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Introduction’

The poetic works of‘Aifreo.Lord Tenny€on are suffused with a mystical
qua]it& often ignoreq or misunderstood’byx§32tﬁcs and readers alike; forthermoro;
the poetry's méhtic'efemehts are ofteo inaoequate{y appreCiated since the |
tradition froo wh1ch théy derive is é1ther obscure or completely forgotten
This study has as 1ts principle obJect1ve to 1dent1fy the 1mportance of Merlin
in Tennyson' s work and ideology.as well as, by extension, to examine ;he
predominance of mantic patterns in the Laureate's work. |

By virtue of the poet's seif-ioentjficétion with Merlin, fho magician has
come to be regarded as an impestant, though .little studied, source of insight
~into the poet and his work.: Tennyson's Merlin is sui generis: a comoination
of medieval bérd and modérn-doy poet. fhe former reflects the inescapable
impress of Teonyson's sources, the latter ‘the Laureate's topical concern for
social duty. It is thfouoh'the poet analogue, of whfch Merlin is an jntegra]
part, thot-fgonyson questions his own social respoosioi1ity as well as his
persona] struggle with individualism and priyate.vision. Mer]in‘is a fusion of
this tension, and through his evolution in Tennyson's work can be seen the

struggle with, and f1n§11y the resolution of, the poet's uncertainty over the il

role he himself must play in society. | _
] .
In order that the scope of Merlin's influence be understood_ful}&, this &

study must examine the variant forms under which he appears.' Because
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Merlin cannot be divorcéd'from the wider perspective of the "prophetic" in

Tennyson, this work will study the early mantic figures su;h as Magus in

The Devil and the Lady, the speakers in "The Druid's Prophesies" and other
early poems, as well as the incipient figurés of Merlin described in.eariy
Arthuriaﬁ poem; and unpublished ﬁanuscripts. Moreover, Tennyson's proclivity --
-towards what he defined as mysticism, and his'be]iéf in trances as a prelude
to visipn; will also be exﬁ]ored for the light these “"leitmotifs" shed on the
.Laureate's fﬁndamenta] concept of the poet. Tennyson's sense offcldseness with
mystical be1ngs, his occasional lapses 1nto trances, and h1s perce1v1ng of "vo1ces
in the w1nd " are all coro]lary expressions of a "poet- concept" that’ cu1m1nates
in the f1gqre of Merlin. -
Tennyson's notion of mysticism.fs never clearly defined in. his wofk. In
his early career, Tennysﬁn's poetic use of the word mystic is conventidna]: he
defines a_mystic as one who intimates a nonempirical truth. In “The Mystic,” a
poem which Tennyson wrote, in part,'to describe his own personal experiences of
-trances, the mystic is a figure who, Tike Tennyson, "hath‘heard/ Time flowing in
the middle of the pight." He is aﬁ:outsider who has intimate knowledge of the
Diyine. The opening line begins: "Angels have talked with him, and. showed him
thrones. ™ Tennyson's use of mystic as a noun is traditional, that is, refers to
E\{igure who difect]y communes with the Divine or spiritual. This app]icatioﬁ
of the word is sustained throughout many poems'of the Juvenilia where his characters
are Q{d Testament figures delivering the word of God. And yet, these same
f1gures often possess prophet-skiils and are made to function less as spiritua]ists
commun1ng with a Divine force than as bard1c figures whose roles require them
4/to teach, guide 'and forewarn society. Tennyson combined the functions of the bard,

prophet, mystic, and magus when he created his Merlin. He described him as he



" who knew the range of all their arts,
Had built the King his havens, ships and halls,
Was also Bard, and knew the starry heavens;
The people ca]led him Wizardt

As well asfarchitect, poef, astrologer, and Wizard, Merlin is a]so~p§6bhet, mystic,
: u=hage ge, and wise man. Moreover, Tennyson mixes Christian with pagan character-

'Istic¥so that, by the time he has completed the Idylls ofthe Kixg, Merlin is not

exclusively representative of any single figure.

Over time, therefore, Tennyson robs his terms of all precision. Whenever
- . )
he uses words such as mystic or mystical in a non-literary context (as is recorded

in Alfred Lord Tennyson: A Memoir), his infelicitous usage becomes apparent. When

he uses the‘ﬁofd mystic, for example, he refers to everything™rom a youthful
memory to a sense of closeness with nature. In an 1839 letter to Emily Seliwood
he referred to the "mystic sympathies™ he shared with “tree and hill." This close-
ness with nature 1is 1in some ways similar to the Romantic sense of communing with
the essence of thet which s‘Jurround.s man, and is often what Tennyson actually means

when he uses the word mystical.. Like Vordsworth, Tennyson believed in the "non-
empir1ca1" he believed, as Jerome H. Buckley phrases it, in "a questiqning of
sense and outward things, (in ] a mystical response to 1ife itself." | Tennyson
called this nonempirical world the "Reality of the Unseen," and believed it to

be "the only real and true” world. 2 In the Memoir, Tennyson is quoted as saying,
" there Qe moments when the *ﬂesh is nothing to me, when I feel and know the
flesh to be the vision . . . the  Spfritwal is the real . . . . You may tell me
that my hand and my foot are only imaginary symbols of my existence, I could be-
lieve you; but you névé?, never can conv1nce me that the 1 is not an eternal

ll3

-Reality, and that the Splrltual is not the true and real part of me . This

is usually what Tennyson means when he describes the mystical. Unlike the
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Romantics, Tennyson did not ‘contemplate nature for its dwn sake,-but'to

. ) R -
enable himself to reach a higher level of awareness, to come~into contact :

with the spiritual world. Agaiﬁ, to quote Buckiey, Tennyson believed that "the

soul's true awakening is outside nature; it demands the mutiné of all sensa-
4 ) -.'~

e

tion."
. - o
The words mystic and mystical eventually come to describe the kind of
spiritual experience Tennyson himself had known through self-induced trances
and out-of-body experiences. The words conaFﬁhtly surface as adjectives describing

the mysterious or the spiritual: "As in some mystic state I lay"; "Merlin's

" mystic babble“; "And many a mystic lay of life and death/ Had chanted"; "some

confused dream/ To states of mystical similitude." Tennyson's use of the
word prophet s equally loose. It can medn a man particularly receptive to the
knowledge of future events (the Merlin of "Merlin and Vivien," for example),

or it can be applied to a poem's preface. Tennyson once said that the “Pro]bgue”
‘ - . L)

to The Princess prophesied what was to come later in the poem: " Ehére is
scarcely anything in the story which is not prophetically glanced at in the

proiogue ."5

In one way, it could be argued that a comparison is being drawn
betgken the prophet who foretells the future and-fhe poet who suggests, énd 50
foéete]Ts, the events of the poem which are to come. So it is with all Tennyson's
mantic terms. - ;

Tennyson's sense of what he defines as the mystical seems to have héd much
to do wﬁth intuition; what he felt, sénsed, or imagined was a spiritual realm
oﬁtside his immediate, tactile world, he considered mystical. He did not speci-
fically observe distinctions between Divinely inspired mystics and simple magi.
Again, Merlin is a case in point: he is a bard, an architect, a counsellor, a
wise man, a magician, a mage, and, finally, in "Mer]igfand the Glgam," a true
y

o

1/-’



mystic, one who has come into cohtact with the Divine and who has discovered,
to quote from-"Thg#AncientvSagé," the "[FJorce . . . from the heights."
Becadse Tennyson did n;f observe any majO{ aistinctions among mantic

terms, this study has tried to acknowledge and workfwithin Tennyson's own
'defiﬁifions. _It is hoped, then, thaE:when terﬁs such as "Mage," "Mystié,“ and

“Prophet” are used to describe Merlin, it will be remembered that

Tennyson useq these iﬁterchangeab]y. The word mysticé] has been used through-
out.fhis study to suggest the noumenal, or'ﬁhag Tennyson referred to as the

"Reality of thg Unseen." Thg word mantic, which is not one the poet used, is

a more moqern term which refers to both'the poéms; and/or figurés,_@ho reveal

a spiritua]_qua]%ty.

Mystics, for Tennyson, are.fiéures privy to a speciél truth, to an awareness

of a spirit greater than themselves. Because of their special sensitivity,
<these "men of spirit! have an important responsibility towards society as
castigators of human WFongs, redressors of evilé. and, basically, as voices

of conscierice. In Tennyson's poetry, the mystic's role is to provide the impetus
to activate the dormant or "potential" power of the sﬁirit in all men. Tenhyson

sees poets as providing this-sqme impetus, and his equatfon of the two, mystic
and poet, is both logical and poﬁerfu]. The idea of a poet -- 1{Fe-a mystic --
open to an exclusive, bivine voice (an idea Tennyson strongly believed), sur-

faces often in his poet}y. The works tﬁét strongly emphasize the dual‘?o]e of

poet and mystic, for example, “Merlin and Vivien," "Tiresias," and "Merlin and

the: Gleam," usually also explore the crushing weight ofra visionafy's responsibility

to himself and to society. | ' s

Although Tennyson's mantic poetry includes several prophet figures, it is
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°
Merlin gho ultimately comes to represent th; essenc; of the poet's ideology:
Hallam Ténnyson stressed this fact, as well as the cohnection between his
father and Merlin, when he wrote his fathe}'s biography; FFrom hié boyhood he
had felt the magic of Merlin -- that spirit of poetry -- which ba&e‘him know his
pﬁwer and foiﬁow throughouf his work a pure and high ideal, with a-+imple and
single devofedness aﬁd a desire to ennoble the life of the wor]Q%?lG The
"connection" is further reinforced by Tennyson's own equation of Merlin with
himself: "For those who cared to know about his literary history he wrote
‘Merlin-and the Gleam'." ’ T |

This study specifically-explores Merlin's evolving role thrdughout~%hg///
poetry, and shows how, in the end, Tennyson relies on Merlin to represen: his
resolved notion of a social and private.poet-figuré.' Iroéiéa]!y, "Merlin and the

Gleam," although one of Tennyson's weaker poems, is the ‘culmination of a career-

Tong struggle with conflicting notions of the poet's role.

T;rée brief studies of Merlin in Tennyson should be mentioned.since_they
a@tempt to treat different aspects of thel"temperament of tge mystic,” as
T. S. Eliot once called it,8 in Teﬁnysdn's work. | -
"Tennyson's Merlin," Gordon S. Haight's study of Tennyson's mythological and
etymd]ogica] sources for Merfin, is a useful investigative piece, but provides no
detailed study of the symboiic or allegorical aspects of Merlin in the

1dy11s of the King. 2

-

For'Fred Kaplan in "Woven Paces and Waving Hands: Tennyson's Merlin as

Fallen Artist," 10 Merlin represents the positive aspects of imagination defeated
YN
by the "perverseness" of negative imagination as represeﬁ%ed by Vivien in "Merlin
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and Vivien." Kap]an s statement that "[a]lmost everything we know of V1v1en and
most of what we know.of Merlin comes from the Idyll to wh1ch they give their
names."H is erroneous, for it ignores the importan; qécfetion,of characteristics
in pre-ldylls poetry that eventually forms the "Merlin and Vivien" mystic.
fhe_main interest of Kaplan's article is its approach to "Merlin and Vivien"
from the viéwpofnt 6%_}nmﬁntic medipé}ive poetry, and the tradition established
therein of the artist's loss of power over his art. ,
Catherine Barnes Stevenson's JDruids, Bards, and Tennyson's Merlin" is the
\‘mOSt comprehensive of these studies, identifying the druidic sources for
Tennyson's bardic figures and tracing the evolution of this mantic figure in the

poet's work. 12

Stevenson concurs with the theory that "Merlin and Vivien" is an
analogue of the poet in defeat; consequently, her stﬁdy is modelled to
represent this approach both in its description of the early work and in its

. too brief ana1y51s of the later poems.

"The.Merlin Tradition in Tennyson" differs substaﬁ;}ally from Tennysonian
criticism dealing specifically with Mertdn. Thg six chapters are all based on the
assumption of a progressive, poéitive ideo;aaTEE% movement in Tennyson's wor&\ More-
over, the readings of the poems which thig study suggesté, support the n0t1on of

"victory" for the poet of "Merlin and Vivien" and .imply an even stronger mové‘én§

~.

toward a cogent reappraisal of the irt1st as a personally and intuitively self- ‘“\\\
reliant individual true to his special privafe insights, but sensitive as well

to his concomitant social duty. The Merlin in Tennyson's poetry, a consummate

and positive figure, ‘reveals through pis changing role an increasingly
positiﬁfvjzf recon;iled'poét. Coﬁtrary toj Eliot's assertion that "there

fol]owed.nd reconciliation, no reso]utiqﬁ"f'l in Tennyson's poétry after In Mémoriam,

and that he "faced neither the darkness nor the light in later years," B

&>
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Tennyson strove to validatédhis own personal vision and justify the worth

- of his own efforts'to edify society. In the end, rather than finding a

14

"gloomier end than that of Baudelaire," Tennyson expressed in writing a

belief in the value of the poet's role.
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CHAPTER ONE  —

01d-world Subjects

Tennyson made his partiality for the Arthurian 1egends clear when he
‘described them as “the greatest of all poetical subjects."] His passion for
tne medieval romance, however, was nnt'immediately shared by~tne Victorian
pubtlic. Ténnyson's-léjz version of "The Lnny of Shalott" was "received with
discouraging sarcasm in the most inf]ugntinl reviews," and the possibility
of a major medieval epic, which the publication of two lesser Arthurian poems
as well as the "Le Morte d'Arthur" suggegtéd, was quickly rejected by.pub1ic )
and critics alike.® 1In his review of the 1842 Poems , John Sterling wrote:
"The miraculous 1e§end of 'Excalibur’ does not come Qery close to us, and as
reproduced by any modern writer must be mere ingenious exercise of fancy,"

and in 1851, Carlyle is said to have told Sir J. Simeon that Tennyson's

propensity for brooding "over old-world subjects for his poems” was the
Il3

equivalent of "sitting on a dung-heap among innumerable dead dogs.
Labels of irrelevancy notwithstanding, Tennyson's evocation. of “old-world
subjects” was sufficiently forceful and appeaTing to disarm the critics and
sway his pub]ic._of whom a large nunber were themselves writers. Many of
Tennyson's peers, inc]hding Arnold, Swinburne and the Pre-Raphaelitegpoets
and painters, increasinély focused their own artistic efforté on Arthurian
subjects. ' v | '
The credit for resuscitating Arthurian 1it§rapure must be shared equally

A\

—_—

L ™.
”
\
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by Tennyson and by the éighteenth-century antiquarians whose ﬁbainstaking
& N - .

labours recovered medieval romance from obscurity and brought it to a large

. body of cultured readers.“4 It was the latter who reintroduced Malory's .~

hitﬁg;to inaccessible Le Morte Darthur to the general public, and, more

importantly, to the poets who would later transform the myths -in their poetry.
More than any other Viciorian, Tenn&son created the tremendous enthusiasm
that eventually greeted Arthu‘riana.5 One factor which helped contribute to - o

Tennyson's sucdessfu]_resuscitation.of the'legends was timing: his introduction

‘of medieval romance into the grim, colourfess world of industrialism and

uf?titariénism, of pﬁi]osophica] materialism and “the first sensationé? theories
of evo]ution‘and astronomy which would radically change man's consciousness
of his own destiny,“§ was propitious despite the initial antipathy towards

his purpose. Tennyson anticipated tﬁe need his public would develop for the’

beauty and pageantry of the medieval lays to offset the "ferment in which he

“and his contemporaries ]ived.“7 This need for the escapist quality of the

romances became an oﬁséssiop-of the VYictorians and spread from writing to
pa{nting;ahd architecture tofthe extent of inspiring a Gothic Reviya]. Due
to its colourfuinegs, médigval romance became a popular vehicle for n&h—mbra]
br flight“ taies such as those written.by John Thelwall or John Hookman Freere.8
It has been suggested that the widescale indulgence in the'egkapist aspect
9

of the tales had as its goal "to stop the clock,"™ to ignore or mask the actual

disihtegrétion of modern, that is, Victorian society. The tenets of crass

‘/‘_

- antinomian values expounded_by the medieval tractates.

industrialism, dominating.the nineteenth Eentury, distorting religious and

social values and shifting class priorities, were in strict opposition to the

.

Medieval literature was useful, as well, as a moral sounding-boaﬁd. as a

3

) 4



| |

reflective mirror by-whicn "unpoetical”™ society, as Matthew Arnold termed it,
tould see its own faults in stark contrast to the noble precepts of an earlier
age. At the same time, medievalism's flagrantly "dated” quality altowed'the
audience to distance \tself froﬁ the sharp social criticism which such writere
as’ Tennyson and Arnold infused into their work; tne veil of time muted the
-d1scomf1tt1ng aspect of the cr1t1c1sm,render1ng it palatable.-

Tennyson was not 1nterested in mere]y prov1d1ng colourful tales and
."empty nostalgia"; he was one of the first Victorian writers to recognize the
"11terary potent1a1 of Arthur1ana w10 Another factor contr1but1ng to the
success of h1s Arthur1an revival was the gradual recognition by public and
critics’ a11ke of the wide socio-moral spectrum the tales revealed, an aspect
“that Tennyson was quick to perce1ve Thus, where there had been lack of 1nterest,
'reluctance or even vehement oppos1t1on to "old-worid"” subjects, there was
suddenly enthusiasm and support. By the m1d-18505 a plethora of Arthuriana
began to c3;657::é in V1ctor1an England, and by 1873 Arthurian tales had
become household words As Kathleen Tillotson points out, there "ns no

clearer -instance of a poet creating the taste by which he was enjoyed.“l]

A perplexing parttcularity of the Arthurian renaieeance of the nineteenth
centnry is the absence of a major dep%ction of Merlin in tnis seme perioe in-
all but fennyson's work. Although Arthurian figures such as Arthur Gu1nevere,
Lence1ot and Tr1stram generated many varied deptctaons, on]y Tennyson seems to
have valued, indeed favoured, Merlin, who emerges .as a central figure, not only
in. the "Merlin and Vjvien" idyll, but'also.in the Poet Laureate's overall

tpoetic 1deo?ogy; . ‘ |

Tennyson's singularrinterest'in the "riddling bard" is consistent witn

-
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Merlin's historic literary popularfty. and is particularly fascinating because “\

of Tennvson's original treatment of him as an artist figuré, a treatment-whicﬁ

breaks readily with tradition. Although Tennyson was familiar with

Mér]in's complex' literary evolution he judiﬁious]yléelected what he tonsidered

to be the best aspects of the sources, and supplemented these "borno%%ngs“ with |

his own imaginative touches. Familiarity with what Tennyson bo}h,foTlowed and
Fignored, then, is essential to uhderstanding Tennyson's ultimate mystic

character. It is necessary, therefore, that these soufces be investigated in

order to provide‘a contextual framework by which Tennyson's Qork may be

understood more clearly. . |

+

Merlin's inauspicious literary beginnings can be traced back to a brief

appearance in Nennius's Historia Britonum (c. 746), where, as a youth referred
., to only as Ambrosius, he reveals the mysterious oddses behind detigern'§
disappearing "citadei" and displays a talent for prophecy.]z Merlin next

appears one century later as Myrddin Wilt {or "Merlin the Wild") in the Welsh

Myrddin poems. A.0.H. Jarman believed that the “crysta]]%zatfon #f much early

Welsh legend into verse form occurred.during the ninth century."]3 The

_ earliest example of theselworks is a three-stanza remnant called the Afallsnnau

¢  (dated somewhere between 850 and 1050), which gontaLns "the debris of a legend

!
concerned with Myrddin . . . and the battle of Ar-‘r’derydd."”l In this fragment

Myrdain is a disheartened recluse hiding in'the "Forest of Gwénddydd" (phe

Caledonian Foregt), "wandering with madness and madmen" for fifty years.]5

The grim depiction of Merlin in early Welsh poetry is deceivind. for
already inflised in the character are many of the traits that have made him

" popular and enduring in folklore throughout the centuries’ In an early Welsh



poem entitled Armes Prydein (The Omen of Britain, c. 930), Merlin is already

associated with prophecy, his most characteristic skiflf

The late date of these poems rotwithstanding, it is highly possible
that the Mérlin legend originated in the sixth centurg, where an actual historical
figure, probably a simple bard, came to be revered.and celebrated for his
"having become insane," subsequent to the “disastfoﬁs battle of Arderydd" where
~many of his race were kiifed. Much of the confusion over Merlin's etymologic§1
and' mythological origins is the result of the spoken transmission of the tale,.
the general and inevitable corruption of language, aﬁd the wi]fﬁ] manipulatign of .
facts by later chroniclers for political or other reasons. A; to thé second of
these, manyrefforts have been maderby experts, with varying degress of success,
to disentangle the knots which medieval translations from Welsh to Latin to
English have.engendered; in the last instanée, the inventiveness of a Geoffre}
or a Villemarqué can only be regarded as justified authorial liberties which
- generated a different type of cﬁaracter and ultimately provided a richer tradition
for future generations to call upon. _

Although the Welsh poems provide many o% the pfeces of the Merlin légend
that have been passed dpwn through the ages, the short mantic poems lack the
sustained and accessible elements that have given Merlin his mythbpoeic quality.
It is Geoffrey of Monmouth who is most strongly responsible for assembling all
the various legends into one homogeneoué fornscreafing the magician known

16

today. = . Drawing upon Nennius's “"Ambrosius" fragment as well as on Celtic .

fo]klore,‘Geoffrey presented and elaborated the dramatic encounter befween"

Ambrosius Merlin and King Vortigern in his Historia Regum Britanniae,17 and

gave the stories "literary dignity and consideration which they had not

enjoyed before;"18
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Geoffrey had prev1ous]y pub11shed a work called the Libellus Herlin1 or

the "Little Book of Merlin" (c. 1135) which knew a great-deal of success and

which he subsequently 1ncprporated who]e, as chapter seven, into the Historia.19

Another poem, the Vita Merlini or “Life of Merlin,” presuped to be written

about‘1148, attests to Geoffrey's preoccupation with M #lin. It is this

preoccupation'thé; is most responsible for Me;iin's‘widespread popularity:

Thanks chiefly to Geoffrey of Monmouth, Merlin was revered-
for his mantic powers from S1c11y to Iceland, and' the
praphecie$ concocted for him in 1135. wenerst111 taken
seriously enough in Gsrmany nearly 500 years later as to

be published in 1608.

=

Following Geoffrey are a series of "paraphrases" of the Historia which
are,more often than not,so richly supplemented by the “translator" that they

are practica11yﬁnew works. ace's Roman de Brut is such an examplel The Norman

poet's "adaptation" of Geoffrey\is more than double the originai's Téngth.

Hacé'§ proiixity and inventivepbss notwithstanding, his handiing of the

- Arthurian legend seems caufious and “marks a.stage-between the comparative

sobriety of his model ang the charming extravagances- of Arthurian rqmance.“Z]

Wace's "sobriety" significantly affects his delineation of Merlin; his !

Merlin's feats. for example, are punctuated with

initial references t
R .

~ disclaimers and gualifiers. His particular type of censure -- his hesitancy

: L L :
to endorse Merlin's: full prophetic powers -- means that his mystic is credited
with most of the traditional skills, pafticu]ar]y prophesying the battling-
dragons, erecting Stonehenge, and transforming Uther Pendragon into

. ' s :

Gorlois, without the authorial conviction necessary to make -Merlin fully

convincing. Of Merlin's prophecies -- that portion Geoffrey had detailed at



great length in the Libellus Merlini and again in the Historia -- Wace writes:

) I say no more, for I fear to translate Merlin's Prophecies,
\ when I cannot be sure of the interpretation thereof. It
is good to keep my lips from 5p§§°h’ since the issue of

events may make my gloss a lie. -

o

e
-

Wace displays a similar reserve in his account of Uther's disquised intrusion
at Tin%agel fo sedyce Igerne. _Merlin is clearly made resﬁons{ble for putting
“"forth his arts" and effecting the transformation of Uther anq his people '
info the likenesses of their opponents but the feat is down-played. Wace also
removes Merlin's much more significant role as protector and tutor to Arthur.
The -‘wise clerk, and the best counsellor of any man living" has no hand in
Arthﬁr's ascendancy to the throne. In fact, the latter's rise to kingship .is
ratﬁer dry and abridged compared to earlier sources, sinég Arthur knows 7
neither controversy nor protest. He merely appears, at age fifteen, and -
assumes‘éontrol of the realm. Merlin vanishes after the youhg_king's rise }
to power and reappears at the close of the tale, where wace,:fb11owing
tradition, recalls the sage's prophecy: "Master Wace, fhe writer of this book,
canﬁot add more to this matter of his [Arthur's] end than was spoken by Merlin

[

the prophet. Merlin said of Arthur . . . that his end should be hidden in
4

doubtfulness. The prophet spoke tru]y."23

It-is interesting that the
author, once "unsure" of his own power for interpreting the magus's pfophecies,
resorts'io the most t:aditiona1 of endings, featuring just such an interpretation
of Mer]fn's most important forecast. In the end, even‘the Norman sceptic was
unable to escape the sage's transcendent 1iterary-and mythical appeal.

Layamon's thirteenth-century Brut i; the first Eng]i;h—]anguage account

of Arthurian romance and is highly indebted to Wace. Like the Norman poet's



[y
o

'account the’ Brut not on]y doubles the ]ength of its source but also e]aborates

L

cons1derab1y on the or1g:na1 For instance, Layamon continues the account of

the,or1g1n of the‘Round Table which Wace had dﬁly sketched, and retells the

- story of Arthur's voyage to Avalon. Unlike Wace, however, Layamon treats

" "Merlin the wise" without suepicion and relates fully the prophecies described

in Geoffrey's-werk A]though he contr1butes nothing of 51gn1f1cance to the

Mer11n ]egend he does use the n@gus 1n an 1nterest1ng and soph1st1cated way. ‘
Merlin is c]early much apprec1ated by the author as a sp1r1tua11y "1mportant” '.g,
figure, and Lhe magician's feats are a]ways descr1bed w1th great rel1sh in ) -
detail and much mystical 1nference belief in the mantic power of Mer]1n o
suffuses the text in more than an 1mag1stje~fash10n. Layamon uses the propﬁecies

of MerJin as an on-going thread that pu]is togethef,the entire work. Thus,
whenever an event takes.p]éce_;Eat'has been preVi;usly forecast by Merlin, as
with the bireh of Arthur, Layamon interjects a phrase such as “[a]nd S0 it was
foreboded, ere he were bdrn; so said him Merlin,. that was a prophet great, /;hat a
k1ng should come of Uther Pendragon. w28 This techn1que of unifying the sfory-
Tine, consistent throughout the work, is a testimony to an early yet <i\“
sophisticated narrative technique. i ’\ﬁﬁu_&‘\\\\

‘The Merlins of Wace and Layambn; different in many feepects, are similarly
unoriginal. Where Geoffrey greatly changed the fieure he had borrowed from

Welsh folklore, adapting him to fit his imaginative needs, Wace and Layahon

contributed few innovative changes of their own.

Robert de Boron (?-1210?) wrote three Arthurian romances, Joseph d'Arimathie,

Merlin, and Perceval, of which only fragments of the first two remain. The

Merlin fragment is approximately 500 lines and is said to ‘be the “first time N



the enlarged story of Herlin.takes definite kndependent shape, with_Hérlin as the
.;entrai \“igure.';'25 Robert .de Boron's agcouﬁt'{s important for its de%t
,eliminé;iﬁn o;‘:he demonic overtohes from the sto;y oszer1in. Although the
mag1c1an is still the half-child of demon.stock, de Boron ensures that the

..Sage rece1ves a decent baptism and rejects his otherworldly her1tage Merlin

is endowed with a]] his trad1t1ona] powers without the chthonian 1mp]1cat1ons.

'De Boron $ account was continued in the Vulgate cycle (1215-40), which includes

the Vu]g;te Estoire de Merlin and the Huth Merlin or Suite de Mer]in. The

Vulgate Merlin, like Layamon's work, is belfgved to have influenced Tennyson
in_his delineation of Merlin.2® X

It has often been stated that Tennyson's great talent as a writer arose in
part out of his ability to choose important scenes, events, characters or

moments from his sources. As Charles Tennyson has stated, "Tennyson's omissions,

additions and alterations were made with the greatest skﬂ].“27 One such

~.example of Tennyson's "good judgemént" can be found in a comparison of his

gﬁoices with those of Malory :

-

.

+.  The most marked and distressing instance [of Malory's poor
judgement in selecting scenes for his work] is his preference
of the trivial and distasteful version of the Merlin and
Viviene episode as found in the 'Suite de Merlin' to the
exquisite version of the Vulgate-Merlin, which, in its
mingling of wild romance and delicate sent1ment. is perhaps
the most. beautiful and characteristic story of mediaeval
literature,28

It is interesting to note that Tennyson chose the Vulgate over the Huth version,
thereby deviafing from the most influential source available at the time. His
interpretation stands as clear evidence of his good judgement as well as his

willingnéss to modify the sources in order to produce a definitive and ennobled

I
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edition of the romance.

The French romance inspired a series of English versions: the thirteenth-

-

Century\Arthor and Merlin, the Prose Merlin, and Henry Lovelich's-Merlin, both

L4

c. 1450

and, finally, Sir Thomas Malory's Morte Darthur. Malory's treatment
’ A

of Merlin, the culmination of these works, is largely derivative, "substantia11y

the Merlin available to anyone familiar with the French romances of the
29 '

Vthirteenth-centuryl" His treatment, however, is notable in the way it.

stresses Merlin's consultative re]ationship with Arthur. Malory's "dream-
reader” is suitably impressive aﬁd prominéﬁ; (at least in thé first book of
the tale),and so sStands out as one of .the most interesting
characters of the Morte. Malory's unfortunate choice of “seduction" scenes,
however, diminished the otherwise noble character of the maéﬁs. Moreover,
due to the overwhelming influence of Malory's work on Victorian writgr§,it is
this version of the Merlin tale (that is, the Huth interpretation) which.
predominated in the nfneteenth-century imagination. This unddubtedly is

responsible for a large part of the Victorian antipathy towards Merlin; few

writers bothered to study other versions of the’ romances, as Tennyson had done.

Affer the Morte Darthur there is a 1ull in interest in Arthurian literature

that lasts close to three hundred years. Several theories attempt to explain
the . 1ull. Maynadier believes that the “changes which were now to crowd thick and
fast on [Renaissance] Europe made thinking men even more'scept?2a1 . . . as to

the reality of Arthur."30

And Beverly Taylor, noticing that references to
Arthurian characters, when tﬁey occur, are often acontextual, that is, citing..
the name but excluding the medieval legend, believes the cause to be partially

political:
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After reaching its peak in Malory's stately compression
of the massive story cycle, Arthur's literary fortunes
declined over the next three centuries. . . . For 150.
years after Caxton's printing of Malory, Arthurian story
. reappeared in works by respected poets. But the political
N controversies of the seventeenth century increasingly
: narrowed the usefulness of a legend long associated with
- royalist sentiments, and the rationalism of the eighteenth
century nearly extinguished the appeal of Arthurian matter.3]

Whatever the reason, medieval matter did not diﬁappear completely, and Merlin

surfaced in such works as Ariosto's sixteenth-century QOrlando Furioso, Spenser's

32

Faerie Queene,™  Shakespeare's King Lear (III, ii), as well as in various

seventeenth- and eighteenth-century works which used the legends as vehicles

to express political sentiments. Dryden's King Arthur; or the British Worthy,

a “"dramatic opera" dated 1684(?),33 and Blackmore's Prince Arthur and King

Arthur, dated 1695 and 1697 respectively, are examples of works intended to -

celebrate a particular monarch,. in this case to rejoice over the restoration

34 In the former work, the "famous

of Char]es Il and William 111 ﬁa;the throne.
'enchanter,“ Merlin, is contempor1zed to such an extent that he is divested of
all -interesting qualities, as, indeed, are most of the characters in the play.
During thi; "quiet" peribd’ﬂgtklgggéhaﬁhs a cént?a] character of the
tales, his stature great]y_&%minished: "Merlin . . . appeared in seventeenth-
and éighteenth—century puﬁlications more often than any other Arthurian
cha?acter, but he had b:i7%§ nothing ﬁ%re than a stereotyped prophet. Divorced
from medieval_stor?;;hi
" Maynadier describes this phenomenon of Merlin: "none of these [Arthurian ]
heroes ‘could hope for serious or widespread recognition from the reading public,
wiEp one exception . . . who still enjoyed a kind of honor . - . Merh‘n;"36

In "Outlines of the History of the Legend of Mbr]in,; W.E. Mead points to

name lent interest to cheap pamphlets of prognostication.

35
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the propénsity of the age to ascribe "general pfophecies and almanac

37

predictions" to the "national prophet,"”" and Daniel Defoe, in his A Journal

of the Plague Year, alludes to the myriad prophet-charlatans who established

themselves during the outbreak of the black plague and used "Merlin's head"
as their logo.

.Sadly, despite the ‘popularity" of Merlin in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, Arthuriana itself was at its lowest Tevel of
popularity "in the whole history of English Literature.“38 As Beverly Téylor,ﬁ‘
points out, much of the antipathy toward Arthurian works was consistent wifh

the tenets of the Age of Reason. To thé people of the eighteenth century

tales of barbarism and magic were of Tittle functional value, and ranked quﬁte
i

1 - " 4
\ —\\\\JQEJQOmpared to the Bible and classical literature. [t is understandable,

therefore, that Merlintoo was held in low esteem by all but the "vulgar |

\""-_ '/ . . .
__;;;E;;;hF\Ihg,2p1tome of the supernatural -- of superstitious thought -- Merlin

contradicted every notion ¢of logic imposed by the eighteenth'centur:_y.39

The beginnings of Romaﬁficism, with its rejection of the values expounded
by Neo-Cléssicism, marked a return -- albeit sluggish -- tg medieval romance.
The interest in Arthuriana was not strongly renewed until the antiquarians of
the eighteenth century had provided the populace with easily accessible
medieval texts. Yet even before this availability quite a few eighteenth-
century Wr(iérs wrote Arthurian works; thou§h,~as Taylor mentions, "these works
generally had 1{tt1e connection with meﬁieval tradition other than names or

w40

occasional episodes familiar from the Middle Ages. A list of these authors

would include Keats, Shelley, Coleridge, Southey, Scott and Wordsworth.

In 1817 Keats said that he wanted to write an Arthurian piece -- "a tale

of chivalry." In fact, he wrote three: "Calidore: A Fragment," a rather weak
. ‘j:’.‘; *»

-~
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foray into the world of chivalry and adventuré, "La Belle Dame Sans Merci,"
and "The Eve of St. Agnes." It is this last poem that mentions Merlin,
thodgh only once: "Never oh.such a night have lovers met, / Since Merlin paid

his Demon all the monstrous debt." It is Mer]in's‘sole_appearance in all of

Keats' work.41

-

Similarly, there is but a single reference to Merlin in all of Coleridge's

poetry. It appears in "The Pang More Sharp Th2n All1":
. . )‘ . -
. ) R SN
For there still lives within my secret heart
_The magic image of the magic Child, _
Which there 'he made up-grow by his strong art,

©  As in that crystal orb wise Mf:lig}s feat.42

The source‘Bf reference is Spenser's Faerie Queene (IIl, ii, 19), rather than .
riedieval Arthurian sources per 59.43

Shelley's only reference to Merlin -- in an early drama entitled Charles

the First -- recalls one of the magician's prophecies:

Will you hear Meriin's prophecy, now three posts
"In one ‘brainless skull, when the white horn is full,
Shall sail round the world, and come back again:
Shall sail- round the world in a brainless skull,
And come back again when the moon is at full."44

The "forecast," delivered by the couft fool, accounts for five lines of the drama.
o In ggnera], Merlin's treatment at the hgnds of the writers from the seventeenth
to the nineteenth centuries, demonstrates that the.authbrg never made effective sym-
bolic use of Merlin, despite his constant appearance in their works. . It is perhaps
testimony to the perdurability of the Merlin legend that he survived this p;rfunctorf\

and exploitative tradition, and could reemerge credibly in Tennyson's poetry.
o
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In Madoc, Robert Southey proposes that the “master of mystic 1o;e"'i§
alive and well, the companion of a mermaid beneath the sea. Both the subject
mat;er and thé storyline in general are weak and slightly silly, by_comparison‘
“Malory's version of Merlin's "deéth"'is briiliant and subtle. - If, as Taylof
points out, the sdbject‘matteﬁ of the poem "hardly offered Arthur a promising

45 the story promises to do even less for Merlin.

‘re-entry into British poetry,"
The legend referred to is insipid and surprisingly_uncomplex, coming as ft does
from a man who had a long-standing interest in Arthurian material and who was
chosen to edit an edition 6? Malory.

Scott always displayed an interest in-medieval subjects. From Ivanhoe to

The Betrothed to Count Robert of Pafis tO'Castle-Dangerous, he depicts a world

of romance and chivalry that ignores the actual historicity of medieval times.

In his so]e_Arthuriaﬁ ta]e,46 an episode in The Bridal of Triermain, he satiriies

modern society's disintegratipgAvalues through a didactic medieval énalogue-
told by a qinéteenth-cehtury Arth;r to his haughty paramour. The narrative
menfions two magicians, the modeq? Lyu]ph.and ;he medieval Merlin, and alludes
to a long line -of "drdid sires / And Br???sh bards" (I, vi). Scott's Merlin
is yet another in a Tlong tradition of ancillary sageéiwhose task it is to direct
stage action or set up varidQs "situations” for other characters. Scott's
ancient sage is moral, powerful, and impfessive, a magician who has a social role
that involves punishing the amoral and indifferent. In the end, however,
Scott's work is usefﬁl only in thaf it is among the first satires of Arthurian
romance, andjthekefbre inspfres attempts by other authors to do the same.
Wordsworth's “The Egyptian Maid," casts Merlin as the central figure.
In the prefatory nofe to the poem (one of the'few Arthurian poems in

Wordsworth's -canon), the poet étates_that "for the names and persons in the

v
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following poem see the 'History of the renowned Prince Arthur and’his knights

of the Round Tables' for the rest the author is answerable.*®’

Wordsworth's
Merlin is an inconsistent, highly fickle, figure, appearing to be pleased at the

sight of the Maid's arrival, and then suddenly caliing up a storm to destroy -
— e

her ship. The "Necromancer's" ambiguity is neither appealing nor interesting, ?

for the tale is almost carelessly told and any psyého]ogica] intrigue or
development is secondary to the jarringly moralistic plot. Although Merlin is cen-
tral, it is difficult to understand why the poet bothered with him at all, %8
These are but a few examples of the treatment of Merlin in the Arthuriana
written prior to Tennyson's earliest Arthurian work;49 a more thorough
investigation into the many poetic treatments would be beyond the scope of this
work. The purpose of the §pecific examples ‘has been to provide both Merlin's origins,
and the manner in which he has evolved thrbughout the ages; the choices have been.
based on two factors: first, the most important appearances of Merlin in literature;
second, the mnst important writers to utilize the character. It is. hoped that
these exampfes-wi]l provide a sufficiently broad overview of Merlin's evolution to
allow the reader to understand and appreciate Tennyson's unique version of the sage.
Perhaps the overview will offer a context within which to measure Tennyson's success.
. #

~ With the publication of "The Lady of Shalott," the "Morte d'Arthur,” and,
later, the first four idylls of Tennyson's major work, the'stétus of Afthuriana
was destined to change. Tennyson's own trepidation; which had prompfgd him to
enc]osg the "Morte d'Arthur" within the almost %qp1ogetic frame of'"Th;\Epic,"
yielded to a certitude in the value of the "dated" material, a certitude soon

shared by increasing numbers of Victorian writers. But despite the important

role accorded tc Merlin in the Idylls of the King, all of Tennyson's brilliant

"

L

50
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f&haracterization, all his carefu11y crafted poeffy; was _unable to'faise Merlin

tp prominence in Victorian iiterature._ Moreover, the centrality of the figgre
of Merlin, not simply in the Idylls but in all aspects of Tennyson's 1ife and
career, Seemed to pass unnoted by critics, and such oversight continued into the
next éentury. Indeed, only Tennyson, and later, his soh, recognized and stressed
Merlin's central -importance to Tennyson's work.

The Arthuxian poetry written by Victorians such as Charles Swinburne,
William Morriszahd-Matthew Arnold reflects almost a reluctance to deal, even
perfunctorily, with Merlin. Tennyson's closest rival as A}thp(ian chronicler,

: Swinburne, was highly i&censed at his con;emporary's version of the old lays.

His work, therefore, is both a refutation of the Laureate's interpretations and

a heavy imitation of the medi€val sources. As to the latter, Swiﬁburne, in
seeking to contradict Tennyson's approach, found himself re—tei]ing the tales
with a furious: fidelity to the sourcés. Like‘Tennysoﬁ, Swinburne depicts Merlin
as a bard and prophet; the latter's character, however, is usgless since hi§
prophecies arrive "too 1a§e.” When the "sacred mouth of Merlin set[s] forth féte,“
it is into an already "fated" environment and to a people who can na longer benefit
from Merlin's prophecies. Although Merlin figures prominently in "The Tale of
Balen," his ro]e; as in many of the Romantic. works, is mere]x ancillary,

Morris also rejected Tennyson's interpretation of Arthurian lore, and his own

”
o

fascination led him to explore the sensuous and passionate side of the tales.

Morris' interest lay in the individual strength and flare of Guinevere, and in

the i]]iﬁit, uncontrolled passion of fhe two adulterers, the Queen and Lance[ot. In com-
parison to the above, the "potential” sensuality of the seduction scene in

Merlin's tale held little appeal for Mofris, and so the sage was omitted from

the poet's work.
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Arnold's commitment to social duty brought him closer to Tennyson's

.approach to rewriting the tales than to either Swinburne or Morris. Less

interested in the veiled sexuality of the romances than in their potential use

as didactic pieces, Arnold's only Arthurian work, "Tristram and Iseult," is a
J
modern t}eatmeht of the old tales designed principa]]y as a didactic warning

against the dangers of uselessness:

Tennyson and Arnold wanted to make 2 modern poem out
of Arthurian romance rather than to revive the charm of the
original legends. They depicted the strange disease of
modern life that sets in when Merlin, who for Arnold is
Goethe, "physician of the Iron Age" ("Memorial Verses"),
no longer exercises a vital influence upon society.51

The Merlin of Arnold's poem, unlike the sage of Tennyson's work, is a
symbol = for the despair that Arné]d,himse]f felt, and what he recognized as

the future despair of a society unable to strive, a society which, 1ike Iseult

rposelegsly, s%agnat{ng. Merlin is an emp]em of the force
that can sap the strength of youth epitomized by the ch%]dren. Iseult, like -
Merlin, is dgscribed as “"one dying in the mask of y_oqth.“52 ’

It is perhaps fitting that the Merlins of the two "social" poets -- Tennyson
and Arnold -- have developed into equally significant figures mirroring society's’
possible decline. The differehée between both characters is. that Tennyson's
Meriin is.aApositive symbol whi]e Arnold's is not. Tennyson's character augurs
the possible restitution of a positive order, Arnold's the depressihg “furnace
of the world" that “ki]ls in.us the bloom, the youth, the sprfng."53 The
cyclical pattern that promises the return of a new order in the jngjg_fs
sadly absent in Arnold's poem.

Of the major Victorian writers, only Arnold used Merlin in an important
\ " . .
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symbolic way, and even then, the mystic's "function" is reduced to that of.a
device or necessary inZEQer in an equation primarily featuring other factors.
This rejection 6f Her{in in favour of Tristram and Iseult, the Grail, or
‘Lancelot and Guinevere is further seen in the works of sucﬁ Pre-Raphaelite
painters as-Dante Gabrie} Rossetti, Edward Burne-Jones, Holman Hunt, |
and  others. The Pre-Raphaelites; fascinated by the colour aﬁd sensuality
+ of the Arthurian fa]é;: based many of their paintings-on A}thurién poetry.
Tennyson’§ féscinatioh wiih these same tales made his-work the pdpu1ar focus
of many of\fhe Pre-Raphaelite paintings. As Dav%d Staines suggests, their
knowledge of the . romances .was a]ﬁost restricted to Tennyson: "Tennysoﬁ became
the source of the{ undeyStanding of the legends. Their medievalism owed more

- !
to Tennyson than to the medieval world and the Idylls of the King came to hold

54

the inspirational force that Malory occupied for Tennyson."
Despite the “inspirational force" of the ldylls in general, Tennyson's
pointed emphasis on Mgr]in'was not shared by the Pre-Raphaelites. Of the
Arthurian paintings executed by Rossetti, Hunt, Mac1ise,_§tepﬁens, Watts and
Burne-Jones, only the.]atter produced a painting based on the Merlin ta]e.55 .

Typically, the-painting (The Bequiling of Meflin) deals with the confror®ation

beﬁfeen Merlin and Vivien. Also by Burne-Jones was a fresco entitied "Death of

Merlin," part of the i]]-féted Oxford Union frescoes under Rossetti's

. . 56

supervision.
Tennyson's daunting presence, responsible as iE/was for the Arthurian

revival in Victorian England, did little to re-kindle interest in the old

magician. His poetry confirmed that a credible treatment of Merlin could be -

effective, not merely as a gratuitous character sketch, but as a complex and

important symbol for poet figures. That no Victorian poet other than the
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Laureate could see tpis or deign to explore the magician's potential is a
mystery that bears investigation. This study, however, must limit itself to
Tennyson's Iéngthy‘aqd subtle use of‘;;rlin as a poet figure, a_patfern that
estabfished itself early in his poetry and resolved itself only at the end of

his long career.



CHAPTER TWO

The Voice Speaking in the Wind

tu ¥

The importance of mysticism, traﬁces, seers énd Sards ig\poth Tenn}gon's
1ife and work, as well as his close linking of these to art ana‘the artistic
process, indicate a fundamental belief in the poet as prophe;{: It is only
natural, then, that Tennyson's early poetry ref]ect§ the pfbphetic éharacfér.
voice and tone of his fascination. The suffusion of cabalistic elements in
Tennyson's Juveni]ia is a;resu1t_of his direct experience of mysticism. As a
chi]d‘Teﬁnysdn claimed to have run through the fields on stormy days and
shouted, "I hear a voice that'; speaking-in fhe wind," and to have induced a
"kind of waking trance" by "repeating my own name two or three times to
myself si]ent]y.“]v~The experience of se]f—induced trances arose “out of the

intensity of the consciousness of individuality":

the individuality itself seemed to dissolve and fade away into
boundless being, and this not a confused state, but the
clearest of the clearest, the surest of the surest, the
weirdest of the weirdest, utterly beyond words, where death
was an almost laughable impossibility.?

4
”

Such trances often function as a protective, restorative or purgatorial _force
in his work.

In The Princess. the "weird seizures" of the Prince are both a curse and a

'blessing. On one level, his inherited attacks are a manifestation of weakness
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and debility. On another level, however, the curse is a purely protective --
and curious1y positive -- conditiqn It allows the Prince to separate himself
from the harsh surface reality that encumbers art; the curse, therefore, ' ‘may
‘stand -as correlative to ‘the iso]ating poetic sensibility by which the artist
achieves aesthetic distance from his materia]s.“3 The Prince's "Strenge
seizure" is a precursor to a higher awareness, a clarity of vision not at a1l
unlike the "waking france" that allowed Tennyson the "clearest” possible
vision. This‘clarity -~ this heightened vision -- enables the Prince to see

through the surface veneer of the Princess's "hollow show” to the reality

beneath: - -

On a sudden my strange seizure came
Upon me, the weird vision of our house:

The Princess Ida seemed a hollow show,
* * * * * * * * * * * * *

And I myself the shadow of a dream,
For all things were and were not.

The reality that Tennyson reveals, however, is a typita]]y ambiquous antithesis -

that appears throughout his poetry, from the out-of-body experience referred to

in "The Mystic" to the questionable rea]ityAOf The Prihcess and the perplexing
deecription of Camelot provided by Merlin 15 "Gareth and Lynette": "the city is
built / To music, tﬁerefore never built at all, / And therefore built for ever."

Most interesting about the use of trances that p]unge the Prince into his
"mystic middle state" is their connection with.heightened vision, The

connection is important since it, like the oxymoron death-in-life of "Merlin and

“Vivien," is a motif that is repeated 1n51stent1y The visionary trance is of

eséecial 1nterest when it revea%§.1tse1f in connection w1th a myst1c character.

In "the only blank verse poem of ]830,“4 Tennyson expl1c1t1y 11nks two of
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the major motifs of his poetry: a hystic figure and death-in-1ife trances. ‘In

“The Mystic" the description of a mystic's “waking trance" is startlingly

reminiscent of the trance describgd in the Memoir and in In Memoriam:

He often lying broad awake, and yet
Remaining from the body, and apart .
In intellect and power and will, hath heard
Time flowing in the middle of the night.

The similarity ‘between the tone of this: passage .and
that of "Merlin and Vivien," suqgests ihat Tennyson was drawing on a
similar experience when he coﬁyosed the separate poems.

If "The Mystic" is a weak pbem, it is largely because, as Buckley suggests,
";he efforts to objectify the deeply pergona] emotion by assigning it to a third per-
son 1ead§‘tolan evasive di;tion and renders the poem unduly cautious and remote."5
But the poem's 1mp]icafion that the trance is an essential prelude to vision
i5 an important attestation to the meiaphysicai proc]ivity of Tennyson's
poetry, Morebver; the positive association of trances with "vision" is notable
because of the similar use of Merlin's trance -- his captivity -- as a positive
factor in “"Merlin and ¥ivien" twe&ty—six years 1ater.6 :

In Maud the trance-like or mystical is presented in the form of madness.
The. persoha's prophet-voice invokes an 01d Testament voice first heard in the
Juvenilia, one denouncing "evils, prophes[ying] social disaster, and often

urlging] violent action to avert social catastrophe,"’

»

but the visionary

quality .is specifically a product of the later Tennyson. The madman's voice

-

reflects an ability to turn inward in order to heighten the outward vision of that which

is prescribed by social conventions. Often, as in the case of the madman-in

Maud, the vision, the prophecy, or even the experience of the "sharper sensef’
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is impossible to'éhare, and is compjetely misunderstood by the world at large.
If the trances represent an isolating coﬁditioﬁ, ihey,often function as a
restorative energy enabling the poet to cope effectively with life. Tennyson's
recourse to trances, which he "frequently had up from boyhood,"8 as a
regenerative energy, is‘gpt more clearly seen or more beautifully expressed

than in the passage of In Memoriam where the poet, after re-reading "[t]he

noble letters of the dead,” is momentarily “"touched" by his friend:l

S0 word by word, and tine by line,
The dead man touched me from the past,
And all at once it seemed at last '
.The 1iving soul was flashed on mine.9

Tennyson knew from boyhood that the "spiritual" reflected quintessential
and mysterious elements of man's nature, which could be stepping-stones to a
higher awareness. He "came to value-his mystical experience as evidence of '

man's intrinsic spiriEga]ity"lO

and as a poet recognized the importance of
{ntuition anH of the heightening of this_awareness which his rgceptivity to .
mysticism opened up. But before he defined and rationalized his feelings,
before he had come to terms fy]]y with his own bélief in mysticism, he responded
to his intuition by creating prophetic bersonaecwho‘expressed his fascination
with this mysterious aspect of experience. In later life the "mystic" would
become an analogue for the "poét,“ and Tennyson would exploit the symbolic
potential that this type of character made possible. But in the early work

the personae represent the burgeoning of a poetic inclination and his symbolic

usage is second to the romantic quality the personae afford.

In one of Tennyson's earliest extant.works, The Devil and the Lady, which

he wrote at fourteen, he evinces the effeqt of his sources as we]] as the
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strength of his penchant 7or mystics. His first portrayal of a magician reveals:

the imprint of Malory. The.“Necromancer" of The Devil and fhe Lady is a

bl

withered,'aged, though_éppropriately awesome figure, an "antidote to love" as

his cuckolding young wife secretly calls him. Hagﬁs is, in many ways,

reminiscent of the Merlin who "fell into a dotage upon . . . Nymue."]l Like .

his earlier-counterpart, Magus is béﬁ?tched by the beauty of his fair Amoret..
’ -

even referred to as a "dotard," and bears anlbve'for her whjch "effervesceth

of its own intensity,/ And oftentimes mounts upward and boils over / Because

of its own fervour." : f\

Conscious of his wifg‘s infidelity, Magus insists fhat he "will believe
her true" despite his better ,]'udgement.]2 Amoret's response to her uxorious
mysfic -- her "most venerable necromancer” -- is also reminiscent bf Malory's
Nymue, who “was now wéary of . . . [(Merlyn] and wisﬁed to be delivered from h1'rn."]3
‘Magus's role in the drama is cufsory, the emphasis being placed-on the witty_'
badinage that the Dévi]'s confrontation with Amoret's suitors inspires, yet the
seeds of the mystical character are evident, ready to be developed more fully

in Poems By Two Brothers.

Tennyson's divergence from the pre-established characters and_stories of
Malory and other sources is evident from the delineation of Guinevere, Vivien,.
or even the Lady of Shalott, who bear little or no resemblence to their ’
prototypes.]q Similarly, Tennyson experimented‘with the.characiérization“of the
mystic figures who fascinated him and were central to hisNVi;{on. As a result,
thé first of his "necromancers" was in no way the cénstant that ‘'would determine

his future characters. Instead, Tennyson temporarily dropped the magician

figure and began, in 1827, to deal with what Christopher Ricks calls the

“prophecies of woe."15 In Poems By Two Brothers tﬁg}e appears a wide panoply
. )
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. of prophet-like characters who vaticinate, implore, or threaten their “audiences"
*  with a Biblical véice of doom. Catheriﬁe Barnes Stevenson calls these figures
.“Old'Testament.prophets,;divine mouthpieces who proﬁounce an authoritative
judgmeht‘ on the evils of society and also prescribe the punishment for those .
eVi]s.“]G
From ahAearIy date, therefore, Teﬁﬁ}son struggled with the social role of
_ the poet, often associated with prophéts and bards. “The responsibility for
sociél'action, judéement, and guidance falls on these figures, as can be seen i&
"God's Denunciations againstPharaoh-Hophra," "The Fall of Jérusalem," “Babylon,"
dr.lin the earliest of these poems, "The Druid's Prophecies." Moreerr, iinked
with the chastizing-teacher role is a visionary optimism which fore;hadows the
eventual reconstitution of society either in the "historical future," as |
17 These auspicious forecasts.are
precursors to Merlin's predictions of the return of the king and of the high
ideal. |
| "The Druid's Prophecies” and "Lamentation of the Peruvians," whiéh augur
the restdration oan former order, "The Fall of Jerusalem,” "The High-Priést to
~ Alexander," “Babylon," "God's Denunciations aainst Pharaoh-Hophra," whith foresee
corrupt society's‘g?wnfa]1, as well as :Armageddon,“ "The Coach of Death," fﬂﬁ/?
o Sublimity," "King Ch;rles's Vision," and "Oh! ye wild winds, that roar and ravéﬁ”
all briefly rgfar,to; or directly deal with, "prophecy," "[pjrophets old," bards,
and visions or ugé epibrams that depict mystical influences as introductions to
18

the poem.

The period that separates Poems By Two Brothers from Tennyson's first’

. _independent release, the 1830 Poems, Chiefly Lyrical, marks yet another

development in the type of poet figure Tennyson creates. The new figure is
— ~

l
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quiet and reflectivé, his forecasts personal and restrained. He is closer to
the poet and farther from the priest or 01d Testament figure. While less
denunciatory and’apdca]yptig, this evolving'ch;racter stii] retajns the impreﬁs
of the traditidnai bards whom Tennyson has, up until this time, merely copied
from his reading. Tennyson's new chafacters reveal a significant change, a close
concern with art rather than with morality per Eg; yet, despite the alteration, the
characters never completely lose theinpfink to the earlier prototypes. |

*The 1é30 figure who emerges is clearly a product of Tennyson's evolving

-* .

:{deoTogy. Thﬁugh the voice of the character sfill échoeé Fhe doomsday speakers
of ear]ief works, there is a new dimension that is the resu]t'of dgliberation
‘rather than imitation. One such character is the speaker in "The Poéf,“ who
represeﬁis "the myth of the ideal singer, born 'in é golden clime' and blest

19 This Shel]éyan Eoncept of the poet as ‘ieer" is consistent with

with vision."
both the earlier description of prophet-poetszq and the insistent pattern of
visionary artists that surfaces in his later poetry:i-Moreover. this figure
reflects a uniquely Tennysonian‘notidn that rejects blﬁtant didacticism thle
acknowledging the didactjc necessity of poetry.Z]_ ' ST

“"The Poet"” is significant-fdr its youthful expression of a qﬁintessentfa]
Tennysonian dilemma: a search forJa common ground upon.which public and ﬁriVate
“arf“ can co-exist. In "The Poet," the 3rtist's social role is MadF Flear.
The artist has the hallowed distinction of being the interpreter of the "open
scroll." Tennyson's "poet” must communicate the diviné truth té mankind. By
walking "[t]he secretest walks of'fame” and yet being.ingxtricab]y a part of a
socia]ifunction, the poef_is depicted as balancing himself on a tightrope.

In "The ﬁoet's Mind" the theoretic duaiity is replaced by a firmer stance.

No longer wavering betweep two contentious positions, the persona is an apologist



3 2

for an isolated art, removed from the destructive fouch of man. This position
is best:seen in the 1830 version of the poem, which, though less powerfu]xfhaﬁ'
the revised version of 1842, shows a poet more firmly committed to the necessity
of defending art from a hostile world. Thus, when the persona defends the‘
"crystal river" of aesthetic vision from the "shallow wit" of rationalism,
the resu]t is a clear statement commending art to sacred ;erritor}. "The poet's
mind," the speaker comments glacially, "is holy ground."22A

Among the experimentation Tennyson performe& in the 1830 volume was the
creation of several analogues: for the poet. One of these, very différent from
prophets and bards, is the dying swan. This symbol of ;he artist/prophet arises
from a less vitriolic poetry than that, say, of the Juveniiia. Buckley first
suggested thaf the dying swan in Tennyson's poetry was a representation of an

artist \"1’gur'e;23

the tradition of associating the two has long existed.
Catherine_Barnes Stevenson, elaborating on Buckley's premise, contends that the
dyng swan is "yet another visionary boet introdused in the 1830 volume .

and reintroduced at climactic moments in Tennyson's poemS for the next thirty-

24 Stevenson traces the legendary and etymo]ogiﬁal tradition to

nine years."
which the swan‘belongs'and reveals that the birds haye long been associated
with druidic customs, rites anﬁ folklore. Moreover, Stevenson éstablishes that
Tennyson had access to many sources that reveal this association between swan
and prophet. She further sugges%s that the prophet swan-sopng appears in such-
poems as the early “"The Lady of.Shalott:” "The Morte d'Arthur," "The Passing of
Arthur," and, of course, in "The Dying Swan."

What is important about the presence of the swan as an artist connected

with the prophet voice is the iiterary_tradition this connection derives from,

as well as the similar “powers" each -- swan and prophet -- is associated with.
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As Stevenson writes,

i [ iln its mythological context, the swan is associated with
' notions of the religious origin and function of art and
with images of the poet as priest-prophet. Thus the swan
resembles the other early poet " gges“ because it possesses
special insight and unique power.

She believes that the swan figure surpasses the bard figure gﬁ that the symbol
resolves the diiemma that useless, self-indulgent art poses by demonstrating
that this type of art ggg_accoﬁplish a social good; that the solitary voice of
private grief -- "the wild swan's death-hymn" -- can also be a unijversal voice
uniting, rather'than chastizing, those who hear it.

Elizabeth A. Francis believes that the “"lament can in fact be viewed as a
sub-genre of 'prophecy' or 'denunciation', for it recalls the 'shrieks of the

26

fatherless' but generally from the standpoint of victim." She ‘describes this

genre as one that "recounts a climactic event by joining apocalyptic themes to

s
27 The more elegiac poems, such as "The Dying Swan," as

an historical moment."
well as the more effusive poems, such as "The Druid's Prophecies,” are two
distinct examples of Iamenté.

To this "dying swan" poetry must be added those poems that reflect a
belief in the bardic voice as a pre-established authority in society. Tennyson

often uses a particular phraseo?bgy that is an injunction to, or a calling upon,

‘the bardic authority as a testimony to a fait accompli or to a future

development. This highly traditional form off“evidenting." dating back to the

druidic or bardic poetry of the Middle Ages, is seen in such poems as '“Love
[Almighty Love!]" and "The Coming of Arthur."

" In the former poem, published in 1827, Tennyson celebrates the Hindu

P
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28 In a2

deities .that are described in Sir William Jones's translations.
characteristic rhetorical gesture the persona calls upon the "bards" in order
to frame his argument. "O! whether thou, as bards have said," testifies to an
authoritative, almost atemporal opinion which the pérsona accepts as a given
fact. The assumption suggests Fhat the unseen "bards" are part of a ubiquitoﬁs
aﬁd timeless order on an equiva]ent plane with the deities celebrated.
In "The Coming of Arthur" the bards have a diffeéént function though a

similar status to that of the earlier poem: they are a symbol of the perpetuity
‘of legend or myth. In presenting hér opinion of Arthur, Bellicent, Queen of
Orkney, testifies to'the authenticity of her "brother's" claim tb the throne as
well as the value ?f a liaison between a mere king's daughter and the Arthur
that is to be. Thé'crux of ﬁer argqument is a ;ubjectiQe evaluation of her
brother's goodness based on her own exberiénce. But the Queen'QTSo legitimizes
‘ Arthur'§ ﬁerit snd Leodogran's anticipated aéquiescence by claiming that "great
bards of him [Arfhur} will sing / Hereaftef."_ The singers' voices are linked
witﬁ the mythopoeic aspects of prohhecy{as issshown. by Be]iicent's subsequent
words: ‘ i/ |

*

and dark sayings from of old
Ranging and ringing through the minds of men,
And echoed by old folk beside their fires
For comfort after their wage-work is done,
Speak of the King. :

Tennyson deliberately mixes the "past" with a contemporary gettjng. placing the
weight and transcendent value of the bardic voices in great relief. By blurring

the time-scheme, he turns Bellicent's speech into both a prediction of the

future and an already curiously pre-established fact. Tennyson here

-~
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‘achieves what Francis has stated about another poem: he “invokes historical
sequences but counterbalances them with an apocalyptic denial of time."29
A]tﬁpugh the denial of time is.far from apocalyptic in "The Caming of Arthur,”
it'&oes éstab]ish a pattern for dual movement, both béckward' and forwérd in
time, and in so doing both confirms a "histofica]" framework and denies a
"temporal® possibility. The assoéiation of myth with this atemporality is an .
indication of the importance and powef df the bardic voice as a conﬁunicator .
of transcendent thought; furthermore, the bardic vbicé is essential to the
existence and.perpetuéiion of legend. It is this skill that Merlin, the
greatest of Tennyson's bards, will most clearly represent when he appears in

the Idylls of the King.>°

T

Before fennyson was to make use of Merlin as a major character, he still
had a great deal of exptrimenting to perform. There were to be many attempts,
and many false starts, in the laborious quest to create the consummate Merlin
figure who would become a symbol of Tennyson himself,

Included in these attempts would be several early prose drafts of the 1dylis of
the King (the first extant appe;rance of Merlin in Tennyson/;E;oetny). an
early Afthurian poem in which Merlin was méant to figure prominently, but was
instead mysteriously omitted, anﬁ fina]]y, a gesture of self-identification

with the mystic persona in three political poems of the 1850s.



CHAPTER THREE

Inheritors of the Lore

The many variations which the mystic personae assume in Tennysoﬁ's poetry
are testihony to the lengthy evo]ut{on Merlin has undergone. I? is possible
‘to di;cover exactly how the Merlin of the 191115 is put together by
studying his precursors, and by examining the characteristics of the earlier
models, which Tennyson chose both to retain and to reject; the amalqam. ia other
words, can  reveal the whole only through the study of its Dérts;
Tennyson's struggle to impose a form on Merlin is perhaps bést seen -- and
understood ~- in the light of the.poet;s first specific treatments of the

character: in three early prose drafts of the future Idylls of the King from

the early thirties, and in the poem “Sir Launcelot and Queen Guinevere: A
Fragméht," published in 1852, but believed to be "partly if not wholly written
in 1830."] | |

The three outlines of Arthurian literature that mention Merlin -- c¢ited in
the Memoir and in one of the Harvard Notebooks -- déa] 6nly sketchily with the -
sage, though they a§cribe to him the traditional skills of prophecy, science ‘
Hnd magic. In his first appearance in Tenn}son's work -- in an allegorical

LY

interpretation of the Arthurian legends dated about 1833 -- Merlin is assigned
the following role: "“the enchanter. .Scienc_e.“2 The association of "Merlin
Emrys" to science is a reductive assignation, and any evidence of Merlin's

future literary potential and'qf Tennyson's personal identification with this



32

figure, is markeﬁ]y lacking, as are the specifically Tennysonian characteristics.
that will make Merli; one of the poet's most original characters.

A secqﬁd draft, found in Harvard Notebook 16 and watermarked 1833, 3 does
little to develop the mystic character. The four-page attempt to organ1ze the
figures from Malory's Morte 1nto a workable form exh1b1ts strongly the impress

of the earlier source and refletts the traditional interpretation of Merlin's

seduction: -
Nineve.
. (one of the damoysels
e of y€¢ lake) who

deceived Merlyn.4

.Although Tennyson later rejects this simple interg%etation,s his formative
sketches emphasize his initial indebtedness to his soUrcés, an in&ebtedness
that surfaces in the third sketch as well.

The third draft, a five-act outI%ne of a musical masque based on Arthurian
legend, is interesting in t@at it demonstrates both how "undecided" Tennyson'
was "about the ultimate form for his Arthurian masterpiece,“6 and the -

growing role Merlin was to play in this work:

THIRD ACT

Oak tomb of Merlin. The song of Nimue. Sir Mordred comes
to consult Merlin. Coming away meets Arthur. Their fierce
dialogue. Arthur consults Sir L. and Sir Bedivere. Arthur
weeps over Merlin and is reproved by Nimue, who inveighs
against Merlin. Arthur asks Mertin the issue of the battle.
Merlin will not enlighten him. Nimue requests Arthur to
question Merlin again. Merlin tells him he shall bear rule
again, but that the Ladies of the Lake can return no more.
Guinevere throws away the diamonds into the r1ver The
Court and the dead Elaine.”’
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Here Merlin adds the dimension of advisor to his previous mantic ski]]s.s

As the sketch shows, Tennyson conceived Merlin's part to be similar to that
which he held iﬁ Malory. Ip the musicé? masque the magician’'s role is ;
restricted to one act (in the same way that he is limited to one book in
Malory)}, and he does not appear again or interrelate with any other character
in the rest of the.play. .

. A fourth sketch from 1833 might also be interesting to examine even though
it does not-directly refer to Merlin. First'cited in the Memoir, this sketch,
entitled "King Arthur," describies the magnifiéence of Camelot. The prophetic
or bardic voice revegls itself as an important part of the glory of "King
Arthur's hall” in the same way that it is integral torBe11icent55 description of
Arthur in "The Coming of Art‘.hur."'9 The use of the prophetic voice, therefqre.
foreshadows Ternyson's later, and defter, use of this motif. In the "King
Arthur"- sketch the prophetic voice serves a dual pyrpose. First, it presages
the eventual downfall of the city:

-

The Mount was the most beautiful in the world. .. . But
all underneath it was hollow, and the mountain trembled,
when the seas rushed bellowing through the porphyry caves;
and there ran a prophecy that the mountain and the city on
some Ya1d morning would topple into the abyss and be no
more,

i

Second, the voice becomes the instrument by which a new order is heralded:

3

The King sat in his Hall. Beside him sat the sumptuous
Guinevere and about him were all his lords and knights of
the Table Round. There they feasted, and when the feast
was over the Bards sang to the King's glory.1]
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The_t;;.rdlés of the ﬁrophetic voice, appareht]y antipod;i in nature, are
'consistenf with tﬁé "atemporal hiStoricity" that Tennyson calls upon as a

~ sub-structure in his later i&y]]é, and characteristic of an inherent paradox
‘that reveals itself whenever thé bardic myths are used.

As the structure of the lgxllg_becamé clearer, however, Tennyson would ”
alter and e*tend Merlin's part so that almost every poem and the entire cycle
would be infused with the mystic's spirit. Thé Merlin of the masque is similar
to the figure who was to have appeared in "Sir Launcelot and Queen Guineﬁgi;: A
Fragment." J.M. Kemble's letter to W.B. Donne, dated June 22, 1833, describes
Tennyson's projected poem and offers an interesting glimpse of the intended

Merlin:

[
A companion to The Lady of Shalott is in Progress, called the
Ballad of Sir tancelot; a most triumphant matter whereof I
will give you a sketch; in the Spring, Queen Guinevere and Sir
Lancelot ride through the forest green, fayre and amorous: And
such a queen. such a knight! Merlin with spindle shanks, vast
brows and beard and a forehead like a mundane egg, over a face
wrihkled with ten thousand crow-feet meets them, and tells Sir
L. that he's doing well for his fame to be riding about with a
light o' love &c. Whereupon the knight, nowise backward in
retort, tells him it is a shame such an old scandal to antiquity
should be talking, sjnce his own propensities are no secret,
and since he very well knows what will become of him in the
valley of Avilion some day. Merlin, who tropically is Worldly
Prudence, is of course miserably floored. So are the
representatives of Worldly Force, who in the shape of three
knights, sheathed, Sir, in trap from toe to toe, run at Sir L.
and are most unceremoniously shot from'their saddles like stones
from a sling.. But the Garde Joyeuse is now in sight; the
knight 1 confess is singing but a Toose song, when his own son
Sir Galahad (the type of Chastity) passes by; he knows his
father but does not speak to him, blushes and rides on his way!
Voila tout. Much of this is written and stupendous; | regret
bitterly that I had not opportunity to take down what there is
of it; as it is I can only offer you Sir L.'s song.12

The fragment itself, written in a similar stanzato that of "The Lady of Shalott,” does



-

35,
. -
not mention Merlin. Moreover, the poem is riddled with -inconsistencies, "a
mixture of basic incongruitieﬁ,“ which "suggest the poet's unending practice
of ignoring or consciously violating the narrative timétscheme of Malory's
stories in order to create a more dramatic or concentrated poetic plot."]3 !
One such incongruity is the meeting between Merlin, Launcelot and Guinevere:
“Halpry's Merlin is permanentiy enchained by Nynyve shortly after Guinevere's
arrival in Camelot and before Lgncé]ot's arriva]. Thus no encounter of the trio
is possib]e."]4
u “Sir Launcelot and Queen Guinevere: A Fragment" is interesting more for
what it does not show than for what it reveals. From Kemble's synopsis of the

poem it is possible to anticipate the stereotypical -- perhaps even glib --

rendition of the "Mage at Arthur's court.” The portrait would seem to vitiate

- Tennyson's "practice of ignoring or consciously violating" the prototypes

established by his sources, since the Merlin of this fragment resembles, in many

ways, the earlier Merlyn of Le Morte Darthur. Added to the "pre-established"

character of the mystic is an irEeverent. half-absurd. comic quality which
lowers him to a level that, if Merlin's absence from the "Fragment" is any
indication, Tennyson himself rejected.

The fact that Tennyson decided not to complete the intended. delineation
suggests that, possibly, he could not accept such characterization.
It was not, after all, as_though he lacked the time to write the Merlin section,
or that he merely lost interest in the project; raéﬁer, the.passage was written,]5
and is in accordance with the details given by Kemble:

-

They came on one that rode alone,

Astride upon a lob-eared roan,

Wherefrom stood out the staring bone,
The wizard Merlin wise and gray.
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His shanks were thin as legs of pies,

The bloom that on an apple dries

Burnt underneath his catlike eyes .
That twinkled everyway

High brows above a little face
Had Merlin -- these in every place
Ten million lines did cross and lace;
Slow as the shadow was his pace,
The shade that creeps from dawn to dusk.

From cheek and mouth and throat a load
Of beard -- a hundred winters snowed
Upon the pummel as he road

: Thin as a spider's husk.

He stopped full butt. "God's death, Sir Knight,
-Your fame will flourish pure and bright.

You spare no pains. 'Tis your delight

To seek the Sangraal day and night;

It is no fable, by my troth;

We know you are the cream and pride
" Of knighthood blazoned far and wide,

The. talk of the whole countryside.

. Good morrow to you both."

At last, mid lindentufts that smiled
In newest foliage, fresh and wild, --
With haughty towers turret-piled
To Heaven -- by one deep moat in-isled
Shone the white walls of Joyeuse Garde.
Then saw they three '
They trampliing through the woodland lone
In clanging armour flashed and shone
Like those three suns that flame alone
Chased in the airy giant's zone,
And burnished by the frosty dark;
And as the dogstar changes huejy
And bickers into green and blue,
Each glittered laved in lucid dew
That washed the grassy park.]6 .

-
-
7]

Tennyson most probably chose not to include the description of Merlin in the
"Fragment," because he recognized its inferior quality. It is also possible,
however, that he could not reconcile this delineation of Hef1in.with the nascent,

concept he was struggling toward (the radically different character of the

Idy11s), and so, never bothered to rewrite the passage.
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In the 1840s and 1850s Tennyson furthered his knowledge of the mythology
govefning his mystical personae by delving into several well known treatises

on the subject. Among thesé texts were Edward deie§' The Mythology and Rites -

of the British Druids, a book which Ténnyson is said to have acquired in'1846;
as well as Robert Southey's Madoc which contain; extensive notes ana gloéses
on\druiqic Tore. One such gloss, certain to have maQé an impression on
.Tennyson, is a description of bards as "inheritors of the lore of the Druids

17 With

and . . . preservefs of 'the hidden wisdom of the years of old.""
assurances of this kind, he could not help bdt coqqgs}/hjs modern mystics with
a tradition that extended to the beginmings of literature.

It is certain, therefore, that_Tennyson's'use of prophet-bards as
soothsayers, social éritihs, magicians, architects, poets and musicians was
reinforced by 'his supplementary reading, and his concept of his own role in
relation to these figures was ihmeasurab]y defined. The penultimate manifestationg
of this "coming to terms" with the bardic figure was, in 1852, Tennyson's use
of the name “Merlin" and "Taliessin" to sign three poltitical poems, which denounced
Louis'Napoléon}s EQHE d'état and tﬁé attendant threqt df his invasion of England.

On February 7, 1852, ”The,Thi}d of Febru;:y" and "Hands A1l Round!"18 were’
published in The Examiner under the pseudonym "Merlin." According to the
Memoir, John Forster suggested that a ﬁame be asségned to the poems, and Jame§ 

Spedding proposed "Merlin." 1In a letter to Tennyson Spedding wrote: "Forster'

wants a name for the poet, which I think Qery'desirab]e; ;nd no great matter
what name is chosen so it be short and pronounceable, Alfred, Arthur, Merlin,
Tyrtaeus, Edward Ball, Britanﬁicus,.Honved, Hyla#,_anjthing. Amyntor would
- sound well, is not hackneyed, and is gdod Greek. for defender or pro'cec:tor."]9

While Spedding did suggest, in a roundabout way, the .name "Merlin," it was
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Tennyson who chose, among the “short and pronounceable" suggestions, the one

most pertinent. His selection_of Merlin demonstrates his conviction, un]i(g:u

Spedding's, that the designation was important and reflects_h{s awareness of

the special role of this bard.

Recognizing the "serious menace to the peace of Europe.-."20 répfesented-by
Napoleon III, Tennyson performed what he knew to_be his duty as Poet L;ureate
and cjtizeqffﬁgf;1erted the populace to the dahger_posed by the “child o% 5;111"
In "The Thi}a of Februéry,“ "Merlin" lashed out at the "honeyed whispers" of the

“ House of Lords, which "seemed to condone Louis Napoleon's coup d'état in -

Dec. 1851, and rejected the Bill for the organization of the Militia when he

21

was expected to attack Eng1and.ﬁ In "Hands A11 Round!"” “Merlin" exhorts

British and allies alike to “rise . . . / When war against our freedom springs'“22

* On February 14, 1852, both poems were followed by a letter and another

hortatory poem, “Suggested by Reading an Article in a Newspaper," this time

signed “Ta]iessin."23

24 it clearly placed into words. Tennyson's recognition of the poet's

The poem contained more than “amusing but candid self-
praise";
role as castigator of social wrong. In praising "Merlin's" forceful directness,

"Taliessin" exclaimed:

A

How much I love this writer's manly style!
By such men led, our press had ever been
The public conscience of our noble isle, g
Severe and quick to feel a civic sin, ’
To raise the people and chastise the times
With such a heat as lives in great creative rhymes.

The use of "Taliessin" demonstrates Tennjson's deliberate attempt to associate.
‘himself with bardic figures. Just as he did in the earlier poem “Youth," where

the Laureate identifies himself with this prophetic peréona,25 he chooses in

A

o
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"Suggested by Reading an Article in a Newspaper" to link himself with the

e -
-

makers of "creative rhymes," figures who have existed throughout history as
priests, bards, magicians and seers.

Tennyson could have discovered the name "Taliessin" from historicallgnd

' mythological chronicles such as Davies' Mythology and Rites of the British

r.'l

-'druids, or Lady Charlotte Guest's translation of The Mabinogion.26 Stevenson

suggests the influence of the Earl of Gray's Pindaric Ode "The Bard" on

Tennyson's early prophet characters, and it is highly Jikely that- he
determined the spelling of the name from this poem, since the bard of druidic
legend -- as is reported'in Davies' book for example -- is spelled with only
one “s" whereas Gray's is spelled with two. . |

Tennyson had already imitated the style of "The Bard" in his “Thé Druid's
Prophecieﬁ" of 1827. As Stevenson notes, "Mona, is a direct descendant of
Gray's bard, that larger-than-life thunderer whose stance, whose actions, and
ﬁhose words became paradigmatic for the Romaﬁtic bard."27 The‘Ta]iessin of
Tennyson's political poem, however, only vaguely resembles Gray's characfer.‘
Thé figure who emerges from "Suggested by Reading an Artic]é in a Newspaper” is
even more muted than the figure in "The Poet's Mind." He reflects a tempered
and rational personality and an appealing tonéue-in-cheek modesty. For example,
"Taliessin" avers that he is not "as good" a poet as "Merlin" but, recognizing
the importance of speaking out on the subject, can do no less himself: "Sir, --
I have read_with much interest the poems by Merlin. The enclosed is longer

s

than either\qf those, and certainly not so good; yet as 1 flatter myself that

it has a :sﬁack of Merlin's style in it, and as [ feel that it expresses

forcibly enough some of the feelings of our time, perhaps you may be induced to

28

admit it. Taliessin." Stevenson suggests that this poetic act of warning,

.
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of social consciousness, is consistent with the belief Tennyson had formed from
druidic sources of the poét as social conscience. Tennyson's use of theée
cognomina -- and his exp]1c1t identification with prophet1c f1gures -~ is his
ear{;est and most explicit seIf—1dent1f1cat1on with similar bards.

| Tennyson's distinct and personal use of the variegated prophet-poet f1gures '
did not go unnoticed by the critics of his day. Howéver. the attitude of °
critics toward these characters was decidedly negative. Edgar Finley Shannon Jr.
exp]ores the strong influence of critics on Tennyson and determ1nes that the
‘poet "would not have revised so thoroughly or been so selective in reprinting

héd he not beén s0 severely _censured.”29 Shannon argues persuasjvely that the
harsh or even well-intentioned but critical commentary affected not only how .
Tennyson wrote but what he wrote, that he endeavoured, to a certain extent, "to

write according to the suggestions of his critics.”30 It is significant,

-

therefore, that,despite comments condemning Tennyson's proclivity to dispor;
"himself amongst 'mystics' and flowing 'phi]osopherg'f he never yielded to
suggestions that he drop these figures. Any recéptive reader would have seen
how importapt these "mystics" were to the youﬁb poet's vision; iﬁstead, he was
" met with anger, indifference and, above all, reproach, and the important role
of Erophet-bards in his poetry went unseen by the critics of the day.

An excerpt from the Westminster Review is representative of the general

attitude:

1

He has higher work to do than disport;;b himself amongst
"mystics" and flowing "philosophers.”. . . It is not for
such men to sink into mere verse-makers for the amusement

of themselves or others. They can influence the-association
of unnumbered minds; they can command the sympathies of
unnumbered hearts; they can disseminate principles; they

can give those principles power over men's imaginations;
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they can incite in a good cause the sustained enthusiasm
that is sure to conquer. 1

It is irdhic that the conditions cited by the reviewer all reflect aspects of

the bard figure, yet this character is considered redundant and trite.

Another commentor wrote in the Christian ;’gminer: "Dearly he loves to look
at things . . . but then all he cares to sée‘is.their shadows in the magic
mirror that hangs before him . . . he will not turn round and shake hands with
~ the reality." He_went on toe ask, "Is he prophgt eyed?"32 The answer to this

rhetorical question is "yes," but critics failed to comprehend the implications

of the\Ehswer; when the Westminster Review stated "[h]e has higher work to ao,"
it did not see that Tennyson~was doing just this, and that his realization of
his "role% was prompting him to strive for a means to "work his work." The
means, as in his earl& poetry, continued to be his mystical philosophers, since
they were the ideal vehicles to transmit his thoughts,'criticismé, and fears for
the future. Feﬂ‘individuals,including possibly the poet himself, however,
anticipated the figure toward which he was striving. four years after the
publication of his hortatory poems,Tennysdh would begin writing what would
become the most thoroughly developed presentation of Merlin in all of his work,
a figure at once grand and vulnerable, mysteriou§1j symbolic yet f]gérant1y

direct, the Sage at Arthur's court. ) .



CHAPTER FOUR o

- That Spirit of Poetry

The poet/prophet, as he is eventually defined in Tennyson's poetry, is a
curious cqmbinatiop of social counsellor and mystic recluée. This figure, who,
in Tennyson's early poetry; vacillates between a public and a private role but
never embodies both, incorporates both aspects of the polarity in "Merlin and - ~
Vivien": he is.a figure desperately intent on saving society -- Camelot --
from itself, as well as a p&et—]ike creator determined to rescue the ideal
around which Camelot is built. Tennyson's use of MerIin as an‘embodimeﬁt of =
polar opposites is unquestionably connected to his Celtic reading, where Ithe
bard himself is pdradoxica11y both a solitary outsider and a man crucially
involved in the fate of his society."] By following this pattern of "split
personality,” Tennyson establishes a duality %n Merlin that has as its foot his
own uncertainty over what the poet's role should be. o L

On the one hand, Merlin mist contend with his social duty. He is highly
respected and aepénded upon, and he realizes he must play an active role in the
ceremony of civilization. On the other hand, he also recognizes that all’cycies
have their nadirs and that certain movements cannot be arrested, as is evidenced
by the decay of Camelot and Arthur's golden order. Merlin has the option, then,
of rejecting society's plea for help in favour-of retreat, realizing that it is

only in a specific type of isolation that he -- as poet and visionary -- can
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preserve the private vision, that high ideal which risks being destroyed by
corrupt éivilization. "Merlin and Vivien" represents a battlefield oﬁ which
Merlin must decide his proper role. In the end, Merlin, as Tennyson, éhooses
prfvate vision over social duty, and, though maﬁy studies maintain that "Merlin
and Vivien" signals the defeat of the artist by a stronger antithetical force,
the choice of private vision does not constitute a defeat.
~ The conflict has traditionally been described as a struggle betwesn soul
and sense, intelleét and sexuality, as the subconscious agaihst-the id, and
always as a defeat of the artist -- of positive imagination -- by the strorger,
negative imagination.zi_Merlin's incarceration in the hollow oak, however,
is tantamount to a psychic escape from the destructive and debasing power of
negafive imagination, aptly epitomized‘by Vivien; further, in "losing" himsetf
a£ the poem's close, Merlin can be understood as performing a courageous act,
similar to Galahad's sadntly gesture in "The Holy Grail."
If Merlin's apotheosis is marred by any single factor, it is Tennyson'§
wavering over whether or not private art is solipsistic. Regardless of the
equivocation that exists, however, "Mer1{n and Vivien" represents the.poet's

-

most concerted argument for a positive idea of retreat.

"Merlin and Vivien".is, above all, an argument in favour of inhabiting the private
landscape of the mind rather than the environment delimited by soc%a] duty. The
resc]ytion of the work is arrived at only through a léngthy debate over what
exactly constitutes the poet's role. Linked to the tension between the public
and private artist is a similar tension concerning ;rt; In much of ﬁis work
Tennyson explores separately both the dgffructivepess of isolétion to art and

the need to isolate poetry from society's destructive influence, only
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occasionally dealing with both tqgmes in the same work. - -
"The Lady of Shatott” and "The Palace of Art" are examples of Tennyson's
treatises against solipsistic aesthetics. Iﬁ "The Lady of Shalott," for
example, the tragic figure-of the dedicated artist is shown to wither away
becoming "half sick of shadqws.f weaving functionless and, therefore,'useless
ar; in the darkness of her tower. Although the artist dies when exposed to . -
Tife, indicating, as Buckley suégests, "the maladjustment of the aesthetic
spirit to the conditions of ordinary ]iving,“3 the poem intimates that the
artist éséapes the futility and joylessness of a sequestered existence.
In "The Palace of Art," the "moral consequence of devotion to an isolated

4 is explored and the option rejected. In the prefatory poem "To --,*  °

beauty"
Tennyson states that the "common clay ta'en from the common earth" was not .
"[mJoulded by God, ané tempered with the tears /'Of angels to the perfect shape
of man," in order that man abandon his neighbour. Rather, the purpose of the
artist -- -as well as of his product, art -- is a social one. - Although the
aesthetic speaker at first thrives in her "great-mansion," the "[dJeep dread and
loathing of her sg]itudg” finally overcomes her vicarious pleasures and incites
her to throw "her royal robes awéy“ and adopt the spartan surroundings of the
"cottage in the vale." A1th6ugh she exchanges one type of isolation for
another, the introductory poem and the final two.lines of "The Palace of Art"
("Perchance 1 may return with others there / When I have purged my guilt")
suggest the importance of the poet's social responsibility and the wrong that
can résu]t from-isolated, and, therefore, useless art,

In contradistinction to these poems, "The Poet's Mind" and "The Hesperides”

offer Tennyson's defence for a pristine poetry unsoiled by man. In "The Poet's

Mind," the ”[d]ark-ﬁ}owed sophist" is warned: "come not anear."” And in "The
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Hespérides,“ the gauéhters of Hesperus entreat him to remain perpetually wary,
to guard "the golden appie, the hg]]bwed fruit, /.Guard-it_well, quard it
warily, / Watch it warily." The inminenf threat that has caused the "sisters
three" to sing this cautionary song is Hercules, here a symbol for unenlightened
society. _ . |
Occasionally Tennyson argdes for a level of both detachment and participation,
as in "A Dream of Fair Women," where the speaker seems greatly remerd from what
he sees but at the same timé is able to 1ift his arm "to hew down / A cavalier
.-from off his saddle-bow, / That bore a lady from a leaguered town.," Acgsrdiﬂp \)
to Buckley, "The dream-vision itself has the dreamlike blend of pérticipation
and detachment that Tennysqn still associated‘with the aesthetic act, the
1magina£ive acceptance of diverse emotions and the careful maintenance of
distance and necessary disinterest.“5 ' )
This paradoxical state -- an ambivalence central to Tgnnyson's body of
work -- finds its greatest expression in the figure of Merlin. With his link
to mysticism, Merlin embodies Tennyson's theory‘of creativity; he is "in the
centre fixt," both involved with and withdrawn from the world he creates. And

because he is such a complex character, representing a complex creative

dichotomy, Her]in proves to be difficult for the Laureafe to define, a fact

N
\

attested to by Merlin's changeability within the Idylls. N
In what eventually becomes the first of the Round Table 1dy]1s,6 however,
Tennyson defines his belief in the viability of an isolated art that is unlike
the highly subjective and useless art of "The Palace of Aﬁt."‘ The Merlin of
”Mqﬁ}in and Vivien" symbolizes the strqu]e betwgennhoth pofnts of view, with
the notion of private retreat ultimately emerging victorious. Tﬁe importance

of “Merlin and Vivien,” both for the Laureate and for critics seeking to gaiﬁ
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an understanding of the poet's philosophy, is obvious since it is the natural
culﬁination of a forty-seven-year“?ascination with mysticism as
well as a nearly thirty-year attempt to find a form for Méf1in. More
importantly, however, it is one of the clearest examples ofh?ennyson's
' éndorgement-of isolated art.’ ' oo

In "Her]in and Vivien" the mystic is torn between the belief that only
iso1a;ion can preserve the purity of his creatio; and the knowledge that its
value can be affirmed only through societal interaction;j-The poem focusses on
the sfrugg]e as it manifests itself in ﬁer]in. Tennyson, however, uses .an
interesting techpique to'present the struggle as a clear, polarized conflict.
He imbues Merlin witﬁ>the‘characteristics of thesisglated artist, making him
the spokesman for this point of view, and presents Vivien as an apologist for
corrupt society. Thé two dimensions,'then, are-actua11§ one and'fhe same.

Several critics have advanced the theg y that Merlin and Vivien are,'in
fact, antipodal e1emen£s of the same persyn; that Merlin represents "Tennyson
himself," the positive imagination, and Vivien, "the negative side of creativity
8

or the imagination, the dark and destructiVe force in the poetic whirlwind."

Tennyson describes Merlin as he

who knew the range of all their arts,
Had built the King his havens, ships, and halls,
1 Was also Bard, and kmnew the starry heavens.

The purpose of this, “"the longest description . . . of Merlin's powers"9 to
N »
appear in Tennyson's poetry, is to 1ink Merlin with all the skills of the

10

consummate poet figure. His affiliation witq positive imagination becomes

incontrovertible. -
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Vivien, used to.delineate a negative side of these powérs, represents the
dangers of an imagination corrupted by cynicism and woridliness; she is the poet
who has yielded to the quest for "fame" and aQ;ndbned the high ideal. Like
ﬁer]in, she is a multi-disciplined artist: singer, story-teller, and interpreter;
all Ber skills, however, are tainted bylan immanent evil.

Merlin recognizes Vivien as one of the ;base interpreters" who s0ils the
"white blamelessness” of Arthur, and one of the "harlots (Whé] paint their talk
as well as face,” Nﬂbh Vivien first meets Guinevere, she rewrites truth and
uses her poetry to deceive; in her story to the queen, "My father died-in battle
.against the King"abeéomes'"My father died in battle for thy King." And it is
this same "poet" who offers to be Merlin's "expounder." Like a trav?11ing bard,
Vivien says, "[tlake Vivien for expounder; she will call / That three-days-long
presageful gloom of yours / No presage." Where truth is the goal of Merlin's
" art, deception is the goal of Vivien's., As Kaplan says, "[hler ;eapons are
rumor, falsehood, slander, and-blackmail, abetted by instinctive cunning.

Like Merlin, she-is an embodiment of the imagination, but of the perverse
imagination, and a master of 1anguagé, but of 1énguage that destroys rather than
creates."n

The powerful symbolic conflict between Merlin and ufvien as positive and
negative #magination trivializes the purely "physical" aspect of Vivien's threat.
“[T]he old story of how even a wise man can be seduced by persistent sexual
appeal"12 figures only peripherally in th; overall conflict. That Tennyson
wished fo-de-emphasize the phyéicaT seduction is clear from his reinterpretation
of his sources.

In tracing the influences ahd sources for this idy11l, Gordon Haight

concludes that Tennyson followed the Vulgate Merlin, which he probably read in



Southey's The Byrth, Lyf, and Actes of Kyng Arthur:

¢

The version of the legend closest to Tennyson's idyll .
is found in the-Vu]gate Metlin . . . one of the prose con-
tinuations of Robert de Boron's poem. There is no need to
assume that Tennyson read it in the 01d French. For the edition
of Malory published in 1817 ., . . contains over a hundred large
pages of notes in many of which the Vulgate Merlin is extensively
translated by the editor, Robert Southey. !3
In addition, Tennyson also read Lady Charlotte Guest's translation of The
~ Mabinogion, 14 Malory, and many of the He]sh.poems referred to earlier n

in this study.

In many of the sources Merlin is depicted as irrevocably under Vivien%s
control. In Tennyson, however, Merlin's attitude to Vivien is unique: the
mystic is aware not only of her wish to imprison him (as in Southey's version

—_— . _
of Malory) but also of her true nature: "You seemed that wave about to break
upon me." «Tennyson subfly alters Merlin's response to Vivien so that the
seduction is actually a confrontation, in which Vivien, as this study will
attempt to make clear, fails to defeat the grey magician.

As Haight stresses, this Merlin is “far different from the too-eager wooer

-
of the French sources"; rather, he is a man who "has no joy whatever in 1ove."IJ
Unlike his medieval counterparts, Tennyson's Merlin is followed by Vivien; he

16 Since the sexual

does not go "evermore with her whereiggver she went.”
threat is vitiated so thoroughly by fhe poet; it is logical to assume that
Merlin is menaced primarily in an artistic, not in a physical, sense. Time and
again Tennyson demonstrates Merlin's “weakening" as a response to Vivien's

S antighe%ical artistic talent. She charms him at first with her talents of

s

““mimicry, clothing herself in his grey beard and calling herself a "gilded
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summer f]y." Later, when Merlin "half believe(s] her true," it is only

because of Yivien's "tender" voice:

when you sang me that sweet rhyme,
I felt as though you knew this curs2d charm,
Were proving it on me, and that I lay e
And felt them slowly ebbing, name and fame.

In this declaration, Merlin is explicit about his intuition that the greatest
threat Vivien poses is to his "name and fame," not his "use," which suggests'
that the ”seduction‘scene“ was -intended less as a Victorian parable to denounce
the evils of ﬁse]essness than as a dramatic statement in support of the private
role, the solitary path. ' | ’ .

The struggle for and against the poetic ideal provides the dramatic tension
1n‘the poem. Merlin is presented as‘the "blameless" poet, flattered and
charmed by the "wily" product of a decadent, tarnished poetic princip]e,'.
Vivien as a negative force, the eagle that-Merliﬁ_“b1otted out”.on the young
squire's escutcheon. At the close of the poem, it will be argued, Tennysdn doeg
not forsake the poetic ideal by allowing Vivien to defeat Merlin;- rather, he
decries the negative imaéination and the evils ‘it engenders, and shows Merlin -
choosing to rg]inquish Vivien and the failed poetic product of"Camelot. Part
_ of this interpretation will be based on the faét tha% Merlin never ceases to
pursue the poetic ideal represented by the "ivied oak" and Arthur. His continued
belief in what can be seen aé his greatest creation, Arthur, demonstrates the
inVio]abTe'strength.of the poet-figure Merlin represents. Viv%en's seduction,
directed as it is toward the physical Merlin, never has a chance.

Though conceding that "Viyien's plan of seduction has scant success,"”

Kaplan asserts:
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The serious threat that Vivien is to offer to Merlin's
existence as artist comes suddenly as a result of - <
changed conditions within Merlin. Vivien's destructive '
potential becomes actualized only after and as a result of
Merlin's loss of faith in himself and what he has built. .

_17

.This, however, implies;that Merlin's greates£ creafion is Camélot. rather
than.ArthUrjé- that is, the form rather than the substance. On the contfér;.

Merilin does not lose faith either in himself or in Arthur. His belief in the high «
principle of poetry -- wh%ch he both represehts and strives 'to figure forth -- -
never weakens. As (Camelot crumbles, the central spirit and forcé of the ideal

‘does not. Arthur, like Merlin, sustains the poetic vision by remaining un-

scathed and unblemishedi and their paséf%g, both equally §r1m and ambjguous in

tone, promises the return of the life force, the "pure and higﬁ ideal."

- There are several reasons for the belief critics have held about Merlin's

so-called defeat. One is found in the initial pairing of "Merlin and Vivien"

18

with the Enid'idylls, a position that fostered false or reductive.assumptiyns

concerning the former poem"s internal symbols. Read only as a companion piece,

"Meriin and Vivien" loses much of its subtlety and autonomy, and an unintended
emphasis is plqced.on perjbheral areas, such as the sexual elements of the work.
Another réason for the conventional readings stems, ir&nica]ly, from the
poem's final position in the completed structure of the 1g111§.19 Beginning with
"Balin and Balan," the momentum of the work changes: the “"spring of life," hope
'and regeneration yield to the "summer night" of arrested progress, which will
eventually lead to the "ye]TEiingﬂautuﬁntide" of "The Last Tournament" and the

"mid-winter" bleakness of "The Passing of Arthur.“zo

Such is the force of this

¥
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downward movement-that "Merlin and Vivien" can be undersfqod as merely swept:
along in its curredé; the'presentation of the “§eddction" is, unfortunately,
allied with the overall despair, losé, and desolation-that, at first glance,
apparently characterize thé Idylls. But the messége of hope in "Merlin and
Vivien," likd that in the lgxllg_%tself, must not be subsumed in the general
aura of decay made manifest by the fall of Camelot,
In the ldylls the ultimate hope s suggested by Tennyson's emﬁhasis on

fhe ineluctably cyclical pattern of the work. Although the apothegm, "The

old order changeth, yie]ding place to new," announces a return t6 a bestial,
pre-Arthurian world, it also promises, as it does in" "The Coming of Arthur," the
return of a new, Camelot-like order, which will again succeed the chaos of

"The Passing of Arthur." In "Merlin and Vivien," the hopefulness- is suggested
by similar indicators of the “ideal's" eternality, ranging from the "eérneét

in [Merlin's b]odd] of far springs to be," to the final shining'forth of the
“ivied oak" dispersiné the gloom that has oppressed Merlin virtua])y throughout
_the poem. -

But primary responsibility for the.ambiguity, and thus the negative readings
of the poem, may be traced to the interpretation of the symbois that recur
throughout the poem, specifically thgée of the sto}m, the forest, and the oak.

Contrary to Kaplan's belief that the "storm is a negative image of'chaos and of

21

the imagination out of control," the storm is an analogue for the creative

life-force -- a pathé&ic fallacy that functions, in fact, as a talismanic power
ridding the wogﬁs of the evil Vivien regféfz;ts. The storm is a combination 7

of the positive imagination together with a defence mechanism designed to pro-

tect this imagination. There is no reason to believe that this stofm is essentially
different in significance from the revitalizing storm of "Locksley Hall" which

“clears away the brume," or the forceful, positive symbol it becomes.in Maud,

i~
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since the storm, at the close of "Merlin and Vivien," brings peace and the
| possibility of purgation. A s}mbiotic relationship be?@een prophets and
storms appears early in Tennyson's work. Hallam Tennyson duotes a.long

passage of In Memoriam in which the following lines appear:

—

(

e -

- I roved at random thro' the town,
‘And saw the tumult of the halls;

And heard once more in College fanes

The storm their high-built ‘organs make,

And thunder-music, rolling, shake . . }
The prophets blazon'd on the panes.

i)
The imagg is especially appropriate since the “"storm" is man-made -- musical --
thereby introducing-a third énd important para]lé], that of the artﬁst, to the
images of storm and prophet (in this case saints painted on the windows by

.human artists). In an 1827 poem, "I wander in darkness and sbrrow,“ Tennyson uses

1

the. storm as a concomitant force alongside, not'against, the poem's speaker.

The "poet” states emphatically:.

I blame not the tempests of night;
They are not the foes who have banished
The visions of youthful delight.
5 (Italdcs mine)

In his gloss to this poem Christopher Ricks states that

The idea of the storm as not the worst enemy seems to derive from
King Lear III ii: "I tax not you, you elements, with unkindness"
. . . indeed, it is a kind of solace: "This tempest will not give
me leave to ponder/ On things would hurt me more." T{ennysonl}'s
poem, too, turns on the idea of "one minded 1like the weather,
most unquietly, . . . 23

(S
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evil incarnate. The woodland is

53

At the beginning of "Merlin and Vivien," the storm is ihminenﬁ, and the
. . _ . _
still winds intimate the coming of the catalyst -- the artist in revolt. The

storm‘is ﬁBt the conflict but-a reaction to it; it is the ekpressibn_of the

- ypoet and the positive creative ideal which rejects the "maxims of the mud."

Its link with the poet figure is suggested by its close tie with Merlin's
inner emotions. The breaking of the storm is withheld for more than nine

hundred 1ines as Merlin wavers between staying true to his concept of art or

adopting-Vivien's. Finally, the cathartic release, indicated by the exploding

Storm} establishes Merlin's victory. The poet, recognizing the futility of

imagination such as Vivien represents, rejects it. This rejection 1s conveyed

by. the purgatorial storm which symbolically smaps the "rotten branch" from the

.venerable oak pungying it of the.evil "born from death." Vivien is this

bavaged, yet, like the oak, is cleansed and
teft “once more to peace. " \ -

\

5 .
The image of the oak being purged of its "rotten branch" in order to save
P \

it is not singular to “MerTiW and Vivien." In “Hand§ ATl Round!"(fittihg]y,
one of‘the:pﬁéms sighed_by "Merl}n“), Tennyson uses the image of the oak to
represént fréédgﬁ,;nd sﬁggests that, in order tyat the principle of freedom
“for ever Tive," the "mouldered branch" must be.chopped‘away:

-

May Freedom's ocak for ever Tive

With stronger life from day to ‘day;
The man's the true Conservative,

Who lops the mouldered branch away.

1

- The association of the oak with positive values forms a re]aiive]y consistent

-pattern in Tennyson and discredits the negative connotations which have been

assigned to it. - In the Memoir, Hallam Tennyson published the "Fragments of

(8]
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a Play," wherein appears the line "Methinks an oak-tree never should
be p1anted/7 But near the dwelling of some noble race,"24 establishipg
~early in the poet's work a_cbnnection between the oak and a no?fé hé$§tage.
.This'belfef in the "Naked strength" of the oak i;_appargnt in other pbems.l
such as in fThe Oak," and in “The Talking Oak," to which the poem's speaker
"spoke without restraint,/ And with a larger faith/appealed/ Than Papist unto
.Tﬁgint." In the pcem "Memory [Mgmory! dear eqchanqu]" Tennyion compares himself
to "some lone towe}/ 0f former days rematning L Like oak-tree old and grey,/

1}

Whose trunk with age is failing," once again stressing the almost symbiotic
$onnection between sbeaﬁef (poet), and tree. This is also manifest in “The Dead
Prophet" 1in which the poet, demeaned‘by Reverence, seems directly linked to the
“"barkless" image of a tree, The oak also figurés symbolically in idyl]s’other
" than "Merlin and Vivien." In “Balin and Balan," for examp]e; Vivien's victory
over the brothers is ;5gna1ed by her leaping "her palfrey o'er the fallen oak,"
;nd in "The Last Tburnament," the oak is described as "half-dead,” a fitting image
. for the idyll of lost innocehce. ‘In both cases, the oak represents a'fa11en.
though positive, ideal.
What js especially striking, however, is Tennyson's use of the oak fn a
specifically Biblical manner. Tennyson'éssociates the oak with positive and
noble ideas, and allies the tree with a prophetic personage; a similar-relation-
shfb;between the oaks ahd prophets is found in many book§ of‘tﬁe 01d Testament,
-‘—whicﬁ}Téhnyson certainly knew well, IniJudges 6:11, for examp]e, the angel of
the Ldfd a?ﬁegrs before Gideon, beneath an oak, to call him to his "prophetic
vocation.” ,Nheﬁ\faced with doubt in his own value as a prophet/poet, Merlin,

like Gideon, isfoffered a sign beneath the tree: an oak shining through the gloom.

In Joshua 24:26, the prophet p]acei\zpe book of the law of God “under an oak";

r
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Merlin's bobk. it will be remembered, is not "handed down" to another magician
*(a; was the hermit's),‘ﬁu% is interned, it seems, with Merlin, beneath the oak.
Teﬁnysén borroQ; more thqn~mere1y the positive, or tree/prophet, relationsﬁ?p
" "from the Bible; he also reproﬁuces.the image of a "failing” tree as a

positivé symbol. Both in the 01d Testament, and. in the New {where there are
no oaks, but a related kind o% imagery, the xjne); the plant is }epreifnted .

/f—/éOSitiVE]y despite its need to have branches lopped off, ahd regardless of the
context of decéy iﬁ wﬁ{;h it invariably appears. Finally; all of the Biﬁlica1
‘prophets described above exist‘within a corrupt se&iety, and most are, like
Merlin, and 1ike the oak tree which is a metaphor fbr Merlin, shown to be
“failing." And yet, despite the condition of aging, or weakening, or of the
corrupt society which surrouﬁds the individual, the symbol itself remains a
positive 6ne, undihinished by the surrounding decay.25 '
In "Merlin and Vivien," many critics would have the reader understand the

oak as a prison for the luckless Merlin; in fact, both the Forest of Broceliande

and the "ivied oak" represent tﬁe poet's sanctum sanctorum. When Merlin is

. W,
oppressed by his “great_me]ancho]y," he retreats to the "wild woods," abandoning

not only the cfty of Camelot but England itsglf. As Arthur passes "from the

.great deep to the great deep," moving to an entirely different spatial and

'spiritual plane, so Merlin retreats from the physical landscape that geographically -

delimits his melancholy. 'Such is the severity pf the.affliction, however, that:
the spiritual conflict follows him "all the way,/ Even to the wild woods of
'Brocgliande.“

Broceliande sﬁou]d.not be confusgd with the'“great tracts of wi]derness“
or the "wet woods" Arthur fells in “The Coming of Arthur." Merlin's retreat

is associated with better days'when the "hart with go]dén horns" still roamed

- -~

o -
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the Qoods and when dreams of "noble deeds” could still stir men to action.
The importance of the forest as a retreat from the trapp#ngs ogdsociety is seen
in Tennyson's own life, and the similarities between the "wild woods of
Broceliande" and the New Forest, which Tennyson'often visited and by which he
eventually lived,Aére numerous 26 Since Tennyson associated the two forests
when he wrote the idyll, it is likely that Broceliande was conceived as a
peaceful, positive retreat, This possfbi]ity is further strengtkened by the fact
that Merlin's happiest memories, at least within the "Merlin and Vivien" 3dy11,
all seem to relate to a sylvan environment. I%'is in the context of the woods
that Merlin remembers both the "fair young squire" whom.he rebuked and who later -
became "a stalwart knight," and the young king's future knights before the
"founding of a Table Round." The parallel between that noble, almost pre-
Japsarian time and the ﬁresent woods of Broce11qnde, coupled with Merlin's
retreat to these woods to escape the cause of h%s greatest despondenéy, signifi-
cantly weakens any negative association with the "wet-woods" and the savage
Qi]derness of pre-Arthurian days. ’

The positive notion!?f retreat, which the forest suggests, is inextricably
1inked to the dominant symbol of the oak. Critical confusion in regard to the
tree's role is the }esult of an association of the oak with the notion of the
prisonltower that predominatés in Tennyson's-poetry; rather, the oak ought to be
seen as a place to which Merlin can retire to escape the pressures generated by
Vivien and her society. Merlin's voluntary retreat to the ocak, his obvious
intellectual -refusal to accept all that Vivien represents (signaled by Merlin's
explicit, and intractab]e, support of Arthur and his tenets), coupled with |

blatantly positive symbols of poetic victory (such.as the lopping off of the

. rotten branch), all suggest that the oak is emblematic of positive retreat, rather
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than incarceration. ‘Merlin's first, and in some ways most effective, response
to Vivien is itself a form of retreat which foreshadows the move into the
oak. Soon after he arrives in Broceliande, Mer]in wﬁthdr§ys into his own (/’
thoughfé and ignores Vivien entirely. He emerges from his silence after
Vivien's successful cosseting but soon slips back into his private th0ughts
after V1v1en s slanderous comments concerning Arthur and his court. It is
only while he maintains this detachment that he is secure, for as s;;n as his
thoughts find expression -- as when Vivien hears him'épeak the word "harlot" --
the predatory outside world is quick to take advantage and corrupt Merlin's
“truth.” -The enchanter's words, so aptly defining his adversary, become
weapons against which he is at first too weary to combat. Just as Merlin's
earlier silence offers him protect{on against Vivien, so the epitome of silence,
the hollow oak, represents a similar security. The ocak is that piace where
Merlin can escape the temptations of Vivien's type of evil. The retreat, then,
can be.understood to pe fhe spirit, as it is described, say, in In Memoriam:
'“Buf in my spirit will I dwell/ And dream my dream and hold it true”; or as a
symbol for the condition of total dtranquillity that Goethe stressed as
necessary before the creation of any great, long work, a tranquillity Ténnyson is
said to have “achieved" by the time he began the lgx11§,2}q Finally, the oak
may be likened to the spires that rise above Camelot, which are “pinnacles and
turrets bf human aspiration pricking upward through the mists of ignorance and
uncertainty.“28 |

If the prison tower idea {s to be clung to, then the word: "prison” must be

redefined to mean that place where the poetic vision can reaffirm itself. Merlin

is a figure not at all unlike the Lady gf Shalott. In fact, on two occasions,29

t

the charm is specifically de;cribed as creating a confined place akin to the .
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“four gray walls" of Shalott. Merlin's retreat to the confines of the oak,
rather than a problematic contradiction of the comparison, is in fact'a

logical inversion of the earlier poem. Tennyson has simply reversed the

iﬁages: in "The Lady ﬁf Shalott," the negative values are within the enclosure;
in "Merlin ahd Vivien," they are witheut. But i; both casesl_the question of
chofce is central: both figures must choose to leave their taintéd environments;
their decision to do so is what ennobles and makes sense of the ambiguous
aftermath. Although the Lady dies after her departure, few would consider her
fate tragigg‘ So with Merlin; although he is described as lost to use and name
and fame, he is also represented, through his voiuntary retreat into the oak, as
choosing his fate, and this display of autonomy is a crucial indicator of
Tennyson's intended definition of imprisonment. It is important, therefore,

not to ignore Tennyson's qualification of the magician's “condition": "he lay

-

as dead." XKaplan himself admits that

Merlin is never persuaded to give [Vivien] the charm. He

is simply outlasted and 'overworn'. Vivien's attacks upon
the 'Table Round' and Camelot, despite Merlin's knowledge

of the beginnings of corruption and the ruin that is to
come, do not undermine his confidence in the essential 30
goodness and nobility of his and Arthur's creations.

It seems possible, moreover, to describe Arthur hiﬁ;elf as Merlin's creation.

In "The Coming of Arthur" Merlin brings forth the king from the magical wave in
much the same way that he erects Camelot to music in “Gareth and Lynette.” Since
Tennyson makes explicit the fact that Merlin yields physically, not inte]lectually,
and since Arthur is himself part of the intellectua) Merlin, then the poet's

most pricéieés gift, his creative idea (and so, by extension, the poet himself), is

never defeated. As Kaplan points out, though to'diffengnt_aurpose:

b
b
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Tennyson has Merlin himself make absolutely clear
that he has not been deceived or persuaded by Viyien's
vilification. In lines 807-836 Merlin condemns
Vivien as ‘plotter', 'hariot', 'flatterg{‘, and
concludes that 'I am weary of her'. . . . )

The poem's emphasis on Arthur‘s unblemished virtue, the mention of cyclical
ideas such as the “"spring" in Mer]in}s blood, and the bowerfu] symbol of the
‘cleansing storm, tqgefﬂér with the' evidence of'Merlin's intellectual chastity,
all suggest that a positive idea underscores. the notion of retreat. Whatever
- meaning is affixed to the ocak, it is clear that Merlin's movement to the
"speaking walls" of its interior is a movement away from the despair of a
crumbling sofiety, toward é reaffirmation of the poetic ideal.
The first indication that Tennyson meant the oak ag a positive symbol
was his substitution, in 1886, of the word "ivied" for the word "ru%n'd." The
A_bleak finality of the evoked image is cast off by the substitution, giving the
oak, with its link to the "time when first the question rose/ About the founding
of a Table Round," a certain venerability similar to that of Merlin and the
values he represents. | |
Secondly, the purgatorial storm is expressly shown to fuse with its sister
image of the oak, and.\}f the fanner is accepted as a positive symbol, thén the
latter, too, must be viewed as.positive. Just as the raging tempest rids the

hollow oak of its rotten brénch. so it furrows a nearby oak tree:

when out of heaven a bolt
(For now the storm was close above them) struck,
Furrowing a giant oak, and javelining
With darted spikes and splinters of the wood
The dark earth round. He raised his eyes and saw
The tree that shone white-1isted through the glogm.,
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The manner in which the giant ocak is “furrowed" prior to Merlin's internment
invites comparisons to be drawn between the newly bored tree and the original
hollow oa®. The connection, linkeﬂ as it is to the div{ne ("out of heaven a
bolt"), suggests that Tennyson's Biblical concept of oak and prophet is very
muéh at work in the shaping of the scene. ‘The wording of the passage, for
example, invokes a Biblical nbtion of revelation: Merlin raises his eyes and
suddenly sees the tree, like a truth, shining "through the gloom." The wbrding
invites a further‘cbnnection with at least one other pattern in the Idylls. Just
as Arthﬁr's vision "[w)as all so clear about him" at the time of his greatest
promise, Meriinfs vision is suddenly equally sharp and focussed at his moment
of salvation. And lest the analogy be egnsidered too strained, it should be
remeﬁbered that ViQien is described by Merlin as part of the "mind-mist® that
oppressed him earlier in tﬁe poem. The "“giant oak," seemingly created by the
heavenly bolt, appears as almost a divine responge to Vivien's injunction: "May’.
yon just heaven,..send/ One flash...if 1 1je.“ This central image of the _
"white-1isted" oak, then (one which unites all tﬁe major symbols of the poem
int; one and alljes them, it seems, with Merlin), specifically dispels, rather
than intensifies, the gloom'which has been shown, both in "Merlin and Vivien”_
and in the Idylls, as a negative factor. It does nqt seem strained, therefore,
to suggest.that a poet determined to portray a defeat would not dispel the
symbo]ic §1oom marking his character's defeat, but would do the-opposite; that
Tennyson chose to "enlighten" Mer]in at the end of tﬁe poem, signals a
positive end, or, at the very_least, renders duestionabfe.the absolute interpreta-
tions that have been traditionally ascribed to the work.

A third indication of the oak's positive value is made plain throhgﬁ Tennyson's.

deviation from the pre-established pattern of his sources. That he was aware of
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the f1na11ty his predecessors ascr1bed to Merlin's 1ncarcerat1on is ev1denced
by the fact that he retained the “"prison" motif in the early draft of " h1s
Arthurian "musical masque." . But when he wrote "Merlin and Vivien," he rejected
this notion of unwilling, or dnavoidab]e, captivity. In the poem there is no
struggle on Merlin's part, only a seemingly quiescent relinquishment. In

Malory, Merlin is trickgd into gbing “under [the] stone" that will serve as his

prison, and Vivien ensures that "he came never out, for all the craft that he could
gg.“32 Tennyson's Merlin, however, invites Vivien into the hollow oak, and what
ensues is an almost ritualistic-preparation, on Merlin's part, to release

33 The "change of glare and gloom" and

the "Vivien" aspect of his iﬁagination.
the bellowing tempest take, on & mythopoeic s1gn1f1cance and, cloaked in
strong]y sexual jmagery, dendtg the f1na1 struggle between the opposing forces of
q§1t1ve and. negat1ve 1mag1nat;gﬁr’

In view of the “positive" quality of the major symbols, it would seem that
V%vien is cast out of thevpoet's inner sanctum, and from the ‘immediate vicinity
of the forest. The ridiculousness of Vivien's 5e1ief that "I have made his:

glory mine" is foreshadowed six hundred lines earlier:

And Vivien ever sought to work the charm
Upon the great Enchanter of the Time, o

As fancying that her glory would be great
According to his greatness whom she quenched.

(Italics mine)

" The authorial tone makes clear that Vivien's dream is pure, unattainable fancy.

In this light, the closing lines take on new significancé:
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Then crying "I have made his !ﬂory mine,"
And shrieking out "0 fool." the harlot leapt.
Adown the forest, and the thicket closed
Behind her, and the forest echoed "fool."

It is not Vivien who shuts Merlin away, but the forest which closes the "harlot"
out; the echoing of "fool" is intended not for the great sage, but for Vivien,
who actually believes that she has succeeded in stealing the fame of her "lord

-’

and liege."”

‘The reading that this chapt¥r sets forth inevitably contains certain fail-
ings; and yet, all the fnterpfetations of "Merlin and Vivién“ which adhere to
f’eifher the defeated artist, the sense/soul, or the purely sexual conflict
theory, ‘offer similar discrepancies. In one case, for exémp]e, the d;fficulty
of making the storm cénform to a "negative" reading"—ﬁﬁs~heen accounted for
with the insufficieﬁt label of irony brought in to mask the discrepancy. No
study has treated the "positive" implications of the poem at any length, and all
have chosen, instead, to focus on the more traditional elements of the Merlin
story. The pogm's'froubling contradictions suggest that Fye’djscrepancies are
a result of the author's, rather than critics's, confusio%\ovef-what di-
rection the péem is moving in. This confusion refiects Tenn&son's inability to
decide clearly whether or not fetreat is a positive, or a so]ipéisfic. solution,
His hesitancy to commit himself fully to one position or another has created
troubling contradictions in the poem, such as the author%a] voice claiming that
Merlin "let hﬁé‘wisdom go," and a concurrent contradictory intimation'thpt Merlin

uses the charm, in Kaplan's words, "through Vivien upon himself."35 The final

"self-incarceration" can be explained through the argument that Merlin is an

/
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artist figure in the Romantic tradition, who, utterly depressed with his in-
“ability to sustain the quality of his art, abandons the fight; thus, Merlin's
"self-incarceration” is a form of artistic suicide. But this seemingly
p]augib1e exegesis falters when one remembers that Merlin never yié]ds
‘intellectu§11y, and more importantly, never abandons his belief in the principle
upon which Camelot is based. Perhaps all that can actually be said is that;
because of his own hesitancy over how to handle tﬁe tale, Tennyson provided,
either Consciously or unconsciously, a two-tiered narrative framework. - On the
first level can be féund the traditional tale replete with iis conventional
characteristics: a doddering, impassioned mage, a sultry temptress, and even
an ambiguoqs finale that allowed for a standard reading necessary
to keep the tale consistent with an Arthurian framework. On the second level,
however, can be found a more éomp]ex and original description of a tortured
artist retreating from a lowly world. While tpe authorié] voice expounds a
traditional tale in one voice, the symbols used, much of the poem's language,
and the work's inner logic intimate, sotto voce, that the story is meant to
deviate from its traditionai forﬁat. |

The final question, then, is this: does the theory of the retreat necessit&te
belief in a defeat? and is it linked to the prison imagery of the tower? To a
.certain extent, Merlin's retreat does suggest a failing. Tennyson, like his
fictional charactgr, was obsessed fjth the "high ideal" and strove, throughoﬁt his
work, to be a spokesman for hi;\bgé.' The Idylls communicates the despair of a
cértain failure, of art deteriorating and escaping the artist's control. The
enormous responsibility of the artist is powerfully conveyed by Merlin's "great
melanchoTy" which becomes an emblem for Victorian responsibility. The poet's

attempt to sustain creativity in the face of societal changes dramatizes the
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.difficulties facing the poet, that is,.the feelings of impotence to'which

he is inevitably susceptible. On one level, then, Mertin's retreat must be

seen as an unqualified defeat, representing as.it does. the artist's inability

to sustain the creative imagination. If, in the contéxt of the Victorian

fear of "useless" art, Merlin's retreat is a failing, then defeat is undeniab]e.

for it demonstrates a recognition that art, no matter how HB]] intentioned, can
A v

be essenp/gl]y destructive if it 1s untimely; the noble song chases away the

.go1den—horned hart. But that the ideal survives the social decay, and in this

case the ideal must be seen as Arthur himself, is a victory all the greater.

For, on another Tevel, Merlin transmutes the grief for the actual demis€ of the

* social ideal into a‘victbry for the ideal itself -- that is, Merlin's internment

represents the overt failing of the public prtist. but the inner triumphing of the

L)

indiﬁidual, the private poet. However one evaluates defeat or victory, one _

- must concede that in "Merlin and Vivien" it is society, and not the poet, which

is incapable of susfaining the poetic vision. \“\\\

Teﬁnyson's disenchantment with fbe poet's social value is uﬁdeniable;
what characterizes his own internal battle, howeﬁer is not the absence of hope,
but the gradual ¢trengthening of his belief in h1mse1f, so evident in In Memor1am
and stronger still in "Merlin and Vivien." Merlin represents this belief, thts
confidgn;e in 1itefature as "the highest expression of human 1ife.'36 If what

is understood by "art" is that which enriches and uplifts man, then it is not

"Unrealistic to conclude that Camelot in decay has become the tower -- the st{fling,

distorted realm of sensual values embadied by Vivien. The enchanter's retreat
represents a mbvement out of the world of distorted images and the "region of
shadows“ of the Lady of Shalott's tower. 37 Merlin's move into the oak, like.

the Lady of Shalott's F1na1 boat ride along the “broad stream," Galahad's
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crossing'of.the bridge of fire, or the ﬁncignp sage's:“one last year among the
hills," frees him from the corrupted ideals and lifts him closer to.the -
FNaméIéss" power.

In a sense, the poet's traditional role has always 5een a reclusive one, ) t
. and.Merlin, a2s a visionary poet, meré]y exhibits é-eonventiona] need for solitude.
As Dwighg Kalita notes, "a mystic is one who is in the process of gaining an
apprehension of a divine Spiritua] Reality wﬁich he discovers'in a silent,
ecstatic; conéémp]afivé state of mind. 1In as much as the mystic always remains
silent during his ecstatic vision of Reality, there has developed a strong
association of secrecy and/or mystery with visionary philospghies."38 Tennyson
emp]oyed this association and "regarded 15019t10n not merely as the source of
despondency but a]so on oecasion as the prelude to vision. 39 In “Merl1n and
Vivien" the connection between vision and isolation is-developed severa] times.
Merlin's "dreams and darkness" prompt him to seek privacy in the Forest of
Broceliande, and when, instead, he is badgered by Vivien, he retreats stiil
further to the safety of hié inner.thoughts. In his ;ilence, which is,Powerfu11y
jinked to the,storm through the lines "the dark wood gfew darker toward the storﬁ}
~ In.silence,” Merlin is, in fact, retreating to "the innermost sanctuary of his
" being"40' away from "'the goodly show' of the visible world" and active]& %n
search of a "deeper visﬂnn"41Merlin's apotheosis is reached, as Ka]ita!say; of
another chéractér, Percivale, "lolnly by silent contemplation {(i.e., by going
into the .'inner temple' of vision).” It is solely by doing this that "a man [can]
- come to the full, conscious realization of the ecstatic vision of Spirit." 42
The images of isclation and Eetreat, therefore, ‘do not négessari]y imply

. irresponsibility or cowardice, but may suggest a strength of character and a

belief in one's private vision. Moreover, in spite of Tennyson's own need for

<3



privacy and despite his fear of the corruptiqg influences of %ociety on
poetry, the retreat he proposes never becomes- an endorsement of total sécial -
disengagement. On the contrary. retreat is depicted as withdrawing 1nto "the
Temple-cave of thine gwn self," as the ancient sage phrases it, in order to

"haply learn the Nameless hath a voice."

One tale within the framework of "Merlin and Vivien" works as an analogue
describing in microcosm the qang s both of solipsism and of worldliness. -In
recounting to Vivien’the\lggegﬂféf the charm, Her]in describes a wondrous tale
of a pdwerfu] hermit and a beQitched Queen. The former, according to Merlin,
is inveigled upon to teach the‘charm of entrapment to the Queen's husband so that
her charms may be kept hidden from all the kingdom. Merlin states that the
hermit is "not 1ike me"; rather, the hermit is an example of isolated art, and
the power of such art is represented as destructive, even se]f-destructive; The

<

“one book" the hermit is "ever reading" causes him to w@ste away, to be

So grated down and filed away with thought,
So lean his eyes were monstrous; while the skin
Clung but to.crate and basket, ribs and spinef

The hermit's extreme ‘sacrifices ("he kept his mind on.eﬁe sdle aim{/ Nor.ever‘.
touched fierce wine, nor tasted flesh,/ Nor owned a sensué1 wiéh“) _Qringi‘him
heightened vision but are in fact useless since they benefit'no one. The

"Tittle glassy-headed hairless man" merely wastes away, 1s wizened and monstrous,

the epitome of solipsistic knowledge43 S,

“t

The king and his court, quick to ki1l for what they selflsh]y des1re. are

symb011c of. Camelot in decay. By bringing the hermit into the framework of this
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.;corrupt socjety, Tennyson br1111ant1y foreshadows the destruction that would

follow 1f Merlin were to yield his "art" for corrupt purposes. Convenxently,
Tennyson does not have to sacrifice his mystic to make the point. When the
herm1t is made “by force" to teach "the Klngﬂto charm the Queen," he goes back
to his."old wild" and loses his function es‘q magjoian; his book, symbol of his
magical pouer,'is passed down to Merlin. To oive in to base pressures, in other
words, is anathema to “use and name and fame." '

The Queen's power can be 1ikehed to the'hermit's, for it {s described in
blatantly mystical terms. ~Her “"charm/ Of nature" is: express]y depicted-.as of
a kind which ‘pverpowers that of other myst1c5. H le in the tale is to represent
hoarded, and, therefore, purposeless art, one thatis ultimately directionless
as it cannot be controlled; moreover, her power is divorceo further from useful-
hess by.the hermit's charm which removes her from ahy social context. Her |
beauty is as irrelevant as that of the statues in the palace of art ;- utterly
useless in_its confined spaoe where it is the subject of the King's admiration
alone. o ‘ ' ,

The Queen's trance has often been compared to Merlin's final state, but the

similarities are superficial. To beg1n with, a1though Mer11n is eventua]]y in-
‘oercerated~jhroﬁgh'the same “cham,". he, as it has been suggested, is responsible
for his own;imbrisonment;'the Queen, on the other hand, is an outright victim.
'Furthermore. the legend is‘a creation of Merlin's for the,purpose of explaining
the .charm, andqtts:uses,-to Vivien. Marlin, therefore, is a‘storyte]1er'in full
control of the information he is providing, potentia11y for dramatic effect.
Finaily. the Queen, if seen as a comparaole’artist figure, can ooly be said to‘
have leftlan ephemeral.product behind: -the disarray caused by her Pch&rms"; she

does not oreate a figure such as Arthur who Tives on after her “"departure.".

a
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described as "the only true 1ife.
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The Queen, in Mer}in's words, loses "all use of 1ife" ({italics mine). In a

. passage cited earlier, however, Merlin describes his future "condition" as a{

loss of "name and fame," not “use," for -he realizes that his own retreat is. of

a different nature. His reasons for retreating, it would seem, are anything

- —

but selfish or solipsistic.‘ Merlin's powers, Q} their zenith when'they serve
a social purpose, are now fading through corruption of the ideal; all that

remains for him to do, therefore, is to retreat until the time is right for

him to reappear dﬁq once more "work his'work.”" Unlike the hermit Merlin never

yields to compromise or force.
Tennyson himself, at one point in his'catggr found it necessary to retreat
from the public forefront and reassess his role §s poet. His son stated that,

as a result of the “‘croak of the raven', the-flarsh voice of those who were

unsympathetic":

~ ~
t

The Iight retreated
" The Tandskip darken'd,
- The. metody deaden'd. . .

$til1 the inward voice told him not to be faint-hearted
but to follow his ideal. And by . . . the harmgnies'of nature,
. the inspiration of the poet was renewed,.4

L

Buckley describes the “husﬁsd moments of withdrawal from . . . society" 3s a

' "state [whjch] always brought with-it a greatly heightened gonsciousness of

individuality and then a sudden release, a dissolving of the limits of sglfhood‘

until- the infiﬁjte'alone seemed‘realﬂﬂs a condition‘that Tennyson himself
w 46 )
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Retreat, theh, ts neither negative nor Final. Tennyeon hgg_bequ“defeated"
by the “harsh voi;e“ of the unsympathétic,‘but his withdrawal was ohly temporary
until he could return again mere strongly. Fittingly, his return éventually led
to "the ehief work of his manhood_,"47 the Idylls of the King. Though Camelot

may appear to have failed, the true artistic vision, Arthur, is élevated and
perpetuated by Merlin‘s apotheosis.

In Tennyson's Came1ot David Stalnes suggests that the "central character,

on whom he [Tennyson] structured his Arthurian world" is Gumevere.48

But if Tennyign's structural signifier is the troubled queen -of Camelot, the _
ideological cdrnerstone is Merlin. More than simply a reflection of the mystic
qua]ittes of life, more than a mere analogue for sense, or soul, or 1nte11ect
-Merlin 1e_a,person1f1catlon of Tennyson', S aesthetic theory, a truc1a1 embod1ment

of the conf11ct that arises when a poet is forced into the pos1t10n of eva]uat1ng,.
and determining, his artistic direction. Merlin -- trapped within and embgdying
this dilemma -- is one of the frankest, most engaging pictures ever painted, of

the struggle that is a writer's: choosing whether to prost1tute comprom1se,
Sacr1f1ce or maintain the high ideal tJ&t is the ostensible target of a11 art.

And Merlin's victory over the SDUPIOUS panacea offered by compromise is'perhaps

. the most surprising and grandest .of victories in all of the Idylls, and, one could
.perhaps add, 1n Victorian literature 1n general. One tends to be]ieve that Mer1in,
like Tennyson will emerge from the “[ca]ouds ahd darkness" which have "[c]losed

upon Camelot" and "coe "out v1ctor10us to f1nd a stronger fa1th h1s own', and a

“hope for himself, for all thoge in sorrow and for universal humankind:™ 49
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CHAPTER FIVE

A City of Enchanters

: Tennyson spent almost sevehty years imagining, designing and completing
. —
the Idylls of the King, yet despite the enormous time differential, the work is

- -
remarkably -homogeneous and consistent.] The unity of imagery, theme and symbolism

~ extends to a similarﬁzensistency regarding the characterization of the figures )
who inhabit the lgijlg, Those who change, such.as Guinevere and Pelleas, do so
as a result.of 1e§itimate causal deve]opments.

In viEQ of thie consistency, it is strange to find one figure whose
character and acts are neither clear nor consistene. Mer]in,‘more than any
other figure among the Idylls' dramatis personae, exhibits a puzzling mutability
that is, at first glance, inexplicable. He is the cryptic, off-scene enigma of
“The Coming of Arthur," the mischievous, energetic riddier of "Gareth and

o

Lynette," thedisconsolate poet of "Merlin and Vivien," the mysterious, unseen

influence in "The Holy Grail," “"Pelleas and Ettarre,“ and “The Last Tournament,"”
”f’-;;HT‘ﬁiEef{;; the wistfully inveteg figure of "The Passing of Arthur."

More than simply 1ncons1stent Merlin appears as two distinctly d1fferent
sharacters in the _gxllg the poet figure of "Mer11n and V1v1en," and the
teacher-figure of the later 1dy]Ts The mystic's changeab111ty, compounded by
the 1nherent binarism of ‘the two Mer11ns, creates a perp]ex1ng contrad1ct1on¥§p
the work. The s1tq_;;on however, does not reflect an unreso]vab]e dilemms

for,, beyond the 1n1t1a1 "tens1on" created by the Mer]un enlgma lies a tightly

-
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organized framework that éxp]ains.the seeming irconsistencies and justifies
the duality. ‘
. Mer11n 3 protean qua11t1es, at f1rst diffuse and amb1gubus, coincide with a
para]lel deter1orat1on in the positive themat1c elements in ‘the poem. Merlin
is at his zenith as a teacher and poet when Camelot is at the zenith of its

~

glory. Moreover, he knows a similar decline as the seasons change and'fhe.
'#ﬁ)yarious idy1ls move toward a grey; hibernal cTose. Maée Merlin, then, is the
product of a deliberate and carefully crafted‘"inéonsistencyr and necessarily
depends on this vafiability té "work his work." |
‘ Part of the mage's work in all but the ”Merlih and Vivien“—idy11 is to
mirror the decay of the social ideal and the dec]fne of civi]iiation. He :is,
thefefore a changeling by design; because of his specific course ;hrough}the
1dy115. however his 1ncons1stency is anyth1ng but haphazard. ) |
The duality that arises between the enchanter of "Merlin and Vivien" and
the enchanter of the later idylls can a]gg‘be explained- in relation to the
1atter s fﬁﬁstlé\\}s a mirror of society's decline. Sincé 1t is Tennyson's
purpose .to madeL his character atong the design of the _gxll_ as well as to
- explore. the effecfs of this decline on a solitary artist figure --'a task that
necessitates separaté'poet figures -- it is necessary for h§m-to create separafe
analogues of. géﬁh_ “"Merlin and V1v1en," tHerefore, is an internal reflect1on
of the artist's strugg]e with the pr1vdie art1st1l vision, and the second Merlin

is an external reflection of the poet's role-in saciety. There are two‘Mer11ns

"in the'lgyIIS of the King, therefore, and two inherent structural currents, which,

although apparently 1§iitrary/and confradictory, articulate w%th great precision

Mty of the artistic rcle: its inherent contradictions
’ . n . ) ’ o ’
and its dramatic similarities. -

and coherencé the dGa
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-a return to the Eioo?et’?igureslwho peopled Tennyson's early poetry, and also
reflects a more precise controT over the figure as "device" which is the‘result

~df a maturer mind and increased technicalhski11s Recal]ing a bardo-druidic

72

As an introspective artist, TennySon wae maih]y preoccupied with the
private role of the poet. It is f1tt1ng. then, that he began what would
eventua]]y become the "chief work of his manhood" w1th the 51ngu1ar “Mer11n and
Vivien" poem. Unlike its compan1on idylls, "Merlin and Vivien" stahds alone as
a portrait of an artist no longer preoccupied with duty, but 1ntent. 1nstead
on self-preservation. Mer11n as he appears in this poem, is a complex and e
psycho]ogica]]y revealing poet-figure, beset‘by doubts and temptations. a seer
whose outlook and beliefs reflect a strong'V1ctor1an temperamenﬂ (a concern for

private v1suon'and social respons1b111ty), who no longer be11eves in" the ability

N

of his public to comprehend or benefit from poetry s en1wghten1ng qua11t1es

The "Merlin and Vivien" chqracter.(un11ke‘y1s later counterpart who still
believes in poetry's instrugtive role), is unconcerned with teaching. Although

he does attempt briefly to instruct Vivien in the proper application of her

\ ta]ent, the emphasis of the poem is on a greater concern, one already beyond. the .

problems of education. The early Merlin character has abandoned his social role
in an attempt to sa]vage the private vision. Faced with an audience tragically
incapable of learning, Merlin must preserve the ideal for the future 1n‘the hope
that some day a receptive audience will re-emerge. '

Of the 1859 quartet of poems first pyblished as the ldylls of the(King.‘2

only "Merlin and Vivien" deals in any way.with Merlin. In contradistinction

to the figure delineated in 1859, ‘the Merlin of the 1869 and later idyllsj marks

4

impress that is the root of the Laureate's concept of sages, the Mer11n of

"The Coming of Arthur” or “"Gareth and Lynette,“ for example, ref]ects a closer

—
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connection with_the "public"™ and is more'c105ely-affiliated with the iearning/'
teaching dialectic developed tn Tennyson's early pre-1dylls poetry.

. In ﬁany ways, then, the later Herlin is a regressive as well as more haiye
figure, a character who still be]ieves in the oossibility of the social role.

vd
Concerned w1th functionalism in didactic art, the Merlin of 1869 is blind to

. the “comrng wave.” to the poss1b111ty of an unreceptive audience. As he

progresses from "The Coming of Arthur" through to "The Passing of Arthur," the
reader is shown the effects of soc1ety s declane on the poet s art, not
necessarily on the poet himselRS < , : - '\\‘7,
In "The Coming of Arthur," Tennyson introduces. the creator of art; in
“§areth and Lynette,“ the seTf-cohfident and cocky young artist; io."The Holy
Grai1;" the,lost\artist whose "art“ remains to influence the receptive few; in
the grimmer "Pelleac and Ettarre" and "The Last Tournament" idyt]s, the dream

gone saur, the deterioration complete. In one measure, the dzl] is a pxcture

.of the defeat of the poetic ideal; in a 1arger and @,pe’relevant context a

picture of the loss. of the "aud1ence's" ab111ty'to appreciate the poet1c product,

'\
In "The Pass1ng of Arthur," the K1ng can on]y ca%] on Merlin's prophecy (and
doubtfully at that), the "art" no longer a comfort except in its wider
implication -- in its promise §F "the return of a new art, and more importantly,

"

of a new audience.

Merlin's function, in all the idylls but “Merlin and \h‘\.ri-e:en,tI is as a
'teachet. Hi; belief in the need‘to educate, -and his methods of teaching, '
stem.from E?rious sources. Oh.the'one hand Mer1in reveals Tennyson's Victorian
| belief 1n the poet's social role ard teaches as part of that funct1on on the

.other hand, the sage reflects a much older notion of pedagogy dat1ng back to
e , A )

-
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ancient Welsh practices, and his method of teaching, a puzzling triplet non- ‘/

answer, derives directly from this latter influence:

Merlin's verses in these idylls take the form of the

"tribanan" or triplet of the ancient Welsh bard. . . .

These poems, in which_each of three lines presents a discrete .
thought, were used by the Druids as teaching devices to . % :
inculcate moral precepts in their hearers.4

~
a

. ~
In “ThelComin;)of\Arthur: this approach to teachinn is first used by Merlin
-t0 answer Bellicent's query concerning Anthur's birth. Bellicent's question,

1 however, emerges at the close of a puzzliing series of expos1t1ona] manoeuvers that
need to be c]ose]y examined since they reveal Tennyson s complex, and seemingly
unnecessary, use of interdependent narrative devices as carefully thought ‘out
procedures. '

In e1ucihg;ing Arthur's past, Tennyson deftly created a corollary ”hi;toqy
of Merlin." From the beginning of the Idylls, Merlin and Arthur are closely -
linked, almost as artist and artwork. fn offering information concerning one,
Tennyson automatically reveals the other. The Laureate's approach, however, is
confusing since he places the expositional respon51b111ty in the mouths of

/,//rzhree separate and apparent]y unreliable speakers ‘ ' e

” Leodogran, uncertaln of Arthur's her1tage, asks his chamberlain for
information. The old man te11§ him: "there be but two o]d men that know:/ And each
is twice as old as I; and one / Is Merlin, the wise man." Rather than elucidate

Leodogran, the chambér]ajn goes on to say that the future alone will reveal the

ind Arthur's birth. The Second voice, Bedivere's, relies on a series

to convince Leodogran that Arthur is a true king. He explains,
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who Iate} crowned him king. -

Bellicent's testimony, the most personal of alt; relates her belief that
Py Arthur is King, since, when they were children, he always behaved in a regal
, manner, and always treated her attentively. She then substantiates this feeling

with a coda, Bleys'. account df Arthur's bifth. Bellicent, in directly seeking

» confirmation of this story from Merlin himself, is answered with "riddling

triplets":

s
]

Rain, rain, and sun! a rainbow in the sky! -
- A young man will be wiser by and by;

An old man's wit may wander ere he die.

Rain, rain, and sun. a rainbow on the lea!
And truth is this to me, and that to thee;
And*truth or clothed or naked let it be.

Rain, sun, and rain! and the free blossom blows:
Sun, rain, and sun! and where is he who knows?
From the great deep to the great deep he goes.>

As Stevenson suggests, these 11nes_“offef in veiled form an indirect prophecy
of the course of Arthur's kingdom and the dattern of ali Iife.“6 More importantly,
they *ve"as "pedagogical tools" designe_d to "lead the.mind from empirical
observaiions.;f life or hi§t0ry'fo a recognition of a 1argér and more complex -
pattern of meaning in the universe than can be deduced from inqividuaf
expérience."7 - ) | ' : ‘
Tennyson's seem?ng]y.cogfusing, or inq:rect, approﬁhh;to the giving of
information can be exp]aineﬂ-a]ong similir lines. . Like his mystig”persona, he
offers information in the form of a prose “tribdnan;" The three(progressively
more involved pictures']eqd the reader (in this case, Leodogr;:)‘ 0.an entirely

different level of knowledge.'to a wider pérSpective than he would no

11y have

access to. This technique explains, in part, Leodogran's jarring
) ) o

N . , ) )‘__c% . ) ‘-_~.A 7 7 . C ]

unjustified -

-
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* leap from doubt fo belief. Still musing whetﬁgr to answer “"yea or nay," the
old king foresta]]s his decision through sleep. Rather than escape his dilemma,
the old king "[d]oubted and drowsed nodded and slept, and saw"; his mind, in
sleep, is c]ear]y actively responding to Herlin's indirect stimulus; he awakens
with broadened awaréness. Merlin, "like an oracle, uses riddles to suggest
verities that are, difficult for the human miﬁd to grasp; h{;‘;érplgxiﬁg and
elusive utté;ances force the individual hearer to evolve the truth of them for
himself."8 Rather than the result of an unjustified leap, Leodogran's
unequivocal certainty of Arthur's worth evolves partially through stages. |In
his sleep, he has taken‘the necessary steps for learning. )

The Welsh triplets teach by/EBVing the hearer from empirical to universal truth.
Although Tennyson's three p;;se models appear to be in the inverse of the prescribed
order, moving as ‘they do from the higﬁ]y subjective to the objective, on closer ex-
amination they are fpund to concur exactly with the pregcribedqrogréssion. |

~In his inabi1fty to elucidate his king as to Arthur's lineage, the "hoary"
chamberlain canire]y only on one form gflanswer:.a general truth. When he ‘ '@53“
states "there‘be but two old men that know, " thé chamberlain is identifying &ge
-- experience --as a basié wisdom.g Thﬁs, a]i the adjectives recall a temporal i
sagacity but imply, as well, an atemporal and ubiquitohs level of.unchanging
truth. Age, associated with wisdom, iﬁ the oh]y basis for evidence offered:'
."twg/“%d men"; “twice as old"; "the wise man. " _ Unconsciously recbgnizing the
limitations of such emp1r1cal information, Leodogran seeks more definite evidence.

. Bed1vere prov1des what becomes, a two- t1ered answer, deceiving in it§ form,
but c1far]y 19 accordance with Tennyson's approach. When Bedivere, "the first

. of all [Arthur's] knights," begins his account of the king's birth, he uses a

series of empirical fécts. He explains how Arthur waslbegbtten and- "[d]elivered .
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[t]lo Merlin." The khight's account loses its “factuel' quality, however,
and assumes a mystical tone hjnting at a higher leve} of experience by linking
'Herlin-with a different type of mysticism, that represented by the Lady of the
Lake. ~She who “knows a subtler magic" than Merlin h1mse1f moves the b1ography
‘beyond the rea1m of empirlca] data and h1nts at a greater, and more comp]ex,
level of experience. L

'In the.third testimony, Tennyson reveals an even greater paradox, distorting
the parameters of phenomenai'1ogic by turning'the-most “reliable" account
(Be]]icent's narration of personal experience), into the least “"accessible"
(Arthur's fantastic birth on the magical ninth wave). When Bellicent seeks from
Merlin a straightforwerd expianation to'Bleys' account, Merlin disregards her
simp]istie aphraach and answers her with what js potentially a consciousness-
raising riddle. The teaching aid's success is reflected in Bellicent's implicit
understanding of the promise of Arthur (550 great bards of him will sing /
Hereafter") and in Leodogran's acceptence of Arthur's heritage after he:ring the
rhyme ('And Leodogran awoke . . . answering yea").

Merlin is most fervent in his attempes to.educate society when he is at his
zenith as poet and teacher. Naturally, his success as a teacher oecurs. -
during thelmost'positive;idyl]s, that s, those reflecting both Camelot and
Merlin at tﬁg1r harmonious peaks. In “Gareth and Lynette" Merlin uses'a similar
teaching 1mplement to the triads, th1s time to inculcate moral values in the
youthful Gareth Queeg\Eel]1cent s naive but well- mean1ng son, desiring 11tera1
truth, aEproaches thq "city of Enchanters" undaunted by his compan1ons fears
that the "King is not the K1ng, / But onIy changeling. out of Fairyland." Gareth
refuses to heed his compan1on§' superst1t1ous fears that all the good of Camelot

© has been wrought by "Merlin's glamour and therefore does not exist.

- B | : '*N\\l
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A

is a marked qifferéhce between superstition and "vision," and' Gareth.

is {sadly unable to rise above the phenomeno]ogicdl to the spiritual, even though

he/ has defeated the superstitious. Garetﬁ's bravado -- his belief that he can

'plunge old Merlin in the A}ébian sea" -- actually masks an:inherent blindness,

.

not to the power of the sage, but Eo the implications of a.gréater sphere of
.experiénce. to'what F.E.L. Priestley has called "the prima;y of Ehe ﬂhsegn, the
ultimate réality of the Spiritua]."10 Nﬁen Gar%th }s met by an "ancient man, /
Long-pehrded," he seeks to allay his companioﬁsﬁ fears and requests of Merliﬁ én
unequivocal explanation for what his intuition #ai1s to comprehend. Merlin's .
lengthy véiiéd response makes it clear that theﬁe_is‘no such certainty, that

intuition is in fact the only truth:

.

Then tHat old Seer made answer'playing on him
And saying, 'Son, I have seen the good ship sail
Keel upward, and mast downward, in the heavens,
And solid turrets topsy-turvy in air: '
And here is tryfh; but an it please thee not,
Take thou the truth as thou hast told it me.

For truly as thou saysst, a Fairy King
And Fairy Queens have bu¥lt the city, son;
They came from out a sacred mountain-cTeft
Toward the sunrise, each with harp in.hand,
And built it to the music of their harps.
And, as thou sayest, it is enchanted, son,
For there is nothing in it as it seems
Saving the King; though some there be that hold
‘The King a shadow, and the city real:
Yet take thou heed of hWim, for, so thou pass
Beneath this archway, then wilt thou become -
A thrall to his epchantments, for the King
W31l bind thee by such vows,-as is.a shame
“A'man should not be bound by, yet-the which
- No man can keep; but, so thou dread to swear,
. Pass’ not beneath this gateway, but -abide S o
- Without, among the catile of thg field. o S A
For an ye heard the music, like enow e
They are building siil1, seeing the ci§y~is built )/A
To music, therefore never built at all, o
And therefore built for ever.' ]
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In his confus1ng riddle Merl1n states expressly that of all "magic" the stroFgest
~is that which derives from the power of be]1ef or faith. Thus, Merlin equates
the enchantments that built- the c1ty w1th the pouer of the King's bel1ef a
power that can enslave a man: "then w11t thou become / A thrall to his
enchantments. " .

Enraged by Merl1n S mockery.” Gareth reproaches the myst1c or his ~ ©
) 1rr’ierence and, like his mother before h1m is consc1ous]y unagg;;‘of the
possibility for 1earn1ng ‘The Seer, however, condescends to reveal his approach,

then riddles once more:

-Know ye not then the Riddling of the Bards?
"Confusion, and illusion, and relation,
* . Elusion, and occasion, and evasion"?
I mock thee not but as thou mockest me,
And all that see thee, for thou art not who
" Thou seemest, but I know thee who thou art.

¥

This time, aided in a circuitous way by Merlin Qtareth underhtands, if not the
entire surface meaning, at least the essentia] meaﬁ1ng beneath the surface.

Stevenson believes the first’part of the rhyﬁe suggests the “unrel1ab111ty“ of

¢ W . " it
appearahces, of "the surface of reality, whereas-the second part shows "“the problem

-of making connections, of-establishing logical or causal re]ationships."n
.Together with the earlier "Rain, rain, and sun" triplet, the rhyming passages
do more than represent the inherent unreliability of surface truths. They also
portray Merlih.the tegiher in his highest, rtchest, and mgst gonfident beriod.
o In "The Holy Grail" Merlin appears as ; comp]etely'different f}gure from in
'the earlier‘idy11s His “art,"™ no longer described in the presént tense, 1s removed

fron the present active and subsumed to the East active. Merlin 1s no longer

a poet who creates rhymes; rather, he is a poet who has created. The first

@ .
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referqezp to Merlln in this 1dy11 therefore, is to his “vacant chalr /
Fash1oned by Mer11n ere he past away. " Merlin's "sp1r1tua1 ‘imeu_:nna.tnon.“]2 o
symbo]1zed by the Slege per1lous, is shown to have c1a1med the Tives of both ther
creator as well as the most worthy 11stener, Galahad. Rather than‘a completely
‘destructive analogue, Tennyson himself revea]s that the siege is “Perilous for -
good and i11." As in the: “Mer in and V1v1en" poem, the d1sappearance of ‘Merlin
is once again deseribed in terms that b1ur d1st1nct1ons ATthough no longer
-actaye]y created, Mer11nls,power and use as a teacher remain powerful enough to
influence the worthy few. Gatahad, seated in "Merlip's chair," is given the
strength of will to seek the Grail. | ‘
hrthur innmdiaté]y recognizes the rarity and selectivity of "vision." -

Addressing himself to Galahad, he says: "for .such /- As thou art is the vision,

not for these." The "i11” side of the perilous seat reveals ttsé]f'in the
. - N . . - » . A

‘failure of the King's knights both to recognize their own'Timitations and toN

"lose" themselves In expre551ng the sad tragedy of the1r new il1l- founded vOwS,
N\

Arthur uses an 1nterest1ng analogy. He compares Galahad &o the ”greatbst of the
=

anc1ent Welsh bards": 13 "Ta11ess1n is our fullest throat of song, / And one hath.
. Co- ] A N
sung and all the dumb will sing " Such a compar1son emphasizes Tennxson;s

equation of chosen, v151onary 1nd1v1duals with poet f1gures .

The remaining knights, prec1p1tat1ng he fa]l of Came]ot by their "dumb"
imitation of Galahad, are clearly shown to be blindly as we]t’ii'dumbly treading
where they have no p1ace 14 Tennyson S be];ef that the defeot is socxeta]_
rather than personal> is seen in the existence of Mertin‘s-hall A monument to
-past, present and future to what was, is and will be, the ”mighty hahnl, /
[th1ch Merlin built for Arthur long ago!" typ1f1es the .degree to which the

- H

pedagog1cal has changed. No longer an act1ve1y created a:tq-ft is that which;
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was ;reated "long ago." Nevertheless, its potential for teaching, though
diminished,: is not eliminated, despite the King's fear that "the work by'Mér]in
wrought, / Dreamlike, should on the suddenvuanish;“ The old teachingﬁrhymes )
still exist in the fp}m‘of phe'"four_great zones of sculpture," and of the
allegorical “message" fhe statues represent.

Although Merl{é)fs no longer present to apply actively his lessons, his
static ?hymes are still instructive to those who can interpret them, characters
such as Galahad or Arfhur. Stevens&n suggests that these sculptures work if a
similar way to the triads, leading the nghd\fronhene—lexel;pf knowledge to

N . ST
another: s - . .

7 7 ' 3
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And four great zones of sculpture, set betwixt

With many a mystic\symbol, gird the hall:
And in the lowest Beasts are slaying men, -

And in the second men are slaying beasts,

And on the third are‘ﬂggpidgg, perfect men,
And on the fourth are men with growing wings,
And over all one statue in the mould

O0f Arthur, made by Merlin, with a°crown, ¢
And peaked wings pointed to the Northern Star.

W,

The final image of.a crowned Arthur reminds_a]].those who see the statues of the
inevitabﬁe result of spiritual goodness. Unfortunately, unlike the triads, the
statues do not have the same conunicabjlity; they do not have a ;imilqr power to
eniighten. Thé “art,“ therefore, is here weaker than in the first twd idylls,
\fqr, where Merlin's rhymes could not be avoided (sinte they were directed at an
1n£§hdgd 1isfener), the sculptures can easily be ignored by the receptive though
uqurﬁed mind, L

( The stained glass windows, unlike the sculptures, have a témporai form:

"This realistic, historical art exists in time and thus can render only that
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which has takeﬁ place iﬁ time, past and present events;“15 The windows‘depict'.
tﬁe actual state of tﬁe kinddom, as opposed to the scﬁlptures which show the
pbssib1e direction‘the‘kingdom can take. The tentativeness of the promised
"fourth zpné" is made dramatica]ly'obvious at the close of thelidy11‘by fhe "gale"

that” . / ’ )

shook this newer, stronger hall of ours,
And from the statue Merlin moulded for us
Half-wrenched a golden'wing. '

-

The winged statues; symbols of man's potential spiritual asceﬁsion, are sud@en]y
gulled from their untquchab]e atemgpra] context and made subject to téﬁpora]
decay. The ideal is no longer untouchabfe; the final window, it seems, will
remain blank. ~ P

With the close of "The Holy Grail," Merlin all but disappears. As a positive
symbo1 of growth, imagination and hope the}e is very little place fbr Him. His
f1na1 appearances, in "Pelieas and Ettarre," "The Last Tournament,” and “The
Pass1pg of Arthur," therefore, constitute a sad deterioration of stature. for the
mystic, but more dramatically, for society. |

In "Pelleas and Ettarre,” Pelleas' final association with the former order’
-- Arthur's hall -- is symbolically Yfired" by another member of the Round Table,
Gawain: "The hall of Merlin, and the morning séar / Reeled in the sﬁoke, brake
into flame, and fell.” Mer1in's creation, in falling, precipitates Pelleas' fall.
When next referred to, Merlin's hall is described as & ”[b]]aéi nest of rats"
built "too high;" Heaven is no-longer affiliated.with divinity or dignity; |
rather, the sky, " bllackening," connotes death: "High up in heaven the hall

that Merlin built, / Blackening against the dead-green stripes of even" (italics
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' mine). May, that season of Brighiness and rejuvenation and of the "spring of °
life" is replace&,'gignificant1y, by death and blackening of night, by the

"suser night® of this idyll.

-

—_—

‘ Tristram's reference to Mén]in'in "The Lagt Tournament™ strongly émphasizes
the mounting decay, and the magician's inqreasing]yrlower s;dtps. lf is
signif%cant that Tristram, in condemning "Mer]%n's mystic babble," attacks
'exactly that which was most representative of growth in tbe Idylls. The "mystic
babble” refers'in part to "that weird legend of [Arihur's] bifth:1 but a1§o,
indirectly, to the rhyming techniquelpresented in that same passage. Society's

dep]ine is placed.inte radical perspectibe by emphasizing the inability of its
) 16 .

Ly

people to decipher or intu%tlthe meaning of the babble.
Similarly, in "The'Passing of Arthur," society's Tow point is poignantly

emphasized by a para]1é]_questioning of ‘the value of Merlin's word. That it is

- Arthur ﬁho‘questions undgrscoyres thé tragedy and the extent of the decline.

. Arthur's deubt in the cycTicity of time, despite Merlin's guarantee of thé return

of a new order, marks the nadir of the ldylls' movement: -

I think that we
Shall .never more, at any future time,
Delight our 'souls with talk of knightly deeds,
Walking about the gardens and the halls
0f Camelot, as in the days that were.
"I perish by this people which I made, --
Though Merlin sware that I should come again '
To rule once more. (;l

Ironically, the message of hdbé, while undercut through doubtAn lin's words, -is also
reinforced by belief in them. In the opening of "The Last Tournament," "the strange
rhyme / Of bygone Merlin" runs "across . . [Guinevere's] memory.” As Stevénson

states, "Merlin'S»gn6m1c statement . . . acquires the status of eternatl,
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v Bediqeﬁg's'recol1ection seems to catalyze him inte

indisputable truth."”

¥

action:

he ascends the crag 'even to the highest-he could ‘climb’
in order to catch a further glimpse of Arthur. The words
of the bard cannot ‘shake society' and change the course
of history as they did in 1830, but they can at least offer
consolatiop to the despairing individual and keep alive

- the hope that ghe future may bring with ‘it a revivication
of the ideal.

Mer11n s rhyme, then, becomes a link with' those who can dream. In a skilfu}
~way, Tepayson has represented the paradox1ca1 effects of 1anguage -- specifically
'poet1c language -- on society by demonstrating how_language measures society's
deterioration as well as how it epitomizes its salvation. ‘

F.E.L. Priestley divided the Idylls into three groups "Torrespording

c1osF1y to the three acts of modern drama. w13

'1ntowgrqups of four with "The Com1ng of Arthur," “Gareth and Lynette," "“The

Marr1age of Geraint," and "Gera1nt and Enid" represent1ng an optimistic per1od

in Camelot's history; fBa11n and Ba]an,“ “Merlin and Vivien," "Lence]ot and

Elaine," and "The Holy Grajl” a‘second and less optimistic pe;;ed; finally,

“Pelleas and Ettarre,” "The Last ?ournament,“ "Guinevere," and "The Passing of

Arthur" forming the last and bieakest period. |
Priést]ej's division corresponds exactly with the 1evels:of‘deterioration

Merlin undergoes. Merlin's peak as secie1 instructor‘occurs in the first'“act";

_here he exhibits all the teacher character1st1cs admired by Tennyson (and his

. Victorian audience). He is a vigorous and enthus1ast1c figure, actively creatlng

art and attempting to effect substantial and uplifting changes in society. In

the second "act " Merlin has disappeared, the productivity rep]aced by stagnat1on

His division saw the ldylls split -
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and a]feadx-férmed art pieces. No longer influential, the bard can inspire only
those that seek him out, as Galahad did by deliberately sitting in the "Perilous” .

chair. In the- third khdffﬁ;Merliﬁ‘s art is a mfrror.of the social climate. No

. 1onger.simply bassiye, his art but echoes’ its oncé active potential,'and the

pre-created art, such as the statues, is revealed to be in a state of violent -

deCay,' o - ' .~

& 4

' Téhhyson's precise manipulation of Merlin's role throughout the Idylls

establishes begond &oubt the,exfent to which he linked Merlin to the work'§

»

thematic decline. The second Merlin of, the wark, designed and incorporated infd

‘the Idylls well after the first Merlin of “Merlin and Vivien" was conceived, is .

used to reflect, and to emphasize,'the Idyl]s’ Qrogressivé decay. Merlin's

function, then, is twofo]d: first, to ref]ect the conflicts, fears and alternatives

" open to the artist, and, second, to mirror the regressive movement (towards the

bestial) of the Idylls, and so, to expose the societal frailty at the_heart gﬁ}
this reversal. . | ' )

Together the two enchanters complete a picture that would otherwise be only
partially cohp]eté. Interestingly,-despite the apparent dissimilarity of the
characters, both depictions 6f MerTlin suggést that Tennyson believed in the
superior natufe of private vision, In the first-instance; thé mage of "Merlin and
Vivien" must retreat to the safety of the oak in order to survive; in the second
iﬁstance, the decay of society made manifest thﬁoughout the ldylls seems to indi-
cate that hope for the artist lies principélly in indiQidua1 isb1ation.
The'scajé} therefore, tips in" favour of the solitary artist. Tennyson's belief
in the sé]vgtion'of his most closely self-reflective character, the Merlin of

"Merlin and Vivien," is reinforced by the second, or -later, Merlin. In the end,

~

Tenﬁysoh seems to suggest that only specific individuals -- a Merlin, an Arthur,
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a Galahad -- are destined to achieve a spiritual apotheosis. ; ' ,
It is éxéct]y this inc]inatiqn on Ténnyson's part to choose to support one
" “side of the question over the other that is resolved in his last volumes of ©
poetry.z Where the binarism and doubt created in the Idylls is resolved by the fusion
.of the two Merlins into a so]itarj artist figqure, in his reﬁaining volumes of
'pﬁéj.:r‘y the rn_yst'ic antinomies are consolidated, but in the middle, rather than at
either end of the dilemma. Moreover, the m_y's'tic's are imbued with the hint of

a complex power, an ability to influence and teach’: from beyond the mqféria]-

world. : ' -
. f

-

‘\



CHAPTER SIX

The Nameless Power

-

-]

Age never impeded Tepnyson:s creativity. ‘Even in his later years he'

continued to be a prolific and 1nvent1ve’yr1ter,4exper1ment1ng with various

poet1c forms and 1deas, jncluding drama, a genre he had not used stnce

writing The Devil and the Lady in his youth. Unhappy with the reception of h1s

dramatic works, he returned to poetry, publishing four more volumes before his

death in 1892. From two of these vq]upes, Tiresias and Other Poems and Demeter,

Akbar's Bream, and OthefiPoems. emerges a new type of poet/prophet figufe who is,
in man; ways,rthe natural resolution to the'poet;s ear]ief mantie characters.
The most significapt e]teration made to the mystie tharacter of Tennyon's
poetry is seen;in the'i885 volume, Tiresias, whe}e two separate poems: "Tiresias"
_and "The Ancient Sage,” resolve a cpnf]ict that existed throughout Tennjsen's
work. All hi; early mantic.figures present one of two positions: either
bitternees and defeat.prlowég.o%ten by a vocal copdemnation of the cause of
this negativity (i.e., society), or equanimity anp success over the oppressor
fol]pWed by an enjoineep to others to.forgive or to assist. . | T
The two Mer]ins of -the‘lgxlj_s_ prpvide an excel]ent example of the bilateral
tension in Tennyson's work two flgures SO d1ametr1ca11y opposed that the poet
tbelieved he must create two separate "1osses" for them--- that of the “furrowed

oak," and that of the "Siege perilous." Prior to the Tiresias volume the poet

makes no attempt to bking together the two factions, sensing his own inability to

f;}
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reconcile that which he has not worked out for himself. In Tiresias, and again
in Demeter, Tennyeon is able to‘merge the two poles, resolving a six-decade-long
conflict. The two verlins of the Idylls re-emerge in the figure of Tiresias, in
the-philosophical dialectic of "The Ancfeot Sege,“ and, finally, in the ultioafe
-pictura of reconciliation'found in "Merlin and the Gleam" which the poet

_intended as aﬂtobiographyﬁz. ' : .

Toward the end of-his life, when his fame was well-established and
becoming ing¢reasingly encumberino, Tennyson withdrew more than‘ever from ceotre
stage. Different from his earlier retreat due to "harsh" critical reviews,
Tennyson's witoorawa] signaled a cqntentmeqt/{n his éwn creative powers and a

-wWeariness Qith popu]érity. Accordingly, his later poetry reflects this withdrawal
revea]ing 'the-voice of a man who like the anc1ent sage has a]ready moved beyond
life itself. “3- Although Tennyson was disgruntled by the movement society had
taken, the "social lies that warp us from the living truth!" his poetry
described not only the bitterness he felt towards this deterioration, but also
a contradictory optimism in the "personal," #n the "Passion of the Past," and
in the power of these to transform, at least in.part, the d151ntegrat1on of the

present. In Ballads and Other Poems, "Co]umbus" and "The Voyage of Maeldune"

typify th1s polarity -- the tens1on between the bitter and the accepting poet.

~ "Columbus" depicts a visionary's reluctance to accept defeat at the hands
of society. In his degcription of "Christopher Col1dn" Tennyson emphasizes the
spiritual grandeur of the "Admiral of the Ocean" as well as his visionary
qualities. Columbus is a man bitterly decrying the society he enriched and its
- subsequent- betrayal of him. What is-%nterestinglin this historical monologue

is that the accomplishments of the man are shown to have evolved from his

L
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visionary abilities, affirming that man can act on his ideas. His knowledge of
the land beyond "the zone of heat” is "[nlo guess-work! 1 was certain of my
goa]."A Able to see beyond the horizon delimited by ignorance, fear, and a

widespread cultural myopia, Columbus literally opens the world to his society:

chains
For him who gave a new heaven, a new earth
As holy John had prophes1ex% me',
Gave glory and more empire. the kings
0f Spain-than all their battles' chains for him
Who pushed his prows into the setting sun,
And made West East, and sailed the Dragon's mouth,
And came upon the Mountain of the World, :
And saw the rivers roll from Paradise.

Like a true prophet, Columbus sees beyond his own sphere of existence to an

emblematic "other" world. His fate, similar to that of all great prophets,

ho@evér, is to know resentment, and worse, to watch his "creation,"” or less
metaphoricaliy, his discovery, be misused. The bitterness suffusing the poem

has been likened to "the poet's own mistrust of fame and his sympathy with an

aged lonely spirit, f@rcely independent but aware of isolation and_differ‘ence“;4

n

the poem, howevér,-is interesting mainly for the manner in which Tennyson uses
the discovery of other lands as a métabhorlfor vision, enlightenment, and the
courage to bg{iéte in'oné's own pe}sonaj goal. CoTumbus's bitterness is
doubtless1y impelled by his own knowledge of the importance of his distovery, a
knowledge that seems not to be shared by his society {though it is cognizant of-Q
the materialistic ;alué of the discovery, society seems blind to its wider
promise);

Eighteen long years of waste, seven in your Spain,
Lost, showing courts and kings a truth the babe
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Will suck in with his milk hereafter -- earth
A sphere. .

The implications of a béoadened horizon, difficult to inculcate in the
insular minds of the “ecourt,” will "hereafter" be -- as Columbus rjght]y points
out -- a part of an innate knowledge, a transcendent truth, conveyed not through
the process of oral diffusion, but by a more complex though spontaneous inbred
systeh of communication. Despite Tennyson's attempt to create a hjstor%ca]
figure, Columbus emerges as a prophet-figure of the highé§t and most tragic order,

- depicting the poet's by now almost clichéd doctrine of the inspiring power and
fundamental importance qf the private vision, as well as of sociéty's conchrrent.
inability tQ~gra§p-or sustain this truth. .

Unlike Columbus, the prophet figure of "The Voyage of Maeldune" appea;s weak
énd‘gecondary. The Saint whp chastizes Mae]duqe foﬁ,seeking trivial revenge
rather than inner peace, however, represents an antipodal figure who has learned
4 to transform his bitterness into a better-used or more effiéient energy. The

three-hundred-year-old holy man enjoins Maeldune to renege on his quest,]eéving
' _ vengeance to the Lord. Once again Tannyson uses age and experience'as an adjunct
of wisdom, and, by éxtension, as a link to the Divine. As Maeldune recounts: ‘
- welcame to the Isle of a Saint who - , \
had sailed with St Brendan of yore,
He had Tived ever since on the Isie and his

winters were fifteen score, .
And his voice was low as from other worlds (italics mine).

-

’

' . % .
Following the Saint's rebuke, Maeldune rises above the insipidness of his”
hatred and discovers the up-lifting power of forgiveness. The poem echoes a

< &
prevalent theme in Tenmnyson, "the arrival through the pain and tribulation of the
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Iffe journey at an ultimate recognition of moral trutp::E’“Ipe twelve sections
of "Maeldune" focus on a gradually evolving sense of learning very much the idea
behind In Memofiam.. In the latter poem, the speaker siow]y grows to accept the
pain of separation from Arthur Hallam over a long period of pime, the speaker's

attitude changing from one of bitterness and anger to one of renewed faith in the

transmuting power of belief. In "Maeldune" the pattern is simpler, thé- "learning

process" more clearly illustrated, but the "strategy" of discovery i; an-old one. i
Maeldune Qradua11y-progresses by trial and eprop_from ignorance to insight, aided
by'experience and the !oice of reason. In the end. he bepomés a worthy discipTe
of the hoary Saint. |
| The holy man's age, emphasized by "his white hair [which] sank to his heels

and_h{s white beard [whicp] %e]T‘to his feet," together with his‘contemp1ative
way of life, makes him an appropriate counterpapt of the Columbus figure,
Together they suggest a compos1te figure, a resolution of d1fferences intimating
the greater h1dden figure towards which Tennyson S poeppy is moving. .

The composite, or "synthesized," figure appears in the Tiresias and Deméter
vo]umes "T1res1as," “The Ancient Sage." and “Merlin.and the G]eam" set forth
a character who reso]ves the ]ong standing tension evinced in "Columbus" and
"The Voyage of Maeldune”; since the "tension" has most often been expressed
through simé]ar mystical figures, it s fitting phat the three “consolidating”
poems feature mantic characters.

Written in large part in.1833 (at the ;ame time' as "Ulysses" and "Tithonus"),
“Tiresias" was not published until f885 when, as the introduqtory poem "“To E.
Fifzgeralq" relates,"m} son, who d%pt / In‘some forgotten book of mine / With

sallow scraps of manuscript; / And dating many a year ago," discovered it and

encouraged his father to publish it. Although "Tiresias" was written almost
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five decades before its pub]icetion, importane'reJ%sions and additions make the
poem a reliable study of the Laureaté ﬁn th\'18805 ' ' -
The poem focusses on Tiresias, a man who early in life yearned "[flor larger
g11mpses of that more than man / Which rolls the heavens " In-his quest for
heightened knowledge and a g]:mpse or "hope to see the nearer &od,? he
accidentally discovers Pallas Athene in her. "secret oTiVe glade'“' The vis{on of ‘
the naked goddess, like a 11ght too bright for mortal eyes to endure st.1kes
him blind. In inflicting the ultimate pun1shment on Tiresias for see1ng her
naked, the "Goddess of Wisdom" imposes a crue1 curse: he is* made pr1vy to

-

knowledge that can save society and s1gn1f1cant1y‘g1ter the condition of life

for the better, but is rendered incapable of communicating it., To th{e story is

added Menoeceus' plight. Tiresias must somehow convey to Menceceus ;het'on1y

.the latter's death can appease Args for the slaying of the dragon by Cadmus.

To save Thebes, Menoeceus must sacrifice himself. . _

"Tiresias" reflects many of the social fears Tennyson increasing1y he1d

concerning his country, his people, and their acts. The parallel to Tennyson
himself is distussed by Sir Charles Tennyson, who refers to an unpub]ishen

— extract of the poem that -reveals Tennyson's-specific and conscious linking of

himself to the blind prophet:

The poet was no doubt drawn to the old legend by the feeling
that he was very much in the position of its hero. He could

see s0 plainly where materialism and lack of faith were hurrying
the world, yet he was beginning to feel that all his warnings
were in vain. These apprehensions are clearly expressed in an
unpublished version of ‘the dedication

Ah! If 1
Should play Tiresias to the t1mes,
I fear I might but prophecy . ' ;
Of faded faiths and civic crimes, \\MI,



. a3

. And fierce transition's blood-red morn, -
And years with *lawless voices loud.

01d vessels from their moorings torn: '

And cataclysm and thundercloud,
- And oné lean hope, that at the last

Perchance -- if this small world endures .-
Our heirs may find the stormy past 6
Has left their present purer. . . .

~

‘ If the sim%laritiés between Tennyson and Ti;gsias aré significant, the
parallels between the Merlins of the I _Ebﬂj__knd Tiresias are equa]]y striking. Although
he has the power of prophesy1ng,“ Tlres1as is unable to effect change, to "~
help society save itself. His curse, to “"speak the truth that no man may helieve,"
is similar to Merlin's inabj]ity to reach and uphold his socjefy. Interestingly,
this aspect of Tires{as's curse éxists‘in none of Tennyson's sourzes. As Dwight
Culler points out, "the condition that Tifegias's prophecies shall not be
be]ievgd was not a part of any classical version of the myth but was added by
. Tennyson,, presumébly from the story of Cassandra. It is obvfous that Tennyson
wants Yo make this point the ¢entral theme of the poem.“7 - |

" The Meriins of the lgxllg'and Tiresias seek escape from the futiifty of their
visions, the Merlins through.the hollowéd oak or the Siege perilous, Tiresias in
that place where mingle "the fambus kings of old," the "one far height in one
far-shining fire." The most important Eonnection between these figures is their
limited ability to "réaéh“ wbrthy‘3n¢ividUé]s in society, to select and uplift
the few who can be saved. In the LQXll_. Merlin influences both Arthur and
Galahad. Similany, Tiresias succeeds in persuading Menoeceus to perform a self-
s&frifice comparable to Galahad's. In losing himself to save Thebes, ﬂenoeceus
is raised to an almost divine level, echoing Galahad's selfless act and subsequent
near-deification. Interestingly, in both the Idylls and in “Tirgsias,"'it is

society which is responsible for the decay of truth and vision. As James R.

*
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Kinkaid points out, "Tiresias does see, though he can do very little about, the
‘ineffectiveness of truth itself. But he blames this not so much on the gods,
on thg very nature of things, as on the Eggglg.“a’“

Ultimater'"Tiresias“ is.dmportant as an example of Tennyson's synthesizing
point of view. The'Laﬂregte's use of poiar 6pposites -- social and private,

_ aeféafed and victorious, b#tfér and reconcffed -- yields to a combined concept.
in one sense, Tiresias shares characteristics of both Columbus and the Saint, or,
to cite a more cogent analogy, reflects both,Mer]ins of the Idylls. Bitter that

_nghg wise man's word L . . Lis] trampled b} the populace underfcot," Tiresias

suffgrs under a "great melancholy." Beholding society's inaccessibility only

makes ﬁim ﬂpng for retreat.  Like the Merlins of the Idylls, however, Tiresias
also recognf???’his éocia]_duty, his pedagogical roie, and successfully teaches

Menoeceﬁs to fulfil -his responsibility. Both Mer]ins,"éocial and private,

bitter and at peade,‘ére at last consolidated in the consummate figure of the

blind seer. |
RS ‘
"The Ancient Sage," also a study in polarities, arguesﬁconvincihg1y for.

the essentiality of opposites; and by extension, for their synthesis: Presumably

a poem about Lao-Tze, this "very personal" poem, as Tennyson termed it;“focusées

on an old sage -- "obvious]&.a figure of Tennyson himse’lf“9 -- addressing a

young senSua]isf in ‘an attempt to inculcate a positive belief in a power abbve

the tactile‘and above the self. The poem is a monologue reminiscent of the

"

early poem "The Two Voices" in its use of dialectical argumen?ation. In thes
later poem, however, @he bitterness is entirely lacking, replaced instead by a

surety of purpose and‘belieff" ! )

The conflict between the perceptions of #he young, atheistic poet “"worn /

A}
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From wasteful 11v1n§\ and those of the.aged seer is gﬁ/exampIe of Te yson s
amalgamat1ve approach in his final years. Bnth character1st1cs of the polar1ty.
~as revealed in the early bardic figures, are as 1n\\\\T951as,“ resolutely
united: the Sage is both pedagogue as well as potent1al resfuse. The aged seer
has attempted to edify society but, like the enchanter 6f “ﬁéh{in and Vivi;n,"
has been "overworn" by his task. “I am weéried‘of our city, son;”_he Eglis the
young sceptic and, again like the earlier Merlin, longs for reclusion from

society, seeks to "spend [his] . . . ont last year among the h111s «10

The
combination of private, quiescent belief in "The Nameless power," and of soggal,
pedagogical motivation does not create an imbalance. In "The Ancient Sage,” as
in "Tiresiés," the polarity is équipoised and interconnected.

In his-stud} of "The Ancient Sage"” as an example of objective, as opposed

to subjective, argumentation,Howard W. Fulweiler argues that Tennyson's poem is

an intellectual handling of the questions of belief using a rigorous objective

approach to explicate the non-empirical, or noumenal, values the poet believes
1n.]] According to Fu?we11er Tennyson is not an "emotional subgect1v15t ;
rather, his ”re1igious views demonstrate an objective intellectual foundation,“
&a fact that many o? Tennyson's contemporaries were quick to récggnize, but that
modern critics often fail to see.'l2 Fulweiler's artic]g is relevant to this study
fh its astute recognition of the many-levelled dualities inherent in thfs poem:
"'The Ancient Sage', with its two voices, its past and present, its age and

youth, its éharacteristic Tennysonian strengths and weaknesség, is probably as

typical a worﬁapf the Victorian Laureate as we are likely to finq."]3

The
dialectic, more than a mere display of contending points of view, is part of the
infrastructure of the poem and fundamental to the final information and

declarations it conveys, the conclusions it inevitably reaches: "The poem makes

L
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its discoveries dialectically, proceeding by oppoé?zéé in the manner of a formal

14

argument . " In describing the "religious" aspects of the poem, as well as

Tennyson's method of argument, Fulweiler idgntiffes one of the r;asons Tennysoﬁ
eme]oys "polar opposites" -- to “"attempt to unite different aspects of the human
' personaiity."Ts o S ' o B :

This notion of “aspécts of a personality” coincides well w}th Tennyson's
bardic-*i;U*ﬁs. There is, after all, no question that Tennyson's mantic
chaéﬁtters reflect aspects of ng_personé]ify. 'The que%tion is, however, how
much of the poet's conf]icting emotions they shares ﬁgthas earlier been shown,
the balance shifts noticeaﬂ]y betwgen'a,bitterness at the "so;ia] lies" and
- failure and én acceptance of the inevitability of a priyate retreat. Apart from

; N
the laterxmgugssf’the "opposites" -are never combined. Like "Tiresias," "The
Anéient Sage" is a toucpsfoné in the career of the poet, for it brings to
wholeness’what can only be termed.the'bardic split persona]ity‘of Tennyson's
past work. — .

Just as the opposites in "The Ancient Sage" supplement each other, so too
are.the binary roles of Tennyson's prophets inter-supportive. In his article,
Fulweiler cjtes two texts that egﬁ]icate the self-sustaining necessity of

bopposites; oée written by Co]eridge to eXp]ain "the unifying principle th;t makes

w16 the other by Owen Barfield, elaborating on Coleridge's

time intelligible,
view. Both statements, describing man's sense of time, are adapted by Fulweiler
to reflect on Tennyson's use of objective argument and personal experience as

co-supportive forces in "The Ancient Sage": °

The sense of Before and After becomes both intelligible and
intellectual when, and only when, we contemplate the succession
in the relations of Cause and Effect, which, like the two poles
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of the magnet manifest the being and unity of the one power
by relative opposites, and give, as it were, a substratum of
permanence, of identit;, and therefore of reality, to the
“shadowy flux of Time.l

Barfield elaborates on this view: "Where logical opposites. are contradictory,
‘polar opposites are generative of each ogher'f- and togéiher generative of a,
new product. Polar opposites exist by.virtue of each other as well as at the

expénse of each"other.ﬂ8 Coleridge's theory of co-supportive opposites is

useful and relevant ih explicating the “polar harmgpy" of Tennyson's Qardic

- figures. Tennyson's éontradictory'bards function in a generative way, exhibiting
throughout the different poemS Leparate and antagonis;ic characteristics which:
ultimately reflect on each other and which servé to define them more clearly.

As Barfield says, these po]érities exist because of, and through, each othef;
moreover, they also hint at, and, in the long term, "generate" a new product

- that is revealed, at long last,in “Merlin and the Gleam."

More than any other poem, "Mgrlin and the Gleam" stands as a thematic
_capstone to Tennyson's canon, because it places one of his central ambivalences into
clear perspective. The poem, in its recollection of former days, retraces
the past as a justification of the future. A recapitulation of Tennygon's life,
“Merlin and the Gleam" deﬁcribes. in more or less chronological order, the
important phases of his career: the writing of his ear]y‘volumes of poetry; his
"Ten Year's Silence" due to harsh criticism; the rekindled poetic inspiratiog

19

and his focus on lesser products of "the early imagination"; ~ the beginning of

_ his Arthurian interests; the death of Arthdr Hallam and the "slowly brightening

. melody" following this loss; the renewed faith in the power of poetry.20

It-is this "renewed faith" in poetry, and, of course, in the value of the

~

poet's role, which makes "Merlin and the Gleam” an important work. If "Tiresias”

|
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and “The Ancient Sage" demonstrate the process by whic? the polarities of, the
poet are allied, "Merlin and the Gleam" celebrates the final amalgam: a poet
figure with a new strength and importance.: The "grey Magician” of "Merlin and
the Gleam" is a poet who has reconciled the purely “Eocia]" aspect of his role
- the poet as pédagogue -- with the uniﬁue]y personal -- the poet as-solitary
thinker.

Just as CoTeridge(s polar opposites “generate” a new product, Merlin's
synthesis also creates‘a different mystic, a figurs best understood in the light
of one of Tennyson's earlier similies. In "The Ancignt Sage" the visionary uses
”Pjato's éave" as a simi]é for 1earnin§..'The-“cavern whence an affiuent fountain
poured / From_darknéss into qayligﬁt" is used to illustrate the levels of 1earnin§
through which man moves, a movement from illusion through to ‘true thought. As
~ the gloss to b]ato‘s simile makes clear, however, the true philosopher, the true
artist, must also take a final step if he is to realize his full value and

potential:

-We are shown the ascent of the mind from iillusion to pure
philosophy, and the difficulties which accompany its progress.

And the philosopher, when he has achieved the supreme viéion,
is required to return to the cave and serve his fellows.

{

The "new product” of Merlin's consolidation, then, is a figure who has resolved

not only the tension concerning the phb]ic/private dialectic, but alsa one who
has learned that he must return to teach.

This "new" figure is not merely a consummate "teéﬁher" figure, for he hés
incorporated into-his public role the essential characteristics of the private,

and has added a new dimension, that of potent spiritual vision. The. poet figure,

transformed and enlightened, can transmute the sensual Vivien of "Merlin and
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Vivien" -- that force he once fearedvand believed he must exorcise -- into a

grand, uncompromisingly positive force, the power of the Gleam (Tennyson had earlier

associated Vivien witit "the hi§her poetic imagination“);22 moreover, the poet

is one who can re-animate the Merlin dormant in the oak. The new order and
bétter time, ovér by the Idylls' close, has renéwed itself once again,
In'"Mer]in‘aEd the Gleam" Merlin is the episome of the teacher. His role
théoughout the poém is to edify the jpung Mariner. Merlin's rolé as a teacher,
however, is.qua1ified,-in part, by the mystic's knowledge that he will soon have
rest and will cross thefaboundless Ocean” haviﬁglfound “the ideal light, the

mother-passion of all the supreme artists of the world":23

And so to the land's
Last Timit I came -- .
And can no longer, *
" But die rejoicing,

For through the Magic
Of Him the Mighty,
Who taught me in childhood,
There on the border
0f boundless (cean,

. And all but in Heaven
Hovers The Gleam.24

The boundless ocean, like the boundless deesi represents perhaps thé most ‘
extreme retreat possible, and appears as an impgrtant dimension of Merlinfs ability
| to teach. Where in “The Passing of Arthur" the intercénnection is merely implied,
a "last echo of a great cry" intimating the eventual return of a salvation-
giving power (another Arthur or Merlin to lead society to the."Force e from
the Héights”), it is, in "Merlin and thé G]eam,"'an active, connected force.
Added to this combination is a new dimension to the mystic's power, an

ability to return from the beyond. Merlin's exhortation to the young Mariner
% '
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js 1ike a voice from beyond "the margin," no longer merely a slight reverbération.
: : , _ .

If Arthur's “last echo" in the Idylls can, as Stevenson suggests, "catalyze . . .

[Bedivere] into action."25

then the full, direct voice of inspiration -- joined
at last to the other world whence ﬁnspiratibn spfings -- promises to reagh more peo-
Ip]e, and so, potentially, to change society.. The closing of "Merlin and the Gleam" js
Tennyson's giatement that both the private and the public roles can successfully co-
exisf; more important]y; it imp]jes that their unification will produce an ‘even
greater force. |

If Tennyson is unequivocally associated with Merlin, then it ought to be
possible to 1dent1fy the Mariner to whom Merlin speaks. Haight suggests that
perhaps he is a young sailor who ass1sted Tennyson when the poet fell i1l in the
autumn of 1888, "one of the village lads whom Tennyson had often seen,.gazing
. with awe at the now prost;ate Laureate, whom he'was helping to carry.” Haight
concludes: "in the following August, when he [Tennysoq] began to write the poem,
the young Mariner's inquiring Took may have won him immort;]ity as Merlin's

26 Whether the young lad was a prototype or not is impossib]e_to.'

confidant:"
def%rmine, yet it see@;/that, if any parallel is to be drawn, the connection
ought to be made to Bedivere stapding on thé "“iron crag . . ._[sjtraining his
eyes peneath an arch of hand" tq\see his king who has finally "crost the bar."
In “Merfin and the Gleam" Tennysén. the se]f-pfoc]aimeq Merlin of the ﬁoem, has \\\
become, and even surpassed, the Arthur of his poetic kingdom, his words bridging.
the polarities of private and puBlic.

Stevenson writes that the "prophet's sphere of influence has‘narrowed from‘
the whole society to the individua]-énd'hfs message has become almost exclusively
moral and spiritual as the ‘chair' of the bard has been replaced by the'podium

[ ] - .
27 Quite the contrary, the optimism,. the renewed belief in the -

7

of the teacher."
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private faith and the pedagogical potentiality -- and more importantly

of the powers of the bard, for. Merlin 5pecificaify requests that the Young
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Mariner direct his attention toward society:

, ™~ .
With this new power Tennyson recognizes as his own, the Laureate can at last

. gall your companions,

Launch your vessel,
And crowd your canvas,
And, ere it vanishes
Over the margin, -~
After it, fo?]ow it,
Follow The Gleam.

proclaim himself ‘tne with the magician:

o

>

As E]izdbeth Francis writes:

‘The sigﬁificance of the italics becomes most clear when we
remember Tennyson's .difficulty with naming in his early work
(cf. Armageddon, Eleanore, and others), and his struggle for a

1 am Merlin,

And I am dying,
[ ‘am Merlin

Who follow The Gleam.

compelling outer voice in In Memoriam and Maud.
a character in The Devil and the Lady, a pseudonym in 1852, a

power in the Idylls.

-

~

Now the name is freel
bearer a gray, winter soul attempting a new
represents a clear sense of the poetic self in a
recognized as the reality, not the mask, of age.

The mage became

confessed, its
levation. L

hysical shape
28

the
. . - !
co-existence of each--- seems to be a broadening of perspective and an exten

sion

!

In a sense Tennyson's first Magician -- Magus from The Devil ‘and the Lady --

and his last mantic creation -- Merliq in "Merlin and the Gleam" -- are drawn
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together in a poetic finale, the failed journey of the:first completed by the

successful journey of the last.



Conclusion

\

Tennyséh:s dééth on 6 October 1892 marked the .end of an unusually long
and producﬁivé\TT¥;. The man who, as a child, had wanted to be "“a popular poet,"
died one of literature's most ce]ebréted figures. It is difficult to determine
to what extent the "prbphetic" Tennyson played a part in the achievement of this
critical and popular acclaim. It has been suggested that the "prophetic"
Tennyson is-of secondary importance since it.is thé one subsequent ages found
most dispensable. To judge py what is discarded in fp]]owing ages, however, does
not always provide the most reliable measure of what is best or worse in a writer's

30utput5 This seems especially true of the Laureate's work. The Idylls of the King,

for examp]e,'was considered one of'Tennyson's failures, and, -like His propﬁetic

work, was discarded and ignored. Largely because of critics such as T.S. Eliot

and Harold Nicolson, the 1dylls was relegatgd to postscripts and cursory studies, “‘\\
and has only recently been restored to its central place'beside ppems such as In
Memoriam, "The Palace of Art," “Ulysses;“ and "Locksliey Hall."

One mustfalso remembery tﬁat the fact that the poet's inclination towards the
pfophetic:br mygfical‘has been found to be of secondary interest by certain audiencgs
-does not di&injsh its importance for the Laureate himself. Since the spiritual
figurés‘so 5roéinent1y in Tennyson's work, the spiritual must be considered in any
critical analysis of his work. His 1ifelong struggle to discover where the poet's

responsibility lay -- in the inner world of the individual poet, or the outer world

of the bardic figufe -- is a central concern in most of his poetry. Since the un-

T
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certainty is almost conéistent]y a part of the mantic poetry, then, gg_fgggé,

an gxayinaiion of the prophetic works is crucial to én'understanding of the poet's
work. It i§ impossib]é, theréfﬂhe, to dispéﬁse entirely with the prophetic and
mystical without seriously misinterpreting many of Tennyson‘s conventiona]Ly'
highly rggarded'poems. .Lg Memoriam, for example, describes a lengtﬁy coming to

terms not only with the difficulty of copiﬁg with Toss and grief, but alse with fhe

" discovery of the spiritual interrelationship of beings. -In|man§ ways the re-

solution of the di]émma is impossible without the "mystical” communion between
Arthur Hallam and Tennyson, and the more important union of man with God which
Tennyﬁon'intended the earlier re]ationship'tq prefigure and suggest.

One qf the most 1mportéht questions to be considéred is whetﬁer orlnot the
'ﬁAntic poetry oughf to be afforded a major place in the poet's canon,and, therefore,

whether or not it merits extensive investigation. To begin with, the poems are

important on a quantitative basis. Tennyson wrote‘so many of them that their

raison d'&tre réquires investigation. Written almost exclusively as vehicles in
which to question the poet's role, fhey may be studied in terms of the quest for
a Ja]id poetry, rather than simply as set piecés. Their ;aturé is almost éxc]usive]y
didactic and reveals explicitly and througH a common vocabulary a tension and
pr;occupatidn that are only %mg]icitTX and  separately rayealed in'ﬁis non-mantic
works. The relationship between the mantic poetry and the "secular" is, then, comple-
mentary, the former shedding 1{ght on ihe tensions explored, less didactically,
%n the Iafter. , ) |

Another reason for investigating the mantic poetry 1is that it reveals the
inner working of thé poet's mind which, in turn, further clarifies the main body of

his poetry. The mantic poems articulate with great precision conflicts that per-

vade the mhjori;y of his other worﬁ;, and fhe resolutions QEnnyson reaches in

-
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"The Ancient gaée“ or "Merlin and the Gleam," for example, help elarify am-
biguities latent in non—mahtic poetry. Again, in "The Lady of'Sha}ott," a poem
which employs a supernaturé1 frquhork w%thout a magician-like figure, Tenﬁysdn
’ creates-a‘puzzling Qiéhotomy that he leaves unresolved; the poet. .figure is
both punished and ;éwarded for escaping her tower. jhis raises the question, does
the boet endo}sé- seclusion, or escape from 5501ation: or is he‘ambiva]ept about
both? As this study hat attempted to suggeét, Tennyson himself probably did ndt
know. And although the resolution of later years can in no way affect the inherent
conflict of the poem, nor its pqetic'embodiment there, it can enable the reader to
understanﬁ the terms of the conflict more precisely, and in that sense, it broadens
the reade;'s awareness of the cohtext in which "The Lad} of Sha]dtt" was written.
Poems such as "Merlin and'Vivjén,“ "Tiresias,“ and "The §Rcient Sagg" are
fully realized poems cohcenned with questions central to the can and the answers
they provide.are uniquely fqund here. Neverthe]ess,.most of the mantic works are
.important as adjuncts to non—mantic.woﬁks. and perhaps, in the final analysis, the
quest to resoTve the conflict atteéding-the role of the poet, which they both
sﬁbgest and incorporate, does not allow of a poetical solution in.Tennyson. A}
indications are thap, had Tennyson not beén troubled by the qqestipn. he would not
have'wrjtten his best poetry. The tgngfon that emerges through the ﬁ@nﬁic works ‘
can be said to represent the lifeforce of his'poetry, and its reso]Qf%on. had it
occurred earlier, perhaps the death of some of his best works. Had Tennyson re-
solved the question of the poet's role -- had he written and believed in the message
of "Merlin and the Gleam" early in his -career -- this would have precluded any

need to write many of his betteE%poems whose energy and intensity arose from tensions

to which, as yet, he had no answers.
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Tﬁroughout Tennyson's poetry, Merlin has, like the.prﬁsoners of Plato's
cave, moved from a world of illusion through to true thought, and from the latter

_to a recognition of the duty of visionaries to return as teachers. The necromaricer

of The Devjl and the Lady, and the social castigators naively decrying petty

fears and shadows in the Juvenilia, echo the %irst state dep{cted by Plato: man

| learning to deal with shadows. The Merlins of the I1dylls depict the a%cent of the
mind to another level of knowledge: the Mer1¥n of "Merlin and Vivien" discovering
tryé philosophy by retreatiﬁg higher into the “ﬁind-cavé“ of his thoughts; the
Merlin of the remaining idylls discovering the existence of the shadow world, as

" portrayed by Vivien and other "surface flatterers." In later years, the prophet
figures of "The Ancient Sage,” "Tiresias," and "Merlin and the Gleam" take the
final ;teps towafg self-fulfilment, and recognize that they must influence and
teach, move equally toward the "mérgin," and impel individuals to action.

Merlin's centra]rposiﬁion in Tennyson's thought is a curiosity. 0% the many
Titerary characters to whom he Qas exposed, why did Tennyson choose &n aged,‘greying
maqus as his literary Doppelgdnger? Merlin represented a romantic concept that
Tennyson doubt{ess]y was attracted to. The romantic subjectivist part of Tennyson
(he was closely ittuned to his fnstinctjve side and given to retreating into him-
self), perhap /égw the solitary, yet powerful, seer, gifted yet cursed with
enormous skills, and so with enormous responsibility, as a kindred spirit.

Tennyson was perhap 0 attracted to something more complicated than the temper-

ament and skills he felt he red with Merlin. As this study has'attempted to
suggest, Tennyson's notion of mysticism was vague, his sense of the "spiritual”
intuitive and- unrefined. Merlin, iX seems, Qas a symbol who incorporated all of

Tennyson's uncertainties, whose traditional literary representations epitomized
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the ambivalences which were Eg_muth a part of Tennyson's thoughts regarding his
‘own vocation. As a symbol of the artist, Mef]in was not only alvehicle fof/
-exﬁ%é;sing‘the dilemma troubling Tennyson, bﬁt was also ajkoﬁvenient foil mask-
ing the extent of the poet's own uncertainty over what he actually was. Tennyson
constantly reconsidgreq his role as a poet, and; perhaps, as a seer, and Merlin
came to represent ex§1icit1y the struggle for an understanding of the role of

" poetry, and implicitly the level bf Tennyson's ambivalence over what his role
must be. Merlin, the graying, lonely outcast, must have seemed to contain within
himself all the.mysterieé Tennyson could not fathom fu11y. all the questions he
could not answer. The magus's legend, in some déys as 'hazy' as Tennyson's
knowfedge of himself, is a logical mask for Tennyson to assume. Merlin, then, came
to represent notAonly the struggle which is a poet's, but also the impotence
which is Tennyson's, the inability to answer certain questions that preoccupied
him continually. In many ways, it is largely as a result of the cogent symbol of
Merlin, a symbol that enabled him to phrase conveniently his questions, that

Tennyson was capable of reaching a personal, if not a poetical, resolution to

questions which haunted him throughout his carear.
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Blackburn's article cited above.

33 The play was probably completed prior to Charles II's death in 1685, ,
~ UnYortunately the play was not performed before the monarch's death and had to be
.suppressed during the revolution which dethroned Charles Il's successor, James II.
It was only performed, therefore, in 1691. See Maynadier, 297.

I
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34 Taylor and Brewer, 34.

3 1bid., 35. _ E

36 Maynadier, 302.

37 W.E. Mead, Merlin, or the Early History of King Arthur: A Prose Romance, = «
IT : Ixxvii. .
‘38 Maynadier, 305.
4 .2t
?9 James Douglas Merriman, The Flower @f Kings (Lawrence, Kansas: The University

Press of Kansas, 1973) 78. As any study of the period will show, Merlin's
popularity, while noticeably greater than his medieval brethren, existed mainly
because of the lower class credulity in prophecy, and did not, as in other periods,
manifest itself in "quality" literature at this time. Mer¥iman writes, "little
-more could be expected, opposed as the period officially was to the supernatural,

to mythology and legend, and to the 'Popish' superstition of the Middle Ages with

all their rude emotionalism, their richly instinctual life, and their ‘'barbarism,'
© 80. See also Maynadier, 302 ff.

- 40

Taylor and Brewer, 16.

A John Keats, "The Eve of Saint Agnes,” The Poetical Works of John Keats,
rev. by Paul D. Sheats (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1973) 130. Taylor has
suggested that the poem itself refers to "Merlin's infatuation," 37.

42 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, CoIer1dge Poetical works, ed. Ernest H. Coleridge-
(London: Oxford University Press, 1969) 458.

43 This single reference is interesting since there exists an earlier fragment
of -the poem (possibly written as much as ten years before) which refers to the
"magic glass" of Spenser's poem but not to Merlin, suggesting that the inclusion
of the latter was, if not an afterthought, at least the result of the poet's
further reading and general tightening of the allegorical drift. 1Ibid., 457n.

44 Percy Bysshe Shelley, Shelley's Poetical Works (New York: The Co-operative
Publication Society, 1887) 2: 778. )

45

Taylor ,and Brewer, 37.

46 Although this is Scott's only Arthurian piece, Taylor rightly points out
that in other works such as his metrical romance Marmion, he alludes "to Arthurian
incidents and in notes provided long extracts from Malory to acquaint his readers
with the story of the Chape] Perilous and Lancelot's quest for the Grail." Taylor
further notes that Scott's passion for the medieval tales continued all his life;
as he himself said, he wanted to "Essay to break a feeble lance, / In the fair
fields of old romance," (introduction to Canto I), Taylor and Brewer,44.
Unfortunately, Scott's efforts were about as successful as Wordsworth's.

4 Wordsworth, "The Egyptian Maid," Poetical Works of Wordsworth, ed. Thomas
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Hutc?inéon, rev. Ernest De Selincodrt {1906; London: Oxford University Press, -
1960) 291. The "History" refers to an 1816 edition of Le Morte Darthur edited
by Walker and Edwards; the "apology" to his rather loose adaptation of motifs
in Malory: the ambiguously evil Merlin, and the Maid of Astolat's approach to
Camelot by sea.

48 Merlin also appears in “ArtegaT‘EEﬁ Elidure” and The Prelude. Although
these are not Arthurian poems per se, they do refer to various Arthurian
personages as do other poems not 1isted here. Excluding the two given here,
"The Egyptian Maid" is Wordsworth's only Arthurian poem.

49 This is true of all the examples given here-except Wordsworth's which
was published in 1835, approximately three years after the publication of "The
" Lady of Shalott." - -

50 Perhaps the only addition that should be made to the list of authors is
Thomas Love Peacock who was a fairly learned Celticist. His works demonstrate
the extent of his knowledge. Although he did not write about MerTﬂV, one

character who is prominent in the satire, The Misfortunes of Elphin,/ is named
Taliesin, a Merlin-like figure who also appears in some of Tennyson's _poetry.
See chapter three. '

51

Eggefs,‘13f.
- 52 Matthew Arnold, ““Tristram and eult,”" The Poems and Criticism of
Matthew Arnold, ed. A. Dwight Culler (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1961) 103, 1. 75.

LX) .

53 Arnold, 104, 11. 119-22. As stated in the introduction, the majority of
interpretations of Tennyson's "Merlin-and Vivien" describe a defeated magician.
My position is diametrically different; see chapter four and five for a fuller
account of this interpretation.

. £
>4 David Staines, Tennyson's Camelot: The Idylls of the King and its Medieval
Sources ({Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1983) 158.

> For a list of their Arthurian paintings, see Staines, 157 n.4, and 159
nn. 9 and 10.

56 D.G. Rossetti planned to paint the walls of the Debating-room in the
Oxford Union. Although several paintings were executed, including Burne-Jones'
"Death of Merlin," none of the painters understood the principles of wall-painting,
and after a time the works began to fade.. The works were lost.
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ChiPter Two .

U Memoir, 1:11 and 320 respectively.
2 Ipid., 1:320.
3
Buckley, 100. -
4 Alfred Lord Tennyson, The Poems- of Tennyson, ed. Christopher Ricks
(London: Longmans, Green, 1969) 229. ~Hereafter referred to as Ricks.
5 _ : (‘}
Buckley, 16,
6 See chapter four.
7 Stevenson, "Druids," 18,
8 Memoir, 1: 320.
9 Ricks, . 11. 24 and 33-36 respectively. Other examples of trances
occur in sections XCV, CXXII, and CXXIV. -
A" ]0 -

Buckley, 18.

N Sir Thomas Malory, Le Morte Darthur, ed. R.M. Lumiansky (New York: Charles
Scribner's Sons, 1982) 80. For the sake of convenience [ have used this
edition rather than the Walker and Edwards' edition which Tennyson used;. the
examples do not warrant a specific line by 1ine comparison.

12 Like Merlin, Magus is-not as much of a dotard as he is painted.
Uniike his later counterpart, however, Magsihzzizéj}y arranges a safeguard for his
trust -- a devil to guard his wife and kee aste. Merlin, like his early
precursor, also comes to "half believe" his paramour true; in the notes to Southey's
" Malory, Merlin tells his master, Blaise, that he is "so taken with her love" that
he will not “forbear gping" -to -her (Ricks, 1594). 1 have quoted Ricks since
I do not have access to Southey's edition of Malory). Although several sources
have been identified as the inspiration for this tale (for example, W.D. Paden,
Journal of American Folklore, 1viii, 1945, 35-47), none, I believe, have
pointed out the striking parallel between Magus and Merlin, and therefore,
logically, to Malory.




13 Matory, IV: 80, )
14 For the differences between Malory's Vivien and Tennyson's see J.M. Gray's
"Two Transcendental Ladies of Tennyson's Idylis: The Lady of the Lake and Vivien,"
Tennyson Research Bulletin 1 {1970):104-05. That the characters are
different, however, is easy to determine. If one compares the two it is
immediately clear that Malory's Vivien -- she who armed Arthur, guarded:Sir
Pelleas, and beguiled Merlin -- is too multifaceted to be confused with Tennyson's -
skilled, though unvarying, anti-poet. For the changes to Guinevere and the lLady -
.0of Shalott see David Staines, Tennyson's Camelot. ’ -

15
16

Ricks, 122.

Stevenson, . "Druids," 15.

17 Ibid.

.18 0f "Armageddon,” Buckley states that it "is more explicit in its 'mystical’
detail and correspondingly more convincing," than even-"The Mystic," 16. The
first surviving word of the Armageddon poem is "Prophecy."” The moody "Coach of
Death" is highly "mystical" as well and places- "“Saints and Prophets old" on equal
footing, walking "Heaven's gardens." Tennyson suggests a similar "divine"
connection in "On Sublimity": "Blest be the bard, whose willing feet rejoice / To
tread the emerald green of Fancy's vales, / Who hears the music of her heavenly
voice." "King Charles's Vision," perhaps the most "mystical” of all, deals not
only with prophecy, but ghostly spectres as well. Finally, the epigram introducing
"Oh! ye wild winds,” is from the Song of the Five Bards in Ossian.

19

Buckley, 34}' )

20 As Buckley points out, this concept of the poet as seer "had ample
precedent in the classical aesthetic.theories he [Tennyson] had already learned
to respect,”" 34.

21 Bﬁck]ey, " [ Tennyson] himself made a sharper distinction than the
Apostles Trench and Alford between poetic teaching and didacticism in vgrse."34.

2z Ricks, 224. The 1842 edition was emended to read "All the place is holy

ground." “¢Clrystal river," and "shallow wit," however, appear in both the*1830

and 1842 versions. - :

23 Buckley, 38.

. 24 Catherine Barnes Stevenson, "Tennyson's Dying Swans: Mythology and the
Definition of the Poet's Role," Studies in English Literature: 1500 - 1900

20 (1980):621. I include dying swans within the bard motif based on the

work of Buckley, Stevenson, and Elizabeth A. Francis' “Tennyson's-Political

Poetry, 1852-1855," Victorian Poetry 14 (1976): 113-23. o

Stevensgll argues that the swans are prototypes ofﬁsacerdotal bards arising, -

possibly, from the use druidic bards made of these creatures during sacred rites,
where their roles, at one point, became interchangeable. In tracing the
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historical-mythological evolution of the dying swan myth from iXs Helio-Arkite
origins, George Faber shows that the tie of this myth to Arthur 15 a further
reinforcement of the possible connection between the two.

25 Stevenson, "Swans," 622.

L7
26 Francis, 120.

2T Ibid.

28 Ricks, 144,

29 "Francis, 119. .

30 In resortihg to such a grand-scale notion of timé, Tennyson anchors his .

opinions, and his poetry, in very firm ground. Part of this mystical work, then,
becomes a purely practical approach to writing poetry. He establishes as credible
a substratum for his statements as possible by applying an indestructible and
ubiquitous authority to his work. As Arthur J. Carr writes in "Tennyson

as Modern Poet," University of Toronto Quarterly 19 (1950):

“Tennyson. had learned to embody a problem in a mood and the mood in evocative,
concrete, and disturbed imagery. To this ability he would soon add the use of
myth and legend that made a hard and brilliant surface of traditional substance
under which the private sensibility moved as if through water,” 370. Tennyson uses
the "they say" as a witnessing, or validating force, similar to a calling upon of
God to justify a faith. Neither God, nor the statements which call on a historical
proof, can be reinforced by phenomenal proof. Faith alone must act as _evidence.
When Tennyson uses the phrase "they say" in a sense other than to validate a
basically unprovable idea, he uses a disclaimer, as in the poem, "To Professor
Jebb": "and they say / That here the torpid mummy wheat / Of Egypt bore a grain

as sweet. . . ." Tennyson's 1889 gloss to this line reads, "They say, for the

fact is doubtful" {(Ricks, 1372n. 3. This 1is the only instance that Tennyson

has felt a disclaimer necessary when using the phrase; ordinarily it is used
deliberately as a device, not an imprecision. See chapter two.

/
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Chapter Three

Memoir, I1: 122; As Christopher Ricks points out, there is sufficient

evidence to establish that Tennyson was stili writing the fragment in 1883,

Ricks,
2

3
4

Malory.

9
10
m
12
13
14

15
16

17

502-03.
Memoir, 11: 123.

Harvard Notebook Number 16. Staines, 5.

Staines, 7.

See chapter four.
Staines, 7.
Memoir, II: 124.

This is a role that Merlin assumes under Geoffrey of Monmouth and, later,

2

See chapter two.

Memoir, I1: 122-23. Italics mine.

Ibid.

Ricks, 502-03.

Staines, 13.

Ibid. For a more detailed account of these incongruities see Staines, 13.

Trinity Notebook 15. Staines, 13.

Ibid., 13-14. reprinted from Tennyson's Camelot.

Stevenson, “Druids,” 17. As Stevenson notes, other influences were

"Shelley in 'A Defence of Poetry! (published 1939-40), and Carlyle in 'The Hero
as Poet. Dante; Shakespeare' (1841)," 16-17. ,
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18 picks, 1000 and 1002 respectively.

19 Memoir, I:343.

20 1pid.

21 parTam Tennyson as quoted by Ricks, 1000.
22

See Elizabeth Francis for a treatment of the "political” nature of
Tennyson's poems as well as F.J. Sypher, "Politics in the Poetry of Tennyson,"
Victorian Poetry 14 (1976):101-12.

23 10 "Merlin the Enchanter, Merlin the Bard," W.D. Nash writes that "[iln
the Welsh legendary history no name is so famous as that of Merlin, with one
exception perhaps, that of Taliesin," i

24

Francis, 14.

25 Stevenson,, "Druids": "For example, in the autob1ographica] 'Youth',
not published dur1ng Tennyson s lifetime, the speaker reviews-his early days: 'The
months, ere they began to rise, / Sent through my blood a prophét voice'," 15.
Stevenson also refers to Francis' article which states "Tennyson's pub]ic voice,
early and late, is one of declaration, exc]amat1on, and authority through which
the poet celebrates himself, v1car1ous]y, in ce]ebrat1ng or deploring a cause,”
119.

26 The closing section of Guest's translation is entitled "Taliesin,” who is
said to be “"chief of bards / With a sapient Druid's words," 272. According to
the Rev. R. Williams, "The romance of Taliesin is so fragmentary as hardly to
deserve to be called a story. The hero was in all probability a real sixth-
century bard and a contemporary of Arthur,” 3, introduction, The
~Mabinogion. Tennyson may also have been familiar with Mrs. Felicia Hemans'

"Taliessin's Prophecy" {spelled with two_ s's) published in 1822. Mrs. Hemans
also refers to Merlin in one of her other poems; see The Complete Works of Mrs.
Hemans, ed. by her sister (New York, 1847). .

27

3]

Stevenson, 16.

28 R1cks, 1004..  The name Taiiessin appears only one other time in
Tennyson s poetry along with the names of several other prophets 1nc]ud1ng
"Aneurin," whom a gloss refers to as a 51xth -century bard. The poem is "Harp,
harp, the voice of Cymry." '

29 Edgar Finley Shannon Jr., "Tennyson and the Reviewers, 1830-1842," PMLA
58 (1943):194, '

30
31

Ibid., 191,
Westminster Review, 14 (January 1831): 223-24, rpt. in Shannon, 192.

32 Christian Examiner, 23 (January 1838): 327, rpt. in Shannon, 193.




NOTES

Chapter Four

Stevenson, “Druids,"” 17.

2 Claude de L. Ryals, From the Great Deep: Essays on .Idylls of the King
{Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press, 1967), describes the tension between Merlin
and Vivien as a "conflict between service and passion," 139; Buckley writes,
"Merlin's yielding to the seductive wiles of Vivien is merely the grossest example
of the abject surrender of the intellect to the flesh," 181 - 82; John D.
Rosenberg, A Study of Tennyson's Idylls of the King (Cambridge, Mass.: The Belknap
Press, 1973}, says, "In place of Malory's doting magician and innocent damsel,
Tennyson creates the great figure of the harlot-enchantress. . . . The-result is
that Merlin is doomed but not degraded by Vivien," 111; Fred Kaplan subscribes
to the idea of negative and positive imagination, 286; Eggers believes that
“Vivien's “capture of Merlin's charm marks the passing of intellectual persuasion
from the forces -of truth to the voices of slander," 151- 52; Elizabeth Brewer
refers to Merlin as the Id and Arthur as the Super-ego, stating that the former's
imprisonment can be seen as an image for the taming of the unbridled power of the
subconscious, 13.

Buckley, 49.

4 Ibid. , 50. ’ '

. > Ibid., 55. The same, perhaps, can be said concerning "The Lady of
Shalott." As Lawrence Poston III has said in "The Two Provinces of Tennyson's
'‘Idyl1s'," "Tennyson had reworked the old story in a delicately ambiguous fashion
to imply that the involvement of the poet in the world was both necessary and
disastrous," 374. }

6 According to the Memoir, Tennyson began "Merlin and Vivien" in February
1856 and completed it "by March 31st " {I :414). This was the first section of
what would later become the Round Table idylls, that is, the ten sections framed
by "The Coming of. Arthur" and "The Passing of Arthur." Originally entitled
"Nimu8" the peem was published for the first time as a trial edition in 1857
together with "Enid." The six copies, published by Edward Moxon, were entitled
Enid and Nimud: The True and the False, all of which Tennyson recalled from the
printers because of adverse comments concerning the poems. “The sole survivor of
this trial edition can be found in the Library of the British Museum. The title
of "Nimu8" was later expanded to "Merlig and Nimw#" and then (in 1859) to Vivien.
According to John Pfordresher, A Variortm Edition of the Idylls of the King,
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(New York: Columbia University Press, 1973), there are “five different states

of printer's proofs for 'Nimu8'--'Vivien', the first four employed the name

'Nimu8'. . . . In the fifth state the name is finally altered to 'Vivien',"

25 - 26. The final title was established in 1870 (Ricks, 1593). "Merlin

and Vivien" was one of the poems to which Tennyson made the most changes. Between
1872-74 alone, Tennyson made substantial alterations and added 140 new lines. For °
a fuller account of these changes see Richard Jones, The Growth of the ldylls,
.chapter ii, and Pfordresher, intreduction.

7 I would argue that there is a distinct difference between the isolated,
hedonistic art discussed in, say, "The Palace of Art," and that represented by
the private retreat in "Merlin and Vivien." When I refer to isolated art I mean
one more personal and pure, which is in no way solipsistic since its participation
in society would be both destructive and self-destructive rather than beneficial.
Tennyson, it seems, was struggling to determine at which point the artist, in
attempting self-preservation, could escape the label of solipsist.

8

Kaplan, 286. j_k"
9

10 Catherine Barnes Stevenson states that Merlin's role in the 1856 idyll is
representative of the Druidic bard described by such people as Edward Davies,
where the emphasis is placed on "their social importance, their architectural
skills, and their visionary powers," "Druids,” 17. The qualities of the
consummate poet, therefore, are slightly different in this idyll to those of the
future idylls, a difference that will be more fully explored in chapter five.

11

Ibid., 291.

Kaplan, 289. o v

12 G.0. Marshall, Jr., A_Tennyson Handbook (New York: Twayne, 1963) 141,

13 Haight, 551. For a brief account.of the Vulgate Mer11n as well as
Robert de Boron's poem, see chapter one.

14 See George D. Meinhold's, "The Idy]ls of the K1ng and the Mabinogion,"
Tennyson Research Bulletin 1 (1969): ] believe  that there .
is no reason to look further than . . . [Lady Charlotte Guest's translation of the ]
Mabinogion for the source of "Mer11n and Vivien." Despite Meinhold's comment that
"the Mab1noa1on as a source for parts of the Idzl1s . . . has largely been
ignored, , both Hallam Tennyson (Memoir, I: 416}, and Sir Charles Tennyson
{296), mention Guest's book as a general influpnce on Tennyson's work.

15

Haight, 551,

16 Hallam Tennyson's bowdierized version in Ricks, 1594.

17

18 Originally published as Enid and Nimud: -The True and the False. See
_ footnote six,

Kaplan, " 291.
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19 Although "Merlin and Vivien" should not be divorced from its role in
the overall work, it should be remembered that the poem works on an independent
level; moreover, its position in the dx]]s, as well as its function as an autonomous
unit, actual]y coincides with Tennyson's “"master plan." This design is treated more
fu]ly in chapter five. : '

20 Memoir, IT: 131-33.

21 Kaplan, 298. To be fair, Kaplan's.yview is widely shared cf., for
examp]e Ryals's comment: "the rainstorm at- the close of the idyll does not re-
fresh the old man and help him to triumph over the insidious evil which Vivien

represents, as first it seemed it was to do; on the contrary, the rain drives Merlin -

to accept Vivien into his embrace and consequently leads te his ruin," 62.

22 Memoir, 1: 33.

23 Reprinted from Ricks, 92-94. It is not unlikely that this appro;::)to
the storm was adopted by Tennyson when he wrote "Merlin and Vivien," though there
is no conclusive proof that King Lear was a specific model. It is interesting to
note, however, that Shakespeare mentions Merlin in the above-cited scene, the
only reference to Merlin in all his work. It seems likely that Tennyson, in plan-
ning the original idyll, would have consulted the most famous storm scene in 1it-
erature, and established a similar motif of storm. .

2% Memoir, 1: 24.

25 For those who maintain that Tennyson more strongly, or exclusively, clung
to druidic symbolism, it is important to note that the oak held an equal importance
in pagan literature. In "The 0ld Irish Tree-List," Ce1t1ca 11 (1976): 107-24,
Fergus Kelly relates that the oak was among the f1rst of the airig fedo (the nob]es
of the wood). ,

26

with visits to Farringford and the nearby New Forest where Tennyson moved to escape
society. In explaining his father's reasons for moving, Hallam cited Lady Taylor
and added a postscript to her observations: "'If society were what it is not . .
it might be well to give up something for it'. Society being what it is, he’
determined to quit Twickenham and to Tive a country life" (1:365). Later in the,
biography, Hallam mentions the writing of "Merlin and Vivien" and concludes, "in '
the 'Forest of Broceliande' are many reminiscences of what was now the near scenery
of the New Forest" (I: 414). Buckley also stresses the connection and indicates
that "Farringford . . . was to afford him both the seclusion he required as artist
and the peace he sought as a family man," 148. Finally, Lady Thackeray Ritchie's
description of the "house at Farringford" as a place which "seemed l1ke a charmed
palace, with green walls without, and speaking walls within" (Memo1r, : 366) is
cur1ogslyﬁ and, in some ways, appropr1ate1y close to Tennyson's description of the
"ivied oak." :

27 Alfred Tennyson, 297. "Perhaps Goethe's words of warning to Eckermann
may also have had some influence . . . [Tennyson] had achieved that tranquiliity
which Goethe thought so essential," ibid.

28

Alfred Lord Tennyson, The Idylls of the King and The PrIHCGSS, ed. Sir
Charles Tennyson (London: n.p., 1956), 45n.

As is shown in the Memoir, the writing of "Merlin and Vivien™ corresponded
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29 gee lines 207 and 541.

30 Kaplan, 296.
31 1pid., 297. - -
32 Reprinted from Ricks, 1594. Italics mine.
33

The word “ritual" is used intentionally to allude to a druidic practice _ °
of releasing the life of a god (or a symbol of such) prior to a transmigrational
revival of that which is released. In tracing the possible sources for Tennyson's
dying swans, Catherine B. Stevenson identifies George Faber, The Origin of Pagan
Idolatry Ascertained from Historical Testimony and Circumstantial Evidence, 3 vols.
{London: A.J. Valpy, 1816), as an influence, specificaily over the sacerdotal swan
figure discussed earlier in this study. According to Faber, priests often dis-
guised themselves as swans and sang dirges that became associated with the dying
‘swans's songs. This type of ritualistic practice was often performed in secret

and signaled the transmutation of 1ife into death. Tennyson very possibly read

- Faber ?Ricks. 585), and had this same ritual in mind when writing of the

_exorcism of Vivien. Merlin's call to Vivien (who is described as a singer), to enter
the temple, is a form of exorcism marking the possibitity of the mystic's re-
generation. - =

) 34 It is possible that the last of the Idylls to be written, "Balin and
Balan,” can further illuminate this point. When Vivien defeats the two brothers
she returns stronger than ever in the following idyll, "Merlin and Vivien." It
seems logical, then, that had Vivien defeated Merlin, she would have continued on
into the following idylls with a similar renewed vigour. Instead, she virtually
disappears; although she does appear in a few brief scenes, some of them crucial,
her appearances constitute a merely symbolic, or balancing, presence that could
easily have been supplied by any embodiment of evil. She appears in "The Last
Tournament," 11. 216-17, and in "Guinevere," 11. 28, 97-98. Merlin's presence, on .
the other hand, suffuses the poem, and his importance never dimjnishes. See
chapter five for a fuller discussion of Merlin's role in the Idylls.

35 -
" Kaplan, 296.

36 Buckley, 248. This growing faith is manifest throughout the 1dylis. The
weight of Arthur's doubt in Merlin's prophecy -- that hg "should come again/ To rule
once more" -- is'negated by the insistence Tennyson places on the cyclic nature of
1ife, and, by extension, on the eternality of the creative vision, an eternality
that precludes the defeat of the artist. AS Rosenberg points out, "The Idylls
not only retells Arthurian legend but recreates the process by which myths are
made " 142.  Rosenberg points to Arthur's speech at Almesbury where he makes
Guinevere responsible for destroying.the Order of the Table Round: "the flower of
men,/ To serve as a model for the mighty world*® ("Guinevere,” 11. 461-62). In
"The Passing of Arthur," Bedivere echoes these words: "the whole Round Table is
dissolved/ Which was an image of the mighty world" (11. 402-03). A more cogent
example of this "echoing" is also revealed through Merlin's mysterious rhyme
"where is he who knows?/ From the great deep to the great deep he goes" ("The
Coming of Arthur," 11 404-05), which is repeated, first by Guinevere, "Then ran
across her memory the strange rhyme/ Of bygone Merlin, 'Wbere is he who knows?/
From the great deep to the great deep he goes'" {"“The Last Tournament," 11. 131-
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4
33), and then by Bedivere, "'The King is gone',/ And therewithal came on him
the weird rhyme,/ 'From the great deep to the great deep he goes'," ("The
Passing of Arthur," 11. 443-45). Of the Idylls Hallam Tennyson wrote: .
“"Throughayt, the poem runs my father's belief in one strong argument of hope,
‘the marvellously transmuting power of repentance in all men, however great their
sin,” Memoir, IT: 131. It is this same hope that Arthur expresses when he tells
Balin that he must be the wiser for falling.

-

37 In fact, The Lady of Shalott is identified as a visionary only after
her escape from the tower and her subsequent demise. The Tine "like a bold seér
in a trance" is significdnt in that vision becomes linked to trances only as a
result of the poet's carefully reworked ideas. The original line read "With a
steady, stony glance" (Ricks, 353). The subsequent 1ine “Seeing all his own
mischance" was also changed from the original “Beholding.” The stress on seers
and seeing, then, is clearly a calculated one. a

38 Dwight Kalita, "Life as Spirit: A Phenomenology of Mystic Poetry,"
Christianity and Literature 23 (1973): 7. > -

33 Buck]ey,'17.

40 ﬂéggig, 1o oxi.

A Buckiey, 1.

42 Kalita, 21. _

43 Cf. Galahad's self-sacrifice. Although he too abandoned "physical"

pleasures, he accomplished more good than did the hermit, for his influence,
"lingered" and actually spurred people to action. His acts were never selfish

and he could thus reach the Holy Grail when others, such as Lancelot and Percivale,
succeeded only partially, and with great difficulty.

44 Memoir, I: xiii.

&5 Buck]ey, 15.

a6 Memoir, I: 320. Italics mine.
47‘  Ibid., 1: xiii-xiv.

48 Staines, XV.

49

Memoir, I: xiv.

-~



NOTES

" Chapter Five . -

-

! The label of ununified or discordant has been attacked by critics on the
ground that there are many linking threads, images or leitmotifs that pull the
Idylls together. Philip L. Elliot, in "Imagery and Unity in the Idylls of the

- ¥ing," Furman Studies 15 (1968):22-28 gives a general account of the unity in
the IdyTls, citing in particular the seasonal unity of the poem, an aspect which
Hallam Tennyson himself referred to, paraphrasing his father, in the Memoir, II:
133-34. Both Jerome Buckley (173-75), and John D. Rosenberg (40), deal with

- either seasonal, musical, temporal or imagistic patterns in the work; the beast

Jimagery has been treated by Edward Engelberg, "The Beast Imagery in Tennyson's

Idylls of the King," ELH, 22 (1955):287 - 92, - and in Boyd Litzinger's

"The Structure of Tennyson's 'The Last Tournament'," Victorian Poetry

1 (1963):53 - 60. For detractors, see Paull F. Baum, Tennyson Sixty Years After

(Chapel Hi1l: University of North Carolina Press, 1948) and Basil Willey, More

Nineteenth Century Studies: A Group of Honest Doubters (London: Chatto and

Windus, 1956} 80: '

¢

Originally, the first four were Vivien, Enid, Elaine and Guinevere.
These later became "Merlin and Vivien," "The Marriage of Geraint,” "Geraint and
Enid,"” "Lancelot and Elaine," and "Guinevere." '

3 In the following discussion of Merlin's evolution the term "earlier” will
refer to the final order of the idylls rather than to the date of their being
written. "Gareth and Lynette,” for example, will hereafter be referred to as
preceding "Merlin and Vivien" even though it was composed much later.

Stevenson, "Druids," 21.

> For an excellent detailed interpretat%on of these lines see Stevenson,
21, and Lawrence Poston III, 281. .

6 Stevenson, "Druids," 21.
7 1bia. | | ‘
8 Ibid.

9 For Tennysonf\as for many writers, age is the voice of
experience. This explains, in part, Tennyson's proclivity to use what W.D. Paden
“ termed "the mask of age" in so many of his poems. '
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- 10 F.E.L. Priestley, "Tennyson's Idy]]s," Un1vers1ty of Toronto Quarterly

19 (1949): 46.

n Stevenson, "Druids," 22.

12 Ricks, 1666n. Tennyson wrote, "[tIhe peritous seat . . . stands for
the spiritual imagination.” ]

13 Ricks, 1671n.

_ 14 Stevenson believes that the "effect of Merlin's creation on Galahad and
the rest of the Round Table is, then, instructive. . .-. By his [Galahad's]
example, the less worthy knights also seek persona1 spiritual exaltation and thus:
precipitate the decline of Arthur's realm." See “Druids," 20. While | do

Sagree that,HEF11Q s device is instructive, there is a veiled message in the
passage- in question that makes clear that not all people'are destined for
v1s1onary" roles. To imply that Galahad's examp]e is beneficial to the other
knights is decudedly not' so, for,if anything, it is hi$ example and the knights'
inability to recognize the1r own limitations which precipitate the realm's

- decline. .

15

é’ 16 In Dagonet's argument with Tristram, Tennyson uses this same word
"babble" to identify the superficiality of the knights and their proclivity to
ridicule rather than defend the King. Tristram's use of the word signa]s an
jronic, though marked, level of deterioration in the quality of the ldylls'
poetic language. .

Stevenson, "Druids," 20.

?7 Stevenson, "Druids," 22. The riddle is suggestive of a cyclic form of
truth; Rosenberg suggests a similar interpretation in his work.
18

Stevenson, “Druids,” 22.

13 Priestley, 47.

ot ]



NOTES

Chapter $ix

Tired of writing poetry and seeking new avenues to explore, Tennyson

decided to write historical plays and, in characteristic fashion, threw himself
4 corps perdu into research and writing. He settled on Mary Tudor as the first
subject for his work, writing Queen Mary in 1875. His second play, Harold,
atthough more "reasonably" designed for theatre than was Mary Tudor, was not
performed for over fifty years. Similarly, his third play, Beckett, not
immediately accepted for the stage, was performed in 1893, four months after the
poet's death, and nine years after it was published. = The Falcon, his fourth play,
knew mild success in 1879-80. The'’Foresters--Robin Hood and Maid Marian,
completed in 1881, was a huge success. Iwo tragedies, The Cup and The Promise of
May, interesting mainly for their ideas, not in terms of their dramatic qualities,

lowed in 1880 and 1882 respectively. The latter was the least successful
of his work, and his last dramatic effort.

2 "Memoir, 1:xii.
Buckley, 238.

% 1vid., 217.

5 .Ibid., 219.

L 6 Sir Charles Tepnyson, 483, This fragment is now catalogued as Harvard
Notebook 16. Buckl uggests that Sir Charles' version is perhaps slightly

bowdlerized, 285, n. 16. The connection between Tennyson and Tiresias ("If 1 /
Should play Tiresias"), is correct. Buckley also stresses the similarity between
Eoet and seer: "The mistrust of anarchy as prelude to dictatorship parallels his
Tennyson's] dread of an aggressive, ill-educated democracy. Even the blindness
of his protagonist [ Tiresias] must have assumed a special poignancy at a time

when he himself was troubled by fears of failing vision," 229.

)7. A.'Dwight Culler, The Poetry of Tennyson {New Haven: Yale University Press,
1977) 88. ‘

8 James R. Kinkaid, Tennyson's Major Poems: The Comic and Ironic Patterns
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1975) 140, Italics Kinkaid's.
9 .

Culler, 3.
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- 10 1t is ironic that the sage's intended retreat, so similar to Merlin's
in "Merlin and Vivien," has not been met with a similar label of “"defeated
artist.” The reason may be that Tennyson's tone in the later poem has made .the
nature of retreat -- its peacefulness and value as a positive symbol -- much
clearer. Whatever the reason,‘the sage's self-imposed exile is, as with the
earlier Merlin exile, a defeat neither of the "ideal" of poetry nor of the poet
himself.

1 Howard W. Fulweilér, "The Argument of 'The Ancient Sage': Tennyson and the
Christian Intellectua) Tradition," Victorian Poetry 21 (1983):

203 - 16, Buckley interprets this poem as a subjective explication of private
faith, 235-36.

12

Fulweiler, . 204. Of Tennyson's contemporaries, Fulweiler asks, “What
did they see that remains hidden from readers a century later?" 204. His
article answers the quéstion.
13 Ibid., 205.
% Ibid.
15

Ibid. Although I have quoted this from Fulweiler, it is out of context
and adapted to a purpose other than the author’s.

16 1hid.. 213,

17 Ibid., Fulweiler has reprinted this from Coleridge's Biggrapﬁia Literaria,
ed. J. Shawcross (N.p.: Oxford University Press, 1907) 1I :207.

18 Ibid., 214. From:  What Coleridge Thought (N.p.: Wesleyan Universlity
Press, 1971} 36.

18

Memoir, IT : 366.

_ 20 For further information see Sir Charles Tennyson, 516 - 17;  Gordon S.

Haight, 549 - 66; Jerome H. Buckley, 241 - 42; and of course, what ought to
be considered as the definitive source, Hallam Tennyson's paraphrasing of his
father in the Memoir, I :xii-xv, and II :366.

21 Plato, The Republic, ed. Betty Radice, trans. Desmond Lee, 2nd. ed.
(Harmondsworth,T“F‘prng and: Penguin Books, 1955) 316. Italics mine.

22 Memoir, II :366.

23 !

Stopford Brooke-in a gloss to "Merlin and the Gleam," The Poetical Works
of Tennyson, ed. G. Robert Strange (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1974) 550.

24 With its unhesitating "boundless" faith in the ocean "over the margin,"“
the poem recalls the various expressions of a similar faith from Ternnyson's
earlier poetry: the mysterious riddle of the "great deep” that courses through
the Idylls and finally provides the closing image of hope in "The Passing of
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Artﬂﬁr"; the unifying and “for ever changinQ-form" of "the boundless deep" in
"The Ancient Sage"; the "deep" of "De Profundis" from which all life stems and to
which all life inevitably returns; and finally, the “boundless deep" of "Crossing

the Bar."

25 Stevenson. “Druids," 22.
26 aight, 566.

27 Stevenson, "Druids," 23.
28

Elizabeth Francis, ed., "Late Poems," in Tennyson: A Collection of
Critical Essays (Englewood Cl1iffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1980Q) 202.
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