s  t h a t  th e  

symbol p o s s e s s e s  th e  m u lt iv a le n c e  and s u g g e s t iv e n e s s  o f  symbolism r a t h e r  

th a n  th e  d e f in i t e n e s s  o f  a l le g o r y .  P r i e s t l e y  comes t o  a s im i la r  con­

c lu s io n  when h e  a p p l ie s  C le a n th  B rooks' comment on The W aste Land to  

t h e  I d y l l s ;

l^Sam uel C. B u rc h e ll , "T ennyson 's 'A l le g o ry  i n  th e  D is ta n c e , '"  
PMM, m i l l  (1 9 ^ 3 ), U21.

1 7 lb id . i G lb id . , p .  k22.
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The sym bols r e s i s t  com plete eq u a tio n  w ith  a  sim ple  m eaning 
. . . .  The poem w ould undoub ted ly  be " c le a r e r "  i f  every  
symbol had  one, u n eq u iv o ca l meaning,* b u t th e  poem would be  
t h in n e r ,  and  l e s s  h o n e s t .  For th e  p o e t  h as  n o t been c o n te n t 
to  develop  a  d id a c t ic  a l le g o ry  in  w hich th e  symbols a re  two- 
d im e n s io n a l i te m s  ad d in g  up d i r e c t l y  t o  th e  sum of th e  g e n e ra l  
schem e . 19

I f  we lo o k  a t  t h e  I d y l l s , th e r e f o r e ,  a s  a sym bolic n a r r a t i v e ,  we can 

a v o id  b e in g  f ro z e n  in  th e  "Sense a t  w ar w ith  S ou l"  theme and  re c o g n iz e  

t h i s  a s  one o f many them es i n  a r i c h ly  sym bolic  s tu d y  o f th e  r i s e  and  

f a l l  o f  a c i v i l i z a t i o n .

The them es o f th e  tw e lv e  poems te n d  to  r e v e a l  a s e r i e s  o f  d i a l e c ­

t i c a l  o p p o s i te s — sen se  and so u l, shadow and su b s ta n c e , ap p earan ce  and 

r e a l i t y ,  doub t and  f a i t h ,  s e l f i s h n e s s  and  s e l f l e s s n e s s ,  t r u t h  and f a l ­

s i t y —b u t th e  m ajo r o v e rr id in g  them e c e n te r s  i n  th e  a tte m p t to  m a in ta in  

A r th u r 's  o r d e r ,  th e  a l t e r n a t iv e  to  w hich seems t o  be com plete d i s o r d e r .

I t  i s  th e  them e e x p re sse d  l ik e w ise  in  "L ocksley  H a l l  S ix ty  Y ears A f t e r , "  

and one w hich c o n tin u e d  t o  be a c e n t r a l  concern  o f th e  p o e t from In  

Memoriam to  th e  end o f h i s  days: "Chaos, CosmosJ Cosmos, Chaos! who can 

t e l l  how a l l  w i l l  end?" a sk s  th e  n a r r a to r  o f  "L ocksley  H a ll  S ix ty  Y ears 

A f t e r , " and  i t  i s  n o t  m ere ly  a q u e s tio n  b u t th e  u l t im a te  c h o ic e  upon 

w hich in d iv id u a l  and s o c ia l  l i f e  depends f o r  Tennyson.

We have seen  in  I n  Memoriam t h a t  t h e  o rd e r  and m eaning o f  th e  

l i f e  o f  th e  i n d iv id u a l  depends upon h i s  commitment to  v a lu e s  w hich im­

m e d ia te ly  d e r iv e  o u t o f  t h e  e x p e rien ce  o f  in n e r  n eed s, f o r  lo v e , f o r  

o r d e r ,  f o r  t h e  ach ievem en t and p e rp e tu a t io n  o f  i d e n t i t y  and in d iv id u a l  

c o n s c io u s n e ss . But th e  s o u l  a ls o  demands g u a ra n te e s , a s su ra n c e s  o f  

th e  g e n u in en ess  and a u th e n t i c i t y  o f  th e  v a lu e s  w hich i t  h o ld s  and tow ard

^ ^ P r ie s t l e y ,  C r i t i c a l  E ssays . . . ,  p .  2 iil.
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w hich i t  a s p i r e s .  As we have seen  i n  In  Memoriam, how ever, t h e r e  a r e  no 

such  g u a ra n te e s , and th e  n o tio n  o f a u th e n t i c i t y  o f v a lu e s  s h i f t s  i n  

Tennyson from  a dependence on t h e i r  e t e r n a l  e x is te n c e  a p a r t  from  man 

t o  an a n a ly s i s  o f  th e  manner i n  w hich th e y  a r e  h e ld  o r  in w a rd ly  a p p ro ­

p r i a t e d  by man. T his i s  p a r t  o f  th e  h i s t o r y  o f  th e  developm ent o f  

modern a x io lo g y  and th e  i n e v i t a b l e  r e s u l t  o f  th e  c la s h  betw een th e  c r i t ­

i c a l  m ind and th e  c o n tin u in g  need  f o r  some k in d  o f v a lu e  s t r u c t u r e .

These problem s a r e  in tro d u c e d  i n  th e  f i r s t  poem o f  th e  I d y l l s , 

"The Coming o f  A r th u r ,"  and c o n tin u e d  th ro u g h o u t th e  w hole i n  th e  r e ­

p e a te d  d o u b ts  abou t th e  a u t h e n t i c i t y  o f  A r th u r ’s c la im  to  th e  th r o n e .  

E ng land  b e fo re  A r th u r  i s  r e f e r r e d  to  as  "w asted" ( 7 ) ,  "w aste"  ( 2 0 ) ,  a 

"W ild e rn ess"  ( 1 0 ) ,  a garden  w here w olves w allow ed (2 3 ) , a  "d a rk  lan d "  

( 9 2 ) ,  a  "dead  w orld" (93)5 i n  s h o r t  i t  i s  a c h a o tic  w a s te la n d  i n t o  w hich 

A r th u r  in tr o d u c e s  o rd e r , th e  sen se  o f  cosmos, th rough  th e  b in d in g  o f  h i s  

men w ith  vows, commitments to  l i v e  a l i f e  by v a lu e s . To doubt A r th u r  

i s  on th e  sym bolic l e v e l  t o  doub t th e  a u th e n t i c i ty  o f  th o s e  v a lu e s ,  b u t 

t h e r e  i s  no g u a ra n te e  o f  t h e i r  a u t h e n t i c i t y .

When Leodogran, fa c e d  w ith  A r th u r ’s r e q u e s t  f o r  th e  hand o f  

G u in ev e re , w onders ab o u t A r th u r ’s  o r ig i n s ,  he  i s  g iven  th r e e  s t o r i e s ,  

a l l  o f  w hich a r e  d o u b tfu l .  B e d iv e re ’s s to r y  o f  th e  i l l i c i t  c o n c e p tio n  

o f  A r th u r  on Y gem e by U ther i s  b e l i e d  by th e  f a c t  t h a t  Y gerne, h e r  

h u sband  G o r lo is ,  and even U th er w ere a l l  d a rk , w h ile  A r th u r  i s  f a i r .  

B e l l i c e n t ’s  v i s io n  o f  A r th u r ’ s t r a n s f i g u r a t io n  w ith  t h e  " th r e e  f a i r  

queens"  and  th e  Lady o f  th e  Lake and  th e  s to r y  of th e  m anner i n  w hich 

A r th u r  a c q u ir e d  E x c a lib u r  a p p e a l t o  Leodogran, but th e y  a r e  f a r  from  

c o n c lu s iv e .  Even B le y s ' s to r y ,  r e l a t e d  by B e l l i  c e n t,  o f  th e  m y stic
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o r ig in s  o f A r th u r , a  babe washed up th e  sh o re  to  M e rlin  from a  h ea v en ly  

s h ip , i t s  d ecks " B rig h t w ith  a s h in in g  p e o p le "  (3 7 5 ), i s  c louded  by th e  

f a c t  t h a t  B leys i s  now dead and M e rlin  answ ers q u e s tio n s  abou t th e  i n c i ­

den t o n ly  " In  r id d l in g  t r i p l e t s  o f  o ld  tim e"  ( i |0 1 ) . L eo d o g ran 's  f i n a l  

d e c is io n  i s  p rom pted  by a dream i n  w hich he s e e s  A r th u r  crowned, b u t  th e  

d o u b tfu l  s t o r i e s ,  v i s io n s ,  and dream s a l l  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  we m ust lo o k  

f o r  A r t h u r 's  a u th e n t i c i t y  in  ways o th e r  th a n  exam ining h is  o r ig in s .

P a r t  o f  th e  answer i s  in d ic a te d  i n  "G are th  and L y n e tte ."  Re­

s i s t i n g  h e r  s o n 's  d e s i r e  to  fo llo w  A r th u r , B e l l i c e n t  o b je c ts  t h a t  A r th u r  

i s  n o t  p ro v en  k in g , to  which G are th  r e p l i e s .

Not p ro v en , who swept th e  d u s t  o f  r u i n 'd  Rome 
From o f f  th e  th r e s h o ld  o f th e  re a lm , and c r u s h 'd  
The I d o l a t e r s ,  and  made th e  p e o p le  f r e e ?
Wtio s h a l l  be k in g  save him who makes us f r e e ?  (133-136)

In  o th e r  w o rd s, A r th u r  i s  to  be m easu red  by h i s  e f f e c t s ,  and i n  th e s e

te rm s we can  se e  some o f  th e  m u lt iv a le n c e  o f  A r th u r  a s  symbol.

In  "The Coming o f  A rth u r"  A r th u r  seems a t  t im e s  to  be a lm o st

th e  a l l e g o r i c a l  symbol o f S ou l, and  G u inevere , who i s  th e  embodiment o f

" a l l  e a r t h 's  b e a u ty ,"  th e  a l l e g o r i c a l  sym bol o f  F le s h ,  e s p e c ia l ly  when 

A r th u r  d e c la r e s ,

, . . f o r  sav ing  I  be j o i n 'd
To h e r  t h a t  i s  th e  f a i r e s t  u n d e r  heaven ,
I  seem a s  n o th in g  in  th e  m igh ty  w o rld .
And can n o t w i l l  my w i l l  n o r  w ork my work 
■Wholly, n o r  make m yse lf i n  m ine own rea lm  
V ic to r  and  l o r d .  But w ere I  j o i n 'd  w ith  h e r .
Then m ig h t we l i v e  to g e th e r  a s  one l i f e .
And r e ig n in g  w ith  one w i l l  i n  e v e ry th in g  
Have pow er on t h i s  da rk  la n d  to  l i s t e n  i t .
And pow er on t h i s  dead w o rld  to  make i t  l i v e .  (8L-93)

B ut i t  i s  n o t  an a b s t r a c t io n  w hich  G are th  ad m ires; i t  i s  a man, 

a l i v i n g  embodiment o f  v a lu e , o b s e rv a b le  in  th e  rea lm  which A rth u r  h a s
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c re a te d ,  i n  th e  j u s t i c e  which A r th u r  m etes o u t ,  i n  th e  p e r s o n a l  c o n ta c t

w hich r e v e a ls  k in d n ess  and honor i n  a c t i o n .  And t h i s  d i f f e r e n c e  i s  n o t

m erely  one betw een i d y l l s  b u t one w hich i s  p e rc e iv a b le  th ro u g h o u t th e

w hole . In  "The Coming o f  A r th u r ,"  i n  th e  l i n e s  im m ed ia te ly  p re c e d in g

th e  le n g th y  q u o ta t io n  above, A r th u r  c r i e s ,

■What h a p p in e s s  to  re ig n  a lo n e ly  k in g ,
V ext— 0 ye s t a r s  t h a t  shudder o v e r me,
0 e a r th  t h a t  so u n d est ho llow  u n d e r me,
Vext w ith  w aste  dream s? (81-81:)

We f in d  h e re  a fo reshadow ing  o f  th e  lo n e ly  d o u b tin g  man we w i l l  see more 

c l e a r l y  i n  "The P a s s in g  o f  A r th u r ," and  th e  s u g g e s t io n  o f  th e  a l i e n a te d  

i d e a l i s t  whose im a g in a tiv e  v i s io n  o f  o rd e r  and  v a lu e  i s  s t e r i l e  w ith o u t 

i t s  b e in g  somehow embodied in  l i f e ,  r e a l i z e d  i n  c r e a t iv e  a c t i o n .  A rth u r  

i s  a  man, l i k e  Tennyson and u n l ik e  G alahad , who dreams a dream o f  good 

b u t knows i t  o n ly  i n  so f a r  a s  he  can make i t  d w e ll on e a r th ,  who p o s­

s e s s e s  p e rh a p s  d o u b tfu l  in s ig h t s  i n to  a  t im e le s s  o rd e r  b u t s t r i v e s  to  

c r e a te  an o r d e r  in  t im e , in  a c i t y  w hich , i n  M e r l in 's  w ords i n  "G areth  

and L y n e t te ,"

They a r e  b u i ld in g  s t i l l ,  s e e in g  th e  c i t y  i s  b u i l t  
To m u sic , t h e r e f o r e  n ev er b u i l t  a t  a l l .
And t h e r e f o r e  b u i l t  f o r e v e r .  (272-271:)

A r th u r  i s  a  man com m itted, i n  a more s o c i a l l y  a c t i v e  and p o l i t ­

i c a l  way, t o  th e  k in d  o f  c r e a t iv e  l i f e  o u t l in e d  i n  In  Memoriam. And 

s in c e  he  an d  h i s  rea lm  embody v a lu e  i n  t im e , th e y  a r e  s u b je c t  to  change, 

t o  decay a s  w e l l  a s  grow th, and th e  c i t y  w hich  i s  n ev e r b u i l t  b u t  alw ays 

b e in g  b u i l t  s u g g e s ts  th e  c o n tin u in g  s t r u g g le  and  th e  c o n s ta n t  need f o r  

r e a f f i r m a t io n .

The a tte m p t to  c r e a te  a cosmos i s  c o m p lic a te d , how ever, by p ro b ­

lems o th e r  th a n  th e  a u th e n t i c i ty  o f  A r th u r . In d ee d  th e  problem  of
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a u t h e n t i c i t y  expands i n to  th e  r e l a t e d  problem  o f  doub t and  f a i t h ,  s in c e  

l i t t l e  t h a t  i s  r e a l l y  a u th e n t ic  can be p ro v en , o r ,  a s  i t  i s  p u t i n  

"The A n c ien t S ag e ,"  "N othing w orthy o f  p ro v in g  can be p ro v e n ."  These 

problem s a re  d e a l t  w ith  a p a r t  from A r th u r  in  "The M a rria g e  o f  G e ra in t"  

and " G e ra in t  and  E n id ,"  w here G e r a in t 's  demand f o r  p ro o f  o f  E n id 's  

f a i t h f u l n e s s  a lm o st d e s tro y s  h im s e lf  and h i s  w ife .

These i d y l l s  a re  o f te n  seen  a s  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  th e  e f f e c t s  o f  

G u in e v e re 's  u n f a i t h f u ln e s s ,  b u t th e  p rob lem  a n te d a te s  even th e  rumor o f  

h e r  i n f i d e l i t y  and f i r s t  r e v e a ls  i t s e l f  in  G e r a in t 's  demand b e fo re  h i s  

w edding t h a t  E n id  r i d e  w ith  him to  Cam elot " in  h e r  fa d e d  s i l k "  (762) i n  

o rd e r  t o  "p rove  such f o rc e  i n  h e r"  (8o^) t h a t  he " c o u ld  r e s t ,  a ro ck  in  

ebbs and f l o w s , /  F ix t  on h e r  f a i t h "  (8 1 2 -8 1 3 ). What G e ra in t  i s  lo o k in g  

f o r  i s  a  r e a l  s e c o n d - ra te  c e r t i t u d e ;  in  S a r t r e 's  te rm s , he seeks th e  

im p e n e t r a b i l i ty  and s o l i d i t y  o f  a ro c k , o f  a th in g ,  and  canno t a c c e p t 

th e  f a c t  t h a t  c o n sc io u sn e ss  in c lu d e s  d o u b t. Such r o c k - l ik e  c e r t i t u d e  

i s  im p o ss ib le  f o r  a l i v i n g ,  th in k in g  b e in g , and h i s  d e c la r a t io n  a s  he 

le a v e s  f o r  h i s  w edding.

Now, t h e r e f o r e ,  I  do r e s t ,
A p ro p h e t  c e r t a i n  o f  ray p rophecy .
That n e v e r  shadow o f  m is t r u s t  can c ro s s  
Between u s ,  (813-816)

i s  h e a v i ly  i r o n i c  i n  th e  fa c e  o f h i s  l a t e r  m i s t r u s t  o f  E n id , which r e ­

s u l t s  i n  t h a t  b iz z a re  jo u rn e y  w ith  E n id  w a lk in g  s i l e n t l y  ahead  o f  h e r  

m ounted l o r d .

" B a lin  and B a la n ," th e  n ex t i d y l l  b u t t h e  l a s t  to  be  w r i t t e n ,  

i s  one o f  th e  m ost i r o n i c  and one w hich d e a ls  f u r t h e r  w ith  th e  e f f e c t s  

o f  doubt an d  exam ines th e  n a tu re  o f  t r u t h  i n  te rm s t h a t  a r e  s im i la r  to  

th o se  i n  I n  Memoriam. B a lin  i s  th e  v ic t im  o f  an i n t e n s e ly  p a s s io n a te
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and im p u ls iv e  n a tu r e  which i s  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  him to  c o n t r o l .  In d ee d  he 

i s  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  n a tu re  i n  t h e  l a r g e r  s e n se , f o r  h i s  s h ie ld  b e a rs  a 

"rough b e a s t  . . . /  Langued g u le s ,  and to o th e d  w ith  g r in n in g  sav ag ery "  

( I 92 - I 9 3 ) ,  which echoes "N a tu re , re d  i n  to o th  and claw " in  In  Memoriam.

He i s  h a rd ly  a sym bol o f  n a tu re  i t s e l f ,  how ever, b u t  p e rh a p s  o f  th e  

n a tu r a l  man u n d is c ip l in e d  and la c k in g  i n  s e l f - c o n t r o l .  S t r i v in g  to  

c i v i l i z e  h im s e lf ,  he  a tte m p ts  t o  em ulate th e  g e n tle  manhood o f  L an ce lo t 

and f ix e s  upon G uinevere  as th e  symbol o f  th e  g race  and p u r i t y  tow ard  

which he a s p i r e s .  H is  a tte m p ts  a re  undeim ined , how ever, when he w i t ­

n e sse s  a scene  i n  w hich L a n c e lo t and G uinevere a p p e a r  more l i k e  dam sel 

and lo v e r  th a n  l i k e  queen and s u b je c t ,  and i n  a s t a t e  o f  gloom h e  dashes 

ou t o f  th e  c a s t l e ,  "mad f o r  s tr a n g e  a d v e n tu re"  ( 28ij.).

B a lin  seems to  be one o f  th o se , to  r e f e r  back  to  th e  "Supposed 

C o n fe s s io n s ,"  who m ust c la s p  i d o l s ,  b u t he makes th e  m is ta k e  o f  choosing  

a human i d o l .  The a d v e n tu re s  w hich fo llo w  in v o lv e  h i s  d e s p a i r in g  a ttem p t 

to  keep h i s  i d o l  i n v i o l a t e ,  a g a in s t  h i s  own d o u b ts , th e  h i s s in g  in s in u a ­

t io n s  o f  G arIon, and  th e  te m p ta tio n s  o f  V iv ie n . But Tennyson h a n d le s  

th e  q u e s tio n  o f  G u in ev e re ’ s p u r i t y  i n  a  c u r io u s  and  ambiguous f a s h io n .

The scene  B a lin  w itn e s s e d  betw een h er  and L a n c e lo t o f f e r e d  grounds fo r  

s u s p ic io n , b u t  t h e r e  was no o v e r t  a c t  which would have made th e  t r u t h  

c e r t a i n .  B efore  we h e a r  G a r lo n 's  condem nation o f  th e  queen , we f in d  

him a s s o c ia te d  w ith  b la c k  m agic (2 9 9 -3 0 0 ), and h i s  o p in io n  o f  t h e  queen 

i s  compromised by h i s  o b v io u s ly  e v i l  n a tu r e .  V iv ie n ’s s to r y  o f  Lance­

l o t ' s  k i s s in g  G uinevere , supposed ly  w itn e s s e d  by h e r  s q u ir e ,  i s  a l i e ,  

r e v e a le d  i n  th e  n a r r a t o r 's  comment, "She l i e d  w ith  e a se "  (3 1 7 ), and in  

V iv ie n 's  c o n v e rs a tio n  w ith  h e r  s q u ir e ,  "Nho n e v e r  saw est G aerleon  upon
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Usk" ($ 6 1 ), w here th e  in c id e n t  was supposed t o  have ta k e n  p la c e .  And 

f i n a l l y ,  th e  m o r ta l ly  wounded Balan r e p o r t s  th e  w ords o f  a s e rv a n t  o f 

King P e l la m 's  c a s t l e ,  t h a t  "a wanton dam sel" who w anders ab o u t th e  wood, 

most l i k e l y  V iv ien , d a l l i e s  w ith  G arlon " in  th e  m outh o f  H e ll"  ($98- 

6 0 li) . B alan  c o n c lu d e s ,

F ou l a r e  t h e i r  l i v e s ,  f o u l  a r e  t h e i r  l i p s ;  th e y  l i e d .
P u re  a s  o u r own t r u e  m other i s  o u r Queen. (6û$-606)

By p u t t i n g  a k in d  o f  d i s t o r t e d  t r u t h  i n  th e  m ouths o f  l i a r s ,  

Tennyson so co n fu se s  th e  p o in t  t h a t  th e  r e a d e r  m ust a s s u r e  h im s e lf ,

th ro u g h  h i s  knowledge o f  subsequen t e v e n ts , t h a t  G uinevere  was i n  f a c t

u n f a i t h f u l .  But th e  c o n fu s io n  i s  f u n c t io n a l  and su g g e s ts  t h a t  Guine­

v e r e 's  " r e a l"  s t a t e  o f  p u r i t y  o r  im p u r ity  i s  b e s id e  t h e  p o in t .  I t  i n ­

v o lv es  f u r t h e r  a look  b eh in d  a s ta te m e n t l i k e  t h a t  o f  I n  Memoriam, 

CXXIII:

But i n  my s p i r i t  w i l l  I  d w e ll.
And dream my dream , and h o ld  i t  t r u e ;
For t h o '  my l i p s  may b re a th e  a d ie u ,
I  canno t th in k  th e  th in g  f a r e w e l l .

The to n e  o f  th e  c o n c lu s io n  o f  t h i s  i d y l l  s u g g e s ts ,  i n  s p i t e  o f  

th e  i ro n y ,  t h a t  B a lin  h a s  a c h ie v e d  a k in d  o f  tr iu m p h  i n  h i s  renewed 

f a i t h  in  G u inevere . Even though we may know t h a t  G uinevere  was i n  f a c t  

f a l s e ,  t h a t  o b je c t iv e ly  h e r  p u r i t y  was a  dream, f o r  B a lin  t h i s  does n o t 

r e a l l y  m a t te r  b ecau se  h i s  i s  a  s u b je c t iv e  k in d  o f  t r u t h ,  a p p ro p r ia te d  

in w a rd ly  and in d ep e n d e n t o f  f a c t .  But B a l in 's  t r a g i c  e r r o r  was to  b a se  

h i s  f a i t h  on som eth ing  human, on a p u r i t y  w hich c o u ld  p ro v e  u n tru e ,  so 

t h a t  i t  i s  a d e f i c i e n t  f a i t h ,  one by means o f w hich h e  can d ie ,  b u t n o t 

one i n  te rm s o f  w hich he c o u ld  l iv e  excep t by w i l l f u l  b l in d n e s s .  A t 

th e  p o in t  o f  B a l in ' s d e a th  th e  p u r i t y  o f  G uinevere  i s  an o b je c t iv e  u n -
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c e r t a i n t y  which^ i n  K ie rk e g a a rd ia n  te rm s , i s  em braced w ith  th e  p a s s io n  

o f  th e  i n f i n i t e .  But i n s o f a r  a s  i t  i s  som eth ing  c a p ab le  o f  b e in g  seen  

as f a l s e  w ith  o b je c t iv e  c e r t a i n t y ,  p e rh a p s  a t  some l a t e r  p o i n t  in  t im e , 

i t  does n o t a t t a i n  th e  p a radox  o f  f a i t h ;  th e  paradox  i s  i n  f a c t  o n ly  a 

c o n t r a d ic t io n ,  w hich r e s u l t s  i n  th e  i ro n y  o f  m isp la c e d  f a i t h .  In  s h o r t ,  

B a lin  h as  tr iu m p h ed , b u t h i s  i s  n o t  th e  way, though i t  s u g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  

u l t im a te  trium ph  i s  to  be found  i n  th e  d i r e c t i o n  o f in w a rd n e ss .

The p rob lem s r e l a t i n g  to  f a i t h  and t r u s t  i n t e n s i f y  a s  we p ro ­

ceed th ro u g h  th e  n e x t t h r e e  i d y l l s  to w ard  th e  d i s s o lu t io n  o f  an o rd e r  

which grows more d re a m lik e . T hat o rd e r ,  as we have  se e n , depends upon 

a c r e a t iv e  a f f i r m a t io n  o f  v a lu e  by means o f w hich l i f e  and  th e  w orld  

a r e  shaped  i n t o  m ea n in g fu l s t r u c t u r e s ,  b u t t h i s  c r e a t iv e  s t r u g g le  i s  

everyw here fa c e d  w ith  i r r e c o n c i l a b l e s  which underm ine th e  a t te m p t, 

s tu b b o rn  o b s ta c le s  w hich r e s i s t  i d e a l i z a t i o n .

Some a r e  to o  slow  t o  b e l i e v e ,  l i k e  G e ra in t and th o s e  who doubt 

A r th u r . But Tennyson i s  n o t so  n a iv e  a s  to  suppose t h a t  a  m ere commit­

ment to  any f a i t h  i s  ad e q u a te  to  th e  ach ievem ent o f  o r d e r .  B a l in 's  

f a i t h ,  a s  w e l l  a s  P e l l e a s ' ,  i s  to o  dependen t upon th e  p u r i t y  o f  i t s  man­

i f e s t a t i o n  in  tim e , so  t h a t  i t  c anno t s ta n d  up to  th e  shocks o f  change. 

In  "M erlin  and V iv ie n , " M e rlin , w eary o f  l i f e  and  d i s i l l u s io n e d  by 

p ro p h e tic  g lim m erings o f  "a doom t h a t  ev e r p o is e d  i t s e l f  to  f a l l "  (1 8 9 ), 

th e  d i s s o lu t io n  o f  A r th u r 's  o r d e r ,  lo s e s  th e  sh a rp n e ss  o f  v i s io n  t h a t  

d is t in g u is h e s  betw een what can and  canno t be t r u s t e d  and  f a l l s  v ic t im  

to  V iv ie n . E la in e ,  a s  B a lin  p u t  h i s  t r u s t  i n  G u inevere , p u ts  h e rs  i n  

L a n c e lo t, b u t u n l ik e  B a lin , h e r  f a i t h  i s  un touched  by doubt ; she m ain­

t a i n s  to  th e  l a s t  a  v i s io n  o f  L a n c e lo t a s  "One p e e r l e s s ,  w ith o u t s t a i n , "
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"G od's b e s t /  And g r e a t e s t "  (108ij.-1087). And fu r th e r^  s t i l l  u n l ik e  

B a lin , she has  th e  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  l i v e  beyond h e r  m is ta k e n  a f f i rm a t io n ,  

t o  d w e ll " in  f a n ta s y "  (396) i n  h e r  to w er, and  to  r e v e a l  by  h e r  d e a th  

th e  i r r e c o n c i l a b i l i t y  o f  l i f e  w ith  h e r  dream o f good.

E la in e  h as  o f te n  b een  compared w ith  th e  Lady o f  S h a lo t t ,  and be­

cau se  h e r s  i s  a s im i la r  s to r y ,  she has  o f te n  been a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e  

a r t i s t  o r  th e  a r t i s t i c  im a g in a t io n . But such an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  seems 

t h in  and  i n c o n s i s t e n t ;  r a t h e r  E la in e  i s  a  good i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  t h e  f a c t  

t h a t  T ennyson 's n o t io n s  o f  th e  c r e a t iv e  im a g in a tio n , a s  was p o in te d  out 

i n  C h ap te r I I ,  have expanded o u ts id e  th e  m ere ly  a r t i s t i c  to  th e  way in  

w hich th e  im a g in a tio n  c r e a t i v e ly  shapes th e  l i f e  o f  each  i n d iv id u a l .  

E l a in e 's  i s  n o t th e  problem  o f  th e  a r t i s t  b u t t h a t  o f  th e  n a iv e  i d e a l i s t  

who would have th e  w o rld  o th e r  th a n  what i t  i s .  In  f a c t  t h i s  i s  th e  

p rob lem  o f many o f  th e  m ajo r c h a ra c te r s  i n  th e  poem, o f B a lin  and P e l le a s ,  

. and, w ith o u t th e  n a iv e te ,  o f  D agonet, th e  f o o l ,  and  o f  A r th u r , th e  grand­

e s t  o f  f o o ls .

The s t r u g g le  t o  a c h ie v e  a c r e a t iv e  l i f e  i n  t im e  i s  i l lu m in a te d  

by th e  c o n tr a s t in g  s t r u g g le  p o r t r a y e d  in  "The Holy G ra il"  to  escap e  tim e , 

f o r  th e  escape  from  tim e  and  p ro c e s s  i s  th e  m ajo r m o tiv a t io n  f o r  most 

o f  th e  s e e k e rs . The n o t io n  o f  th e  G ra il  i s  in tr o d u c e d  t o  A r th u r 's  c o u rt 

a s  i t  p a s se s  from  th e  c o n fe s s o r  o f  P e r c iv a le 's  s i s t e r ,  an o ld  p r i e s t  who 

w ish e s  " th a t  i t  w ould com e/ And h e a l  th e  w o rld  o f  a l l  t h e i r  w ickedness"  

(93 -9U ). The m aiden a c h ie v e s  a  v i s io n  o f  th e  G r a i l ,  an d  encou rages h e r  

b r o th e r

to  f a s t  and p ra y .
And t e l l  th y  b r o th e r  k n ig h ts  t o  f a s t  and p ra y .
T hat so p e rc h a n c e  t h e  v i s io n  may be seen
By th e e  and th o s e , an d  a l l  th e  w orld  be h e a le d . (123-128)
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The e x p e c ta t io n s  e x p re sse d  h e re  echo th e  hopes o f  th e  o ra c u la r

p o e t w hich we saw i n  "The H e sp e rid e s" ;

L e s t th e  o ld  wound o f th e  w orld  be  h e a le d .
The g lo ry  u n s e a le d .
The golden  a p p le  s to le n  away,
And th e  a n c ie n t  s e c r e t  r e v e a le d .

But i n  "The H oly G ra i l"  th e  p o e t 's  a t t i t u d e  i s  l e s s  am biguous. The

v is io n  can be a c h ie v e d  by G alahad and P e r c iv a le  and  f l e e t i n g l y  by Bors

and L a n c e lo t, b u t  i t  i s  n o t  f o r  th e  r e s t  o f  th e  k n ig h ts .  T h is p o in t ,  a s

i t  i s  deve loped  th r o u ,^  th e  i d y l l ,  goes f a r  to w ard  e x p la in in g  some o f

th e  a p p a re n t c o n t r a d ic t io n s  i n  T ennyson 's  a t t i t u d e s  tow ard  l i f e  and

tra n sc e n d e n c e , th e  w o rld  o f  tim e  and t h a t  o f  th e  t im e le s s .

Tennyson s e e s  man as  bound by  tim e w i th in  a p ro c e s s  which 

c u lm in a te s , i t  i s  hoped , i n  a r e l e a s e  from t im e . T hat p ro c e s s  i s  o u t ­

l in e d  i n  a s e r i e s  o f  s c u lp tu re s  in  A r th u r 's  h a l l  d e s c r ib e d  by P e r c iv a le ;

And fo u r  g r e a t  zones o f  s c u lp tu re ,  s e t  b e tw ix t  
W ith many a m y s tic  sym bol, g i rd  th e  h a l l ;
And i n  th e  lo w e s t b e a s t s  a re  s la y in g  men.
And in  th e  second  men a r e  s la y in g  b e a s t s .
And on th e  t h i r d  a r e  w a r r io r s ,  p e r f e c t  men.
And on th e  f o u r th  a r e  men w ith  growing w in g s . (232-237)

But tim e  can o n ly  be tra n s c e n d e d  th ro u g h  a p ro c e s s  which works in  t im e . 

Most o f  A r th u r 's  k n ig h ts  a r e  somewhere betw een th e  second  and t h i r d  

l e v e l s  o f t h i s  p r o c e s s .  But th ey  seek  to  le a p  t o  th e  f o u r th ,  to  t r a n ­

scend  human n a tu r e  b e fo re  th e y  have p e r f e c te d  i t .  I f ,  however, tim e  

can be redeem ed, th e  o ld  wound o f t h e  w orld  be h e a le d , i t  w i l l  n o t be 

by any sudden t r a n s fo r m a t io n ;  i t  can  happen o n ly  i n  and th rough  t im e , 

and i t  i s  f o r  t h i s  re a so n  t h a t  G alahad can sa v e  o n ly  h im s e lf .

T ennyson 's  h a n d lin g  o f  th e  G r a i l  le g e n d  h a s  o f te n  been c r i t i ­

c iz e d , e s p e c ia l ly  by tw e n t ie th  c e n tu ry  c r i t i c s  who have approached  Tenny-
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son by th e  ro ad  w hich le a d s  From R itu a l  t o  Romance to  myth c r i t i c i s m .

This i s  n o t to  d isp a ra g e  J e s s e  L. W eston 's  book, b u t c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f 

th e  resp o n se  i t  i n s p i r e s  i s  F . 0 . M a tth ie s s e n ' s comment i n  The A chieve­

ment o f  T. S. E l io t  t h a t  th e  G r a i l  leg en d  i n  The W aste Land ta k e s  on "a 

r i c h  d ep th  o f  p r im i t iv e  fo rc e  t h a t  was w h o lly  l o s t  by T ennyson 's  dena­

tu re d  p ic tu re -b o o k  v e r s i o n . "^0 One need n o t a rg u e  w h e th e r  E l i o t 's  poem 

has  any p r im i t iv e  f o r c e ,  b u t one can a rg u e  w he ther th e  le g e n d  can be 

u sed  o n ly  i n  W e sto n 's  te rm s . I t  i s  c e r t a i n l y  obvious enough t h a t  Tenny­

s o n 's  G alahad does n o t a c h iev e  th e  s t a tu s  o f  th e  s a c r i f i c i a l  h e ro  a rc h e ­

ty p e  who r e s t o r e s  th e  w aste  la n d  and re n d e rs  i t  a g a in  a  p a r a d i s a l  garden . 

But t h i s  i s  n o t w hat i s  wrong ab o u t T ennyson 's  u se  o f  t h e  leg e n d ; i t  i s  

what i s  d i f f e r e n t ,  w hat i s  Tennysonian, w hat i s  V ic to r i a n ,  and what i s  

i n  many ways as  "modern" as th e  new m ythology.

C e r ta in ly  G alahad t y p i f i e s  th e  d e a th - r e b i r t h  a rc h e ty p e  on th e  

in d iv id u a l  l e v e l ,  f o r  G alahad, u n lik e  M e rlin , who a l s o  s a t  i n  " th e  S iege 

P e r i l o u s ,"  i s  he  who can lo s e  h im s e lf  t o  save h im s e lf .  But a s  a p p lie d  

to  th e  w a s te  la n d  i n  g e n e ra l ,  th e  d e a th - r e b i r th  a rc h e ty p e  i s  a s  i r r e l e ­

v a n t to  T ennyson 's  v e rs io n  o f  th e  G ra i l  leg en d  a s  i t  i s  to  Camus' Myth 

o f  S isy p h u s . In d ee d  E l io t  u s e s  th e  leg e n d  i r o n i c a l l y  a s  h e  p o r t r a y s  a 

la n d  i n  w hich even th e  hope f o r  redem ption  has  p a le d  i n t o  n o th in g n e s s . 

Tennyson l ik e w is e ,  i n  h i s  own way, sees  th e  g r e a t  m ass o f  m odern man as 

c u t o f f  from th e  redem ptive  power o f th e  G r a i l .  F o r E l io t  i n  The Waste 

Land th e r e  i s  no G alahad; f o r  Tennyson G alahad can sa v e  o n ly  h im s e lf .  

Both u se  th e  le g e n d  to  p o r t r a y  and to  i n t e n s i f y  th e  se n se  o f  m an 's a l ie n -

0 . M a tth ie s s e n , The Achievem ent o f  T. S . E l i o t  (New York: 
O xford U n iv e rs i ty  P r e s s ,  19^8), p . 37.
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a tio n  from  God. And d e s p i te  th e  c r i t i c s '  d e l ig h t  i n  th e  u n ify in g  power 

o f m yth, th e  g r e a t e r  mass o f  modern l i t e r a t u r e  e x h ib i t s  a  lo s s  o f  f a i t h  

in  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  redem ption  and, a s  w ith  Tennyson, th e  q u e s t f o r  a 

way to  endure  o u r  a l i e n a t i o n ,  to  shape th e  w aste  la n d  o f  t h e  l i f e  i n  

tim e i n s t e a d  o f  t r a n s c e n d in g  i t .

T en n y so n 's  th e o lo g y , i f  we can c a l l  i t  t h a t ,  i s  c e r t a i n l y  a o t  

t r a n s p a r e n t ,  n o r  i s  i t  l i k e l y  t h a t  Tennyson h im s e lf  had  deve loped  any 

th o ro u g h ly  s y s te m a t ic  ap p ro ach  to  th e  p rob lem ; b u t  "The H oly G ra il"  i s  

among th e  m ost f r u i t f u l  s o u rc e s  o f  h i s  th o u g h ts , and i t  i s  p o s s ib le  to  

a b s t r a c t  f u r t h e r  same o f  h i s  b a s ic  id e a s .  In  k e e p in g  w ith  t h a t  funda­

m en ta l c o n d it io n  w hich u n d e r l ie s  h is  s t r u g g le s  and w hich we have been 

em phasizing  a l l  a lo n g , th e  d isa p p e a ra n c e  o f  God, Tennyson em phasizes, 

somewhat l i k e  K ie rk e g a a rd , th e  enormous gap betw een th e  f i n i t e  and th e  

i n f i n i t e .  To su c ce e d  i n  th e  q u e s t f o r  th e  G r a i l ,  a l l  t h e  th in g s  o f  th e  

e a r th  m ust become a s  a sh es  and shadows, a l l  r e l a t i o n s h ip s  m ust d is s o lv e  

i n to  n o th in g n e s s  e x c e p t t h a t  between man and God, w hich i s  why G a la h ad 's  

i s  a one-way jo u rn e y  and th e  o r a c u la r  p o s s i b i l i t y  i s  p re c lu d e d . S im i­

l a r l y ,  j u s t  a s  God i s  so  f a r  removed, so  i s  red em p tio n , and  i t  i s  symp­

to m a tic  o f  t h i s  rem oval t h a t  C h r is t  becomes a l l  b u t  im p e rc e p tib le  i n  

Tennyson, j u s t  a s  h e  becomes f o r  A rno ld  o n ly  an  exem plary  man. Among 

o th e r  m ovem ents, we can se e  many o f th e  th in k e r s  o f  th e  n in e te e n th  

c e n tu ry  m oving l i k e  Tennyson from t r a d i t i o n a l  C h r i s t i a n i t y  tow ard  a 

v a g u e ly  C h r i s t i a n  humanism. The r e s u l t  i s  n o t ,  how ever, th e  a th e ism  o f  

N e itz s c h e , a lth o u g h  th e  symptoms a re  s im i la r .  S in ce  man i s  c u t o f f  

from  any c le a r  s e n se  o f  th e  p re se n c e  o f God o r o f  h i s  redem p tive  pow er, 

th e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  redeem ing tim e  i s  t h r u s t  b ack  on man. T h is i s
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n o t th e  a b s o lu te  freedom  and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  w hich  N e itz sc h e  p ro c la im s ,

b u t i t  s u g g e s ts  an  in c r e a s e d  m easure o f  b o th .

L a n c e lo t ,  f o r  in s ta n c e ,  seeks th e  G r a i l  i n  th e  hope o f  r e c e iv in g

d iv in e  h e lp  to  conquer h i s  s in :

b u t  i n  me l iv e d  a s in  
So s t r a n g e ,  o f  such a k in d , th a t  a l l  o f  p u re .
N oble, and  k n ig h t ly  i n  me tw ined  and c lu n g  
Round t h a t  one s in ,  u n t i l  th e  wholesome f lo w e r  
And p o iso n o u s  grew to g e th e r ,  each a s  each .
Not t o  be p lu c k 'd  a su n d e r ; and when th y  k n ig h ts  
Sw are, I  sw are w ith  them on ly  in  th e  hope 
T hat I  co u ld  to u ch  o r  see  th e  Holy G r a i l  
They m igh t be p lu c k 'd  a su n d e r . (769-777)

But, he c o n tin u e s .

Then I  spake
To one m ost h o ly  s a i n t ,  who wept and s a id  
T h a t, sav e  th e y  co u ld  be p lu c k 'd  a su n d e r , a l l  
My q u e s t  w ere  b u t i n  v a in .  (777-780)

In  o th e r  w ords, L a n c e lo t h as  to  c le a n s e  h im s e lf ;  th e  G r a i l  w i l l  n o t do 

i t  f o r  him . And p e rh a p s  h e re  we can see  more c l e a r l y  w hat we mean by 

T en n y so n 's  t r a g i c  s e n se  o f  l i f e .  In  o rth o d o x  C h r i s t i a n  te r n s  th e  p ro b ­

lem t h a t  Tennyson s e t s  up f o r  L an ce lo t i s  im p o s s ib le ;  in d e e d  i t  would 

be th e  s in  o f  p resu m p tio n  f o r  a  man to  suppose  he  c o u ld  save  h im se lf , 

and i n  o rth o d o x  te rm s t h i s  i s  th e  s in  o f  humanism. A t th e  same tim e, 

i n  a w o rld  from  w hich God h a s  d isa p p e a re d , i t  i s  a t a s k  w hich man m ust 

assum e—o r  p resum e. The r e s u l t  o f  th e  te n s io n  betw een T ennyson 's  

o rth o d o x  d e s i r e  t o  f a l l  back  on f a i t h  and h i s  u n o rth o d o x  se n se  of th e  

need  to  assum e r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  i s  th e  V ic to r ia n  c o u n te r p a r t  t o  K ierke­

g a a r d 's  n o t io n  o f  f e a r  and tre m b lin g . The f a c t  t h a t  Tennyson d id  no t 

p ro c la im  t h i s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  w ith  th e  l i b e r a t e d  jo y  o f  a N ie tz sc h e  o r 

th e  com placen t c o n fid e n c e  o f  a  th o ro u g h -g o in g  hu m an is t i s  sym ptom atic 

o f  h i s  aw aren ess  o f  th e  t r a g i c  im p l ic a tio n s  o f  th e  n e c e s s i ty  o f  m an 's
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assum ption  o f a seem in g ly  im p o ss ib le  b u rden .

One o f  th e  w eaknesses o f  r e l ig io n ,,  a c c o rd in g  to  a t h e i s t i c  e x is ­

t e n t i a l i s t s  l i k e  S a r t r e ,  i s  th e  f a c t  t h a t  i t  r e l i e v e s  man o f  much o f  th e  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  h i s  a c t s  and looks t o  some d iv in e  f o rc e  to  h e a l  th e  

o ld  wound o f th e  w o r ld . But th e  hopes o f  P e r c i v a l e 's  s i s t e r  a r e  n o t  to  

be f u l f i l l e d .  God rem ain s  a p a r t ,  and i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  man cannot e a s i l y  

be tra n s fo rm e d  i n t o  K e a ts ' n ig h t in g a le  t o  s o a r  i n t o  t r a n s c e n d e n ta l  

rea lm s . I f  man w ould  s o a r  i t  would have to  be by means o f  som ething

l ik e  Cam elot w hich  he h as  b u i l t .  And i t  m ust a l s o  be b u i l t  w ith  th e

aw areness o f  th e  t r a n s ie n c e  o f  m an 's s t r u c tu r e s ,  w ith  th e  la c k  o f any 

c e r t i t u d e  abou t t h e i r  en d u ran ce .

But a s  much as  th e s e  c o n d it io n s  th e m se lv e s , i t  i s  th e  r e f u s a l  to  

ac ce p t them , w hich b r in g s  abou t th e  b rea k in g  o f  A r th u r 's  o rd e r . Lance­

l o t  com plains i n  "The H oly G ra il"  about th e  way i n  w hich h i s  s in  tram m els 

him and r e g r e s s e s  to  th e  w ish  o f  th e  "Supposed C o n fe ssio n s"  f o r  escape  

from th e  c u rs e  o f  c o n s c io u s n e ss :

H ap p ie r a r e  th o s e  t h a t  w e l te r  in  t h e i r  s in .
Swine/ i n  th e  mud, t h a t  canno t see f o r  s lim e .
Slim e o f  t h e  d i t c h .  (767-769)

Unable t o  e scap e  t h a t  c u rs e ,  he i s  to o  h o n o ra b le  t o  de fend  h i s  own e v i l  

by s la y in g  P e l l e a s ,  b u t  to o  shamed to  d efend  th e  good. He th e r e f o r e  be­

comes an i n e f f e c t u a l  judge  in  "The L a s t Tournam ent, " where "He saw th e  

laws t h a t  r u le d  th e  to u rn a m e n t/  Broken, b u t spake  n o t"  ( I 6O -I6 I ) .  He 

cannot fo llo w  T r i s t r a m 's  a d v ic e , ' ""

G rea t b r o th e r ,  th o u  n o r  I  have made th e  w o rld ;
Be happy i n  th y  f a i r  Queen a s  I  i n  m ine, (203-20ij.)

and a c c e p t th e  b e s t i a l  s t a t e  o f  th e  w o rld , n o r  can he  b r in g  h im s e lf  to  

s t r u g g le  to  change e i t h e r  h im s e lf  o r th e  w o r ld . The o n ly  resp o n se  l e f t
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to  him i s  th e  con-uerapt w ith  which he hands T r is tra m  th e  p r i z e ,  in te n d e d  

f o r  th e  p u r e s t  o f  A r th u r 's  k n ig h ts , "L ike a d ry  bone c a s t  to  some hungry  

hound" ( 196 ) .

The decay  o f  A r th u r 's  o rd e r  b r in g s  us to  th e  m ajo r q u e s tio n  

posed by th e  Ic% ylls,  how we a re  to  e v a lu a te  A r th u r  h im s e lf  and th e  

n a tu re  o f  th e  a p p a re n t  trium ph in  h i s  p a s s in g .  We have p la c e d  A r th u r

among th e  i d e a l i s t s  who would have th e  w o rld  o th e r  than  i t  i s ,  and we

have examined some o f  th e s e  i d e a l i s t s ,  show ing th e  w eaknesses i n  t h e i r  

hopes, th e  d re a m lik e  q u a l i t i e s  o f  th e  v i s io n s  o f  th e  w o rld  as seen  by 

BaH n and E la in e  and  P e l le a s .  But A r th u r 's  w o rld  i s  l ik e w is e  d re a m lik e , 

a theme w hich ru n s  th ro u g h o u t th e  whole o f  th e  Id y 1 1 s . L eo d o g ran 's  

f a i t h  i n  A r th u r  i s  b ased  on re p o r te d  v i s io n s  and h i s  own dream. G a r e th 's  

com panions, s t r u c k  w ith  f e a r  b e fo re  C am elot, c ry , "Lord, th e r e  i s  no 

such c i t y  a n y w h e re ,/  But a l l  a v is io n "  (2 0 3 -2 0 ^ ) . M erlin  does n o t d i s ­

p e l  t h e i r  d o u b ts  when he c a l l s  i t  en c h an te d , "F or th e re  i s  n o th in g  i n

i t  a s  i t  seem s/ S av in g  th e  k ing" ( 2 6 0 -2 6 1 ). And l a t e r  i n  "M erlin  and 

V iv ien" he  c a l l s  A r th u r  th e

s t a i n l e s s  gen tlem an .
Who w o u ld s t a g a in s t  th in e  own e y e -w itn e s s  f a i n
Have a l l  men t r u e  and l e a l ,  a l l  women p u re !  (791-793)

In  "The Holy G ra il"  P e rc iv a le  speaks o f  A r t h u r 's  ru sh in g  back to  C am elo t,

In  h o r ro r  l e s t  th e  work by M e rlin  w rough t.
D ream like , sh o u ld  on th e  sudden v a n is h ,  w rap t 
In  u n re m o rse fu l f o ld s  o f r o l l i n g  f i r e .  (259-261)

But i t  i s  a l s o  a p p a re n t t h a t  a l l  o f  l i f e ,  a s  Tennyson se e s  i t ,  h ad  a  k in d

o f d ream lik e  i n s u b s t a n t i a l i t y  ab o u t i t ,  from  th e  dream o f  good o f  In

Memoriam to  th e  s u r r e a l i s t i c  n ig h tm are  o f  "The V ision  o f  S in ."  What

th en  i s  th e  d i f f e r e n c e  between dream s?
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We have n o ted  t h a t  b o th  E la in e  and B a lin  e r re d  i n  p la c in g  to o

much f a i t h  i n  man, and A rth u r  i s  o f te n  c r i t i c i z e d  in  th e  I d y l l s  f o r  th e

same e r r o r .  We have q u o ted  M e r l in 's  lam en t t h a t  A rth u r w ould, " a g a in s t

h i s  own e y e -w itn e s s , f a i n /  Have a l l  men t r u e  and l e a l ,  a l l  women p u r e ."

T r is tra m  l ik e w is e  com plains t h a t  "The vow t h a t  b in d s  to o  s t r i c t l y  snaps

i t s e l f . "  Y et th e r e  a re  in d ic a t io n s  t h a t  A r th u r 's  e x p e c ta tio n s  w ere

l im i te d  and t h a t  th e  f a i l u r e  o f  many o f  h i s  k n ig h ts  in v o lv e d  th e  a tte m p t

to  go beyond them . The m in s t r e l  who s to p s  a t  T i n ta g i l  i n  "M erlin  and

V iv ien "  t e l l s  Mark and V iv ien  o f  t h e  new custom  among A r th u r 's  k n ig h ts ,

m odeled on th e  supposed  r e l a t i o n  betw een  L a n c e lo t and G u inevere , o f  a

v i r g in  lo v e , a d e n ia l  o f th e  f l e s h  w hich a s p i r e s  to  a p u re  s p i r i t u a l i t y :

So p a s s io n a te  f o r  an  u t t e r  p u r i t y  
Beyond th e  l im i t  o f t h e i r  bond a r e  th e s e ,
F o r A r th u r  bound them n o t to  s in g le n e s s .  (26-28)

The c o n f l i c t  betw een s o u l  and f l e s h  th ro u g h o u t th e  I d y l l s  grows o u t o f

th e  a t te m p t to  u n i te  th e  tw o, and th e  em phasis on e i t h e r  p o le ,  ex c ep t

f o r  t h e  s p e c i a l  case  o f  G alahad, i s  p o t e n t i a l l y  d e s t r u c t iv e .  The same

problem  a r i s e s  w ith  r e g a rd  to  th e  G r a i l  q u e s t ,  w here th e  a tte m p t to

t r a n s c e n d  th e  f l e s h  i s  re c o g n iz e d  by A rth u r  as o v e rre a c h in g .

A lthough i t  i s  f a r  e a s i e r  t o  s t a t e  g e n e ra l ly  th a n  to  d e f in e  p r e ­

c i s e l y ,  w hat Tennyson seems to  be g e t t in g  a t  i s  th e  need  f o r  a k in d  o f  

id e a l is m  w hich looks to  th e  p e r f e c t io n  o f  human n a tu r e .  I t  re c o g n iz e s  

and a c c e p ts  th e  fundam en ta l l im i t a t i o n s  o f  m an 's  b e in g  tim e-bound , a 

b e in g  i n  th e  w o rld  who i s  f le s h -b o u n d , b u t i t  c a l l s  upon th e  in d iv id u a l  

to  l i v e  beyond h im s e lf .  T h is  may a p p e a r  to  be s im ply  a c o n t r a d ic t io n ,  

and i n  te rm s o f  most o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  p h ilo s o p h y , e s p e c ia l ly  th e  r a t i o n a l ­

ism  o f  th e  E n ligh tenm en t, i t  i s .  B ut p a r t  o f th e  problem  o f  th e  n in e -
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t e e n th  c e n tu ry , a s  we have a l r e a d y  seen , i s  th e  f a c t  t h a t  i t  has begun 

to  outgrow  t r a d i t i o n a l  p h ilo so p h y , t o  d is c o v e r  t h a t  th e  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  

t r a d i t i o n  h a s , i n  H e id e g g e r 's  te rm s , a l i e n a t e d  man from  B eing . S h e lle y  

i s  an e x c e l le n t  exam ple o f t h i s  i n  t h a t  h i s  a r i s t o c r a t i c  background and 

t r a i n i n g  a s s o c ia te  him  more c lo s e ly  th a n  any o f  th e  R om antics w ith  

e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry  r a t io n a l i s m ,  w hich c la s h e s  w ith  h i s  s p i r i t u a l  needs 

to  p roduce  th e  s t r o n g e s t  se n se  o f  a l l  th e  Rom antics o f  h i s  n o t b e lo n g ­

in g  i n  t h i s  w o rld  b u t i n  some o th e r .  The t a s k  o f  modem p h ilo so p h y  

from t h a t  p o in t  i s  c l e a r :  to  f in d  a way in  w hich man can a c h ie v e  a mean­

in g f u l  e x is te n c e  i n  th e  w o rld .

P a r t  o f th e  rea so n  f o r  t h i s  problem  i s  th e  f a c t  t h a t  i n  th e  

t r a d i t i o n  m an 's  b e in g  i s  l a r g e ly  f ix e d ,  h i s  e sse n c e  p la c e d  b e fo re  h i s  

e x is te n c e .  Much o f  th e  c o n fu s io n  o f n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  th o u g h t d e r iv e s  

o u t o f  th e  f a c t  t h a t  a  s h i f t  i n  th in k in g  i s  go ing  on from  an em phasis 

on e sse n c e  to  one on e x is te n c e ,  and though th e  c a te g o r ie s ,  th e  d i a l e c t i ­

c a l  t o o l s ,  th e  te rm s , had  y e t  to  be deve loped , some o f  th e  p o e ts  

a c h ie v e d  an im a g in a t iv e  i n s ig h t  i n to  th e  s i t u a t i o n .

We have o b se rv e d  T ennyson 's  c o n c e n tra t io n  on m an 's  b e in g  in  tim e , 

on th e  a c c e p ta n c e  o f  human l i m i t a t i o n s ,  b u t  we a ls o  see  Tennyson c a l l i n g  

upon man to  s t r i v e  f o r  w hat he c a l l s  a h ig h e r  s e l f  th ro u g h  th e  e x e rc is e  

o f  th e  c r e a t iv e ,  v a lu e - g iv in g  pow ers which man p o s s e s s e s .  We can see  

th e s e  two im p u lses  l ik e w is e  in  J e a n -P a u l S a r t r e .  S a r t r e  goes f u r t h e r  

th a n  Tennyson i n  n o t  s im ply  d o u b tin g  b u t n e g a tin g  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  

m an 's  tra n sc e n d e n c e  o f  h i s  hum anity  and  more s t a r k ly  em phasizing  m an 's 

th ra ldom  to  t im e . But S a r t r e  goes beyond d e s p a i r  i n  a way n o t  u n l ik e  

Tennyson:



129
There i s  a t  l e a s t  one b e in g  whose e x is te n c e  comes b e fo re  i t s  
e s se n c e , a b e in g  which e x is t s  b e fo re  i t  can be d e f in e d  by any 
c o n c e p tio n  o f  i t  . . .  . What do we mean by sa y in g  t h a t  e x is ­
te n c e  p re c e d e s  e sse n c e ?  We mean t h a t  man f i r s t  o f  a l l  e x i s t s ,  
e n c o u n te rs  h im s e lf ,  su rg e s  up i n  th e  w o rld — and d e f in e s  h im se lf  
a f te rw a rd s  . . . .  Man i s  n o th in g  e l s e  b u t t h a t  w hat he makes 
o f  h im s e lf .  T hat i s  th e  f i r s t  p r in c i p l e  o f  e x i s t e n t i a l i s m ,21

T h is  i s  som eth ing  l i k e  th e  t a s k  which Tennyson s e t s  b e fo re  us i n  

te rm s o f  th e  c r e a t iv e  l i f e  and th e  p e r f e c t io n  o f  hum an ity . But th e  

e x i s t e n t i a l  triu m p h  i s  n o t a ch iev ed  i n  th e  s im p le  a f f i r m a t io n  o f  a f a i t h  

o r  a dream o f  th e  f u tu r e ,  e s p e c ia l ly  i f  such an a f f i rm a t io n  n a iv e ly  

n e g le c ts  w h a tev er m igh t deny i t .  To U v e  in  f a n ta s y  l i k e  E la in e , w ith ­

o u t b e in g  aw are t h a t  i t  i s  p e rh ap s  on ly  a dream , i s  in  e x i s t e n t i a l  term s 

an in a u th e n t i c  l i f e .  A lthough Tennyson does n o t go so  f a r  a s  to  condemn 

E la in e ,  h e r  a f f i r m a t io n  i s  c l e a r ly  s t e r i l e ,  one l i k e  B a l in ’ s which can­

n o t be l i v e d  by . The a u th e n t i c i ty  o f  A r th u r ’ s o r ig i n a l  a f f i rm a t io n  i s  

somewhat comprom ised by th e  in d ic a t io n s —h is  condem nation o f  G uinevere 

and h i s  d e s p a i r  i n  th e  e a r ly  p a r t  o f  "The P a s s in g  o f  A r th u r" —t h a t  he 

e x p e c te d  h i s  dream to  be f u l l y  r e a l i z e d  in  t im e .  But th e r e  i s  l i t t l e  

in d ic a t io n  t h a t  Tennyson was la c k in g  i n  a w aren ess .

Tennyson h a s  o f te n  been accu sed  o f  n a iv e ly  c e le b r a t in g  conven­

t i o n a l  v a lu e s  i n  b o th  In  Memoriam and th e  I d y l l s . But he had  c e le b ra te d  

" th e  g rand  o ld  name o f  gentlem an" i n  In  Memoriam, CXI, aware th a t  t h a t  

name had  been

Defamed by every  c h a r la ta n .
And s o i l ' d  w ith  a l l  ig n o b le  u se .

He i s  l ik e w is e  aw are i n  th e  I d y l l s  t h a t  c o n v e n tio n a l m o ra l i ty  can be

2 ^ Je a n -P a u l S a r t r e ,  " E x is te n t ia l is m  I s  a Humanism," E x i s t e n t i a l ­
ism  from D ostoevsky  t o  S a r t r e , ed . W a lte r  Kaufmann (C lev e lan d : W orld 
P u b lis h in g  C o ., 1956), p p . 290-291.
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h y p o c r i t i c a l .  The c h a lle n g e  o f  th e  Red K night i n  "The L a s t Tournam ent" 

r e v e a ls  t h i s  a w a ren ess :

T e l l  th o u  th e  King and a l l  h i s  l i a r s  t h a t  I
Have founded  ray Round T a b le  i n  th e  N o rth ,
And w h a tso ev e r h i s  own k n ig h ts  have sworn
My k n ig h ts  have sworn th e  c o u n te r  to  i t — and say  
My tow er i s  f u l l  o f  h a r l o t s ,  l i k e  h i s  c o u r t .
But m ine a re  w o r th ie r ,  s e e in g  th e y  p r o fe s s  
To be none o th e r  th an  th e m se lv e s—and say  
My k n ig h ts  a r e  a l l  a d u l t e r e r s  l i k e  h i s  own.
But m ine a re  t r u e r ,  s e e in g  th e y  p r o fe s s
To be none o th e r .  (77-88)

The t r u t h  o f  th e  k n ig h t 's  words i s  borne o u t by th e  b a t t l e  w hich fo llo w s

as  a r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  c h a l le n g e . In  t h a t  b a t t l e  A r t h u r 's  k n ig h ts  f i g h t

i n  th e  m ost b e s t i a l  f a s h io n ,  f i r s t  a t t a c k in g  th e  f a l l e n  Red K nigh t:

Then th e  k n ig h ts ,  who w a tc h 'd  him , r o a r 'd  
And sh o u ted  and  le a p t  down upon th e  f a l l e n .
T here tra m p le d  o u t h i s  f a c e  from  be ing  known.
And sank  h i s  head  in  m ire , and  s lim ed  th e m se lv e s . (I1.67 -U7O)

A r t h u r 's  a t te m p ts  t o  s to p  th e  ca rn ag e  a r e  v a in ,  and a t  th e  end o f  th e

b a t t l e  " in  th e  h e a r t  o f  A r th u r  p a in  was lo rd "  (i+S^). T h is  b a t t l e  s ta n d s

i n  s t a r k  c o n t r a s t  t o  th e  e a r l i e r  v i c to r y  i n  "The Coming o f  A r th u r ,"

w here th e  enemy

sw erved and b ra k e  
F ly in g , and A r th u r  c a l l 'd  to  s ta y  th e  b ran d s  
T hat h a c k 'd  among th e  f l y e r s ,  'Ho! th e y  y i e l d ! '
So l i k e  a  p a in te d  b a t t l e  th e  w ar s to o d  
S i le n c e d , th e  l i v i n g  q u ie t  a s  th e  dead .
And i n  th e  h e a r t  o f  A r th u r  jo y  was l o r d ,  (118-123)

The b a t t l e  w ith  th e  Red K night i s  one o f  many symptoms o f  th e

d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  A r th u r 's  o rd e r , o f  h i s  lo s s  o f  c o n t r o l  ov er h i s  k n ig h ts

and th e y  o v e r th e m se lv e s . I t  i s  l ik e w is e  sym bolic  o f  a p s y c h o lo g ic a l

d i s i n t e g r a t i o n ,  th e  way i n  w hich r i g i d  m o ra l i ty ,  h y p o c r is y , and d e s p a i r

over th e  s t r u g g le  betw een s p i r i t  and f l e s h  can  combine t o  p roduce  a

d e s i r e  t o  a n n ih i l a t e  th e  f l e s h ,  an  u l t im a te ly  s e l f - d e s t r u c t i v e  d e s i r e .
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A gain , though  T ennyson 's  m o ra l i ty  may be red u ced  t o  a s e t  o f  

f a i r l y  c o n v e n tio n a l  codes o f b e h a v io r , h i s  em phasis on th e  m anner i n  

w hich t h a t  m o r a l i ty  i s  to  be p u rsu e d  and  h i s  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  th e  ways 

i n  w hich i t  can be d i s to r t e d  r e v e a l  t h a t  h i s  a t t i t u d e  tow ard  m o ra l i ty  

i s  n o t n a iv e . In d ee d  th e  Red K n ig h t 's  c h a lle n g e  c o u ld  be re a d  as  an 

in d ic tm e n t a g a in s t  contem porary  V ic to r ia n  s o c ie ty .  But Tennyson, i n  

keep ing  w ith  th e  q u ie t  n a tu re  o f  h i s  s u b v e rs iv e  and unorthodox  te n d e n ­

c ie s ,  i s  more i n c l in e d  to  o f f e r  c h a lle n g e s  th a n  to  la y  down in d ic tm e n ts .

And th e  c h a lle n g e  w hich Tennyson o f f e r s  i n  "The L a s t Tournam ent" 

i n  th e  f a c e  o f  th e  r e v e r s io n  o f  A r t h u r 's  o rd e r  back to  th e  w a s te  la n d  

i s  n o t an e a sy  one. Again i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  a s s e s s  th e  e x te n t  o f  

A r th u r 's  a w a ren e ss , b u t  Dagonet seems t o  speak  f o r  Tennyson. D agonet, 

A r th u r ’s f o o l ,  i s  " h is  one t r u e  k n ig h t—/  S o le  fo llo w e r  o f  th e  vows" 

( 302- 30 3 ) ,  and  r e f e r s  to  th e  k in g  a s

my b r o th e r  f o o l ,  t h e  k in g  o f  f o o l s i  
C o n c e its  h im s e lf  a s  God t h a t  he can  make 
F ig s  o u t o f  t h i s t l e s ,  s i l k  from b r i s t l e s ,  m ilk  
From b u rn in g  sp u rg e , honey from h o rn e t-co m b s.
And men from  b e a s t s —lo n g  l i v e  t h e  k in g  o f  f o o ls !  (35U-358)

T hese l i n e s  a r e  o f c e n t r a l  im p o rta n c e  to  th e  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  

A r th u r 's  t ra g e d y  and T ennyson 's ap p ro ach  to  v a lu e . The v a lu e s  w hich 

A rth u r  p u rsu e s  a r e  i r r a t i o n a l ,  p re su m p tiv e , and p e rh a p s  in c a p a b le  o f  

r e a l i z a t i o n .  They a r e  v a lu e s  w hich m ark A rth u r  a s  a f o o l ,  b u t A r t h u r 's  

i s  a t r a g i c  f o l l y  because  i t  en n o b le s  him . Indeed  A rth u r  i s  i n  many 

ways a m odem  t r a g i c  h e ro  and h i s  i s  an e x i s t e n t i a l  tr iu m p h .

We have a lr e a d y  n o te d  th e  s i m i l a r i t y  betw een T ennyson 's  and  

Unamuno's n o t io n s  o f  th e  so u rce  o f  human v a lu e ,  and Unamuno, a g a in  in  

a  m anner s im i la r  t o  Tennyson, lo o k s  t o  Don Q uixote as  th e  ty p e  o f  th e
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modem h e ro , th e  man, a s  Unamuno se e s  him , who d w e lls  i n  th e  m id s t of

a b a t t l e  betw een re a so n  and s p i r i t ,  a f f i rm in g  i n  P a s c a le s  te rm s th e

t r u t h s  o f  th e  h e a r t  which re a so n  canno t u n d e rs ta n d . And Unamuno's

c h a lle n g e  to  m ankind se rv e s  a s  a  s t a r t l i n g l y  a p t comment on th e  I d y l l s .

He q u o tes  and  th e n  r e v is e s  Senancour as  fo llo w s :

"Man i s  p e r i s h a b le .  T hat may be ; b u t l e t  us p e r i s h  r e s i s t i n g ,  
and i f  t  i s  n o th in g n e ss  t h a t  a w a its  u s  do n o t  l e t  u s so a c t  
t h a t  i t  s h a l l  be  a  j u s t  f a t e . "  Change t h i s  s e n te n c e  from  i t s  
n e g a tiv e  to  th e  p o s i t i v e  form — "And i f  i t  i s  n o th in g  t h a t  a w a its  
u s , l e t  u s  so a c t  t h a t  i t  s h a l l  be an u n ju s t  f a t e " — and you g e t  
th e  f i r m e s t  b a s is  f o r  a c t io n  f o r  th e  man who canno t o r w i l l  n o t 
be a d o g m a t is t .22

And a g a in :

I f  i t  i s  n o th in g n e ss  t h a t  a w a its  u s , l e t  us make an i n j u s t i c e  
o f  i t ;  l e t  u s f i g h t  a g a in s t  d e s t in y ,  even though w ith o u t hope 
o f v i c t o iy ;  l e t  u s  f ig h t  a g a in s t  i t  q u i x o t i c a l l y .

And n o t o n ly  do we f ig h t  a g a in s t  d e s t in y  in  lo n g in g  f o r  w hat 
i s  i r r a t i o n a l ,  b u t i n  a c t in g  in  such a way t h a t  we make o u rse lv e s  
i r r e p la c e a b l e ,  i n  im p re ss in g  our s e a l  and  m ark upon o th e r s ,  i n  
a c t in g  upon o u r n e ig h b o rs  in  o rd e r  to  dom inate  them , i n  g iv in g  
o u rs e lv e s  to  them in  o rd e r  t h a t  we may e t e r n a l i z e  o u rse lv e s  so 
f a r  a s  we can .2 3

T h is i s  e x a c t ly  w hat A rth u r  d o e s , and p e rh a p s  i t  e x p la in s  why A rth u r 

ap p e ars  a t  tim e s  t o  be  th e  p resu m p tiv e  o v e rre a c h e r  who i s  p u n ish e d  w ith  

f a i l u r e  f o r  h i s  p r i d e f u l  e x p e c ta t io n s .  Such a view  canno t be r e c o n c ile d  

w ith  T ennyson 's  a p p a re n tly  w h o le h e a r te d  sym pathy w ith  A r th u r 's  endeavour. 

But we can r e c o n c i l e  A r th u r 's  g ran d e u r w ith  h i s  p resu m p tio n  i f  we see  

him , as  I  b e l ie v e  Tennyson saw him, as  g lo r io u s ly  p re su m p tiv e , q u ix o t i ­

c a l l y  h e r o ic ,  f a i l i n g  n o t b ecau se  he was b e in g  p u n ish e d  b u t b ecau se  i t  

i s  th e  t r a g i c  f a t e  o f  man i n  th e  h e ro ic  a c t  o f  c r e a t in g  h im s e lf  and h i s  

w o rld .

T h is v iew  a l s o  e x p la in s  why t h i s  s to r y  o f  th e  b i r t h  and d ea th  o f  

^^Unamuno, p .  263 . 23% bid. ,  p . 268.
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an i d e a l  o rd e r  canno t be re a d  as much in  th e  way o f  p o l i t i c a l  comment.

I f  A r th u r  had  made some k in d  o f p r a c t i c a l  m is ta k e , we c o u ld  ta k e  him as  

a k in d  o f  o b je c t  le s s o n  in  what no t to  do and  f i n d  some c le a r  i n d i c a t i o n  

p o in t in g  to  th e  way i n  w hich such an o rd e r  co u ld  be  p re s e rv e d . But 

th e r e  i s  no i n d ic a t io n  o f  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  such a r e a d in g , no su g g es­

t i o n  t h a t  i f  A rth u r h ad  ex pected  and demanded j u s t  so much and no m ore, 

t e n s io n s  would have re la x e d  enough so  t h a t  some sem blance o f  h i s  o rd e r  

c o u ld  have been m a in ta in e d . For Tennyson a s  f o r  Unamuno th e r e  i s  no 

p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  compromise betw een f le s h  and  s p i r i t ,  doub t and f a i t h ,  

re a so n  and th e  w i l l  t o  b e l ie v e ,  no way, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  t o  r e c o n c ile  th e  

n a t u r a l i s t i c  w o rld  view o f  T ris tra m  w ith  D a g o n e t's  ad h eren ce  t o  A r t h u r 's  

dream ; each can o n ly  see  th e  o th e r  a s  a f o o l .  Nor i s  t h e r e  any  p o s s i b i l ­

i t y  o f  r e l i e v in g  th e  te n s io n  by rem oving one o f  t h e  f o r c e s ,  a n n ih i l a t in g  

th e  f l e s h ,  f o r  in s t a n c e ,  to  f r e e  th e  s p i r i t .  The c h o ic e  betw een cosmos 

and chaos i s  an e i t h e r - o r  p ro p o s i t io n  w hich c a n n o t, a t  l e a s t  i n  t h i s  

l i f e ,  escape  th e  c o n d it io n  o f w a rfa re , th e  q u ix o t ic  s t r u g g le  t o  l i v e  so 

t h a t  i f  n o th in g n e ss  i s  ou r f a t e  i t  s h a l l  b e  an u n ju s t  f a t e .

I t  i s  A r th u r 's  f i n a l  trium ph i n  "The P a s s in g  o f  A rth u r"  t h a t  h e  

a f f i rm s  th e  v a lu e s  by w hich he has l iv e d  i n  s p i t e  o f  t h e  f a i l u r e  to  

pe rm an en tly  r e a l i z e  them i n  tim e . And h i s  a f f i r m a t io n s  grow o u t o f  

doub t and a r e  a f f i rm e d  i n  s p i t e  o f c o n tin u in g  d o u b t. B ed iv ere  s ta n d s  

h e re  i n  c o n t r a s t  to  A r th u r  as a n o th e r  example o f t h e  ty p e  o f  man who 

demands seme k in d  o f  c e r t i t u d e ,  a r e c o r d  o r  r e l i c  more su re  th a n  th e  

"empty b r e a t h /  And rum ors o f a doubt" (267-268) w hich i s  a l l  t h a t  w i l l  

be l e f t  o f A r th u r  i f  E x c a lib u r  i s  l o s t .  B ed iv ere  d e s i r e s  on th e  sym bolic 

l e v e l  an e x te r n a l ,  o b je c t iv e  g u a ran tee  o f  th e  a u th e n t i c i t y  o f  th e  v a lu e s
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w hich A rth u r  r e p r e s e n t s .  But i t  i s  th e  t r a g i c  f a t e  o f man to  l i v e  w ith ­

o u t such c e r t i t u d e ,  to  be fo rc e d  to  a f f i rm , a s  A rth u r d o es , in  s p i t e  o f 

d o u b t.

Im m ed ia te ly  fo llo w in g  h i s  f i n a l  a f f i r m a t io n ,  t h a t  " th e  w hole

round  e a r th  i s  e v e ry  w ay / Bound by g o ld  c h a in s  ab o u t th e  f e e t  o f  God, "

A r th u r  b id s  f a r e w e l l  to  B edivere and s a y s ,

I  am going a long  way 
W ith th e s e  th o u  s e e s t —i f  in d e e d  I  go—
For a l l  my m ind i s  c louded  w ith  a doub t—
To th e  i s l a n d - v a l l e y  of A v il io n . (h2k-h27)

And t h i s  c o n tin u in g  doubt b r in g s  us to  Unamuno a g a in  and to  a theme which

we have been  p u rs u in g  th ro u g h o u t t h i s  c h a p te r :

But he who b e l ie v e s  t h a t  he  i s  s a i l i n g ,  p e rh a p s  w ith o u t a 
s e t  c o u rse , on an u n s ta b le  r a f t ,  m ust n o t  be dism ayed i f  th e  
r a f t  g iv e s  way b en ea th  h i s  f e e t  and th r e a te n s  t o  s in k . Such 
a one th in k s  t h a t  he a c t s ,  n o t b ecau se  h e  deems h i s  p r in c ip le  
o f a c t io n  to  be t r u e ,  but in  o rd e r  t o  make i t  t r u e ,  i n  o rd e r  
t o  p ro v e  i t s  t r u t h ,  i n  o rd e r  to  c r e a te  h i s  own s p i r i t u a l  
w o rld .

M orse Beckham, commenting b r i e f l y  on th e  I d y l l s  in  Beyond th e  

T ra g ic  V is io n ,  says t h a t  on th e  s u rfa c e  i t  conform s w ith  m id d le c la s s  

m o ra l i ty ;

t h a t  i s  i t s  e x o te r ic  f a c e .  But b e n e a th , e s o t e r i c a l l y ,  i t  i s  
an u t t e r l y  d i s i l l u s io n e d  d e m o n s tra tio n , l i k e  th e  R ing , t h a t  
s o c ie ty  c an n o t be redeem ed, t h a t  i t s  i l l s  canno t be h e a le d , 
t h a t  th e  t r a n s c e n d e n ta l  h e ro  -v io la te s  th o s e  h e  p r e s s e s  i n to  
h i s  ser-vice^, an d  t h a t  th e  a r t i s t - h e r o  m ust fo re v e r  rem ain
a l i e n a t e d . 25

Much o f  t h i s  i s  t r u e ,  b u t th e r e  i s  more t o  Tennyson^s a t t i t u d e .  He may 

be d is e n c h a n te d , b u t n o t d i s i l lu s io n e d .  C e r ta in ly  th e  I d y l l s  demon-

^^Unamuno, p .  262.

2^Morse Beckham, Beyond th e  T ra g ic  V is io n : The Q uest f o r  Id en - 
t i t y  i n  th e  N in e te e n th  C entury (New Y ork: George B r a z i l ia n ,  1962),
p. 293.
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s t r a t e s  th e  f a i l u r e  o f  th e  t r a n s c e n d e n ta l  h e ro ,  i f  we m ust c a l l  A r th u r  

t h a t ,  to  redeem  s o c ie ty ,  b u t  th e  n o te  o f  hope w ith  w hich i t  concludes 

i n d ic a te s  t h a t  d e s p a i r  i s  n o t th e  i n e v i t a b l e  c o n c lu s io n . I f  A rth u r i s  

in d e e d  th e  h ig h e s t ,  h o l i e s t  manhood, and  i f  t h e r e  i s  p e rh ap s a k in d  o f  

e v o lu tio n a ry  p r o g re s s io n  th rough  w hich man i s  p a s s in g , then  s o c ie ty  may 

u l t im a te ly  be redeem ed n o t by a s in g le  h e ro  b u t  by a l l  men becoming 

h e ro e s , becoming A r th u rs .  B ed ivere  i s  i n  such a p o s i t i o n  a t  th e  end o f  

th e  poem, l e f t  a lo n e  to  f a c e  th e  t a s k  o f  c r e a t in g  h i s  own s p i r i t u a l  

w o rld .

Such a  t a s k  i s  n o t easy , n o r does i t  h o ld  ou t any c e r t a in ty  o f  

f u l f i l lm e n t ;  b u t  i f  God i s  n o t known i n  th e  w o rld  and th e r e  i s  no ex­

p e c ta t io n  o f  h i s  r e v e a l in g  h im s e lf ,  i f  th e  t r a n s c e n d e n ta l  hero  canno t 

d e p a r t ,  d is c o v e r  th e  a n c ie n t  s e c r e t ,  and u n s e a l  th e  g lo ry  th a t  w i l l  h e a l  

th e  w o r ld 's  o ld  wound, th e n  i t  i s  th e  o n ly  way l e f t  i n  which v a lu e  can 

be b rough t i n to  th e  w a s te la n d . However c o n v e n tio n a l Tennyson may a p p e a r  

a t  tim es  i n  h i s  a f f i r m a t io n s ,  u n d e r ly in g  them  i s  th e  r e c o g n it io n  o f  

t h e i r  u n c e r ta in  o r ig in s  i n  man*s in n e r  l i f e  and  o f  t h e i r  c o n tin g en cy , 

th e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e i r  perm anence i s  dependen t on c o n tin u in g  a f f i rm a t io n ,  

w hich o f f e r s  th e  c h a lle n g e  to  i n d iv id u a l  men to  make r e a l  th e  id e a  o f  

s p i r i t u a l  p ro g re s s  th ro u g h  th e  c r e a t iv e  l i f e .  W. D avid Shaw comes t o  a  

s im i la r  c o n c lu s io n  i n  th e  most r e c e n t ly  p u b l is h e d  a r t i c l e  on th e  I d y l l s :

Even a f t e r  t h e i r  d e fe a t  in  th e  g r e a t  b a t t l e  o f  th e  W est, th e  
i d e a l i s t s  m ust c o n tin u e  t o  c r e a te  new o r d e r  o u t o f n a tu re , and 
th e y  m ust keep r e - c r e a t i n g  i t .  For t h i s  i s  th e  on ly  way i n  w hich 
th e y  can p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  th e  d iv in e ,  w hich seems a t  tim es  (a s  a t  
th e  end o f  "The H oly G ra il" )  to  be m e re ly  a  p r o je c t io n  o f  an 
i n f i n i t e  and u n l im ite d  hum anity . A cco rd in g  to  t h i s  more r a d i c a l  
and a p o c a ly p tic  v iew , t r u t h  i s  i t s e l f  a  human c r e a t io n  w hich th e  
i d e a l i s t s  m ust r e d is c o v e r  in  each su c c e e d in g  a g e . The r e a l  mean­
in g  o f  A r th u r 's  second  coming i s  t h a t  f o r  th e  s p i r i t  he r e p r e s e n ts  
th e r e  can be  no p a s t  o r  f u tu r e  b u t o n ly  a  c o n tin u in g  p r e s e n t .
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T en n y so n 's  A r th u r ia n  myth i s  d e s ig n e d  to  le a d  to  a r e c o g n i t io n  
sc e n e , a d isc o v e ry  in  which we se e  n o t  o u r  p a s t  le g e n d s , b u t th e  
t o t a l  c u l t u r a l  form o f our p r e s e n t  l i f e  a s  i t  i s  in v o lv e d  i n  th e  
same v e n tu re  o f  c i v i l i z i n g  n a tu r e  and in v e s t in g  th e  w a s te  la n d  
w ith  th e  f l e s h  and b lo o d  o f ou r own redeem ing v i s i o n . 26

And th e  a r t i s t - h e r o  i s  a l i e n a t e d  o n ly  in  a v e ry  q u a l i f i e d  s e n s e . 

As we have se e n , Tennyson does n o t d e a l  w i th  th e  a r t i s t - h e r o  a s  such  in  

th e  I d y l l s , s in c e  th e  n o tio n  o f  th e  c r e a t i v e  l i f e  c a l l s  upon a l l  men to  

assume th e  c r e a t iv e  b u rden . The h e ro  does s u f f e r  a l i e n a t io n  b e c au se  o f  

th e  d ream lik e  q u a l i ty  o f th e  o rd e r  to w a rd  w hich he a s p i r e s ,  t h e  sub­

j e c t i v e  ground o f h i s  commitment, and  th e  f a i l u r e  to  r e a l i z e  h i s  dream , 

b u t Tennyson does n o t seem to  be a b le  t o  r e s t  c o n te n t w ith  th e  con­

c lu s io n  o f  u t t e r  a l i e n a t io n .  A r th u r ’s dream in v o lv e s  u n i ty ,  a w o rld  

o rd e r ,  and  h i s  f i n a l  a f f i r m a t io n ,  t h a t  th e  w o rld  i s  "Bound by go lden  

c h a in s  abou t th e  f e e t  o f God," r e a f f i r m s  t h a t  dream.

T h is may be a  m a tte r  o f  T ennyson’ s r e fu s in g  to  draw th e  f i n a l  d e ­

d u c tio n , b u t a s  we su g g e ste d  e a r l i e r ,  t h e r e  i s  pe rh ap s no such  th in g  a s  

a f i n a l  d e d u c tio n . S a r t r e  f a c e s  a  s im i la r  problem  i n  " E x is te n t ia l i s m  I s  

a Humanism" when he moves from  th e  n o t io n  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l  r e s p o n s i b i l ­

i t y  o f  each  man t o  choose h im s e lf  to  th e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  w hich b in d s  men 

to g e th e r :

■When we say  t h a t  a man chooses h im s e lf ,  we do mean t h a t  e v e ry  one 
o f  u s m ust choose h im s e lf  j b u t by t h a t  we a ls o  mean t h a t  i n  choos­
in g  f o r  h im s e lf  he chooses f o r  a l l  men. For in  e f f e c t ,  o f  a l l  th e  
a c t io n s  a man may ta k e  i n  o rd e r  t o  c r e a te  h im s e lf  a s  h e  w i l l s  t o  
b e , th e r e  i s  n o t  one w hich i s  n o t  c r e a t i v e ,  a t  th e  same tim e , o f  
an image o f  man such as  he  b e l ie v e s  h e  ought to  b e . 27

For S a r t r e  t h i s  l a r g e r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  i s  th e  b a s is  o f  a  f u l l  r e a l i z a t i o n

26w. D avid  Shaw, "The I d e a l i s t ’s Dilemma i n  I d y l l s  o f  th e  King, " 
V ic to r ia n  P o e try , V (1 9 6 ?), 53 .

2 7 E x is te n tia l is m  from  D ostoevsky  t o  S a r t r e ,  p .  291.
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o f  what e x i s t e n t i a l i s t s  mean by th e  word a n g u ish :

The e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  f ra n k ly  s t a t e s  t h a t  man i s  in  a n g u ish . H is 
m eaning i s  a s  fo llo w s —When a man commits h im s e lf  t o  a n y th in g , 
f u l l y  r e a l i z i n g  t h a t  he i s  n o t o n ly  ch o o sin g  what he  w i l l  be , 
b u t i s  th e re b y  a t  th e  same tim e a l e g i s l a t o r  d e c id in g  f o r  th e  
w hole o f  m ankind—i n  such a moment a man can n o t escape  from  th e  
se n se  o f  com plete  and p rofound  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . 28

And f u r t h e r ,

E h/erything happens to  every  man as though th e  whole human ra c e  
had i t s  eyes f ix e d  upon w hat he  i s  d o in g  and  r e g u la te d  i t s  con­
d u c t a c c o rd in g ly . So every  man ought to  s a y , "Am I  r e a l l y  a 
man who has th e  r ig h t  to  a c t  i n  such a m anner th a t  hum anity 
r e g u la te s  i t s e l f  by what I  d o ."  I f  a  man does no t say  t h a t ,  
he i s  d isse m b lin g  h i s  a n g u is h ,29

I t  i s  j u s t  t h i s  k ind  o f  a n g u is h , in  a d d i t io n  to  th e  a n x ie ty  t h a t  

we have a lr e a d y  d e s c r ib e d  about h i s  i d e n t i t y  and  im m o rta li ty , which 

p lag u e d  Tennyson and  many of th e  m ajo r V ic to r ia n  w r i t e r s  th ro u g h o u t 

t h e i r  l i v e s .  But i t  a ls o  r e v e a ls  th e  f a c t  t h a t  T ennyson 's d e s i r e  to  

a c h ie v e  m ea n in g fu l involvem ent w ith  hum anity  i s  n o t a m is tak en  d e n ia l  

o f  th e  supposed  i n e v i t a b l e  a l i e n a t io n  o f  th e  a r t i s t ,  b u t  p a r t  o f  an 

e x i s t e n t i a l l y  v a l i d  and a u th e n t ic  p u r s u i t  o f  s e lfh o o d . P erhaps th e  

se n se  o f  s e r io u s n e s s  and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  abou t commitments w hich we f i n d  

in  so  many o f  th e  m ajo r V ic to r ia n s  i s  n o t so p a r t i c u l a r l y  V ic to r ia n  a f t e r  

a l l ,  and th e  k in d  o f  angu ish  w hich S a r t r e  d e s c r ib e s  a c c o u n ts  f o r  th e  

e x is te n c e  i n  Tennyson and o th e r s  o f  th e  seem ing ly  c o n tr a d ic to ry  s e n se s  

o f  a l i e n a t i o n  and in vo lvem en t.

Such a v iew , m oreover, makes i t  p o s s ib le  f o r  u s t o  se e  Tennyson 

as  n o t a te a c h e r  o r  p re a c h e r  o r  d o g m a tis t , b u t a s  a man who, i n  p u rsu in g  

h i s  own h um an ity , rec o g n ize d  h i s  invo lvem en t w i th  a l l  men. In d eed  i t  

i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  r e c o n c i le  th e  word "dogm atic" w ith  T ennyson 's  v e ry

28Existentialism from Dostoevsky to S a r t r e ,  p. 292. 2 9 l b i d . ,  p. 293.
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ap p aren t and In te n se  sense  o f  doubt; and th e  kind o f  anguish  which 

S a r tr e  d esc rib e s  p ro v id es  a more p la u s ib le  analogue in  term s o f  which 

we can see h is  honesty  and m odern ity .

C e rta in ly  an a r t  co n d itio n ed  by t h i s  kind o f anguish  runs th e  

r i s k  o f  becoming dogm atic. The p o e t who w rite s  as though he i s  choosing 

fo r  a l l  men w i l l  e s p e c ia l ly  appear to  be dogmatic in  th o se  poems which 

e x h ib it  th e  s t a t e  o f  commitment r a th e r  than  th e  p ro cess  ou t o f  which 

commitment a r i s e s .  But such la p se s  a re  perhaps th e  p r ic e  th e  a r t i s t  

runs th e  r i s k  of paying fo r  h is  hum anity; perhaps i t  i s  a ls o  th e  p r ic e  

a r t  must sometimes pay f o r  re le v a n c e . In  h is  b e s t poetry^  however, 

Tennyson re v e a ls  h is  aw areness o f  th e  p ro c e ss ; h is  m ajor a f f irm a tio n s  

were no t based on a Romantic leap  in to  th e  noumenal or on a p a ss iv e  

f a l l i n g  back on t r a d i t i o n  and convention , but on a courageous and 

c re a t iv e  commitment in  s p i te  o f  doubt to  those  va lu es  w hich cou ld  answer 

th e  needs o f h is  hum anity. As Tennyson saw i t ,  th e  answer to  th e  

q u es tio n  o f w hether l i f e  i s  chaos o r cosmos re s id e s  in  m an's w i l l ,  in  

h i s  cap a c ity  to  choose and c re a te ,  and in  h is  courage to  assume th e  

burden o f th e  voyage in  term s o f a hoped f o r  but u n c e r ta in  end.
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