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PREFACE 

In looking back upon the months spent in writing 

an analysis of two of Tennyson 's majo r wor ks as social 

criticism, I find tha t my fir s t reaction is that i t has 

been e:gt r emely satisfying to me personally, because of 

the two pleasures that are always present in Tennyson: 

the comfortable renewal of rediscovering the familiar , 

and the exhi larati on of finding the altogether nevJ with-

in the Lramework of the familia r. The loveliness and 

beauty everywhere in Tennyson never fail to r efresh t he 

spirit . 

Along· with the enjoyment, there has been a great 

deal of work , which I would never have been able to com-

plete had it not been f or the understanding and encourage­

ment of both my friends and my sometimes beleaguered family. 

A very special thanks must be extended to Dr. J . Dean 

Bishop " the director of my thesis , for his patience and co­

operation. In addition I extend my appreciation to Dr . 

Kobler and Dr . Fulwiler for serving on my thesis committee o 

iii 
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To Dr .. Autry Nell Wiley must go a most appreciative 

and special thanks for her kindness and encouragement during 

all the years I have been a part of Texas Woman ' s University . 

July 30 , 1971 
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cr-:tt-;PTER I 

i\. NEW LOOK AT TJ::N.NYSON AS SOCIAL CRITIC 

Al~red Tennyson ' s preoccupation with the problem of 

the poet 's role in public affairs, and his inner anguish as 

to whether or not the poet should treat current social prob-

lems through his work, caused him to explore these feelings 

in several of his early works. 11 The Palace of Art, 11 11 The 

Poet 's Mind ," and 11 The Poet" are all constructed around this 

theme , but nowhere is the essence of Tennyson's final deci-

sion better reflected than in the opening lines from "The 

Poet'': 

The poet in a golden clime was born 
With golden stars above; 

Dower'd with the hate o:E hate, the scorn 
of scorn 

The love of love. 1 

With these lines Tennyson takes his stand on the 

question : Is it the poet ' s business to state or restate 

Rolfe 
1-4. 
which 

1 The Complete Poetical Work.s of Tennyson, ed,. W. J. 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1898 ), p. 14, 11. 
All subsequent poems are taken from this same edition, 
hereafter will be cited as Poetical Works. 

1 
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the II articles of :Eaith11 2 of a genera.ti on , and i:E he does , 

should he merely present and summarize them without adding-

to, changing , or enriching them? Tennyson's strugg-les with 

this question resulted in his becoming convinced t.ha t it was 

not only the poet ' s prerogative, but indeed his duty , to use 

his art for man ' s sake .. To him art must serve an ethical 

end: it must be a vehicle for the good . Paradoxically, some 

critics blame him for being too much concerned with the 

worldly problems of his day to the detriment of his art , 

while others say he treats too casually or superficially 

. 3 the important changes of his time. 

~-.rhatever position is aaopted on the question , one 

must admit that artists do not create in a vacuum . A man 

is a part of the world in which he lives, part of the times 

in which he is placed. Tennyson is considered so dominantly 

a part of the Victorian era that Wolfe says of him : 

No. 3 

He did definitely contribute to the thought of his 
time , so much so that we cannot think of the Vic­
torian mind without thinking of Tennyson .••. 
Great poets have always addressed themselves to 
questions of concern to people of their time. 

2Humbert Wolfe , 
(London : Faber & 

Tennyson , The Poets on the Poets , 
Faber , 1930), p. 16 . 

3ga1;;ar Finley Shannon , Jr., Tennyson and the 
Reviewers (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1952), 
pp. 3 --6 . 



Just as Milton , concerned with God in an age when 
theology was a prime concern , and Byron , concerned 
·with the new Romantic movement, address themsel ·ves 
to these ideas , so Tennyson , in an age concerned 
with the upheavals of new ideas in industry and 

• +- ::id . . LI. . socJ.e 1-y , ac.i. .resses n1.s pen to them."' 

Indeed, it would be difficult to find a sizeable amou nt of 

literature of any period that can be comp+etely divorced 

f rom the questions of the time in which it was written. 

Tennyson became fully committed to the belie£ that 

a poet must not work '' ' without a conscience or an aim ' and 

3 

his aim must be primarily an ethical one . I t is his business , 

through his art , to help men live this li f e as it ought to be 

• r:; 
1 1. ved . 11 

..J 

The rejection of this c oncept o f art in the period 

following Victorianism has hindered an impartial evaluation 

of Tennyson ' s place in literature , especially in those works 

devoted largely to social criticism about speci f ic problems. 

Harold Nicolson, in his important modern evaluation of 

Tennyson ' s poetry , says that i f Tennyson ' s war};:. is to s u r v i ve , 

it must surv i ve 11 in spite of the Tenny son legend" and "in spite 

of the instructional and objective ten.our which was fo r ced upon 

4wol f e , pp . 16-17. 

5 -~ ( .I.'., . Hershey Sneath , The Mind o f Tennyson New Yo r }< : 
Charles Scribner ' s Sons, 1900), p. 24. 
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it by the Victorians.n 6 This Tennyson legend which Nicolson 

seems to regret as an obstruction to impartial evaluation is 

a direct consequence of Tennyson ' s almost astonishing popu --

larity that constitutes much o f the problem in allowing a 

later g-eneration to view 11ennyson in any sort of perspective. 

Since he is closely associated with the society of that time, 

as the Victorian age passed into a period when it was viewed 

with skepticism, indignation , and even humor , later critics 

seem to say that if the Victorians liked him , he can hardly 

be a sig-nificant artist. Obviously both the period and the 

poet have been misunderstood , and both have suffered from the 

misunderstanding. 

Al thour~Jh it is true , of course , tn.a t Tennyson was 

popular with the Victorians , a closer look at the Victorian 

society might indicate that this fact alone does not condemn 

Tennyson. The Victorians have long been characterized as 

self-seekers and practioners of smug self-satisfaction , when 

in reality the period from 1830 to 1860 was a " time when f aiths 

and beliefs were being tested117 and the established order of 

0Harold Nicolson , Tennyson : Aspects of His Life , 
Character and Poetry (London: Constable and Co. , Ltd., 1949) , 
p. 16. 
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society seemed to be g iving way to alarming new changes; 

indeed , sometimes these changes must have seemed to many 

almost tantamount to chaos.. The Victorians were anythini~-J 

but self-satisiied . Young cal ls the age one whose 11 practical 

ideals were at odds with its religious professions , and its 

religious belief was at issue with its 
0 

intelli9ence. 110 This 

was hardly a time likely to produce poets who could ignore 

the smoke stacks o f the cities to rhapsodize over the field 

flowers, or who could overlook the changes in society and the 

family unit to dwell only upon the changes in the seasons. At 

times Tennyson seems to have tried to ignore current issues 

for the sake of II pure art, 11 but he could not maintain the 

stance; he could not divorce himself f rom contemporary problems. 

Undeniably , the Victorian age, of which Tennyson was 

such an important part , as seen by Nicolson so clearly , was 

one of many deep and dividiw:1 changes. The evolution from a 

civilization based on industry and the semi~-feudal landowning 

system to a civili~ation based on industry and the f actory 

system continued until the middle of the nineteenth century. 

Although the working classes had made 9reat gains, they shared 

0 
0 G. M. Young , Victorian England: Portrait oE an Acre 

(London : Oxford University Press, 1953), p. 16. 
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very little in the enormous profits of the century, and their 

living conditions , particularly in the mining areas and the 

large industrial centers, were abominable. In the nineteenth 

century_, also , more mechanical progress was made than in the 

whole earlier history of man , especially in the areas of trans­

portation and cheap power for manufacturing. 9 The problems 

which the rapid urbanization b roug·ht were suddenly forced on. 

the public consciousness in 183 0 when cholera , lon,:f rampan t in 

Europe , appeared in London. A Centra l Board of Health was 

established in London and local boards in the provinces. The 

report of the secretary of the Manchester board is II one of ti.1.e 

cardinal documents of Victorian history. 111° For the f irs t time 

the actual condition oi the masses in the urban centers was 

brought to public attention. It became quite apparent that 

much o·~= the population of England was living under conditions 

which v,1ere 11 11.o t only a. neg·ation of civilized e::Kistence , but a 

menace to civil ized society . 1111 

9:8d'ward H. ·weatherl y , et al. , The English Heritage 
(Boston: Ginn and Company , 1945), I, 275-76. 

l0yo·-1--.c U ,J.j I 

11rbid . 

p. 26. 
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Tr1e con.di tions in the rural areas seemed little if any 

bette r than those in the cities, and the Labourers ' Rising in 

183 0 broug·ht this £act to public notice as the cholera scare 

had for the cities . In addition, the Poor Law degraded those 

it was written to support , but it was the cities that were 

suffering most acutely because of the migration to the indus-

trial areas. As Young notes, "Machinery had so reduced the 

value of labour that at any moment the workman might find 

himself starving in the midst o~ a plenty which his own hands 

had helped 
12 to create • 11 

To p rotect and fo rti fy the country a 1:1·a inst the 

possibility of these masses of people becoming insubordinate, 

the Re~:orm Bill was passed in lo32 , admitting "the respectable 

class 11 to the franchise . After the establishment of the Poor 

Law Commission of 1832, the country was veritably flooded by 

inquiries followed by mountains of statistics. Young notes 

that II No community in history had ever been sub.nitt.ec1 to so 

searciiing an e:xamination. 11 13 By 1839 tue problems of the poor 

and the unemployed were fo remost in the public mind . If 

smugness and self-satis:Eaction had existed previously , it vJas 

12rbid. 

13 Youn'.;J, p. 33 • 
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impossible fo r any thinking :man to deceive himself a :Eter b1ese 

deplorable and horrifying facts came to light. 

All of the facts and figures thus uncove red provided 

material for the pens of the novelists, pla:={wrights, and 

poets.. The excesses of the owners of factories , the commer---

cialism and greed o:c the bankers and financie rs in bringin9 

about these wretched conditions and their accompanying· social 

ills were attac};:ed by writers like Dickens anc Thack.e ray. 

Tennyson also expresses bitter dissatisfaction with this age 

oF cor:.1mercialism . In II Locksley Hall" ( 1842) he sees the age 

as one in which 11 raoney talk.s,Bi and he does not lik.e ·what it 

sa.1s: 

'~\/hat is that which I should turn to , lig-ht~­
ing upon days like these? 

Every door is barr ' d with gold , and opens 
but to golden keys . 14 

This preoccupation witn earnings and progress, he writes, 

distorts society: 

Cursed oy the social wants that sin against 
the strength of youth ~ 

Cursed by the social lies that warp us from 
the living truth~lS 

While " Locksley Hall" is justly famed for its spiri-i.: of optimism 

and hope for the future , it is obvious that Tennyson is not 

14Poe tical Works , p. 92 , 11. 99-100. 

15 1 • DnAr1r~l Wo r ks . P. 91 ~ 11. 59-60. 
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blind to the industrial and social ills of the time. Although 

Tennyson has been often judged a second-rate thinker, he shows 

here an awareness of the problems which the social dysfunction 

O
.r::: 
.I~ the times created in the family unit and in the individual; 

in fact , his concern has an intensity which surpasses that of 

many of his contemporaries. He is as much concerned with the 

loss of vitality in the nation ' s youth and the changing of 

beliefs and values as he is with the physical deficiencies. 

"Locksley Hall" is an ea.rly poem treating this concern, but 

only in a gene ral way. 

Another area of deep concern to '11ennyson and his 

contemporaries was the state of flux in which religion, long-

a dominant stabilizing ~orce in English society, found itself. 

The.Puritan Revolution in the seventeenth century had been but 

the beginning of attacks, splits, and reforms. Lord Rober t 

Montagu compiled some statistics in 1860 that, if not com-

pletely accurate, re flected the number of different congregations 

of the time: Baptists, Congregationalists, Jews, Mormons, and 

other, 16:!,2%; Wesleyans and Roman Catholics, 16J.0'<>; Church of 

England , 42%: and Irreligious Poor, 25%. To counteract the 

creation of new sects, the Oxford Movement was formed to 

brace and fortify the Church against what it fo resaw as a 
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time of t rial for the Anglican Churcn. 16 Nevertheless, the 

9radual spreading of ra·tionalism downwards through the masses 

had beg·un to crea.te a problem concerning strict interpretation 

o:E the Scriptures. The emphasis of the church began to shift, 

and by t.he beg-inning of the Victorian age the Evangelical faith 

that 9ave to England a creed which was 11 at once the basis of its 

morali ·ty and the justification of its wealth and power1117 had 

begun to harden into a code. The advancement of its ethic had 

moral ized society and 11 .made social disa.pproval a force which 

l o 
the boldest sinner might fear." 0 Its ethical force , important 

thouqh it was, as a moral code in a time of violent change had 

largely dissipated in a spiritual sense and ceased to meet the 

spiritual needs of many. It was this replacement of spiritual 

life by social concerns that grieved Tennyson. 

To add to the woes of the Church, the scientific findings 

of the period , especially the work in theories of evolution, 

seer1ed to strike at the very heart of man I s fait 1. in God. The 

natural sciences in all their branches had become almost a 

national pastime and the church leaders were hard-pressed to 

correlate scientific discoveries concerning the natural world 

16young , pp. 66-68 . 

l o c::-.> r·b.- ~ ia .. 

17 Young, p. 4. 
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with the traditional story of Creation as containe6 in the 

Bib le. Relig·ion had be,en able more or less to come to terms 

with astronomy as this particular science could be said to 

11 dec lare the (Jlory of Godu through telescope, but it was 

poorly equipped to assimilate the f indings of the geolo<Jists 

and arc heologists who attack.ed the very roots of the Mosaic 

be lie f in the origin of the universe. Nine years before the 

publication of the Origin o f the Species { Tennyson gathered 

:.1p all the doubts of Christianity and immortality which the 

f indin9s of science had aroused and answered them , or seemed 

to , in In Memoriam throug·h 1'- a pantheistic and yet personal 

faith in p rog ress. 1119 Tennyson seems to have understood quite 

well the ne\,J scientific f indings and was the natural spoke sman 

o f an age characterized by moral conservatism and intellectual 

expansion and progress. Is it any wonder , then , that when 

Tennyson worked out a personal ans.,..ver to his own religious 

cloubts in In Memoriam the a verage Victorian was glad to accept 

the statement of f aith as an aid in the solution o f his own 

d , ::i • ?20 ouDts an.ct questions. 

19v ·75 :s.oung, p. • 

2 O ·fJe at her 1 y, p • 2 7 9 • 
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Indeed, Tennyson beca me so popular as a spokesman for 

the times that G. M. Young cites the instance when Lord Morley , 

wisaing to make a point clear about social stratification , 

dividGc. the public "into those who had a Tennyson at home and 

those who had not . n21 Young fu rther states that it would. be 

almost impossible to dete rmine upon how ma.ny points he touched 

the current interests o f his ·time . In Victorian England, 

11 , t T II 22 poe ·c. r y mean·- ennyson . It is this popularity , when seen 

in conjunction with the distorted picture of Victorians them -~ 

selves , that has c r e a ted the Tennyson ''legend" that Nicolson 

seeks to dispel . Nicolson feel s, however , that a true evalua-

tion of Tennyson ' s works can be obtained only by dete r mining 

through careful analysis the Victorian element in his poetry 

and then by isolating this element f rom consideration in 

evaluating his poetry. 23 Such a v iew is not tena ble . A poet 

must rise or fall , stand or sin1( into oblivion, by all of his 

poetry , and by both content and f orm. The Victorian element 

cannot 1)e taken from Te nnyson's work. because to do so would 

leave only at best a partial b o dy o f work, and at wors t , a 

shell of :corm divorced f rom much important content. 

21Young , pp. 161-62. 

23Nicolson , p. 9. 

22 Young , p. 162 . 
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t"Jhile Tennyson did undoubtedly enjoy enormous popularity 

with the public during most of his lifetime, he was by no means 

unanimously a dmired for his view of the f unction of a poet. It 

was largely this ver y consideration of the suitability of a 

poet's involvement in current problems th.at caused critics to 

d irect attention to Tennyson 's work. Amazing·ly enough, however, 

th.ere was no consensus among the critics on wha.t he was doing 

wrong. Some reviewers felt he was too didactic and much too 

involved with current social problems , while others characterizea 

his poetry as too withdrawn and remote from the worl d and its 

. l ·11 24 socia i s. 

An article by Milnes in .~I.1he Westminster concerning the 

edition o f 1D42 stated that "the function of the poet in this 

day oz ours is to teach still more than he del i g-hts.n
25 

Although 

this feeling seems to have been shared by the general public, 

many c ritics did not accept this viewpoint. W.W . Robson is 

one o~ those that did not subscribe to Milnes' views , and 

evidently disagreed with Tennyson's statement that the two 

Locks1ey Halls might prove of historical interest. In 

11 The Dilemma o f Tennyson" he says that the Lock.sley Hall poems 

24 shannon, pp. 3-4. 

25 Shannon , p. 7 3. 
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were famous in their day, but that he feels they are '.'damag­

ingly and damningly dated. •t 26 This viewpoint is one which 

treats them somewhat a.s if they had been written as a news-

paper account. Although he concedes that if they are 11 looked 

at without prejudice • 27 . • considerable power" can be found 

in them , this condescending tone hardly constitutes praise. 

It is almost as if one declined to accept Beowulf since one 

no longer can believe in Grendel. Even though Robson can 

concede that the reader cannot mistake the very real anguish 

in "Locksley Hall Sixty Years After11 and even agrees that 

the horrors in the poem are quite real to Tennyson, he still 

sees the poem II as an ext.reme case of the breakdown of rela-

tion between Tennyson•s •art• and his 'social conscience ' •• 

If critics agree to Robson's statement that Tennyson 

was unable to confront the world both as a poet and a con-

cerncd citizen , then they limit the poet to certain prescribed 

subjects and place others out of his realm. 

On the other hand, Hugh I'Anson Fausset 1 s later 

26w. w. Robson, 11 The Dilemna of Tennyson, 11 in 
Critical Essays on the Poetry o f Tennyson, ed .. John 
Killharn (London : Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1960), p. 161. 

27 I~ . d bl. 0 

28 Robson, p. 163 • 

1128 
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evaluation of Tennyson as 'trepresentative11 of the establish-­

ment of his day
29 

is not completely valid. Because the 

establishment of his day f ound something of value in his 

wor k and accepted him did not mean that he was always in 

agreement with that establishment. He assailed his society, 

often harshly. But if Tennyson sometimes seems the perfect 

e:{ample of his age, as Nicolson pointed out, the forces which 

shaped the Victorian age also shaped Tennyson and certainly 

it is 11 futile to blame an artist for the facts o f history. 1130 

rrh~ establishrnent did not always agree with Tennyson , however, 

and much of the sharpest criticism of his career was leveled 

at Maud and The Princess, which are probably his two most 

serious endeavors in social criticism . 

Even those who did not critize Tennyson for his efforts 

at social c riticism often misunderstood them or failed to see 

them at all. Ho A. Taine, in an article written in 1864, 

p raised him for being steadfast in a time o f change, standing 

firm on his Christian morals, and not revolting against his 

society.31 Inasmuch as this article was basically written 

29 Hugh I'Anson Fausset , Tennyson: A Modern Portrait 
(New York. : D. Appleton and Company , 1923), p. 3 00. 

3 0Nicolson, p. 5 . 

31H. A . Taine, r
1 Tennyson: The Poet of Victorian 

England , 11 in Tennyson: T'1e critical Heritage, ed. John D • 
.,. -- - 1 a c.. 7 \ nn _ 2 7 0--7 7 • 
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concerning The Princess, this is strange comment for a poem 

e:xtolling woman 's rights. Taine, like many other critics, 

chose to i gnon~ the main idea in the poem and to concentrate 

on the song s which were inserted between the parts. Taine, 

despite his apparent misinterpretation of the poer~ , said 

that The Princess was Tennyson at his best . Perhaps it was, 

bu t not for the reasons which Taine noted. 

Charles Peter Chretien, a critic for the Christian 

Rr.::!i:-i1Gi:':lbrancer, took quite the opposite attitude. He thought 

Tennyson ' s outstanding quality was his excellent diction, 

cal led him a II swee~c singer , 1132 but felt a poet shoulct be 

something- more. He recognized. Tennyson ' s concern with his 

age , particularl y in scientific f ields, but sai d Tennyson 

,.,.7as entirely too vague in how a higher state of society was 

to evolve ~rom the conflicts of the age. His review of The 

Princess writes Tennyson off completely as a social critic: 

"It is not then as a poet of our common 
humanity that Mr9 Tennyson can hope for 
lasting· fame • • . He has raised no structure 33 
o:i: mig h ty verse on the platform of philosophy." 

Tennyson ' s early work , however , contains poems which 

sugg-est that he was f eeling his way toward a philosophy in 

which social concern could be a legitimate part o f art, and 

32cited in Shannon, p. 111 . 

33 I- . d .01 • 
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this philosophy seems to have become fully developed by 1842. 

At this time , after a ten-year period in which little was 

published, a noticeable change in rang-e of subjects _ becomes 

apparen·c in his work , vJith e mphasis on the internal struggle 

between the poetic imagination and moral duty . 34 His previ­

ously published Poems Chiefly Lyr ical and Poems by Alfred 

Tennyson contain some of his better work but also contain 

many poems that were later suppressed . The for mer contains 

fifty-three poems , o:c which thirty-two were removed in sub-­

sequent editions . The collection also contains II Th,e Poet, 11 

which is of . special interest 1 since it indicates the high 

ideal o~ the poet ' s art with which Tennyson began his career.35 

The second volume mentioned above was published in 1332 , and 

contains "The Palace of Art , u which seems to indicate that 

for hirn the struggle between artistic isolation from the world 

an.cl in vol vem.ent in it had been decided at this time . It is in 

the collection simply entitled Poens that the first solid 

evidences of his social philosophy appear , notably in 11 Loc ksley 

Hall. 11 

This poem , together with " Locksley Hall Sixty Years 

After," is generally taken as Tennyson ' s most serious attempt 

34shannon , pp . 46-48 . 

3 Ssee notes on introduction to Poetical Works, p . xiii . 
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on social commentary . The first , published in 1842 , and the 

latter in 1885 , span a period of more than fo r ty years in the 

poet ' s production . These two poems span the change that 

occurred in his outlook over this long per iod . I t was only 

natural that the first, 't·Jri tten at the middle of the century 

when so much hope was held out for the bett e r ment of life by 

new political , scientific , and industrial cha nges , should be 

so optimistic in nature . The second , after the disillusion-

ments of the latter part o~ the century , reflects the disap-

pointment that he felt that social awareness and imagination 

had not Joopt pace with scientific advancements . Tennyson 

hirL1sc L: :;:el t. th.at the two poems would some day prove of 

great historical interest "as descriptive o f the tone of 

the a9e at two distant periods . 11 36 And so they do .. But 

c ritics have been too much content to let Tennyson ' s role 

as social critic ride on these two poems. Much enlightenment 

is to be gained by examining two poems that partially span 

this :Zorty-year period . Although the two Loc};;.sley Halls are 

useful, they do not tell the whole story; in fact , they serve 

more as book ends , bracketing off poems that deal with speci­

fic problems of the time. To get to the real and deep 

36J·erome Buckley , Tennyson : The Growth 0£ a Poet 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press , 1961 ) , p. 233 • 
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understanding· that Tennyson is entitled to, one must progress 

pa.st. the book ends and investigate what stands between . 

Alt 110ugh the critics may not have been able to ag·ree 

on t 11.eir evaluation of Tennyson I s role as a social commentator , 

he seems to have been placed in the unenviable position of 

beins-:i II type-cast" by the public in the role of preserver of 

religion and the nation ' s morals . His reputation as a popular 

poet \vas solidified with his readers after the publication of 

In Mei'noriara, and they did not take too 'kindly to his efforts 

to break free of this mold they had fashioned fo r him. More 

taan c riticizing, however, his public tended to ignore or 

m_i s ~ .. mcerstand the social criticism in his poetry and to con-

centrate on the parts they felt shored up crumbling religious 

:,:aith . His ·c.w o most serious attempts to focus on what he 

considered important social problems were, in one instance 1 

The Princess, misunderstood and wholly disrnissed or laughed 

at, and in the other, Maud, misinterpreted as an advocacy 

of war . I 1 - • 37 Maud, though Tennyson s persona i:avorite , was 

never highly popular with either public or critics. The 

Princess did enjoy wide popularity because the social question 

was largely ignored by the public which saw it as a charming 

37charles Tennyson , Alfred Tennyson (New York: 
The Macmillan Company, 1949), p . 225 . 
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• ?Q 
tale and \·Jho took the beautiful songs to 1. t s heart .. Jo The 

poem even today continues to be discounted as ser ious social 

criticisn , and a true evaluation of Tennyson as a social 

critic cannot be made until both .Maud a nd The Pr incess are 

exarnined in this lign.t. 

A consideration of both these poe ms , separated in 

Tennyson ' s career by a period of almost ten years , is essential 

·to any att.empt to determine the effectiveness of Tennyson as 

a critic of the problems which beset society of his era. That 

a poe·:.: raa y occu·)y himself creatively with cur rent perple:dties 

can hurc1ly longer be argued , but it is i mportant. to determine 

ii t~is c an be d one concurrently wi th the creation of great 

poetr y . Thus , an e::amination oE a part of ·what Tennyson pro-

duced between the two points in his car eer r epresented by the 

Locksley Hall poems can cast a new and c larifying light on 

the true role of Alfred Lord Tennyson ' s poetry as valid social 

comment . 

') O • 111 d 11 The Pri' , ..... ceseo 11 -->uJohn Ki. :1am , Tennys on an __ .1..1. ·- , 0 : 

Re f lections of~ Age (London : The Athlone Press , 1958) , p . 5 . 



CMPTER II 

Till! WOMAN QUESTION IN THE VICTORIAN ERZ\: 
RGAPPRAISAL IN THE PRINCESS 

In 1837 when The New Moral World nrinted the article 
-- -- --- --- .c 

" 'i·Jornan , 11 several lines :from Tennyson as II A Dream of Fair Women" 

(1033) introduced the essay: 

In every land 
I say, wherever light illumineth , 

Beauty and anguish walking hand in hand 
The downward slope to death. 

In every land I thought that , more or less 
The stronger sterner nature overbore 

1l1hc softer , uncontrolled bl gentleness 
And selfish evermore . 

Tennyson thus became one of the g rowing number o~ poets 

" who 2o u l d be quoted by the Socialists in .support of their 

ien inist cr1-,sade ." 2 The influences which as early as 1833 

led Tennyson to appreciate the importance of wornan ' s cause 

in ~ngland can be traced to his days at Cambridge, lon9 before 

lcited in Killham , Tennyson and 11 The Princess": 
Re2L~_·(:ions of an Age , p. 56. 

2Killham , pp.. 56-57 . 
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the publication of The Princess (184 7 ), 3 which is indeed 

Tennyson ' s major statement on the subject of woman ' s rights. 

To understand the serious element of social criticism 

contained in The Princess , however , it is helpful to trace 

both Tennyson ' s personal interest in the problem and the 

social developments concerned with feminism during the period 

before the poem was written. From all indications Tennyson's 

conce rn with the woman 1 s cause bega n during his stay at 

Cambridge. There in 1828 , when Charles and Al.'-= red Tennyson 

enrolled in Trinity College , Alfred came under the influence 

of a g roup of young men of litera r y and intellectual interests. 

Up to b 1 · s time Tennyson I s attitudes toward women were derived 

primarily ~:rom his own experiences at home. It was probably 

Tennyson's mother who impressed him most deeply, for in his 

own family he was all too painfully aware of the suffering 

his aothe r went through in her marriage to a brilliant but 

unstable man.4 One of Tennyson 1 s earliest poems, printed 

in 1830 , c alled " Isabel,1' is a portrayal of his mother. His 

ideal of womanhood is evident here: 

Sweet lips whereon perpetually did reign 
The summer calm o f golden charity 

. . . . . . . . - . .. . 

3 I bid .. 
4 charles Tennyson , p. 222. 



The stately flower of female fortitude , 
O·": perfect ·wifehood and p·xre lowlihead .. 

The intuitive decision of a bright 
And thorough-edged intellect to part 

Error from crime; a prudence to with­
hold; 

The laws of r1arrtage character ' d in 
gold 

Upon the blanched tablets of her ~eart; 

Crown ' d Isabel , thro' all her placid li:Ee 1 r.:: 
The queen of marriage, a most perfect wife.:.) 

23 

Even at this early a ge , Tennyson saw marriage as woman ' s most 

important relationship. 

But it is hardly to be believed that once at Cambridge 

Tennyson and his circle oi avant-garde friends were unaware of 

the _2,.~ rrnent in the nation conce rning vJrnnan I s rights, ,._) and he 

undoubt\.;!dly changed in some o·'- nis youth.cul attituc.les toward 

wor.1en .. Wnen worJ:: was fi rs·c begun on The Princess Tennyson 

,.-,as striving ior a :.::o r tn which would make its tone reminiscent 

of a fairy tale or fantasy, and b1us Ida I s ambitions were to 

j_)e rnoc·;;:cc..1 . 'I'llis stanc,~ is, o:~ course , at varL::mcc v-lith his 

carli8r attitude shown not only in II Isabel" but also in 11 A 

Spoetical Works, p. 7, 11. 7-27. 

6Morton Luce, _!,i Handbook. to the v.Jorks 0 £ Alfred Lord 
Tennyson (London: George Bell and Sons, 1895), p. 232. 

7 Buc'k.ley, p . 295. 
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Dream of Fair Women .. 11 Before The Princess was cornpleted , 

however , a chang-e in tone occurred and the mood becarne 

serious , indicating a shift in Tennyson ' s attitude toward 

his subject . Since ·the poem was begun, or a t least considered 

as a subject , in 1839 , and was not published until the end of 

1847 , there was ample time for soul-searching and a develop-

ment o--= a more mature atti tu.de toward the feminist problem . 

Tennyson himself mention this change in tone and said that 

the Prologue and Conclusion, written a fte r the main work of 

the poem was completed , were an at t e mpt to unify the narra-

8 tives and to reconcile uthe mocke rs and the realists ." 

Proba~ly the questions of unity and reconciliation arose 

beca~.1se tl1e poet himself changed his approach to the theme 

as a result oi the events in the 1840 ' s.
9 

It is important to ascertain what ev·ents in this 

period led Tennyson originally to conceive the idea of a 

college for women as an object of ridicule , however much 

he may have meant it in a good-natured way .. Any suggestion 

at this time of a college for women would in all probability 

have been thought so bizarre that it is reasonable to infer 

that such a proposal would have received an inordinate 

8 Buckley , p . 94 . 
9 ,. . 11 h -LLJ Ll Ki . ~- am , p ... ,.-,.· . 
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amount of publicity. But such a proposal was made in The 

Metropolitan Magazine in May of 1838. It stressed the idea 

that women were no better than slaves before the law and 

that they could gain power only through education. Ha d the 

proposal ended there it might have quickly been forgotten 

after the initial stir, but it was accompanied by the revolu-

tionary idea that women should organize for agitation on a 

large scale. ·women were advised that they should form associ-

ations to fu rther their ambitions to have a woman 1 s college. 

Shortly afterwards, a rather heated rebuttal came in the fo rm 

- . . h . . h d . R . lO ot a review in T e Bri t:Ls an Foreign ev1.ew. 

The Metropolitan article, though, gained an interest 

with the general public which it might not otherwise have 

received had it not been fo r its timeliness. Emotions were 

already inflamed since a controversial bill called the Custody 

of Infants Bill, sponsored by Serjeant Talfourd, largely at 

the instiga·tion of Caroline Norton, had just passed the House 

of Commons in May, 1838, and was to be considered by the Lords 

in Ausrust. Since Caroline Norton was the defendant in a 

notorious divorce case involving the Prime Minister, her asso-

ciation with the bill kept it much in the public eye. Morever, 

lOKillham, pp. 144-45. 
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it was assumed by many persons , includin.9 , evidently , the 

writer of the r eview in Jhe Brit i sh and For eign Review , that 

Caroline Norton was the author of the article suggestin<J ·the 

furthering and b r oadening of woman ' s education . 11 The vehe­

mence o:E the rebuttal article r eveals how str ong were the 

feelings that could be aroused by the " inflammable subject 

of higher education fo r women .• !! 12 Equally strong 

feelings were aroused. in Caroline Norton he r self , who vigor­

ously denied her authorship of the article in question and 

supported he r denial with a publishe d letter f r om the 

proprietors of rrhe Metropolitan Magazine . The letter reveals 

the interestin,J iact that the rebuttal article which specifically 

heaped score on the idea o:'" a woman • s university 11acl been 

allowed to appear in the magazine by an old frL~ncl of Tennyson 

from Cambridge , John Mitchell Kemble , the editor ol The 

British and For eign Review . 13 O:i.: course , it is not definitely 

}mown whether Tennyson received a copy of the article from 

Kemble , " though the habit of ci r culating thei r compositions 

was well-established among the Apostles set .. 1114 That another 

of the Apostles , W. B . Donne , corresponded with Kemble 

11rullham , pp .. 149-50 .. 

13 YJ.llham , p.. 161 .. 

12 Killham , p.. 15G. 

14-rullham, pp. 167-68 . 
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concernin9 the article is documented. Also dur ing 1839 

Tennyson mentioned to Emily Sellwood in a lette r that he had 

dined twice with John Kemble , and it was also mentioned by 

him that they had discussecl among other things the II moral 

bar1:>arism11 in France. This remark could be a reference to 

the doctrine of the liberated woman in that country , and an 

allusion in the Conclusion to The Princess seems to indicate 

Tennyson ' s disapproval of that doctrine . Furthermore, cons id-~ 

ering the furor aroused by Ke rable ' s article , 11 it wo· .. .1ld be most 

unlikely that he would not have talked of [ it] to Tennyson/ 

too. 11 15 These events then would certainly help to explain 

the derisive attitude that T~nnyson adopts at the beginning 

oI the poem when his earlier work indicates a much more 

tolerant view. 

Echoes of the influence of the incidents may be seen 

in the striking correspondence between the type o·''.7 heroine 

admired by Lilia , that of the noble lady-knight who strongly 

d2:ccnc.1ed 11.er castle against a male army, and the militant 

author of the article in The I·-1etropoli tan Magazine . The 

rebuttal ar·tic le to the original essay calls its author a 

11 ninctecntf1-century Bradamante" who is 11 li vin9 not in t.'1e 

15 Killham ,. p .. 169 . 
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real world of practical bargaining for charters for new col-

leges , but in a \•JOrld o f romance • I! 16 Although Tennyson 

did not ~ake his princess herself such a militant heroine, 

there is e xplicit allusion to such a heroine in the Prolo-;ue, 

and it is this earlier heroine who inspires the party in its 

c~aracterization of the Princess in the story they tell. 

Princess I d a defied men by s,etting up a woman's university 

instead of b~[ usin,:r arms; however , her brothers do wage war 

on her behalf. The author of the controversial article 

11 Woman 11 
\ •Jas accused in the rebuttal review o :Z having misan­

thropy as motivation in establishing a woman ' s college , just 

as I da herself seems to be motivated in tne beginning . The 

u niversity in the poem also beg-ins 11 in a world of romance,u 

set as it is in a castle . The person who introduces the idea 

oi tl1e university in the poem • s Prolog·ue is the flirtatious , 

light-11earted Lilia, separated from II the real world 11 represent ed 

b~/ t:he people below at the Mechanics Institute, just as Ida is 

separated f rom the "real world11 by her castle walls .. Both 

Lilia ancl I d a seem in g reat pa.rt to mi rror the ima ge which 

the writer o :c The Metropolitan Magazine projected of the 

unr0alistic, idealistic mystery author o f 11 Woman. 11 

16Killham, p. 11GB. 
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In addition to the specific incidents revolving around 

the con·c.roversy of the projected woman ' s university , various 

socialistic movements a foot in England during the preceding 

years had caused considerable public reaction, and these move­

ments invariably gave a central place in their discussion to 

feminist problems. 17 These movements became violently contra-

·versial , and many Victor~ ans interpreted the feminist movemen·t 

as an assault on the institution of the home itself. If 

Tennyson came to college with a tender but naive concern 

:::or wo·.en and an appreciation of their position as being 

inferior t.o that of men , these events probably had a profound 

e~~:ccct on ;.1.is thinking. The early parts o:c The_ Princess 

reflect a phase in which Tennyson seems to have been somewhat 

tli senchan~ed with the methods advocated by both groups and 

individuals for instant equality. He sa·w the problem as being 

rauch re1ore complex than simply emancipating- woman. 

Beginning in the early 1840 1 s and continuing to the 

time when Tennyson ' s poem was published, a gradual change in 

society's attitude toward woman ' s rights and her relation­

si1ips to society and the family began to be reflected in the 

writing of the period. Countless volumes and essays began 

17:Ki.llham, pp. 44-52. 
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to appear that were intended to dispel the eighteenth-century 

notion that women should "subrnit patiently to the .role which 

had been fiJ(ed for them. 1113 Zducation had largely meant for 

women a grounding of morals , manners , and accomplishments in 

the womanly art.s of needlework and the like . These studies 

were taught in preparation for the one acceptable career open 

to women--that of marriage. 19 These outworn ideas were con­

stantly under bombardment in t:he current literature. Arthur 

Hallam had ,;,11ritten extensively on the subject, and of course , 

it is highly probable that these views of Hallam came to have 

a greate r import as time passed and Tennyson considered them 

in retrospec·t. 20 Thus the ini.luences of the ezciting e·Jents 

ol 1039 began to be counteracted in Tennyson by a growing 

maturity , a mellowing attitude in public opinion , and, as his 

horizons b roadened , an acquaintance with prominent liberal men 

and women of his time. 

Some o f the f riendships Tennyson developed during this 

period which may have a f~:ected his ideas toward ';.·JOman I s place 

in society are mentioned in books by both his son, Hallam, and 

his grandson Charles Tennyson . In 1844 Tennyson developed a 

18 Yillham , p. 8 6 . 

20Killham , p . 67. 

19young , p.. 91. 
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friendship VJith William and Mary Howitt that became quite 

close , and Charles Tennyson states that "Alfr ed had many 

talks wit~1 Mary Howitt about the education and s ocial posi-

tion of women; for • •• he had taken up again an idea 

(which he had often discussed vJith Emi ly Sellvwod) of com­

posing a poera on these subjects . 11 21 Another friend o.c this 

period was Lady Lucie Duff Gordon , a most intr iguing and 

unconventional vmman. Charles Tennyson is of the opinion 

that the character of the Princess may ha.ve been influenced 

by her to some extent , as she ·was of high intellect and deep 

humanity . 22 The Brov.inings were also included in his circle 

oi liberal and prog ressive friends , as well as many other 

well-known literary :cigures of the time .. Hallam noted in 

his Memoir that his father ' s friends remembered him as stating 

th.a·c the ti;.,,10 g-reatest social questions o f the time were " the 

~ousing and education of the poor man • and the higher 

~du.cation of women . 1123 It \11as during this later period / in 

a more mature and reflective attitude , that Tennyson began 

to wor;~ seriously on the long-deferred poem which he still 

21charles Tennyson , p . 202 . 

22charles Tennyson, p . 220 . 

23Hallam Tennyson , Alfred Lo r d Tennyson : A Memoir 
(London : Macmillan & Co ., Ltd .. , 1899) , p . 249 . 
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referred to as The Woman's University. In 1847 a fter long 

planning, this project, so important to hirn as his considered 

social comment on a timely and vital question, at last began 

to assume the proportions in which it was to be published. 

Tennyson ' s poem was the first of a veritable rash of 

poems that began to appear at the time seeking to explore and 

clarify the age-old theme of love and marriage in the light 

of modern social theory. Many contemporary critics '°,Jere con­

vinced , hm·.;ever , th.at the poem was intended as nothing more 

that a pleasing tale because of its unusual structure. They 

e::pected Tennyson to treat contemporary problems in a serious 

i.vay , and its label oi "Hedley" and its fantasy-li1:.e setting 

distracted them from realizing its serious theme. This early 

criticism seems to have set the trenc.1 for this opinion of the 

poem 's structure, for Fausset in his b ook in 1923 devotes 

several pages to an evaluation of The Princess as social criti­

cism , but sees it as a failure in this respect .. He calls the 

poerL1 11 a bid :cor popularity," saying that it "sympathised with 

progress in theory and at the same time disproved it by cari­

cature .1124 He feels that Tennyson was provi ding the public 

with the self-satisfaction of Liberal sensations while failing 

24 Fausset., p. 127. 
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to call ~orth any sacrifice from them . Fli s final analysis 

o:c the poem is that 11 T:1e pill ••• was so coated ,Jith sugar 

as to lose its value . II 25 

Nicolson , in a later criticism, continues to follow 

the path taken by previous n~viewers. He also deprecates 

Tennys.011 1 s attempt in The Princess to formulate a nev,1 con-

cept of equality between men and women by sayin9, " Vlhat vJe 

resent is that he should have consented to incorporate in 

his poetry the current Victorian fallacies as to the relation 

of the se::es, and to preach a compromise which has little 

justification either in i.1onesty or even in e .. 1genics . 11 26 

Nicolson concedes that Tennyson realized the 11 illo9ical basis" 

on vJhich the relations of the sexes rested, but accuses him 

0:1= deliberately makin9 sure that the poem would not :Je ta:(en 

seriously by its structure , that of a tale being· told in a 

game. 27 Even as late as 1970 , James D. Kissane re fe rs to 

The Princess as II a poetic freak , unlikely in subject . 

The failu re to take the poem seriously as social 

criticis1~1 i1as continued despite rather solid evidence to the 

25pausset , p . 131 . 

27Nicolson , p . 250 . 

26Nicolson, p . 249. 

28James D
0 

Yissane , Alfred Tennyson (Nev,1 York: 
1':Jayne Publishers , Inc ., 1970), p . 20. 

II 28 
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contrary . For example , Charles Tennyson savJ the motives con-

cerning the poem in an entirely different light than the 

reviewers. Ff-2 says of Tennyson: 

He had begun to thin]~ that a poem should re i:lect the 
hour and therefore wished to deal with some question 
of urgent present importance . He wa s running con­
siderable risl: by this new departure , for ·the pu1:)lic, 
whose support he had ·won with such di £ficul ty , had 
come to think of him as a. lyric poet and might easily 
resent so great a change . But the consideration of 
popular demand influenced him very little. 29 

0~ course , thi3 last sentence spec i:cically refutes the charg-r~ 

levele d 1JY' Fausset that the poem was a bid fo r popularity. 

YJ..llham , almost alone of the revie·wers , specifically 

di sagrees with the idea that Tennyson did not inten~ the poem 

to ~Jc ta!-:cn serio :.-1sly ~ He secs the poa ii.1 as "a serious atte;:'..1pt. , 

artrully di sg-uised , to charn;Je an outworn atti tudc to an importan-i: 

h 1_1r.1an pro1Jler:i . 11 3 0 Concerning the criticism that tne structure 

o~} the tale is improp,2r for a serious subject, Killham felt 

that T0nnyson was portraying the age by i:an·tasy " so that he 

could ;.1ovc into the real ra that really mattered--that of the 

-~a r :cu ture." 31 This opinion of Tennyson ' s choice Oi: structure 

is supported by Charles Tennyson. 1 s comments conce rning the 

poem ' s structure: 

29charles Tennyson , p. 219. 3 0 Ki 11 ha r.1 , p • 3 o 

3 l j{i 11 ham , p . 14 • 



The method which he chose for presenting it was most 
original . The subject was one which aroused hysteri­
cal enthusiasm in the supporters of women's rig-hts 
and , too often, a sense 0 1: ridicule in t.11eir oppo­
nents; He therefore dec i ded to remove his 
treatment o~ it as far as he could from the 3odern 

32 worlc1 
• 

Tennyson ' s i mmediate inspiration f or the setting seems 

to have been an actual incident which he witnessed while visit-

ing j_n the home of E O L . Lushington. Pesti vals of the J-:ind 

desc ri -~Jed in the Pro l ogue were typical of the time, 33 and 

including this one in the Prolog-ue serves three purposes: 

1:irst , it portrays the wor :dng class, which in the Vict:orian 

r,1 incJ \·Jas aligned wi t~1 vJOmen insofar as thei r needs were con-

cerned , ancl ·c:12 scene shows the p ubl ic interest in s cience 

an0 inven·L:ions; ne:~t , the d i versions of the crowd in its 

enjoyment of the blending· o f science and recreation contrast 

with the r.1ore intellectual and slow-paced kind o 2 a nmsements 

enjoyed by the college set or the gentry ; and fi nally, and 

probably· most important, the fusion of differing times , by 

the ju::taposition o f the modern festival against the picnic 

in the alr..10st medieval setting of the ruins, intensifies the 

" f airy tale " motif that Tennyson had settled upon to use in 

the poem . 

32charles Tenny son, p. 219. 33 Killha1n , p. 64 .. 
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As the poem begins, the poet-speaker explains that he 

is visiting Vlal ter Vivian, a classmate at college , ano.. proceeds 

to a description oi the house , which is of Grecian style, and 

whose grounds contain t.he ruin of an old abbey. As \·val ter 

descrioes t~1e arms and armor of his ancestors , it becomes 

apparent that he is from a distinguished family , and it is 

here that the story woven around the character of a lady-

l:night is introduced: 

And mixt with these a lady , one that 
arm ' d 

Her own fair head , and sallying thr o m 
the gate , 

Had 1::>eat her foes with slaughter from 
h3r walls . 34 

~Jalter reads the description of her deeds :'=rorn an ancient bOOi·;: 

which eulogizes her as a " miracle of noble womanhood 11 (1. 48 )! 

Thus the st:age is set in the Prologue for a wornan ·who fights 

Eor her rights against invading men , e-ven to the use of arms , 

and who is extravagantly praised . 

The two then move down through the park. , and tne fes-

ti vi ties o-~= the Institute come into view . The speaker describes 

th2 Festival in detail and summarizes: "Strange was the siqht 

and smacking of the time " (1. 89 ), and it is f rom this modern 

34 The Princess, Poetical Wo r ks, p .. 116, 11.. 32-341' 
All ~~urther references to The Princess are f rom this edition 
ana hereafter will be cited in the text. 
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scene to one of antiquity that. the two now turn. 

A g-ay party of youths , in.eluding ·walter ' s sister , and 

fo r a oore sober note , an aunt , is gather ed for an afternoon 1 s 

amusement at the old Abbey ruins. 1,val ter ' s sister , Lilia , 

"half-child , half-woman 11 serves as a contrast to the more 

serious character of the Princess later in the poem . Being 

characterized as half child , Lilia is Tennyson ' s portrait of 

th::: ·worn.an o:: his own time . She is detached from the scienti:~ic 

developments and changes of Tennyson 's time as Lilia is from 

the .Mechanic I s Institute \1·1hich is going on :.Ear belmv her. 

Her 11 ancestral heritage 11 separates her f rom the group below 

as e:c:::cctively as tradition keeps the Victorian worn.an ~rom 

any li~e outside her hone in the broader society ~an enjoys~ 

The boys , also, in their tales of college hijinl;:s, serve as 

a ~oil for the more dedicated girls later in the poem in the 

Princess ' s University .. The conversation now turns to the 

ques·cion o:c whether a woman such as the lady-knight earlier 

described by Walter lives in modern times . Lilia answers in 

lines which essentially set forth one of the premises 0£ the 

poem : 

. . . . . . . •• ' There are thousands 
now 

Such women , but c onvention beats them 
down; 

rt is but bringing up; no more than that . 
You men have done it--how I hate you all ~ 



• . • 0 , I ·wish 
That I were some great princess , I would 

build 
Far off from men a college like a man ' s , 
And I wo u ld teach them all that men are 

taug-ht; 
He are twice as quick~ • 

(11. 127-136) 

The party ·then hits upon the idea o:E telling 11 a tale from 
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mouth to mo uth / As here at Christmas" (11. 189-90), with 

Lil ia the heroir'-' , and ·L'- 1,., ,6 ~··c-orv" som · 1 · a d · -~~ __ - _ • • • e~1ing m e ~o 

suit with t i me and place , / A Gothic ruin and a Grecian 

house , / A talk of college and of ladies • rights 11 
( 11 . 2 24--

2o) , and thus the story begins . Each member of the party o~ 

boys is to tell a section of the story while the ladies are 

invited to sins son9s betwee n the parts. The speaker in the 

po~m begins the story . 

In the f irst part t '1.ere appears a strange hero, whose 

description is almost Eeminine: 

A Prince I was , blue-eyed , and fair in face 
OE temper amorous as the first of May , 
tvi th lengths o f yellow ringlet, like a girl . 

(I, 1-3) 

To add to this strange description , the Prince suffe rs f rom 

" wei r d seizures , Hea\len l:.:nows what" (I, 14) • The Prince has 

been be·trot'1.ed to a nearby Princess and r _in f act, "Was proxy-

wedded . • / At eight years old" (I, 33-34 ). He wears the 

picture o2 t.he Princess, entwined with a lode 0 £ her hair, 

ne:::t to his heart, and is quite in love with the beautL==u1 
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Ida \·Jhom he knows by picture and hearsay only . When the 

Prince ' s :2"ather considers that the time has come :Eor the 

Prince and Princess to be wed in actuality as well as proxy, 

he is in::ormed that the Princess re ·'=uses to wed . The king 

goes into a colossal rage and thr eatens to sena an army to 

bring- l1er into his l:;.ingdom.. Meanwhile , the Prince and two 

oI his ~riends , Florian and Cyri l , set out secretly to win 

the Princess. Vlhen the boys a rrive in the fo r eign capitol, 

the Princess ' s father explains how the Pr incess has been in-

fluenced by two widows , Lady Psyche and Lady Blanche , to 

b2come an ardent champion of woma n ' s r ights : 

They ~ea her theories , in and out of place 
I-1a.intaining that with equal husbandry 
The woman ·were an equal to the man. 
They harp ' d on this; with this our banquets 

rang; 
Our dances broke and buzz ' d in knots of 

taL<; 
Nothing but this; my very ears were hot 
To hear them . Knowledge , so my daughter 

held , 
1:.Jas all in all; they had but been r she 

thought , 
As children; they must lose the child , as-

surne 
The woman . • • • • • • • • • • 0 • • • 

( I , 128-37) 

To prove her theories o:c· the equality of woman , Ida set:.s out 

to establish a school. At last the old king g-ives in to Ida ' s 

constant demands for a summer-palace in which to begin a uni­

versity. The boys determine to find Ida and after another 
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journey they stop at last at an inn . The inn-keeper is sent 

to p, . .1rchase women ' s clothes so that the three boys , disguised 

as women , are able to enter the college of the Princess. 

Several points are significant in ana lyzing the events 

and characters of Part I . 'rhe char acter of the Prince has been 

a puzzle to critics since the poem was introduced , and much 

speculation has arisen over why Tennyson. should cause him to 

be afflicted with "weird seizures ." That these lines were 

inserted for some specific purpose is shown by the fact that : 

they were not added tmtil the .::ifth edition of the poem . The 

editor o:c the Cambridge volume concedes that the poet must 

have had some reason for inserting the lines , and conjectures 

only that they may have been added to II indicate the v.;eak.n.ess 

and incornpleteness of 
35 

the Prince . 11 The Canadian editor of 

The Princess , however , thought the additions were 11 not only 

unnecessary and uncalled for, but ••• actually injurious 

to th ..... unity of the work . 11 36 Kissane , in an interesting 

modern psychological interpretation says that the seizures 

''testify to the contradictions and frust r ations inherent in 

:i I ' , l 11 37 [ the Prince • S..J desire to possess the una t·cainao e . This 

3 SPoetical Works , Po 812 . 

36cited in Poetical works , p . 812 . 37 . 96 I<.issane , p . • 



41 

theory seems inadequate , however , since the Prince is said to 

have inherited the affliction . In actuality , the seizures , 

when considered as only a part of the entire description o:E 

the Prince , resemble nothing so much as the Victorian II vapors" 

to ,.:Jhich ladies of the day are said to have been subject . 

These seizures in which the Prince 11 seem 1 d to move amona a . . J 

world of 9hosts 11 (I, 17), and felt him.self 11 the shadow of a 

dream" (I, 18), serve quite effectively to keep. him apart 

from the world of reality , just as the " vapors " enabled the 

Victorian maiden to avoid unpleasantness . 

The hero, however, resembles the t ypical Victorian 

maiden in more ways than this . The physical description of 

thG Prince 11as already been mentioned as seeming more like 

th.at of a ,voman than a man. In fact , Tennyson has managed 

to switch the roles, although not the sexes , of the hero and 

heroine. This reversal of roles explains not only the physi­

c al description , which Tennyson probably intended as a clue 

to his aims , but also the Prince ' s medieval-maiden-like 

devotion to one he did not J.mow . The token o:E the picture 

and the lock of hair which the Prince so reveres and his 

acceptance of his prospective wedding to a stranger serve to 

highlight subtly the traditional role assigned to woman in 

Victorian society. The Prince is not described as having 



42 

any other pastime except waiting to become married, and all 

his thoughts center on this , just as the Victorian ·woman was 

e:cpectea. to find in marriage the one suitable, indeed only 

11 natural" life for a woma.n. The Prince's obsession ·with 

marriage despite the fact that it was devoid o f real love 

and the seizures that separate him from reality present a 

:)er:Eect picture of Victorian womanhood in her restricted 

role, as she was expected to fulfil it by society. Because 

oi this function , the character of the Prince is frag-rnented, 

incomplete , and even rather unnatural . Only at the end of 

the poem, when the Prince and Ida resume their natural male­

:;~ema le roles, enlight~ned as they become , does the bewildering-

reversal ena. 38 

The other characters in Part I are also well drawn 

to reflect the varying attitudes toward women th.at were held 

at the time the poem was written . The father of the Prince 

is moved to rage when he receive s the letter f rom Ida's father 

of her re:Eusal to marry; he 11 Tore the King ' s letter , snow
1

d 

it down , and rent/ The wonder of the : loom thro' warp and 

woof 11 (I, 60-61 ), as though he could crush femi nism as he 

does the letter and the g-ift . This heavy-handed :i.:orceful 

33 I<issane , po 95. 
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approach to insubordinate woman is further developecl in Part 

IV in the f orm o f a letter to I da after the Prince" s father 

becomes aware that his son is at the University . T.'lhen the 

King- dema nds the return o:c his son , he seems more concerned 

with I da ' s heretical beliefs that with his son I s safety . He 

rather ludicrously demands that t he Pr incess fuliil her 

ma rriage contract despite the fact that a state of war exists 

and comments 11
• . tho ' indeed we hear / You hold the ·woman 

is the bette r man;/ A rampant heresy , such as if it sprea d / 

Would make all women k i c}( a g-ainst their lords" ( IV, 3 90-93) .. 

It is this dang-e r to the 1~stablished order rather than the 

Pr ince 's p r ecarious position that causes him to threaten to 

raze the palace . 

The Princess ' s f ather , though , shows the other side 

oz the coin insofar as the male attitude toward women is c on­

ce rned. He does not understand the Princess ' s theories , but 

to maintain peace he f inally accedes to:. Ida I s demands f or a 

location for her university. His cha r acter is s ki ll fully 

drawn to reflect those men who condescendingly a g ree to let 

women try their little schGmes but all the while look: upon 

them as unimportant and insignificant. Of Ida 1 s songs and 

odes concerning the role o f woman , he says: 



• Then, sir, awful odes she wrote , 
Too avn:ul , sure , :cor what they treated of , 
But all she is and does is awful; odes 

0 • • • • • • • • • • • - • 

and dismal lyrics , prophesying change 
Beyond all reason ••• 

(I, 13 7-42 ) 
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Despite the various conflicts and opposing ideas of 

the c11.c:i.racters introduced in Part I, the section c.loses with 

a song , as do all the parts . For many years the song·s were 

a puzzle to critics and readers alike, seeming to be inserted 

simply as delight~ul interludes . Their importance, however, 

is established by the fact that Tennyson said, "The best 

interpreters of the poei:1 are the songs between the parts. 113 9 

Yet, since the songs are concerned with the love of man and 

woman and a child as the to}:;:en of that love , the songs would 

s i.:~i:~m to have little bearing on the theme of woman I s education. 

But if it is truly, as Tennyson said , the songs that carry the 

thread of the deeper theme of the poem , then the theme must go 

beyond a plea for equal educational opportunities . Charles 

Tennyson states that the poet 's aim in the work is to illustrate 

the immense field open to woman ' s achievement and the 
richness and beauty which she could bring to human 
life if her capacities were fully developed and she 
were freed :Erom hampering· restrictions. He must il­
lustrate , too , the danger of any policy which ignores 

40 the facts of Nature . 

3 9Buckley, p . 99 o 

40charles Tennyson, p. 219 . 
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The f irst song simply sets fo r th in broadest outlines 

the theme that is to be developed in more detail later. A 

man and wife quarrel , and the two are brought together at the 

gra,le o:c their dead child:: 

w·,3 fell ou..-c , my wife and I 
O, we fell out , I know not vJhy , 
For when ·we came whe r e lies the child 
'i,'J°e lost in other years , 
-~Je kiss I a again with tea r s 0 

(I 1 248,249 , 255 , 256 , 2j9) 

I, an and ~;1or.1an are taeant to live together in harmony , but w~-ien 

either re r:.ra rds the oth2r se.,: with scorn or disdain the relation-

saip is torn aparto Ida , in her seeking of an II absolub.~ in.t3l·-

1-=>c-t;..-:al and aesth,=t.ic self-suificiency 1
11 is 11 9·1_1.ilty or a death:E'....11 

u4-l LL:e the husband an.cl ·wife in the son9 1 Sl1e 

has forgotten that the togetherness oi both is more important 

than either alone. The dead child signifies that the fruitful-

ness of their relationship is dead . The two can be only 

rcLni-l:ed when they accept the common bond of the family as 

transcending the absolute independence of either . 

In this theme o:E bringing wornan into the mainstream 

of human relationships as an equal , the cha racters presented 

in Part I assume an importance beyond their roles in the story 

41Killham , p . lG . 
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itsel:E. They may be seen as fragTnen.ted personalities with 

distortions that afflict both men and women caused from the 

restricting· role occupied by 'i.'loman . Neither male nor female 

can be his best or true self under such unnatural conditions 

of society. Tennyson believes that moral character is a 

development , founded upon education and experience , not. upon 

restricti ve rules of . 4-2 society . It bec omes apparent as the 

poem progresses that education for women should be a tool to 

help them to build a rightful place as equals with men in 

society , but that if they use it as a weapon against men, an 

unnatural situation again arises . 

The other six parts of the story and the connecting 

songs gradually unfold this deeper theme: the true relation-

ship between men and women is predicated upon eq1ality. 1l1he 

woman's university , as a means to this equality , is important , 

but Tennyson plainly does not want to see education subverted 

as a divisive force betv.reen men and women . In Part II the 

nisa :)plication of education that 'l1ennyson fears is first 

evident in the restriction to keep men from enterin,~J the 

University . The penalty of death is symbolic of the spiritual 

death when either sex II rules " the other .. It is also in this 

4 2sneath , p . 101. 



part that the men are d i scovered by Lady Psyche, who , de spite 

her lofty principles , cannot b ring herself to inform upon them. 

The Iact that one of them is her b rother puts the burden of 

iamily ties squarely upon her, and her natural love for her 

brother is stronger than her loyalty to the rules oz the Univer­

sity. Thus the first craci( appears in the wall that Ida has 

attempted to construct between hersel:.E and the society of m.en. 

The family must not be divided or destroyed by woman ' s nev.; 

liberties. The choice Psyche makes r eyeals her as the 11 ideal 11 

woman . This quality is further developed by the fact that 

sh2 is the mother of the child whose presence serves as a 

moti :-= thro :..1.gh the poem. 'l11'1e section ends with the lullabye 

11 Svveet and lO'W 11 which serves as a contrast , in its simplicity 

and love :cor the child, to the 11 older sort" (II, 439 ) of girls 

in the g·arden who wish to marry , and worry because " Men hated 

learned women" (II, 442). On a deeper level the song , throug-h 

its tenderness of mood , reasserts the biological truths about 

t~en cHl.d women that education cannot chang-e o 

Part III :finds the men discovered , inadvertently be­

trayed by M.elissa , Lady Blanche • s daughter. It is in this 

part that the crack in Ida's isolationist wall widens, as 

dissent erupts between her two disciples , Blanche and Psyche. 

Lady Psyche had previously been described in Part II as a 
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beautiful , i r~assioned tutor and a devoted mother , who has 

her child beside her as she teaches . Her lecture in the 

poem shows her to be a learned woman, devoted to the cause 

of advancing woman~dnd, so that 11 • everywhere / T\:JO 

l1eads in council, two beside the hearth" (II, 155-56) shall 

be the state of the future. She, and not Ida, has the better 

vision of woman ' s place in the world. Lady Blanche, on the 

ot1er hand , serves to illustrate a distorted attitude. She 

is desc ribed by her daughter Melissa as fe~ling relegated to 

an iff~erior place by Psyche . She says her mother is II Too 

jealous , o:cten f retful as the wind" (III, 64) , and also that 

her mother says II she was wedded to a £001 11 (III, 67}. J:·-1elissa. 

summarizes Blanche I s attitude toward life with tt1e state;.nent, 

"she rail ' d against the state o f things " (III, 68). Both 

women are widows, but Psyche had evidently been happy in ht3r 

marriage, while Blanche had not , and these patterns of happi-

. · . t l . . d '· d 43 ness and unhappiness continue even in · 1eir wi ownoo . 

Tennyson evidently wants his reader to see that education 

alone does not produce the complete woman . Tha.t it has f ailed 

to fuliil Blanche is obvious from her jealousy and discontent. 

L1.J Ailsey Forester, "The Psychology of Feminine Behavior 
in Tennyson ' s Dramas and Narrative Poems" (u npubli shed M.A. 
thesis , Te:~as VJoman ' s University, 193-n , p. 140 .. 
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She is delighted when she eiscovers the presence of the boys , 

and her motive s for wishing to reveal them to the Princess is 

misanthropy rather than loyalty to the university or to I da .. 

All appeals to Blanche fail to move her from her purpose until 

Florian promises to h,elp put her in first place in the University 

in e::chan.9-e ··=or her promise of silence. 

·while Florian attempts to reason with Lady Blanche , 

the Prince :::inds opportunity to tal:;:, with the Princess, as 

a large party £ram L1e University sets out upon a geolo1::rical 

. =ielcl trip . Under cover of his disguise he pleads his cause, 

but to little av-ail . The Princess reinforces the impression 

g- i ven in t.l1e Prolo9ue that the traditional male-female roles 

have been reversed. In discussing the Prince as she has 

heard of him , she cornmcmts that II To nurse a blind ideal like 

a g·irl 7 I ... he seems no better than a girl 11 (III, 201-02), 

and in this line she reveals her own ambig_u ity concerning the 

status o:E VJomen , for she, herself, is guilty of what she 

charges t~e Prince with. 

Nevertheless, I da reveals her true feeling and beliefs 

in this con-versation with the disguised Prince. She admits to 

the Prince that she was once like other g·irls , but has come to 

the belief that education will lift woman up in society to 

occupy an equal place with man. The Prince warns her that her 
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work may a vail little, because ii a lesser leader follows her 

then all her efforts " May only make that footprint upon sand/ 

·whi ch old-recurring ·waves . of prejudice / Resmooth to nothinsr 

II (III, 223-25) . He ,.-1arns her that if her only husband 

is Far,1e and her only children are Deeds , she will miss ".Mean­

while , w~at every woman counts her due , / Love , chil~ren, 

happiness'' (III, 228-29). Although she does not despise 

these things , she is willing to sacrifice them for her ideal. 

She r eminds him that deeds cannot die , but. t hat children can 

p rove a disappointment .. She does not work for fa.me, but she 

conside rs that a person who influences someo1e who in turn 

chan(_j·es th2 world is truly g-reat. She sorrO'ws that change 

uust cor.1e slowly and gradually and is so touched by the con­

dition o ··: women in the world that she would gladly give her 

li ·~e if this one great act could gain women their liberty. 

When the Prince questions Ida concerning a lack of a school 

2or medicine , her ambiguity is again evident concerning the 

role oi woman in society. I da said the thought of women per­

f orming operations sickens her and mak.es her shudder , a.nd yet 

she he rsel f , f arseeing that the need might arise r had studied 

the craft o f healing. Her fears that the changes that can 

be b rougi1t about by her University will be slight and slow, 

and her own vagueness concerning the role of woman in the 
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larger society outside the University suggest that Ida is 

beg·inning to realize that she has been misguided . 

The scientific e::ploration that the group had begun 

in Part III continues in Part IV with the pitching of the 

tents lor the evening. One of the girls sings the beautiful 

song , 11 Tears , idle tears 11 as the party rests before retiring .. 

Through the song , nostalgic and yearning in mood , the reader 

gains insight into the feeling of the Princess that signal 

the beginning of spiritual awakening . In her blind devotion 

to the cause of liberating woman , Ida has overlooked her own 

b asic human needs , which the Prince has tried to explain to 

he r in Part III. Howe ver, it is not logic which can reach 

t ~c soul , and here Tennyson puts into lovely verse what the 

Princess 'i.vill not allow hersel:c as yet to recognize--tha t she 

has lost her sense o:i: 11 ·woman-ness 11 in her headlong, headstrong 

p u rsuit o r equality. It is this unrecognized loss which causes 

t he tears , called 11 idle" because they are from the soul, not 

t he mind. She is not yet completely aware of the cause of 

~1er d i v ided spirit , as consciously she is completely dedicated 

to i1er i deal . '11he mood of the song- has been called 11 £rusJcration1 '
1 

44prederick L .. Gwynn , "' Tithon , 1 1 Tears, Idle Tears, 
1 

and 'Tithonus, 111 Publications of the Modern Languaqe Associa-
tion , 57 ( 1954) , 572. 



but regret would be a better term , as the maiden sings: 

•Tears , idle tears , I know not what they 
mean 

Tears from the depth of some divine despair 
Rise in the heart , and gather to the eyes, 
In looking on the happy autumn-fields , 
And thinking of the days that are no m.ore .. ' 

(IV, 21-25) 

The tears are 11 idleu only in the sense that the ca.use for 

them is not yet consciously known .. A regret deeper that 
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consciousness manifests itself through the tears that fall . 

The autumn imagery suggests fruitfulness and harvest, which, 

associated with family and children in a woman's life , 

suggests that Ida can only look upon these things since 

she has neither of them . 

As the group moves from this nostalgic song to those 

of a happier nature , the boys ' charade is exposed as Cyril 

begins to sing a bawdy tavern song. In a scene of wild con­

fusion the Prince saves the Princess ' s life when she is 

plunged into a river. Later , after determining from Melissa 

that both Psyche and Blanche knew of the boys' deception , 

Ida calls the two women before her for an explanation. Psyche 

is not to be found , but in a long speech Blanche airs her 

grievances and lays the blame on Psyche. She threatens that 

if the Princess dismisses her the University will collapse 

without her experienceo Into this scene of disorder and 
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indecision a messenger arrives with two letters . The £irst 

is fro~ the Princess ' s father , telling I da that he is being 

held as a hostage by the Prince ' s father until his son is 

returned to him . The second letter , whic h is from the 

Prince ' s father , demands not only the return of his son but 

also the fulfilment of the marriage contract betWt:!en the 

Prince and Princess . The women dissolve into a noisy argu-

ment at this first test of their loyalty and bravery . The 

disillusioned Princess chastises the women for their fear 

and lack of resolution and upbraids them: 

• • . then shall they 
That love their voices more t han duty , 

learn 
w·it h whom they dea l , dismiss ' d in shame 

to live 
No wiser than their mothers , household 

stuff , 
Live chattels , mincers of each other ' s fame , 
Full of weak poison , turnspits for the 

clown , 
The drunkard ' s football , laughing-stocks of 

Time , 
Whose brains are in t heir hands and in 

their heels , 
But fit to fl aunt , to dress , to dance , to 

thrum , 
To tramp , to scream , to burnish , and to 

scour 1 

For ever slaves at home and fools abroad . 
( IV, 490-500) 

·with this she dismisses the women , and turning her attention 

upon the Prince , Ida wrathfully tells him she would not be 
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his wife for all the gold in the world and commands him to be 

banished from her sight o 

As the Prince is thrust out the gates , he suffers a 

seizure; he describes it in this manner: 

I seem 1 d to move among a world of ghosts; 
The Princess with her monstrous womanguard , 
The jest and earnest working side by side, 
The cataract and the tumult and the kings 
'Vere shadows; and the long fantastic night 
With all its d oings had and had not been , 
And all things were and were not . 

( IV, 539-45) 

The ti.e of the seizure is important , as it has come upon 

him at a moment when the scene he witnesses is so divorced 

from reality that his mind cannot accept it. An earlier 

seizure mentioned in the poem had also come at such a tima. 

The previous attack had occurred at the time he first saw 

the Princess . As he had approached her , standing high above 

him on a porch, tame leopards playing about her feet , he 

recounts: 

I gazed . On a sudden my strange seizure 
came 

Upon me , the weird vision of our house. 
The Princess Ida seem ' d a hollow show , 
Her gay-furr 1 d cats a painted fantasy, 
Her college and her maidens empty masks, 
And I myself the shadow of a dream , 
For all things were and were not . •• 

(III , 169-73) 

In each instance , the Prince views a scene that simply defies 

reality. Through this device of the seizures , Tennyson makes 
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graphic the dualism of the Victorian world . The divided 

society , with its foolish and demeaning restrictions on 

women, presents to the intelligent man something of the un­

reality that the Prince e:xperiences in his seizures. v·voman I s 

place in the Victorian world is as unreal as it is in Ida ' s 

turn-about world . 

The Interlude introduced between Parts IV and v 

returns the reader momentarily to the picnic scene where 

the story is being devised . Lilia, caught up in the story, 

demands a more serious tone toward the subject. This change 

in attitude is reflected not through difference in setting 

or plot , but in the increasing reality of characterization. 

The Prince and Princess are no longer presented to the reader 

in such a way that the male-female roles seem almost reverse d .. 

The Prince never wears his woman ' s clothes again, and in fact, 

takes part in actual battle; nor does he ever again suffer 

from the seizures that have plagued him. The Princess dis­

bands her University; the pet-leopards are not mentioned 

again , and Tennyson begins developing· her character toward 

a more realistic and balanced whole , as the problems of the 

story are moved toward a conclusion . 

After the Interlude , actual war is imminent as Part V 

begins . The breakdown in communication between the men. and 
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women is complete. The Prince's father ' s unyielding, cynical 

attitude toward women is a summation of a philosophy of Tenny-

son • s time : 11 II/Ian is the hunter; r.voman is his game / .. • We 

hunt th2m for the beauty of their skin.Si/ They love us for it, 

and we ride them down" (V, 147--150).. As a natur al result of 

tn.is chauvinistic attitude toward woman , he advocates force 

to subdue the troublesome Ida , but the Prince demurs , saying 

that gentleness would be better than war to solve the problem 

for he truly loves the Princess . A plan is devised , however , 

that each side shall field fifty knights to decide the issue, 

a sort of medieval parliament . 

Some of the threads of the still-unresolved problem 

o~ the ulti 1.1ate relationship between the Prince and Princess 

begin to fall into place in Part V., Cyril now tells the 

Prince that in the confusion in the women ' s camp he had run 

away , and during the night he had come upon the weeping Psyche 

and had taken her to the encampment of the fathe r o:t the Prince. 

There , Psyche weeps and cannot be comforted , both for he r 

betrayal oi: Ida I s cause and for the loss of her child , left 

at the women ' s camp . However , the child has been claimed by 

Ida , and in a letter to the men explaining her feeling about 

the rights of woman , she adds a postsc ript that betrays he r 

womanly feelings that are beginning to assert themselves in 
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I da I s nature .. She tells her brothers that the little child 

is their g-reatest comfort now. At the same time the Prince 

begins to feel the arousal of emotions associated with the 

male role. He says: 

And I that prated peace , when first I 
heard 

War-music, felt the blind wild-beast of 
force , 

Whose home is in the sinews of a rn.an, 
Stir in me as to strike 

(V, 255-58 ) 

Thus , at the crucial moment of coming battle the two principal 

characters begin to assume their more normal se:Kual identity. 

The Princess has thoughts of the child foremost in her mind , 

while the Prince arouses himself from his dream-like inactivity 

to assume an active, if dreaded, role in the coming battle. 

During the ensuing battle the Prince is wounded, and 

the section closes with the song " Home they brought her warrior 

dead ," and it is significant that the song proclaims that the 

warrior is now worthy to be loved. The Princess, holding the 

child , sings a song of victory , although it is soon apparent 

that the victory is a hollow one. With her University in 

ruins, Ida turns almost instinctively to Psyche ' s child for 

com·-=ort . It is, in fact, the child that acts as the catalyst 

in causing Ida to gain a complete and broad idea of the role 

of woman as woman, not as a different kind of man . Ida finally 
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is persuaded to return the child to its mother, and all the 

company , even Ida ' s simple \·.Jarlike brother, beg har to £or-

gi ve her friend Psyche. She is unable to do so , however , 

until the Prince ' s father says he is afraid for the Prince 

to be tended by one so cruel who " might mix his draught with 

death 11 (VI, 260). It is this threat that causes her to plead 

Psyche ' s fo rgiveness at last, and the Prince is taken to be 

nursed by her. Until the Princess could rid her heart of the 

resentment of Psyche and her hidden jealousy of Psyche ' s mother­

hood, she could not truly love anyone. Ida is learning that 

idealism cannot supplant human relationships o The section 

ends with a song· of surrender to the reality of love, 11 As1c 

me no morco " 

When the Prince at last regains consciousness, Ida 

sits by him at nig-ht and reads " Come down, O maid, from yonder 

mountain height" (VII, 177 ff). It is in this beautiful lyric 

that Tennyson sums up the concept of woman ' s inability to 

live alone on the cold mounta in of intellectuality. The rea l 

world and the love so ne-::essary to complete woman are symbol­

ized by the valley, and the woman is admonished to "let the 

torrent dance thee down/ To find him in the valley" (VII , 

194-95 ). Wha t the woman leaves is only 11 water-smo};.e " in 

air, but to rejoin life through love will bring all the lush 
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and sensuous pleasure of the 11 valley .. 11 Woma.n rnust not give 

hersel:c blindly , however. The two sexes should be matched, 

with neither the master of the other, but both united by 

love. This equality Tennyson sees as the way to true and 

complete fulfilment for both man and woman, and the Prince 

now assures Ida that their hopes are one. 

Thereafter, the Conclusion returns the scene to the 

picnic at the abbey ruins. The men, in reviewing how the 

story should be retold, req1...1.es t it be a mock-heroic ta le, 

while the women ask for a solemn close. This little feud, 

s~bolizing what Tennyson felt to be the opposing attitudes 

of society toward woman's rights, resulted in the structure 

oi the story as a medieval tale, remove d from the current 

time, but not from current problemso He calls this solution 

11 a strange diagonal" ( Con.cl us ion, 27) , by which he hoped "to 

please them both" (Conclusion, 25) .. 

It is precisely this " strange diagonal " that has 

kept the poem from being accepted as the serious social 

critique of the woman's question that it is. Jerome Buckley 

perceives what Tennyson is trying to achieve through his 

u se of fantasy and through the blending of solemnity with the 

satiric mcx1e , but he does not feel that Tennyson has been 
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Lt r-

al together successful . ·::> The trouble , ·howeve r, is that 

Tennyson succeeded altogether too well . Each reader feels 

I·'=r.3r-, ·L'-O c 11.oos:::• 1n1.· s ot·1 1"" 11 r1_i· agonal " ~ · · · , · -- • - n.~ ~ · OI lncerprecacJ..On , admir-

ing the parts which reflect his own beliefs and ignoring 

those which do not. Some readers admire the songs and divorce 

them from the poet's content , dismissing the rest oE the poem 

as drivel . Some prefer to think that Tennyson thought wonen 

should not strive for higher educa tion and should be content 

in t:1.e traditional role of wife and mother . That Tennyson I s 

approach to the problem should be oblique is inevitable; the 

two extreri1es of opinion 0£ the t i mes , represented by Ida and 

the Prince ' s father , must be drawn together in harmony . The 

wall closing women off from equality of participation in 

societJ must be breached , but it cannot be replaced by another 

wall of their own makingo Tennyson wants education for women 

to enable them to take their place in the world, not to sup­

plant the world with an intellectualism devoid of human 

relationship . Tennyson would neve r want women to replace 

the heart with the mind , but t o use each to its highest 

capa'""i ty. Both swe s of the femi nist question had been 

York: 

45Louis untermeyer, The Lives o·,.. the Poets ( New 

Simon and Schuster , 1959 ), p . 509 . 
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pleaded :fervently and ferociously in clashing words , charg-es , 

and counter-charges , but it remained for Tennyson to try to 

bring the two viewpoints together throug-h his use of the 

" strange diagonal 11 instead of the head-on approach that had 

availed so little in rea l progress . Consequently, Tennyson's 

poem on woman • s place in society is social criticism in the 

truest sense of the word criticism : it is a careful evalu-

ation of all points, with a balance and temperance of per­

spective far in advance of the time in which it was written . 

In its deeper theme oE the wholeness of woman it is as valid 

as social criticism today as it was in 1847. 



CH2-\PTER I II 

THE1 SOCIAL INDI CTMENT OP AN AGE: 
Ml\UD 

The changes which took place in the life and social 

institutions of England , especially from the early 1830 ' s 

through the 1880 1 s, were so powerful and pervasive that even 

today f rom a perspective of more than fifty years they almost 

stagger the imagination .. The government control had passed 

front the hands of the aristocratic Whigs I th.rough middle-

class Liberalism , to a denoc racy , and Nicolson says that 

11 during those fifty-five years Tennyson , for his part , passed 

from an early suspicion of democracy , through a wholesome 

dislil~e of democracy , to a loathing of democracy so fierce 

and violent that it upset not only his health and his temper, 

but even his prosody . 11 1 

But it was not democracy itself that Tennyson grew 

to hate and fear; it was the haste with which changes were 

coming about . In a note to the poem " Plowmen" published in 

1886 he stated that he did not dislike democracy . He put the 

lNicolson , p . 252. 
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blame ~or social conditions n o t on democracy , but on those 

who engaged in feud and deluged common sense in demagogy. 

He 1:Jas never against change , but always against precipitous 

and ill-considered change;;. Tennyson was forward-looking , 

but mindful of the achievements of the past . He had envisioned 

a future o:c "natural ful filrn.ent of the prophecies oi": the 

present and past" 2 in a Golden Age , but the conditions of 

the present , as he saw them , gave rise to fears for the future. 

The Victorians had begun the century of change and expansion 

in the belief that civilization would irn.prove and progress by 

its scientific discoveries and the accompanying· industrial 

prosperity. As year followed year , however , it became obvious 

that some undiagnosed , indefinable canker was eating away at 

the very roots of society and blighting the progress so con-

£idently e:;~pected . Radicalism and poverty of the working 

classes became common , and the Victorians were no more able 

to pinpoint the trouble than . those in later years in similar 

·times o:Z violent chan9e have been able to agree on causes of 

their problems or on specific remedies. If Tennyson advocated 

2\·villiam Clark Gordon , The Social Ideals of Alfred 
Tennyson (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1906) , 
p. 101. 
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11 Love 11 as a means to "conquer at the lastn3 is this not but 

another way of stating an old maxim of politics? It would 

seem that nearly all reform programs have been basically 

rooted in a love for man and a c oncern for his c ondi tion . 

By love , Tennyson never meant a static or impoten·t emotion , 

but one whose precepts would move man to help his fellow man 

and work to bring him from his degradation to a place of worth 

and self-reliance. This Tennyson concept of love is evident 

in the poem written for the commemoration of the fiftieth 

anniversary of the Queen•s accession: 

You, that wanton in affluence, 
Spare not now to be bountiful , 
Call your poor to regale with you , 
All the lowly , the destitute, 
Make their neighborhood health.fuller , 
Give your gold to the hospital, 
Let the weary be comforted , 

' ...:1 4 Let the needy be banque-cev .. . 

Even on this joyous occasion and in a poem that lauded the 

reign of Victoria , Tennyson could not forget those who had 

not prog-ressed as the nation progressed . In many v11ays 

Tennyson was , as Nicolson has called him, 11 the mirror of his 

3 Poetical work:s , :11 Lock.sley Hall Sixty Years After ," 
p .. 5 24 , l • 28 0 • 

4 Poetical works , "On the Jubilee of Queen Victoria , 11 

p . 527 , Part VI . 
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1-

age, 11 :.) but in his self-searching and idealism he was vastly 

more than simply a reflection of an era . 6 

Tennyson 1 s ideal of society was determined by his 

ideal of man himself; as a part of his society man aspires 

after greater things than he has attained . The private dream 

and the social dream must be one if a true balance is to be 

reached between the needs of raan and his society . The public 

good can be served only through the individual good. 7 Tenny-

son evidently believed that the nineteenth century could 

bring about this ideal society , and it was with increasing 

bitterness that he perceived that rnan was self-see'Jdng and 

divi ded f rom himself as he had ever been. In 1862 Tennyson 

·wrote in the "Ode Sung at the Opening of the Internationa l 

~xhibition 11
: 

0 
•• praise the invisible universal Lord , 

\:,Jho lets once more in peace the nations meet , 
Where Science , Art , and Labor have out­

pour ' d 
Their myriad horns of plenty at our feet . 

• • • • 0 • • • • • • • • • • • • 

r1.1ill each man find his own in all men ' g good, 
And all men work in noble brotherhood. 0 

5Nicolson , p. 242 . 

7 Gordon , p . 101. 

6Buckley, p. 137 . 

(') . l ,·,7 i 2 5 7 I I , 3 - 6 1· V, 6-7 • 0 Poetica v•Or~s , p . 
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Tennyson believed firmly and strongly that society vms only 

as good as its effect on the individual man , and in his grow­

ing uneasiness about the state of society, it..is only natural 

that this uneasiness should be expressed in a form that shows 

how deeply society can influence the life of one particular 

man. This he has chosen to do in Maud in which he e:;.:plores 

the effects of 
0 

society on a youth of sensitivity.~ Tennyson 

himself called the poem " the history of a morbid, poetic soul, 

under the blighting influence of a recklessly speculative 

age. 1110 In the course of his history Tennyson issues a serious 

indictment against the trends he perceived in the society of 

nineteenth-century England. 

it1rom the time Maud first appeared, it has been the 

subject of violent controversy . That Tennyson himself favored 

it over all of his other works is well documented , as Charles 

Tennyson comments: 

Alfred had thrown the whole passion of his being into 
Maud , which remained throug-h life his favourite poem, 
the one which he loved best to read aloud .. .. .. He 
had never written with more fire or originality , or 
given his genius freer rein, and he had high hopes o:i.: 

QGeorge Brimley, "Maud," in Tennyson: The Critical 
Heritaqe, ed. John D. Jump (New Yod:;:.: Barnes & Noble, Inc., 

1957), p. 196. 

lOGeorge o . M.arsi1all , Jr., A Tennyson Handbook (New 
York: Twayne Publishers , Inc .. 1 1963) , p . 129. 
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its reception . Unfortunately , these were doomed to 
bitter disappointment .. The public were f ranJdy 
bewilde re d .... 11 

Huch to Tennyson ' s dismay, the poem was attacked by the critics 

as well as the public i in f act , the poem wa.s received .. with 

almost universa l reprobation . 1112 Even Tennyson ' s aunt took 

exception to it , feeling ·that her late husband had been 

attacJ:ed in it . The press attributed ea.ch sentiment and 

opinion in the poem to Tennyson himself , and the attacks 

11 cul~.1inated in a violent and quite effective parody by ·w « C . 

Bennett o • .. under the title o f Anti-Haud , which savag- .~ly 

attacked the Government i s Crimean policy , defende d the social 

progress o~·~ the past f ort::i years of peace I and accused 

th2 poc·c. o:c deliberately fomenting a war in which he had no 

inte·1.tion of risking his own life or safety . 1113 The war 

passages were particularly condemned , as were the lines on 

Mamraonism in England . Most of the f ew reviewers i:..-1ho approved 

-U1e poem did so primarily because they believed i t was an 

] I- , 1 c · 'f.T ,. 14-cnc ors,2m<:;nt o :.: ·cne rimean i·va .r . Despite the storm of 

11charles Tennyson , p .. 285 . 

12cha.rles Tennyson, p. 286. 

13 Charles 'rennys on , p . 38 7. 

14R .. J . Mann , 11 rr0nn.1son • s 1 Maud ' Vindicat ed , " in 
Tennyson : The critical Heritage , ed . John D. J ump (New York: 
Barnas & Noble , Inc ., 1967) , pp . 197-198 . 
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criticism , Tennyson would not withdraw tha poem , and it is 

certainly his most concentrated and heart-felt effort as a 

soc ial critic . From its reception , he felt he had over­

estimated the temper and social attitudes of his auc7.ience15 ; 

his p ubl'c was not ready to accept the idea that the social 

f orces o f the time coul d so condi tion and influence human 

behav ior. 16 Thus, it is certainly valid to infer that inso-

:.:ar as r.Iaud is concerned , the poem acted as a criticism o.: 

soci'='ty far more than as a reflection of it . This indictment 

o f II the blighting influence of a recklessly speculative a9e 11 

tend s to d ispel the " conventional view that persists in re-

gard ing the Laureate as the complacent apolo9ist i:or the 

w~10lc order of Victorian so~iety o "
17 

After close analysis , the interpretation o::.: the poem 

as a personal advocacy of war is invalid. .l~ar . from advocat­

ing war , the poem presents war as an expression of unreason , 

both in the person and in society . The original title of 

the poem was " The .r,'ladness , 11 and perhaps it is unfortunate that 

it was not retained; the poem ' s theme is the hero ' s madness , 

engendered by the madness of the society in v·Jhich he lives .. 

15shannon , p. 414 . 

l? Ibid . 

16Buckley , p . 142 . 
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The war motif is a continuing t hread throughout the poem and 

has a deeper and more symbolic meaning than as a rnere exhor-

. 10 ta tion to ta}-~e part in a specific confl i ct .. 0 This motif can 

be apprehended thoroughly only as the reader follows it as 

it deepe~s and intensifies in the poem . Those critics who 

see only a war message in the poem have failed to perceive 

the greater import of its far-ranging social criticism that 

touches on multiple layers of Victorian society. 

Some later critics have attempted an interpretation 

0£ the poem as autobiographical in nature, disreg·arding the 

social implications found in it or interpreting them in the 

li9i.1t of Tennyson• s own e::(periences . That there are ecJ.1.oes 

of personal experiences of the poet contained in the poem 

can hardly be doubted, but the work is much larger in scope 

that a purely autobiographical interpretation would permit .. 

To consider it an accurate reflection of Tennyson's life is 

to underrate his imagination and overrate his sensitivity to 

much larger and very real social problems. Rader has written 

an e::tensi ve study of the events and person in Tennyson's 

backg-round that he sees reflected in the characters in the 

18 Ibid . 
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poem, especially in the character of Maud . 19 That Tennyson 

might have drawn description and even personality traits 

:from women he had known , and perhaps loved , is not unrealistic, 

but that he would construct a poem whose story concerns an 

unhappy love affair , based on his own experiences , ·written as 

it was during the early years of his own quite happy marriage , 

is to stretch credulity and to disregard Tennyson 1 s charactero 

It seeos possible , therefore, to discount the idea that speci-

1=ic incidents and characters in Maud were drawn primarily from 

e:,pcrience. Al though Charles Tennyson feels that this poem 

has " more than a little reference to Frederick , 1120 Alfred's 

broth~r , the main character actually shows little concrete 

correspondence to Frederick other than in his mental state .. 

Also there is no doubt that Alfred, lik.e the character in the 

poem , was plagued with money difficulties for many years , but 

the speaker in the poem is much too sharply etched in his mad­

ness to be a self-painted portrait. While his own financial 

difficulties and his brother • s insanity undoubtedly gave 

Tennyson a perspective tha·t he might otherwise never have 

19see Ralph Wilson Rader , Tennyson • s "Maud ": The 
Biographical Genesis (Berkeley : University of California 

Press, 1953). 

20charles Tennyson, p . 194 . 
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gained , the poem has a much deeper social significance than 

here autobiography would lend it . 

Certainly 1rennyson learned all too well the dissen-

tion that money can cause within a family from his grand-

father ' s dis r egard for the tradition of primogeniture; an 

action which resulted in the subsequent division of the 

family into two separate branches . Largely because of these 

events , Tennyson ' s father was an embittered man during much 

of his adult life , and the lack of money often complicated 

life fo r Tennyson . One example of the f rustrations he felt 

because o~ the emphasis on money and outmoded social mores 

concerned the long postponernent of his ma.rria 1~Je to Emily 

Sellwood . It was from such events a$ these that Tennyson 

became contem~tuous of the Victorian reliance upon money , 

and on one occasion he gave vent to his rage . Charles Tenny-

son relates this incident in which a young woman at a dinn,ar 

party ment ioned a penniless marriage . Thereupon Tennyson 

took a penny from his pocket , slammed it upon the table , and 

told the startled youn9 la.dy, " There--I give you that , for 

1 
. .. 21 

that is the God you wors up . Consequently , understanding 

the problems of f amily disharmony and the Unvarted dreams 

2lcharles Tennyson , p . 225. 
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caused by society ' s obsession with money Tennyson had an 

insight into social concerns which those more fortunate 

might lack . Moreover , he credited financial worries with 

at least part of the troubles of his unstable brothers: 

-~dwa rd became insane , Se':Jtimus suffered from a nervous af fl ic-

tion , Charles became an opium addict , and Arthur s uffered a 

nervous collapse . 22 

Although Tennyson undoubtedly drew upon the knowledge 

gained f rom his brothers ' misfortunes in creating- the main 

characte r in Maud , the poem is nevertheless not presented as 

a r ealistic case history of raadness , but as an e¼ploration 

into the social fo rces that e··-fect such human behavior. 23 

For this reason , the characters who f all victim to social 

forces are generalizations or abstractions , and only one 

characte r in the poem is in any respect a real person , al-

though he , too , is actually the essence of many real people o 

The c haracter is not Tennyson , or his brothers but a personna , 

a voice without solidarity or substantial identity , who yet 

maniiests emotions and feelings as a real person . 24 The hero 

22charles Tennyson , pp . 127 , 197-98 . 

23Buckley , pp . 145-46 . 

24pj_chard H . Horne , "Alfred Tennyson" in Tennyson: The 
· a Jol1n D. Jt1mp ( New Yor};: : Barnes & Noble , Critical Heritage , e • 

Inc. , 1967) , p . 164. 
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is not a norma.l person , and Tennyson never intended. that he 

should be .. 25 The key to the understanding- of the poem lies 

in reco<:Jni zing what society has done to make the hf~ro what 

he is . As an indictment of society , the theme depends on 

the presentation of a man alienated from a society which 

Tennyson saw as governed by .materia lism . His point is that 

the society man has created through greed and materialism is 

evil and distorted , and it in turn breeds people who are 

capable of great evil , who are distorted and ugly in spirit, 

and infected with the same disease that afflicts society at 

lar9e . The squalor of the cities , the treachery of trades­

men , the g reed ol: the :cactory owners , ugly as they are, 

1)eco~n,2 most hate -'= u1 to Tennyson , not for what they do to 

the human body , but for how they begrime and twist the human 

soul. It is this tortured cry from such a twisted soul that 

'I'ennyson wants the ·world to hear and heed in Maud. 

Tennyson 1 s hopes for the forwarding of the society 

of man , his e xpectation that the discoveries of the a ge 

would allow man the scope , imagination and knowledge to build 

his society to a future greatness that he had not heretofore 

known were based on the conviction that these things are 

25Rader , p. 115. 
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destiny . 2 6 Tennyson felt that life was not worth living 

without this f reedom of will . If man is at the mercy of 
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vast ·-=orces of society that have no pity nor sympathy for 

him, that use him only as a type and deny his individuality, 

then rnan is something less than man .. This is the Jdnd of 

~orce that Tennyson saw society becoming in i ts obsession 

with progress , commerce , and wealth . 

It is such a picture of society as the force which 

has operated to ruin the young man ' s family that Tennyson 

presents in Part I of Maud . The embittered speaker in the 

opening stanzas alludes to the diverse ways in which society 

has pr,~y-sd upon the people , and in his eyes , it is society 

that is responsible for hounding his father to his death. 

The father ' s death , which seems to have been suicide , he 

attributes to the treachery and greed of his father ' s business 

associate and former friend and neighbor. The speaker is 

filled ~di th hate for the society that he considers responsi-

ble for the financial ruin a.nd death of his father, and sees 

the world about him in heightened tones of red , indicative 

26 Solomon F . Gin9ericl:.: , ·wordsworth , rrennyson , and 
Browning: A Study in Human Freedom (New York: Gordian Press , 

1968) , pp . 153-54 . 
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to him of the death and despai r brought abo11~c- by · · _ a pernussJ. ve 

social structure : 

I hate the dreadful hollow behind the 
little wood ; 

Its lips in the field above are dabbled 
with blood-red heath , 

The r ed-ribb ' d ledges drip with a silent 
horror of blood , 

And Echo there , ·whatever is ask. 1 d her , 
answers 1 Death ~127 

The two. images of the hollow and the blood combine to pri2sent 

a chilling and desolate picture which is both .the speaker ' s 

vie~.-J o.c the world and. the state of the speaker ' s mind .. Life 

to him is hollow and empty , but it is also a place of strife 

and murder . Moreover , the " lips " that are 11 dabbled11 with 

blood-red create a beast image of an animal OV(~r his kill I' 

thus g-iving the reader an impress i on of a society that is 

animalistic and inhuman . The description of his father cs 

body as " mangled , and flatten ' d , and c r ush ' d , and dinted into 

th2 ground " ( I , 71 ), even though r ealistically explained as 

being caused by a fall with a rock , is also suggestive of an 

image 0£ society as a soul-less machine crushing those within 

its path . His father ' s ruin had been brought on by treachery 

· t 1 ,... h · ,..a 1.. 1 r ' c- .,: , ... iend , now lord of a g·rea.t esta-i-r-, , 1.n ·- r1c person o:c is :c -cne ;:;) ..i... -----

27 r.1aud , Poetical Work.s , p .. 199 , 11 .. 1-4 . All further 
re ferenc es to Maud are from thi s edition and hereafter vlill be 

cited in the text . 
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who II Dropt off g·orged from a. scheme that had left us flaccid 

and d rain'd" (I, 20) . Society is again pictured as a beast, 

in this instance that of a parasite who drains his victim of 

its li f e b lood . 

The anguished thoughts of the boy then turn to the 

b roa der aspects of society ' s influence . He sees the " bless-

in3 s o i peace " as a " curse" (I, 21), and the state of society 

as a }dnd of warfare: 

But these are the days of advance, the works of 
the men of mind , 

·when who ·but a fool vmuld have faith in a trades­
man • s ware or his word? 

Is it peace or war? Civil war, as I think , and 
that of a kind 

The viler , as underhand , not openly bearing the 
sword . 

( I , 25-28) 

I n t his k ind 0 £ war there are injuries and deaths , as for 

e ~ca mple ii.is f ather , but since one cannot know his enemy as 

all are in disguise , brother distrusts brother and neighbor 

fears neighbor . In a real war , at least one can identify h~ 

enemy . 

His worst fear , however , is that he, too , may become 

as those who live in "the golden age" (I, 30) , and that his 

hear t will become " as a millstone " and his ":Eace as a flint" 

(I, 31). The stone imagery intensi f ies the horror he has of 

b e c oming so hardened to the terrible events which occur that 
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he ·will no longer hate the··n . 28 This "peace" or II g-olden age 11 

is one in which the poor are II hovell ' d and hustled tosfether , 

each sex , like swine " (I , 34) . The human have become inhuman 

aninals , and the inanimate becomes a lifeforce in this time 

11 Vvhen only the ledger lives • • • 11 ( I , 3 5 ) • Other crimes of 

this undeclared ware are enumerated , such as lying~ wife-

beating, adulterated bread sold to the poor , fear of one 1 s 

fellov,J man , and the killing o .,= infa nts for the burial fee. 

In his distraug-ht mind these things a.re truly acts of 'VJar , 

but of an insidious kind that would be better supplanted by 

actual -war , for at least neighbors would cease to see each 

ot.h2r as the enemyo That these are not truly realistic 

opinions , even though the events he names are real enough, 

Tenny son ·na kes quite clear , because the speaker begins ·to 

question his own sanity " The speaker is intended. as a charac-

ter who presents a criticism more by his state of being , by 

his distortion as a product of society , than by what he says . 

The poem then t-1rns to the reopening of the Hal1 , the 

hor:1e oi the man ·who had been his father ' s business associate 

:i , f. l · f- ' l ' r ; -1 T1"'·~ c::::r'.) i:::la i::-er c c::: 1-_hoc1g·hts ano t11e cause o ·- 1is -a·c. 1er s u • .t • i. ........... .i:: ..... -- .... , 

23 John Kill ham , "'I'ennyson ' s Maud: The Function of the 
Imagery in Maud ," Critical Essays£!}. the Poetry o~ Tennyson , ed. 
Jo l1n Killham (London: Routledge & Y....egan Paul, 19b0) , p.. 232 . 
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stray then to the daughter of that family , the beautiful 

J>laud , rer.1erabered in a childhood scene as 11 purse-mouth when 

my :::a·:.:h2r dangled the grapes " ( I , 71) , thus establishing at 

the m.1.tset that Maud is to be associated with the money-

grasping cornr:1ercialism of the f amily . Later I when he actually 

sees H.aud again he describes her as 11 Fau1tily faultless , icily 

reJular, splendidly null , / Dead perfection , II (I 1'"•2 I (J -

83) • Soon the protagonist becomes obsessed with a dream of 

Baud . He envisions her as cold, passionless , pale and star--

liJ:c in ~er unreachable cold perfection , and in his dream he 

describes her effect upon him : 

Growing and fading and g-rowing upon me wi-i.:.hout 
a SO'J.11d , 

Luminous u 9emlik.e , g-hostlik.e , deathlike , half 
the night long 

Growing and fading and growing , till I could 
bear it no more .. 

( I , 94-96) 

The ~ream in the poem is a premonition of the outcome oi his 

devotion to her , and as he can stand the dreaQ no longer , he 

arises and walks outside , where nature is also a deathlik.e 

re~lection of his dream . 

suddr2 nly a shift in the mind of the speaker is reflected 

by his changecl view of nature . The death-like images are re­

placed with those of pulsing life , the reds Eade away or are 

a 1 ., a}Jou·c'- 111.· 1,·1 1·:1e· S!:::)_es {-he a::1·-reen of life . transformed, an a~ 1 1 - ~ 
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He sees 11 A million emeralds break from the ruby-budded lime / 

In the little grove where he sits • • 11 (I, 102-03 , and 

although he longs to be one with the season, to lose his 

hatred and distrust of liie , he can.not force himself to see 

·the ·worl d as a comfortable place . Even now he again observes:; 

• nature is one with rapine, a ha.rm no 
preacher can heal: 

The Mayfly is torn by the swallow , the 
sparrow spear ' d by the shrike , 

And the whole little wood where I sit 
is a world or plunder and prey. 

( I , 123-25) 

To hit,1 it seems that man 1 s nature is like the beasts and bi r d s 

o ·-== aature: 

• • we cannot ba kind to ea.ch other 
here for an hour; 

·-Je whisper , and hint, and chuckle , and 
grin at a brother ' s shame: 

However we brave it out , we men are a 
little breed .. 

(I, 129-31) 

He yearns for the quiet life of the philosopher , but he knows 

he will never find it in the "' " cruel madness of love " (I, 156) . 

Ins tincti~,.7e ly he realizes that Maud is "all unmeet for a wife
11 

(I, 158) . From the association of Maud with the imagery of 

gems , stones , and stars, it would seem that she represents 

something· quite different from the agent or r edeeininJ love 
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that she is generally taken to be .
29 

For example , z. D .. 

H. Johnson I s examination of the rose-lily .iraa 0ery in the 

poem has resulted in a rather widely accepted view of Maud 

as a potentially redeeming force , the rose typifyin9 love , 

and ·L1e lily purity . In his view , as Maud fades into the 

bac1ground , the rose r emains "to symbolize the lover ' s 

streno:..1s endeavors to come to tenns with his fate. 1130 Rader, 

howe \1c r, sees the symbolism of the rose as denoting "ecstatic 

passion,. 11 31 But ti1ese expla11.ati on.s of the rose symbol seem 

inadequate because of the often ambiguous use of the rose , 

and also ~)ecause of the strange transformation the rose as-

s umcs in the beautiful passa.ge " Come into the garden , Maud 11 

Here the protagonist talks to the roses , and 

they, like the hero , have been waiting and listen·ng to the 

strident revelry in the .hall . The rose image becomes divided 

as the red rose tells him , 11 She is near" (I, 912 ) , while the 

white rose "weeps , ' She is late '" (I, 913) . He has already 

statec1 t1at " the soul o-(-= the rose went into my blood" (I, 882) r 

and nence , the division comes after the essence of the rose , 

29E . D. H. Johnson, 11 The Lily and the Rose: Symbolic 
Meaning in Tennyson ' s Maud ," Publications of the Moclern Lang­
uage Association , 64 (1949) , 1222-1227 . 

3OJohnson, p . 1225. 3 1 Ra de r , p " 10 7 • 
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or what it represents, has been taken into the Speak.er ' s soul ... 

In the last line the rose symbol undergoes change into simply 

the color red, juxtaposed with purple, as the Speaker declares 

his undying love : 

My heart would hear her and beat , 
Were it earth in an earthy bed: 

My dust would hear her and beat , 
Had I lain for a centur y dead , 

Would start and tremble under her feet , 
And blossom in pur ple and red. 

(I, 918--23} 

Th2 reason fo r the di·vision of the rose symbol into red and 

white becomes more apparent when the protagonist ' s early feel-

ings a·iJout M.aud are reca llecL His feeling-s toward her have 

been di videcl also , in part bec·ause of his intuitive };:nowL~dgc 

that she rc·::->resents all that he hates in society.. f-Ir2 recalls 

the strife between their fai1ilies (I, 709-26), a.nd l1e is 

both attracted and repelled that their fathers had intended 

them for each other since they were children: 

• • • Maud ' s dark father and mine 
Had bound us one to the other , 
Betrothed us over their wine , 
On the day when Maud v;as born; 
seal I d her mine from her first 

sweet breath! 
( I , 720-24) 

T 1 · · 1 J·"looc1 ·tl"at has .:Jeen spilled. has dissolved the seal o 1J_ r,1 r:..1.1.e .,.J .1 .J. 

of t~1.2 old contract , and the part of the relationship that is 

represented by the white rose weeps because there can be no 
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lasting love bet·ween them.. But this part of the symbolism 

fades away, to be replaced wholly by the red of the red rose, 

and it is this red that has entered the Speaker ' s soul. 1I1h 1...1s , 

a 1 though the rose irnage f~mctions on both the levels that 

Rader and Johnson assign to it , it also seems to hold a much 

b:coa:3-8r and deeper meaning , especially if the reader s,3es the 

rose originally appearing as a transmutation from the red of 

the hollow at the first of the poem and blossoming again into 

red and blood in Part II in the duel between the lover and 

Maud's brother .. It is not the rose 1 then, that is the basic 

imase , but blood . 

:.-2:vcn with this symbolic value , the rose is still 

er.1olenatic of M.aud and the love that the young man both 

hopes for and dreads , as this love , and indeed Maud herself, 

have meaning different from that of a love that would redeem 

the morbid hero. When the other images that appear such as 

stones and jewels and the recurring motif of war and strife 

are conside red to be a part o f the imagery associated with 

Maucl, as well as the rose, then an entirely different and 

man~ c omplez view o f Maud begins to emerge . Earlier the hero 

says that she has II fed on roses t" a remark which, if roses 

are a part of the over-al 1 blood image , gives a new insight 

into Maud 's character.. She has been weened on the milk. of 
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i l l-gotten gai ns, a product of the society her fa tner supports. 

Furthermore , the ~irst time the lover hears her voice she is 

singing a martial song , and the culmination of their relation­

ship is in the bloodshed of a duel between the protagonist and 

Maud 1 s brother . Maud represents, then , a call to join or 

accept the ve ry society that he has rejected . Consequently, 

he can never wholeheartedly and actively pursue Maud. Since 

his heart is divided , he sees society's pleasures , but he 

re jects its values . Since he cannot join in the dance in 

the Hall, he waits outside for Maud to join him , and when she 

does the two cannot be reconciled . The frustration o f hi s 

irm2r struggle , or his t emptation , erupts into violence o 

Society has a gain brought death , both of body and soul . 

Tennys on certainly does not condone this violence, as the 

hero suf:cers such guilt concerning his part in the duel th.at 

he loses his tenuous grip on reality. That society could 

induce this state in man is its ultimate horror. 

The abrupt change from the garden r representing the 

kind o f ideal life which the hero can never enjoy within con­

ventional society 1 to the anguished introspection within the 

mind of the protagonist , indicates by its lack of transition 

and structure the disorientation and madness 0£ the hero . He 

cannot embrace society, but neithe r can he f i ght it . The 
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inertia of the youth and his failure to resolve his violent 

inner conflict cause his complete disintegration . Moreover , 

in his anguish over his killing of Maud ' s brother , the lover 

tortures himself with his guilt and eventually in his madness 

sees himself as a dead man whom, society refuses to bury. He 

can f ind no place or func tion in the world, yet he c a nnot 

escape it. 

After a period of time , the speaker begins a slow 

r ecovery , and gradually becomes aware of the world around 

him once morei he becomes an impassioned supporter of a war 

which he sees as a cure for his alienation from society .. 

I n the people ' s common endeavor ·of war he feels that he and 

others can unit.e in ac t ivity in which 11 No more shall comme r ce 

be all in all • • • u (III , 23) . In the "blood-red blossom of 

war \·Jith a heart of f ire " (III, 53) nhe finds the answer to 

the ::>ca ce that he never saw as real peace in society: 

·~'le have proved we have hearts in a cause, 
we are noble still, 

And myself have awaked , as it seems , to 
the better mind .. 

It is better to fight for the good than 
to rail at the ill; 

I have felt with my native land, I am 
one with my }~ind . 

(III, 55-58) 

· · • dec1.·~1.· on 1..~or action to work fo r what It is the protagonisc s -

he considers good or right that Tennyson gives his injunction 
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to the age .. That the waging of wax is seen as beneficial is 

vital to the poem , for t his commitment to action proves the 

hero ' s salva tion since it puts an end to his morbid intro-

spection .. The first step toward recovery is to tak.e action 

in ·what he individually bel ieves may be a help to improving 

society instead of 11 rai1ing at the ill .. u Now he realizes 

that inactivity and ambivalence are the roads to destruction .. 

J·ust as Tennyson found his own i ndividual answer to his ques-

tion of the true function of the poet was an involvement in 

the ·world, so his hero expresses the belief that the individual 

can overc ome the wrongs of society also through involvement, 

not through a morbid retirement from society and its problems .. 

No work of Tennyson ' s was ever so misunderstood , mis-

interpreted , and maligned as Haud . Many of the critics felt 

it was 11 an endorsement of not onl y the Crimean War , but war 

in genera1 . 113 2 Goldwin Smith in an unsigned article in 

Sa turdav Review gave the poern. a scathing revi ev1 . He said the 

main character relied on "external sensations instead of 

1 11 33 
internal efforts for a mora cure . R .. J • .Mann's discerning 

3 2Marshall, p. 13 0 .. 

33 Goldwin Smith, "The War Passages in Maud ," in Tenny­
son: The critical Heritaqe , ed . John D. Jump (New York: 
Barnes &-Noble , Inc. , 1967) , p . 188 . 
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review, however , came as a welcome relief to Tennyson because 

Hann understood his aim an.cl pur pose , 34 and Tennyson wrote a 

note of appreciation to him .. 35 

The Athenaeum review , although not particularly critical , 

could certainly have given Tennyson no motivation for a note o:2 

thanks , as it consistently developed ~ as the main theme of 

the poem; however , the review does state that "A truth , if it 

"'Ir 

be a truth , must be universal . 11 .:>o With this there can be no 

quarrel , but universality can har dly be denied solely on the 

basis of the use in art of real places and events . If this 

were true , there could be no universal truth in James Joyce ' s 

Du1)lin stories nor Chaucer • s Canterbury pilgrirnage .. 

perhaps it is not practical nor possible to divorce t.he Vic-

torian element from Tennyson ' s art , as Nicolson suggests , this 

elerce nt does not nullify its universality.. Paradoxically, the 

poetry ' s timely social message is not blunted by its universal­

ity. Tennyson ' s social critici sm indeed reflects his concern 

with c ontemporary life, its shortcomings , and its cruelties, 

34Mann , p . 211 . 

35 Hallam Tennyson , p . 394 . 

3 GM.o:wn , 11 Review of Maud and Other Poems ," The 
Athenaeum , August , 1855 , p . 893. 
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but ·whereas social criticism in rhyme is not necessarily art , 

social criticism in Maud and The Princess is art in its finest 

form. In these poems on contemporary problems Tenriyson con­

sideraJ)ly enlarges the ran9e of social subject matter , 37 and 

for this addition surely he need not be censured . Art is 

£le::ible enough to cover all aspects of both body and soul . 

To Tennyson , the highest service of art was to point the way 

toward the improvement and enrichment of his .fellow man in 

the society in which he lived, and to this end he dedicated 

the best that he had . 

37A. c .. Bradley, The Reaction Against Tennyson , 
English Association Pamphlet 39 (Oxford: 'rhe University 

Press , 1917) , p. 16. 
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