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ABSTRACT

The scientific naturalists of the nineteenth 
century, by describing biological phenomena mechanistically 
as a non-teleologica1 struggle for survival, generated a 
spiritual malaise which compelled most Victorian intel
lectuals to seek a compromise between the religious tradi
tion in which they had been schooled and the new scientific 
revelations which implicitly contradicted this tradition.
In this study, I discuss the response of two of these intel
lectuals, Alfred, Lord Tennyson, and Algernon Charles 
Swinburne, comparing their attempts primarily in their 
Arthurian poetry to redefine humanistic values through the 
metaphor of love.

Although both Tennyson and Swinburne believed love 
to be the ethical sanction which unites.humankind and allows 
the possibility of meaningful social progress, they differed 
in their conceptions of the nature of the ethic as well as 
the love which sanctions it. Tennyson sought a compromise 
between religious tradition and current scientific dis
coveries through an ethic predicated on a dialectic of 
matter and spirit. In contrast, Swinburne formulated an 
ethic based upon the reconciliation of man's spiritual 
propensities with his natural origins.

Vi
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The ethic described by each poet depends upon the 

possibility of freedom. For Tennyson this freedom, or 
free-will, is the source of moral responsibility and is a 
proof of divine love and the means, therefore, by which man 
can realize the divine within himself. In Swinburne's 
poetry, freedom is defined in an individual context as 
liberation from the fear of time, death, and change through 
acceptance of responsibility for the suffering one expe
riences, and in a social context as liberation from the 
tyranny of custom and despotic institutions.

Both Tennyson and Swinburne define freedom in terms 
of spiritual unity." Tennyson's "higher pantheism," or 
panentheism, is a faith in a unity within a Divinity who is 
transcendent, but who is also immanent in humankind through 
love. In Songs Before Sunrise, and in a number of his 
critical essays, Swinburne describes a "pantheistic-like" 
bond that spiritually unites all peoples. For each poet, 
love, is the embodiment of his particular conception of 
spiritual unity, and is the means by which man can realize 
his highest spiritual aspirations,

Tennyson elaborates upon his conception of love as a • 
unifying force most, comprehensively in his Idylls of the 
King. For Tennyson, love can be described as a dialectic 
of sacred and profane. Sacred love is both the source and 
realization of faith, the ethical sanction for man's free 
will, and the force for rational control in a world filled



viii
with material temptation. For Tennyson spirit and matter 
must coexist for will to strive effectively, but passion or 
profane love, obsession with the immediate and sensuous, 
can, without the rational control which arises from recog
nition Of the higher, spiritual love, lead to the negation 
of free-will and the moral force that unites a kingdom such 
as Arthur's. As Tennyson shows in the Idylls, the quest for 
unity among humankind and ultimately for unity with an all- 
loving God is a quest fraught with doubt and despair. How
ever, the quest itself is existentially the experience and 
proof of an all-loving God, and the acceptance of moral 
responsibility for one's acts is synonymous with the reali
zation of divine love within self.

Swinburne's conception of love and fate as the 
source of spiritual unity is most comprehensively defined in 
Tristam of Lyonesse. For Swinburne, love is neither sacred 
nor profane, but, like Hesiod's "Eros," is the basis of the 
"harmony" which unites all men, and in which opposites such 
as soul and sense, and love and death are reconciled. Love 
also enables man to perceive himself within the context of 
the cycles of nature, a relationship which Swinburne calls 
"fate." Thus both "love" and "fate" are manifestations of 
the universal "harmony," Swinburne1s equivalent of "God," 
and the experience of this "harmony" concomitantly with the 
acceptance of the finality of death are for Swinburne an 
affirmation of life.
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For Swinburne and Tennyson, love is more than a 

metaphor for the spiritual values which must exist for each 
individual to have a meaningful existence. In a world 
dominated by materialism and self interest, the reality of 
love is the only hope for humanity's achieving meaningful 
social unity.



CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

The scientific publicists of the nineteenth century, 
by describing biological phenomena mechanistically as a non- 
teleological struggle for survival, generated a spiritual 
malaise which compelled most Victorian intellectuals to seek 
a humanistic alternative that reconciled the ethical tradi
tion in which they had been schooled with the new scientific 
revelations which implicitly contradicted the spiritual 
basis of this tradition. Recently F. M. Turner has dis
cussed in detail the inevitable need for this alternative 
which was felt even by liberal thinkers such as Henry 
Sidgwick, A. K . Wallace, Samuel Butler, F. W. H . Myers, and 
James Ward, whom Turner describes as tolerant of scientific 
theories, as contributors to the naturalistic synthesis, yet 
unable to accept the proposition that all which is "human" 
can be described mechanistically by scientific categories 
and laws. Like so many of the Victorians who accepted the 
theory of evolution, yet could not accept a mechanistic 
description of life, they were forced to seek a personal

1. Frank M. Turner, Between Science and Religion, 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974), pp. 6-7.

1



compromise between the universe that science described and 
the ideals of human thought and conduct in which they 
ardently believed.

In this study I shall discuss the quest for an 
ethical tradition by two other Victorian intellectuals, 
Alfred, Lord Tennyson, and Algernon Charles Swinburne, and 
compare their attempts as expressed primarily in their 
Arthurian poetry, to reaffirm spiritual values through the 
metaphor of love.

Although there is extensive scholarship about the 
poetry of both Tennyson and Swinburne, there has been no 
sustained, specific treatment of the love motif in either 
Tennyson's Idylls of the King or Swinburne's Tristram ojf 
Lyonesse, nor any effort to establish the relationship 
between their conceptions of the spiritual nature of love, 
their ethical philosophies, and their attitude toward 
theism. Tennyson's doubt and despair, so representative of 
that spiritual malaise which was experienced by his con
temporaries, resulted in a compromise based upon a free
will the existence of which justifies a faith in divine 
love. The consequence of this compromise is a reaffirma
tion of the Christian dialectic between soul and sense, 
matter and spirit, reason and intuition. Swinburne's 
crisis (apparently a personal one) was in part resolved by 
appropriating compatible ideas from the new biology and 
combining them with his own love of nature to form an



elaborate, non-theistic metaphysic that reconciled the 
material with the spiritual.

Tennyson avidly read Paley's Natural Theology at a 
time when scientific discoveries were interpreted as comple
mentary to theological dogma. Tennyson's attitude toward
science in general and evolution in particular is described 

2in the Memoir. With regard to the revelations of science,
Hallam Tennyson quotes a line from "The Ancient Sage":

3"Nothing worthy proving can be proven." Hallam Tennyson
observes further that evolution, according to Alfred
Tennyson, reveals a teleology in nature and thus, an order 

4and purpose. "No evolutionist is able to explain the mind 
of man," Tennyson once informed Tyndall, and with regard to 
the notion that man is a product of evolution, Tennyson is 
quoted by Hallam as saying that "mankind is as yet on one of

5the lowest rungs of the ladder." Tennyson's concept of 
evolution is, therefore, essentially pre-Darwinistic.

• Tennyson, an avid reader of scientific tracts, 
early read Lyell's Principles of Geology, Herschel's Dis
course on Natural Philosophy, and Chambers' Vestiges of

2. Hallam, Lord Tennyson, Alfred, Lord Tennyson:
A Memoir by His Son, 2 vols. (New York: Macmillan Co.,
1897) (hereafter referred to as Memoir).

3. Memoir, I, 311.
4. Ibid., I, 323. :
5. Ibid., I 323-324.



Creation r three works which E „ B . Mattes observes are the
source of many of the references to science found in In
Memoriam, the ninteenth century work which is undoubtedly
the most famous illustration of the doubt and despair
generated by scientific revelations.^ After describing a
nature which appears to be amoral and in flux, Tennyson
triumphantly announces (CXVIII). what E. B. Mattes describes
as his "most explicit attempt to present some reassuring
words on the relation of developments to man's beliefs and 

7hopes." According to Mattes' interpretation of this work, 
Tennyson finds in the theories of Lyell and Chambers evi
dence of progress, i.e., that man is "the herald of a 
higher race" (p. 969, 1. 14) ^

The source of spiritual value and of ethics in the 
material world for Tennyson is love, a divine gift which all 
may experience who have the strength of faith. The percep
tion of this love is through will, a divine gift inherent in 
each, individual, and that quality of self capable of sus
taining faith when reason fails. Because one makes ethical 
choices through the exercise of will, one frees oneself from

6. E. B. Mattes, "In Memoriam"; The Way of A Soul 
(New York: Exposition Press, 1951) , pp. 55-6 3, 73-89 ,

7. Mattes, pp. 81-83.
8. Ibid. All references to Tennyson's poetry in 

the text are from Christopher Ricks, ed,. The Poems of 
Tennyson (London: Longmans, 19 69) .



the determinism of the material world. Furthermore, one is
able through the will to experience a divine and sacred love,

. 9which for Tennyson is synonymous with God.
This relationship between love and will is most 

comprehensively defined in The Idylls of the King, the 
primary work by Tennyson which will be discussed in this 
study. Tennyson explores in depth a dialectic between 
sacred and profane love in the Idylls and emphasizes through 
the vows of chivalry— symbolically representing self- 
control, freedom, the exercise of will, the possibility of 
love, and ultimately, faith— -man’s capability for realizing 
what Tennyson hopes is the possibility for man's spiritual 
development.

Tennyson's search for justification for his belief 
in God in a world otherwise laden with despair and pessi
mism, and his ultimate assertion that "we have but faith, 
we cannot know," is similar to Kierkegaard's call for a . 
"leap of faith," a similarity that was first noted by

IDBuckley p. 863, 1. 21). With his belief in immortality 
and his firm conviction in freedom of the will, Tennyson is

9 . Hoxie Neale Fairchild, Religious Trends in 
English Poetry, IV (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1957), 106. Fairchild has observed that Tennyson's 
religion can be described as a religion of love in which 
"Love is God rather than God is Love."

10. Jerome H. Buckley, Tennyson: The Growth of a 
Poet (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1951), 
pp. 125-126.



able to transcend the spiritual vacuum and the determinism 
characteristic of a mechanistic description of life = His 
belief as recounted in In Memoriam and in the Memoir that 
"man is but the herald of a higher race" reveals that his 
concept of evolution, formulated prior to the publication 
of the Origin of Species and held with little modification 
until his death> is teleological and progressive,

Swinburne, in contrast to Tennyson, was of the 
generation that came of age during the 1850's and thus was 
more tolerant of scientific pronouncements. Yet while 
sympathetic to the revelations of the new biology, Swinburne 
was also compelled, both intellectually and emotionally, to 
evolve an ontology which allowed a compromise between a 
scientific view of nature and a humanistic view of human 
endeavor. '

Swinburne's view of natural phenomena, in contrast 
to Tennyson's, is non-teleological and cyclic. While "love" 
for Tennyson is that divine force which enables man to 
realize "freedom," and thus, through self-consciousness, to 
separate himself from nature and to aspire for the divine, 
"love" for Swinburne is that force which enables man to 
become reconciled to natural processes, especially those 
processes of "change" and death.

Swinburne's anti-theism is well known. As for his 
knowledge of science, we have only a few references in his 
letters and in his poetry to show his sensitivity to the
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the impact of science and the cultural currents of his time.
The most significant of these references is a letter to
Watts-Dunton written August 29, 1874, containing the 
following comments on the famous Belfast Address of August 
19, 1874, in which John Tyndall attempted to explain and 
justify the methods and discoveries of science before the 
British Academy for the Advancement of Science:

My mind is very full just now of Tyndall's 
magnificent address, which I have read with great 
care and greater admiration* Science so enlarged 
and harmonized gives me a sense as much of rest 
as of light. No mythology can make its believers 
feel less afraid or loth to be reabsorbed into the 
immeasurable harmony with but the change of a
single individual note in a single bar of the
tune, than does the faintest perception of the 
lowest chord touched in the whole system of things.
Even my technical ignorance does not impair, I 

. think, my power to see accurately and seize firmly /
the first thread of the great clue, because my habit 
of mind is not (I hope) unscientific, though my 
work lies in the field of art instead of science: 
and when seen and.seized even that first perception 
gives me an indescribable sense as of music and 
repose. It is theism which to me seems to intro
duce an element?— happily a factitious element— r-of 
doubt, discord, and disorder.H

What is significant in this letter is that Swinburne finds
justification for his ideas of freedom and order and
"harmony" in a scientific analysis of natural processes.
Furthermore, this "harmony,v which Swinburne elsewhere
equates with "loye" and "fate" and the experience of
"freedom," forms the- basis of Swinburne ̂ s ethic..

11. Cecil Y. Lang, The Swinburne Letters, II (New 
Haven': Yale University Press, 1962) , 334-335. jHereafter 
referred to as Letters.J
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Scientific references in Swinburne * s poetry have been

12 13noted by Lafcadio Hearn, J. W. Beach, and Lionel
14Stevenson, who cite the poems "Hertha," "Hymn to Man," and

"On the Downs" from the volume Songs Before Sunrise as the
expression of a "pro-evolutionist" ethos? for these
critics, evolution is used in the sense of "teleology" and 

6 ."progress." Hearn observes further that Swinburne’s
"evolution” differs from that of Meredith in being "posi-
tivistic," as opposed to Spencerian, because of Swinburne's

15"Religion of Humanity"; however, Swinburne's "panan-
thropism""^ is not quite that of the English positivists,
and it is noteworthy that Frederick Harrison, the champion
of positivism in England, condemned Swinburne's verse in

17comparison with that of Tennyson.

12. Lafcadio Hearn, Appreciations of Poetry (New 
York: Dodd, Mead & Co., 19201, p . 133.

13. Joseph Warren Beach, The Concept of Nature in 
Nineteenth Century Poetry (New York: Macmillan Co., 1936), 
p. 455.

14.. Lionel Stevenson, Darwin Among the Poets 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 19.32), pp. 49-53.

15. Hearn, pp. 133-134.
16. The term "pananthropism" was coined by H. B. 

Foreman, Living Poets, p. 367, cited in Oxford English 
Dictionary, VIT (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1933), 413.

17. Frederic Harrison, Among My Books (London: 
Macmillan Co., 1912)_, p. 295.
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While Morse Peckham is more cautious about attribut

ing the ideas expressed in Swinburne's "Hertha" to the
18influence of Darwinism, Jerome McGann asserts cate

gorically that Swinburne's understanding of life is
19cyclical, not evolutionary. I agree with the view 

expressed by McGann, and although McGann makes no mention of 
Darwin, or Darwinism, as an influence upon Swinburne's 
poetry, I will show that either intentionally, or otherwise, 
Swinburne's view of nature is nonteleological and cyclic, 
but unlike Darwin who perceives nature empirically,
Swinburne conceives of nature as a source of renewal and 
spiritual regeneration.

IIn this context, Swinburne is also obsessed with 
change, time,, and the inevitability of death. In no poem 
is this obsession more apparent than in Tristram of 
Lyonesse, in which he defines his conception of the 
"harmony" in love and in immortality.and the ability to 
confront death fearlessly when one accepts one^s "fate," 
i.e., when one realizes the "harmony" implicit in the 
processes of nature. One transcends time and change through 
loye, that source of spiritual unity which is the

18. Morse Peckham, "Darwinism and Darwinist!cism," 
VS, III (September 19591, 23.

19. Jerome J. McGann, Swinburne; An Experiment in 
Criticism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1972}.,
p. 249.



counterpart of "fate." The lovers in the act of love can 
only momentarily transcend change, but in having experienced 
the spiritual unity that is implicit in love, the lovers are 
able to understand and therefore accept "fate," which for 
them is also synonymous with the inevitability of separation 
and death. In Tristram of Lyonesse, Swinburne compromises 
with the mechanistic view by redefining "fate," the 
inevitability in all natural processes of which men, both 
spiritually and physically, is an integral part, as the 
unifying cosmic force implicit in all nature. This "fate- 
must be accepted if one is to be "free" of time, change, and 
death.

For Swinburne, death is only a barrier before that
"timeless space" of peace in which change is impossible and

20time nonexistent (IV, 31). Swinburne’s conception of 
"immortality," as described in Tristram of Lyonesse through 
the tale of Merlin and Nimue, is a variant of pantheism % 
Since the timelessness experienced in the act of loye 
parallels the timelessness experienced after death, it is 
therefore through the. experience of love, and consequently 
the acceptance of fate, that one overcomes a fear of death

20. All references in the text of Swinburne’s 
poetry and prose, unless otherwise noted, are from Algernon 
Charles Swinburne, The Complete Works of Algernon Charles 
Swinburne: Bbnchurch Edition, ed., Edmund Gosse and T. J. 
Wise, 20 vols. (New York: Russell & Russell, 1968).
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and change and finds freedom and meaning in a temporal 
existencei

Both poets were compelled intellectually to accept 
the scientific discoveries of the naturalists ? however, they 
attempted to compromise a humanistic philosophy with a 
materialistic description of nature by establishing "love" 
as the fundamental spiritual value and source of unity for 
all mankind, and for Tennyson as that value and unity which 
distinguishes humankind from that which is merely "natural." 
"Love" also provides the source of moral values for both 
Tennyson and Swinburne, moral values which are based on 
their respective conceptions of "freedom." It is "freedom," 
then, that separates humanity from an otherwise amoral and 
deterministic nature, and thus enables the individual, 
through the experience of love, to achieve self-fulfillment, 
to live a meaningful existence, and to accept the inevita
bility of death. But while both poets evolved philosophies 
in which "love" and "freedom" are the source of unity and 
spiritual value, they were considerably at variance in how 
they defined these terms. Swinburne seeks in his works to 
define "freedom" in the context of a love which through the 
reconciliation of the "spiritual" and the material makes 
"unity" possible among humankind. Essential to this 
reconciliation is an elaborate system of poetics which 
provides Swinburne with the means by which he can reconcile



12
love, the source of spiritual unity, with "fate," the source 
of harmony in the natural world.

Tennyson*s more traditional view is predicated upon 
faith in a Christian conception of divinity and a dialectic 
between the spiritual and the material. Thus, for Tennyson, 
"love" is divided into "sacred" and "profane"? "love" for 
Tennyson, as for Swinburne, is the metaphor for unity, but 
for Tennyson this unity is spiritual only, "Freedom" for 
Tennyson has its source in the individual's "self- 
consciousness, " a mental state which enables him to perceive 
the higher, sacred love and thus to experience that

'ispiritual essence which not only separates him from the 
material world, but also enables him through, the exercise 
of will to achieve a spiritual unity within the divine.

Thus as we shall see, love for both poets is the 
sole spiritual value which enables man to overcome the 
forces of time, change, and death, which characterize the 
material world.

Tennyson and Swinburne have been chosen for this 
study because in their responses to scientific naturalism 
they are representative of two generations of Victorian 
intellectuals, and because there is between the two poets 
a reciprocal relationship that illustrates their differences 
in philosophy. Although I will not overemphasize the 
reciprocity between the two poets, I will suggest that the 
mutual antagonism between them may be attributed to the



differences in the foundation of their ethical and their 
artistic credos. In the first chapter, I will briefly 
discuss these differences in the context of their mutual 
criticism of each other's work. The subsequent chapters of 
this study will consist of an elaboration of some of the 
ethical ideas contained in this criticism as they relate 
respectively to each poet's own work and to his elaboration 
of a philosophy of love.



CHAPTER II

AESTHETICS AND ETHICS: THE CONFLICT BETWEEN 
TENNYSON AND SWINBURNE

For Tennyson, love, the source of spiritual unity 
among humankind, is the ethical sanction of civilization. 
Swinburne also defines an ethical system in terms of love, 
but a love which is neither sacred nor profane, and one 
which, is unencumbered by Hanachronisms" such as customf 
tradition, and institutional religion. Thus, while both 
poets believe fervently in the efficacy of love, they differ 
as to the nature of the ethic which love sanctions, and this 
difference in ethic is the basis of the discord which 
existed between them for most of their lives.

In the present chapter, I will discuss these, differ
ences in the ethical philosophies of Tennyson and Swinburne 
in light of their criticism of each.other's work. I will 
show that Swinburne criticized Tennyson's work primarily for 
what he feels to be a naive and anachronistic ethic which 
inhibits rather than frees man spiritually. Tennyson, on 
the. other hand, objected to the moral relativism and the 
French influence that he felt characterized Swinburne's 
poetry and reflected the decadence which ensues when the 
ethical foundations of a society are destroyed.

14
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Initially I will discuss the personal interaction 

between Tennyson and Swinburne in an effort to clarify the 
substance of the discord between the two men. I will then 
analyze and discuss Swinburne's critical assessment of 
Tennyson's Idylls as essentially an indictment of 
Tennyson's ethic, and then examine Tennyson's implied 
response to this criticism by contrasting his poem "Happy" 
with Swinburne's "The Leper."

Tennyson and Swinburne: A History 
of Their Acquaintance

In the second letter of the only exchange of
correspondence between Swinburne and Tennyson (September,
1891)r the younger poet thanks Tennyson for his generous
recognition of the "brief" and "inadequate" tribute of "The
Birthday Ode" and acknowledges "a debt" to Tennyson "which

1has been accumulating ever since I was twelve years old,"
The date to which Swinburne alludes is 1849—1850, and thus 
the "debt" probably is a reference to his reading of In • 
Memoriam at the time of its publication.

This attitude of mutual politeness and respect 
between the two poets on this occasion contrasts with their 
attitudes toward each other during most of their professional 
careers. Although the first meeting between the two poets 
was amicable, Swinburne was so rude to Tennyson at the

1. Letters, VI, 21.
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second and only other meeting that he aroused a great deal 
of speculation among his contemporaries as well as recent 
scholars about the motivation for his behavior, I intend 
to show that Swinburne's rudeness toward Tennyson on this 
occasion was the first manifestation of the basic disagree
ment in moral philosophies which eventually became the 
focus of Swinburne's persistent criticism of Tennyson, both 
in his letters and in his critical essays, and the source of 
Tennyson's subtly critical response to Swinburne's criticism 
and philosophy through allusions in his poetry. While 
Tennyson respected Swinburne as a poetic craftsman, he 
distrusted Swinburne's "art for art's sake" aesthetic, which 
he apparently felt was derived from Swinburne's reading of 
Blake and of the French Symbolists, and possibly Swinburne's 
association with the Pre-Raphaelites and with Lord Houghton 
and his social circle. Swinburne, on the other hand, felt 
that his own work, was of the highest moral standard, and 
protested Tennyson's censure of his work as well as 
Tennyson's moral principles, which he considered noth naive 
and anachronistic, ' i

The disagreement between the two poets was non
existent during their first meeting on January 14, 1858.
This meeting is recorded in a letter written by Tennyson to 
Dr, R. J. Mann in Natal in which he mentions that he has 
been visited by "young Swinburne" and a college friend and 
that he found Swinburne to be "a very modest and intelligent
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young fellow" for whom he gave a reading of Maud. Tennyson
also noted that he "particularly admired Swinburne for not

2pressing upon him any verses of his own." Swinburne 
attempted a second visit to the Tennysons in January, 1864, 
but was unsuccessful because of the illness of Mrs,
Tennyson, Thus relations between the two poets appear to 
have been cordial until a party given by Moxon & Co. on 
December 13, 1865.

Most of what can be directly ascertained about this 
second meeting is derived from a letter by Swinburne to 
Lord Houghton in which the poet protests Lord Houghton's

4accusations of drunkenness and rudeness toward Tennyson. 
Apparently Swinburne arrived very late and found Tennyson 
surrounded by a group of admirers. After a "few words of 
civility," Swinburne, in a breach of decorum, ignored 
Tennyson for the remainder of the evening, preferring to 
discuss Blake and Flaxman with G. H, Lewes and F, T.
Palgrave in an adjoining room,"*

Early scholars have sought to attribute Swinburne's 
conduct to his proclivity to extreme intoxication, and to 
the emotional tension which he was then experiencing

2, Memoir, IX, 425» Of, Letters, I, 14-̂ 15.
3, Letters, IV, 300.
4, ■ Letters, I, 143,
5, Ibid.
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because of the notoriety of his books. Because of a comment 
expressed in the correspondence a fexv days before the party 
between Lady Trevelyan and William Bell Scott regarding 
Swinburne *s general behavior, George Lafourcade has con
cluded that Swinburne's conduct at this period of his life 
was generally unfit for social gatherings.  ̂ Edmund Gosse 
explains Swinburnes demeanor by observing that the 
presence of strangers tended to fret the poet "because he 
was unable to resist the tide of excitement which con-r 
siderations of literature and art loosened in his being, 
and which flooded his brain, distracted his voice, and 1
disarticulated his limbs.

One recent critic, John A. Cassidy, has sought a 
provocation for Swinburne's actions. Cassidy suggests that
the conflict between the two men was provoked by Tennyson,

8who prajsedxAtalanta in Calydon, but whose objections to a 
^very fine" poem. Chastelard, "were as deep as Heaven and

6. Georges Lafourcade, Swinburne; A Literary 
Biography (London; G. Bell & Sons, 19321, p , 313. Cf. 
Letters, I, 137yl39, 142-143.

7. Sir Edmund Gosse, The Life of Algernon Charles 
Swinburne (London; Macmillan Co., 1917), p. 139. See also 
Gossehs remarks concerning Swinburne's addiction to alcohol 
in Sir Edmund Gosse, "Essay on Swinburne," Letters, VI, 
233-248. •

8. John A. Cassidy, Algernon Charles Swinburne. (New 
York; Twayne, 1964), p, 114. Cf. Memoir, I, 498,



QHell." In spite of C. K. Hyder's inability to find
evidence that Tennyson had a hand in suppressing Poems and
Ballads, 1st Series,'*'̂ Cassidy assumes that Tennyson had
objected vehemently to Swinburne's most recent poetry and
that he probably demanded that Payne not publish this latest 

11volume. Cassidy's evidence for this action is circum^
stantial and is predicated upon the timing of Swinburne's
meeting with Edward Bulwer^Lytton in August, 1866, an
invitation which Bulwer-Lytton extended to Swinburne,
according to Cassidy, because of "Tennyson's angry
fulmination and of the inimical reviews to shortly appear,"
and because Lord Lytton "suspected that Tennyson was one of

12the instigators of the reviews."
There is still, however, no concrete evidence of 

Tennyson's interference in any of the affairs of Moxon &
Col; furthermore, Lyttoh's biographer, the Earl of Lytton, 
has stated that Lord Lytton's interest in Swinburne had 
probably been encouraged at an earlier date by their mutual

9, Sir Charles Tennyson, Alfred Tennyson (New York.; 
Macmillan Co., 1949), p. 359.

10, Clyde Kenneth Hyder, Swinburne's Literary 
Career and Fame (Durham: Duke University Press, 1933),
p. 86.

11, Cassidy, p. 117.
12, Ibid.



20
13acauaintance, Lord Houghton. The hypothesis that

Tennyson was directly involved in efforts to repress the
publication of Poems and Balladsf 1st Series is questionable,
because there is no evidence to support the contention that

14he was. consulted about the firm*s publication ventures.
There is other evidence, however, to suggest that

the scant attention paid to Tennyson by Swinburne was an
obvious rudeness for which he felt he had just provocation
Swinburne protests vehemently in his ibtter to Lord Houghton
against the accusation of drunkenness at the party and
maintains that in proof of his sobriety he could repeat the
conversation about Blake with Palgrave and Lewes "with the

16accuracy of a reporter." If Swinburne * s protestations are

13, Victor Alexander, Earl of Lytton, The Life of 
Edward Bulwer, First Lord Lytton (London: Macmillan Co., 
1913), II, 431, 433^439. Letters written by Lord Lytton to 
his son Robert recount a fascination for Swinburne * s poetry, 
although some hesitation is expressed over Swinburne *s 
choice of themes and images as well as his eccentric 
behavior. The meeting was particularly propitious as 
Bulwer^Lytton supposedly helped the younger poet arrange 
for a re-issue of Poems and Ballads, 1st Series. (Lytton, 
p. 438,)

14. Sir Charles Tennyson, p. 376, See also Charles 
Tennyson*s discussion of Tennyson's anger less than, two 
years later,, in 1867, over Moxon's exercise of the copyright 
privileges to Tennyson''s verse without consulting him first 
(Sir Charles Tennyson, p. 376). See.also Harold G, Merriam, 
Edward Moxon (New York; Columbia University Press, 1939)1, 
pp, 185rl86, for.additional discussion on this controversy.

15. Letters, I, 143,
16. Ibid,
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accepted, then it must be assumed that his rudeness was
prompted by something much more than a delight in misconduct
or the behavioral aberrations of an eccentric personality.
Perhaps the rudeness was generated by what was already a
deepening, although as yet unspoken difference in certain
attitudes held by the two poets, a difference that surfaced
finally at the party because of some assertions Tennyson was
making about poetry in general, and as Leonard Findlay
suggests, Charles Lamb and William Blake in particular, at

17the time of Swinburne * s arrival.
Findlay notes that in a letter to Gerald Massey

written eighteen months after the party, Swinburne protests
Massey*s "depreciatory mention of Lamb's poetry" and adds
that he recalls having heard Tennyson speak of Lamb in the 

18same tone. Leonard Findlay has noted that both Tennyson
and Swinburne were acquainted with Bryan Proctor ("Barry

19Cornwall”), whose study of Lamb's life was shortly to be 
published by Moxon & Co,, and thus it is safe to assume that 
a discussion of Lamb did ensue at the affair given by Moxon 
& Co,, the. publisher of both Lamb and Proctor, While 
Swinburne*s devotion to Proctor has been described by Gosse

17, Leonard M, Findlay, "Swinburne and Tennyson,” 
VP, 9 (1971), 218^219.

18, Letters, I, 245; Findlay, p, 219.
19, Findlay, p. 219.
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20as bordering on religious worship, Proctor is not men

tioned in any of the biographies of Tennyson.
Proctor himself, however, in letters to John 

Forster was outspoken in his contempt for Tennyson's 
handling of the Arthurian legends and had generally found 
Tennyson inferior to Browning "in poetry, dramatic charac
ter, and depth of sentiment." "Enoch Arden," for example,

• 21was "respectable, but not fine."
The only recorded allusion to Charles Lamb by

Tennyson is a curiously negative remark he made to Elspeth
Thompson in 1875 during a visit to India House. Alfred
Tennyson is described by Charles Tennyson as having observed
that "Lamb must have leaned out of a window for a breath of
fresh air, perhaps gazing down into the garden where he and
Elspeth were now standing, with the unseeing eye of one

22whose vision is turned inward."
Swinburne's admiration for Lamb has been well estab

lished by Gosse, who states that this veneration for the 
essayist dated to Swinburne's childhood, when he seriously 
considered systematizing the critical work of Lamb as

23applied to the English dramatists of the Renaissance, In

20. Gosse, Life, p. 311.
21, Richard Willard Armour, Barry CornwaT1 (Boston: 

Meadow Publishing Co., 1935], p, 114.
22. Sir Charles Tennyson, p. 425.
23, Gosse, Life, p, 206.
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February, 1875, Swinburne was also responsible for a dinner

24celebrating the centennial of Lamb *s birth.
Leonard Findlay has suggested that Tennyson might

also have denounced Blake as well as Lamb, thus providing
the precipitating cause for Swinburne *s somewhat declamatory

25account of his study on Blake to Palgrave and Lewes. The 
nature of Tennyson * s feelings about Blake, and specifically 
about Swinburne's study of Blake, are less difficult to 
ascertain. As early as 1864, in a letter to William Morris, 
Swinburne mentions that Palgrave was reviewing his study of 
Blake for the Quarterly, ^  and since Palgrave and Tennyson 
were close friends, it is possible, that prior to the meeting 
arranged at Moxon's, Palgrave might have commented favorably 
to Tennyson on Swinburne's work-in-progress.

That Tennyson had an antipathy for Blake's poetry is 
implied by Charles Tennyson, who notes in his biography of 
hi.s grandfather that although the scheme for the first 
volume of The Golden Treasury was originally that of Francis 
Palgrave, the Laureate "had a large share in shaping’the

27volume." Furthermore, poems by Blake and Donne were

24. Ibid., p. 225.
25. Findlay, p. 218.
26. Letters, I, 94.
27. Sir Charles Tennyson, p..329.



24
28excluded from the original manuscript of the volume. Yet, 

according to Gwenllian F. Palgrave, F. T. Palgrave had 
developed a profound appreciation for Blake as artist and 
poet as early as 1845, and had amassed a considerable col
lection of drawings by both Blake and Flaxman during his 

99lifetime. Although subsequent editions of The Golden
Treasury contained verse by Blake and Donne, it is
reasonable to assume that the absence of any verse by the
two poets in the original manuscript of the first edition
might be due to Tennyson'‘s editorial influence.

That'Tennyson had reservations about Blake may be
inferred from a letter written by D. G. Rossetti in October,
1866, denying any responsibility for "the qualities which
displease you in Swinburners poetry," but asserting that
Tennyson had indeed attributed "their origin in one respect 

30correctly." . Unfortunately the negative influence on 
Swinburne * s poetry is not named, but Cassidy presumes that 
the reference may have been to Lord Houghton and more

28. Ibid., p. 330.
29. Gwenllian F. Palgrave, Francis Turner Palgrave 

(London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1899), pp. 26-27.
30. Letters, I, 192.
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specifically, to Lord Houghton's collection of Blakeiana,

31rather than his collection of erotica.
Richard Monckton-Milnes, Lord Houghton, a Cambridge

Apostle and a friend of Tennyson, has been portrayed by
Mario Praz, Humphrey Hare, and Lafourcade as a "feline” and
malicious host, a man of "mephistophelean malice," guiding
Swinburne through the "Inferno" of a library which housed

3 2one of the great collections of erotica in England. James
Poper-Hennessey, Lord Houghton's biographer, describes the
aristocrat as a man incapable of real evil, a man whose
attitude toward sadism was "an extroverted, sensual atti^

33tude." Although scholars are able to prove that Lord 
Houghton introduced Swinburne to the works of Sade and to 
Richard Burton, who in turn introduced Swinburne to 
alcoholic beverages, they frequently overlook the fact that

31. See Cassidy, p. 133. Cassidy asserts that the 
reference is to Monckton'r-Milnes, but provides no evidence 
to substantiate his assertion. Nor does Cassidy note the 
collection of Blakeiana which Monckton^Milnes possessed.

32. James Pope^Hennessey, RV Monckton^Mlines; The 
Flight of Youth (London; Constable, 19511, pp. 133^134. See 
Humphrey Hare, Swinburne ( ondon; H. F, & G. Witherby Ltd., 
194 9), pp. 61t 62. Hare uses the epithet ''feline" to 
describe Lord Houghton. Maria Praz, The Romantic Agony, 
trans. Angus Davidson (London: Oxford University Press, 
1954), p. 215. Praz uses the epithet "Mephistophelean 
malice" to describe the intentions of Lord Houghton. 
Lafourcade, Swinburne, p. 94. Lafourcade also notes Lord 
Houghton's helpful encouragement of Swinburne's artistic 
development.

33. Pope-Hennessey, p. 134.
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Lord Houghton also allowed Swinburne access to his collec
tion of Bl^keiana, which included numerous editions of the 
poet's works, the poet's woodcuts and engravings, and the 
poet's watercolor paintings„ Thus Houghton's library 
became a prime source of material for Swinburne's William 
Blake, and it seems safe to infer, therefore, that Tennyson's 
reference to negative influences bn Swinburne's poetry, 
which included. Rossetti and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, 
might also refer to William Blake by way of Lord Houghton's 
collection. Furthermore, Lord Houghton is one of the few 
acquaintances of Swinburne of "tainted reputation" who would 
also be well known to. the Laureate.

Additional evidence of Tennyson's antipathy both to 
Swinburne's aesthetics and to Blake are found in his poem, 
"Art for Art's Sake," written in 1868 as a possible
"riposte," according to Lafourcade, "pour le moins indirecte

35au William Blake de Swinburne."
Art for Art's sake! Hail, truest Lord of Hell!

Hail Genius, blaster of the Moral Will!
"The filthiest of all paintings painted well 

Is mightier than the purest painted ill"

34, Ibid., p. 151,
35, Georges Lafourcade, La Jeunesse de Swinburne 

(London: Oxford University Press, 1928], II, 603. Cf. Sir 
Charles Tennyson's observation of the Laureate's distress 
over Swinburne's praise of Mademoiselle de Maupin and the 
Laureate's general dislike for French politics and art; "the 
frightful corruption of their literature makes one fear tha,t 
they are going straight to Hell" (Sir Charles Tennyson,
p. 390) .



27
Yes mightier than the purest painted well.
So prone are we toward the broadway to Hell (p. 1229).

Although the poem was not published until 1898, it was the 
subject of a protest by Swinburne in an unpublished essay, 
"Changes of Aspect" (1904)„ Swinburne takes Tennyson to 
task for the Laureate's accusation that he has overempha
sized form at the expense of content, a charge which 
Swinburne protests against vehemently on the grounds that 
his poetry is no less didactic and moral than Tennyson's:

Humble and futile as the attempt may have been,
I have written a book of verse which, from beginning 
to end is devoted to the expression and inculcation 
of principle and faith.? a book which above all 
others would incur the contemptuous condemnation of 
those actual or imaginary creatures who affirm that 
poetry must never be moral or didactic^that the 
poet must put off his singing robes when he aspires 
to become a preacher or a prophet.36

Songs Before Sunrise, which Swinburne himself felt was the
most moral of his works, was described by Tennyson as 

37"blasphemous,” a word with religious connotations, and 
indeed, if we look at such poems in this volume as "Hertha," 
"Hymn to Man," "Genesis," and "On. the Downs," we can under^ 
stand Tennyson's possible "religious" objections,.

There are also a number of other aspects of 
Swinburne's verse which Tennyson might have found

36, A, C. Swinburne, "Changes of Aspect," in New 
Writings by Swinburne, ed, C, Y, Lang (Syracuse; Syracuse 
University Press, 1964), p, 68,

37, James O, Hoge, ed,, The Letters of Emily,' Lady 
Tennyson (University Park: Penn State University Press, 
1974), p, 271.



objectionable. According to Leonard Findlay, Swinburne's
poetry expressed themes which Tennyson had abandoned under

38"unflattering circumstances" much earlier in his career.
Furthermore, Findlay finds evidence of Tennyson's "envy"
because Swinburne's "fiery idealism appeared more conducive
to successful art than the fierce jingoism of Tennyson's
'National Songs' in the 1850's," and "the Tennysonian
heroine seemed anemic and wilting in comparison with the

39Swinburnian 'femme fatale..'" However Swinburne's 
protest that his poetry is moral and didactic as well as 
aesthetically pleasing emphasizes a much more far-reaching 
and fundamental reason for the discord between him and 
Tennyson. While both accept the moral commitment demanded 
of the poet, they differ substantially in their definition 
of the nature of the ethic which sanctions this moral 
commitment.

Swinburne's "art for art's sake" aesthetic 
apparently implied an immorality to Tennyson which was 
representative of the breakdown of ethics in Victorian 
society. Furthermore as we have seen, Swinburne's response 
in "Changes of Aspect" that Songs Before Sunrise is a work

38. Findlay, p. 222„ Findlay concludes that 
Tennyson must have been "uncomfortably reminded . . « of his
own youthful penchant for escape Into . . , nature . , „ for
escape into intellectual serenity . , , and for escape into 
art. "

39. Ibid., p. 221.
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of "principle and faith" would have been most forcefully 
protested by T e n n y s o n . '

Thus, while we can only speculate about the specific 
circumstances which led. to Swinburne"'s discourteous 
behavior at Moxon1,1 s, it is clear in their criticism of each 
other that much of the discord between the two poets stems 
from the differences in ethic expressed in their work as 
well ,as in their personal lives. Tennyson, who respected 
Swinburne"s talents, was apparently disappointed at what he 
felt was Swinburne*s immorality, as reflected not only in 
many of the poems published in Poems and Ballads, 1st 
Series, and in his study of both William Blake and of 
French poetry, but also, we can presume, in Swinburne's 
notorious personal life.

Tennyson's attack, "Art for Art's Sake," and 
’ Swinburne's response, as recorded in the unpublished 
"Changes of Aspect," reemphasize this basic disagreement 
between the two men as to what constitutes the "ethical" in 
art. First of all Swinburne was angered at the characr- 
terization of his work as grossly immoral, an accusation 
which he. found almost incomprehensible, since he felt much 
of hfs work was expressive of the very noblest ethical 
values. Secondly, although Tennyson was a poet whose 
talents Swinburne admired greatly, Swinburne, as we will

40. Swinburne, "Changes of Aspect," p., 68? Hoge,
p. 271.
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now see, found the ethic expressed in Tennyson's poetry 
exceptionable, and therefore Tennyson's judgments of his 
own work inexcusable.

Thus we can begin to comprehend the basis of the 
discord between the two poets, a discord which becomes more 
apparent in examining their criticism of each other's work. - 
In almost every instance, this criticism is "moral" in 
substance.

Swinburne's Critical Assessment of Tennyson
Not all of Swinburne's criticism of Tennyson's

poetry is adverse, and in fact Swinburne greatly respected
Tennyson for his poetic craftsmanship and frequently voiced
his admiration publicly. In his letters, for example, we
find Swinburne praising "Valley of Cauteretz" as "very
musical and perfect," and "Boadicea". as remarkable for its 

41galliambics. In 1864 he writes to Lady Trevelyan
extolling the volume Enoch Arden and Other Poems, as "a

42triumph worth, any of the old," and in the essay "Tennyson 
and Musset" he enthusiastically praises "The Northern 
'Farmer" for its depth of humor and "Rizpah" for its "twin 
passions of terror and pity" (XIV, 303^304? 3241. Tennyson 
receives another encomium for his lyrics in the essay 
"Dante Gabriel Rossetti":

x ' X x

41. Letters, I, 109-110.
42. Ibid., p. 117.
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No rival can overmatch for firm completion of lyric 

■ line, for pathos made perfect and careful melody of 
high or intimate emotion, "New Year*s Eve," or "The 
Grandmother," "Oenone," "Boadicea," the majestic or 
the rich lament for love won or lost in "Maud" „ . .
(XV, 471.

Though Swinburne is enthusiastic in his praise of
Tennyson's verse, he is equally warm in his condemnation of
its faults. In th.e year 1868, Swinburne published the
essay "Notes on Poems and Reviews," his defense of Poems and
Ballads, 1st Series, and the first essay in which he
publicly voiced criticism of Tennyson's poetry. In this
essay, and in subsequent essays, Swinburne rarely voices a
purely "ad hominem" attack, although he is frequently
caustic in his treatment of Tennyson's verse. While
Tennyson is praised for the architectonics of his verse,
he is condemned most frequently by Swinburne for his
failure to sustain aesthetically what Swinburne himself

43defines as a realistic moral perspective. Thus while
Swinburne praises Tennyson as the master of the short 
lyric, he finds Tennyson lacking as a narrative poet, and in

43. This view of Tennyson's ;work was first noted by 
Georges Lafourcade, who observed that while "Swinburne ... 
est obsedd par 1'harmonie tennysonienne, veut s'en rendre 
maitre et se 1'assimiler," he is at the same time vehemently 
and sometimes contumeliously criticizing Tennyson more often 
than any other contemporary poet in letters and in essays 
such as "Notes on Poems and Reviews" (1868), "Under the 
Microscope" (1872), "Tennyson and Musset" (1881), "De
throning Tennyson: A Contribution to the Tennyson-Darwin 
Controversy" (1887), and the unpublished "Changes of 
Aspect" (1904). (Lafourcade. La Jeunesse de Swinburne,
II, 156^157 e).
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his last written comment about the Laureate, Swinburne

44laments that Tennyson had ever undertaken a long poem.
The long poem by Tennyson to which Swinburne refers 

is the Idylls of the King, and in a number of essays he 
attributes Tennyson11 s failure to write a work of "exalted 
morality" to the inadequate development of the tragic 
dimensions which. Swinburne feels are inherent in the 
Arthurian story. This diatribe against the Idylls occurs 
in three stages: in "Notes on Poems and Reviews" (1868). , 
Swinburne criticizes Tennyson's use of the idyll because of 
its unsuitability to tragic verse; in "Under the Microscope" 
(1872), he attempts to establish that the epic lacks force 
as a work of morality because of the poem * s lack of tragic 
intensity; and finally in "Tennyson and Musset" (1886), he 
attributes Tennyson's inability to develop an Arthur of 
tragic dimensions, and therefore his failure to create an 
epic of exalted morality, to Tennyson'’s inept utilization 
of source material.

Although he was eventually to praise the Idylls for 
its "splendid flashes of episodical illumination" (XIV, 329), 
Swinburne objects vigorously as early as "Notes on Poems and 
Reviews" to the use of the idyllic verse form for anything 
but "domestic and pastoral poetry":

44. Letters, VI, 21.7.
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It is naturally on a lower level than that of 
tragic or lyric verse. Its gentle and maidenly 
lips are somewhat narrow for the stream and 
somewhat cold for the fire of song. It is very 
fit for the sole diet of girls? not very fit for 
the sole sustenance of m e n . 45

But it is not the form so much as the content of the Idylls
of the King which vexes Swinburne. The most famous attack
against Tennyson's epic is found in the essay "Under the
Microscope,” in which Swinburne coins the disparaging title
"Morte D*Albert" to describe the Idylls and asserts that it
fails as an "epic poem of profound and exalted morality"
because both the characterization and the portrayal of
events lack the tragic intensity so essential for the

46exaltation of the moral principles in question. In 
effect, Swinburne criticizes Tennyson for his analysis of 
the problem of adultery strictly within a social context, 
rather than from the context of the motivations of the 
lovers themselves. Swinburne's objections, as we shall see, 
are ultimately Aristotelian: the source Of the moral con
flict, according to Swinburne, should be the tragic

45. A. C. Swinburne, "Notes on Poems and Reviews," 
in Clyde Kenneth Hyder, ed., Swinburne Replles (Syracuse: 
Syracuse University Press, 1966), p. 31. Swinburne seems to 
be referring to Tennyson when he talks of "the one great and 
prosperous poet of the time who uses the idyl," and he 
Bewails those "shrillest songsters" who are writing "idyls 
good and bad, ugly and pretty; idyls of the farm and the 
mill; idyls of the dining room and the deanery; idyls of the 
gutter and the gibbet." See editor's notes, p. 109 for the 
identities of these "songsters."

46.. A. C. Swinburne, "Under the Microscope," in 
Hyder, Swinburne Replies, p. 56.
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situation which generates the motivations that result
ultimately in the adulterous relationship-

Swinburne's primary objection to the Idylls in this
essay is Tennyson's depiction of characters as either
virtuous or evil. Furthermore, tragedy for Tennyson is the
consequence of the defeat of virtue by evil, and therefore
serves as a moral lesson for the reader. In effect,
Swinburne's criticism of the Idylls is predicated upon
Aristotle's discussion of one form of plot to be avoided
in order to create a tragedy: that a good and just man, in
this case Arthur, should not be represented as falling from
true happiness into misery because such a spectacle is too

47revolting to effect a catharsis.
For Swinburne, the central protagonist, like the 

Aristotelian tragic hero, must be a man neither blameless 
nor depraved so that a catharsis will be evoked when the 
protagonist accepts a fate ultimately brought about by his 
actions. For Swinburne the reassertion and exaltation of 
the moral principles in question are generated by the 
central protagonist who accepts the destiny which has been 
predetermined by his actions.

Thus far Swinburne's conception of tragedy closely 
parallels that of Aristotle. But Swinburne varies from the

47. . Aristotle, "Poetics," trans. S. H. Butcher, in 
The Great Critics, ed, J. H. Smith and E. /W. Parks (New 
York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1951)., pp. 40-41.
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Aristotelian conception of tragedy, according to Thomas E. 
Connolly, by emphasizing that the tragic hero's knowledge 
of and acceptance of the inevitability of just retribution 
is also necessary for the aura of nobility and dignity 
essential in a great tragic work.^^ This sense of 
inevitability is personified for Swinburne by the Greek 
goddess Ate, the goddess of blind impulse, and, in the plays 
of Aeschylus, the goddess of just retribution:

We « . . trace from a seemingly small root of 
evil the birth and growth of a calamitous fate, 
not sent by mere malevolence of heaven, yet in its 
awful weight and mystery of darkness apparently 
out of all due retributive proportion to the 
careless sin on folly of presumptuous weakness 
which first incurred its infliction? so that by 
mere hasty resistance and return of violence for 
violence a noble man may unwittingly bring on him
self and all of. his house the curse denounced on 
parricide, by mere casual indulgence of light love 
and passing wantonness a hero king may unknowingly 
bring on himself the doom imposed on incest. The 
presence and immanence of Ate inevitable as 
invisible throughout the tragic course of action 
can alone confer on such a story the proper signifi
cance and necessary dignity. Without it the action 
would want meaning and the passion would wantnobility.49

Swinburne views the Arthurian legends as essentially 
a tragedy with Arthur as a tragic hero, and comments in 
'^Under the Microscope" that there is "something almost of

48. Thomas E. Connolly, Swinburne's Theory of 
Poetry (Albany: State University of New York, 1964), pp. 
103, 110-111.

49.. Swinburne, "Under the Microscope," in Hyder, 
Swinburne Replies, pp. 58^59.
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Hellenic dignity and significance" in the original legends 
which is lacking in Tennyson’s Idylls:

The hinge of the whole legend of the Round 
Table, from its first glory to its final fall, 
is the incestuous birth of Moirdred from the 
connexion of Arthur with his half-sister, unknow
ing and unknown; as surely as the hinge of the 
Oresteia from first to last is the sacrifice at 
Aulis, From the immolation of Iphigenia springs 
the wrath of Clytemnestra, with all its trains 
of evils ensuing; from the sin of Arthur1s youth 
proceeds the ruin of his feign and the realm 
through the falsehood of his wife, a wife un
loving and unloved. Remove in either case the 
plea which leaves the heroine less sinned against 
indeed than-sinning, but yet not too base for 
tragic compassion and interest, and there 
remains merely the presentation of a vulgaradulteress.50

Because of his incestuous affair, the Arthur of the older 
legends, governed as he is by impulse, qualifies as a tragic 
hero, Forewarned of his fate by Merlin, a dignified and 
noble Arthur of the older legends accepts his moral culpa
bility for the inevitability of the destruction of Camelot 
and the adultery of Guinevere, a retribution which is indeed 
excessive compared to the initial sin, and one for which 
there is no redemption, Guinevere's adultery is also made 
"tragic and exceptional" because it is inevitable, given an
Arthur who has "no eye for the pain and passion of the woman

51who sits beside him as queen rather than as wife."

50. Ibid., p. 57.
51. Ibid., pp 57-58.
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Swinburne's primary objection in "under the Micro

scope" to Tennyson's Arthur is that he lacks the dignity and 
nobility of a tragic hero because of his depiction as "the 
blameless king":

. . o by the very exaltation of his hero as some
thing more than man he has left him in the end 
something less. The keystone of the whole building 
is removed, and in place of a tragic house of song 
where even sin had all the dignity and beauty that 
sin can retain, and without which it can affort no 
fit material for tragedy, we find an incongruous 
edifice of tradition and invention where even ^  
virtue is made to seem either imbecile or vile.

By eliminating the early scene in which Arthur has the in- . 
cestuous affair which leads to Mordred's birth and ulti
mately to the destruction of Camelot, and by indicating the 
existence of the affair between Launcelot and Guinevere at 
the beginning of the poem without providing the motivation 
for it, Tennyson reduces "Arthur to the level of a wittol, 
Guinevere to the level of a woman of intrigue, and Launcelot 
to the level of a correspondent." Thus Tennyson had repro
duced a version of the legend which is "rather a case for 
the divorce court than for poetry.

Furthermore, the illogic of Guinevere's choice of a
lover "so much beneath her noble and faithful husband"

54renders her adultery "a common woman's common sin."

52. Ibid., p. 58.
53. Ibid., p. 57.
54. Ibid., p. 58.
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Arthur, unaware of Guinevere's adultery, not only is the
"one man in his kingdom insensible to his disgrace," but
also is made to seem "pitiful and ridiculous" by his

55"besotted blindness." Tennyson's Arthur, the "blameless 
king," is therefore unfit morally not only as the central 
protagonist of a tragic drama, but also as the symbol of 
morality and virtue in a work of epic heroism.

i As Meredith Raymond has pointed out, Swinburne's own 
ethics, abstract as they are, are defined for the indi
vidual in terms of his commitment to mankind, and especially 
to a "freedom" from custom, tradition, and institutions."^^ 
Thus the "ideal" Arthur of the Idylls is one who is in
capable of a meaningful service to humanity because of his 
inability to relate to mankind in a human and natural con
text. In effect, because of his inability to immerse
himself in the natural, he is unable to establish the 
spiritual bond between men that Camelot should be symbolic 
of. As we will see in the following chapters, Swinburne's 
emphasis on man achieving a spiritual freedom through his 
immersion in nature contrasts with, the dialectic of soul 
and sense, which is at the foundation of Tennyson's ethics.

Having demonstrated that the Idylls lacks tragic 
intensity because of the characterization of the central

55. Ibid,
56, Meredith B, Raymond, Swinburne's Poetics (The

Hague: Mouton, 1971), p, 159.
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protagonists, Swinburne then attempts to demonstrate that 
many of the other characters are developed very super
ficially "in order to bring them into due harmony with the

57degraded figures of Arthur and Guinevere." Swinburne
laments Gawain's representation simply as "a vulgar
traitor," and the portrayal of the Lady of the Lake as an

58unchaste woman who lacks "devilish dignity." The most 
objectionable character for Swinburne, however, is Vivien, 
a woman who should be "the very type and model of a 
beautiful and fearful temptress of the flesh, the very 
embodied and ennobled ideal of danger and desire," but who 
is depicted by Tennyson as "base and repulsive," and 
possessed of an "incredible and incomparable vulgarity. 
Swinburne's objection stems from "the loathesome dialogue" 
between Merlin and Vivien concerning the "nightly trans
gressions against chastity, within doors and without, of 
the various knights of Arthur's c o u r t . S u c h  scandal- 
mongering between "a dotard" and "a prostitute" is absurd 
in an artistic work, particularly in a work which is sup
posed to represent a profound and exalted morality.

57. Swinburne, "Under the Microscope," in Hyder, 
Swinburne Replies, p. 59,

58„ Ibid.
59. Ibid. Connolly suggests Swinburne may have 

also reacted to criticism of his depiction of woman as 
vulgar (Connolly, p. 23),

60. Ibid., p. 60.
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Swinburne comments again on the seduction of "torpid 

and reluctant senility" by a "lissom Vivien" in his essay, 
"Tennyson and Musset," published fourteen years after the 
original observations of "Under the Microscope" (XIV, 331)„ 
In this final essay, Swinburne questions how some critics 
could possibly consider the moral tone in the Idylls as 
"over highly pitched":

All I can say is that most assuredly I never 
heard these Idylls attacked on any moral ground but 
this: that the tone of divine or human doctrine
preached and of womanly or manly character in them, 
directly or indirectly, was poor, mean, paltry, 
almost base; so utterly insufficient as to be 
little short of ignoble; that it is anything but a 
sign of moral elevation to be so constantly pre
occupied by speculations on possible contact with 
"smut" and contamination from "swine" (XIV, 331).

Swinburne concludes that much of Tennyson ? s difficulty in 
depicting the character of Arthur stems from his effort to 
develop a protagonist from the various Arthurs of the dif
ferent versions of the legend which have little in common 
other than the name of the central protagonist. It is 
impossible, according to Swinburne, "to construct a human 
figure by the process of selection from the incompatible 
types of irreconcilable ideals" (XIV, 332-333)=

In surveying Swinburne's criticism of Tennyson 1s 
Idylls, we observe a difference in attitude concerning the 
representation of moral principles in a work of art. 
Tennyson's failure in the Idylls, according to Swinburne, 
is attributable to his attempt to create in Arther an ideal
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of moral perfection, a characterization which by its nature 
is incongruous in a work of great tragedy, since the exalta
tion of the moral principle in a tragedy is necessarily 
through a protagonist who reaffirms the highest possibili
ties of human virtue because of his acceptance of his 
culpability for the tragic events which have occurred.

This theory of the proper approach to use in a work 
of art whose function is moral and didactic resulted not 
only in Swinburne's condemnation of Tennyson's portrayal of 
the Arthur-Guinevere-Lancelot triangle, but also in the 
observation that although Tennyson is able to capture the 
tragic intensity implicit in the love of a mother for her 
dead son as in "Rizpah," he is unable to depict woman—
"his Enid and Edith Aylmers"— - in a love situation as any
thing but "plaintively spiteful manikins with the thinnest 
whey of sour milk in their poor fretful veins" QCIV, 333- 
334). But even in this instance Swinburne's criticism of 
Tennyson's ethical philosophy is still couched in a matrix 
of aesthetic proprieties, and he never condemns Tennyson 
outright for his ideas.

This difference in the ideas of the two poets, and 
the divergence in their conception of the portrayal of a*, 
love situation, and ultimately of the responsibility of the 
poet to himself and to his public, become more manifest when 
we examine Tennyson's point of view. Tennyson's "response" 
to Swinburne's criticism delineates precisely the difference



in the moral philosophies of the two poets, a difference not 
wholly apparent in Swinburne's critical essays = Tennyson's 
response to Swinburne's animadversions might be summarized 
as follows: the subjectivity of relativistic ethics, .
particularly one which makes no distinction between sense 
and soul, must inevitably lead to divisiveness and to chaos 
because of the lack of an absolute, universal spiritual 
standard upon which to model behavior, and therefore a poet 
such as Swinburne who espouses such an ethic would fail in 
his role as legislator and teacher. This delineation of 
ethical differences and Tennyson's fear of divisiveness is 
made clear by a comparison of Tennyson's "Happy: The Leper's 
Bride" with Swinburne's "The Leper."

A Poetic Riposte? A Comparison of Tennyson's 
"Happy" and Swinburne^s "The Leper"

While the extent of Tennyson's influence upon 
Swinburne has been carefully detailed by Georges 
Lafourcade,^  the question of Swinburne's influence on 
Tennyson has only recently been examined. According to 
Charles Tennyson, the Laureate in 1868 began to publish his 
poetry in periodicals over the objections of Jowett and of Mrs. 
Tennyson, because "the sale of his books was beginning to fall 
off owing to the growing popularity of Swinburne^^ Edmund

61. Lafourcade. La Jeunesse de Swinburne, II, 
156-158. See n. 38.

62. Sir Charles Tennyson, p. 374.
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Gosse has described Tennyson in 1871 as "slightly startled 
by the arrival of Swinburne, Morris, and the Rossettis on a 
stage which he, with Robert Browning, still very much in the 
background, had hitherto filled.

Two recent critics, Curtis Dahl^ and Leonard
F i n d l a y , h a v e  attempted to establish a definite influence
by Swinburne upon Tennyson's later verse. Leonard Findlay
has offered evidence that Tennyson's "Lucretius" is in part
a response by Tennyson to the themes and images in

66Swinburne1s Poems and Ballads, 1st. Series. Findlay sug
gests that allusions in "Locksley Hall Sixty Years After" 
express the Laureate's aversion to the themes and critical 
attitudes of Swinburne, and adds that "Happy; The Leper's
Bride" is "a rather obvious attempt by Tennyson to hammer
home is disapproval of Swinburnian n e c r o p h i l i a . T h u s , 
although Tennyson at one time described Swinburne as "a reed 
through which all things blow into music," he apparently

63 o Sir Edmund Gosse, "A First Sight of Tennyson," 
in Selected Essays; First Series (.Londoni William 
Heinemann Ltd., 1928), p. 114.

64. Curtis Dahl, "A Double Frame for Tennyson's 
'Demeter'?" VS, I (1958), 356-362.

65. Findlay, pp. 217-236.
66. Ibid., pp. 227, 230.
67. Ibid., pp. 225, 222-223.
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heard in subsequent poems a considerable number of discorv
dant notes to which he felt compelled to respond.

In his study of Swinburne's influence upon
Tennyson, Curtis Dahl suggests that Tennyson's response to
Swinburne's "Hymn to Proserpine" in "Demeter and Persephone"
might be "unconscious," if not intentional.^^ Since both
"The Leper" and "Hymn to Proserpine" are from the same
volume, it is possible that Tennyson's response was indeed
intentional, motivated in part— as Dahl observes'— by the
numerous critical attacks on Tennyson by Swinburne, the
most recent, the essay "Tennyson and Musset," having been

* 7 0published in the previous year (1886). It is conceivable
that Swinburne1s repeated disparagement of the Idylls as a
work of "exalted morality" might have compelled Tennyson to
reply by writing a poem such as "Happy" to demonstrate how,
as C. K. Hyder points out, the subject of leprosy could be
treated more "delicately" than Swinburne had done in "The 

71Leper." In this instance, the word "delicately" implies

68. Memoir, II, 425.
69. Dahl, p. 358.
70. Ibid., pp. 358-359.
71.. Clyde Kenneth Hyder, "The Medieval Background 

of Swinburne's 'The Leper'," PMLA, 46 (.1931) , 1281, 1283- 
1284. Hyder has suggested two sources for Swinburne's "The 
Leper": the medieval metrical romance, "Amis and Amilion,"
and an unfinished lyric by Swinburne himself entitled "The 
Vigil." Hyder also notes an earlier poem, Rossetti's 
"Henry, the Leper," which Swinburne was probably familiar 
with. However, the poem, a translation of Hartmann von
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a moral perspective which Tennyson would find absent in 
Swinburne's composition.

Although ostensibly the subject of the two poems is 
the devotion inspired by love, both poems are implicitly the. 
expression of the ethical and theistic beliefs of the two 
Victorians. Tennyson espouses in his poem "Happy" an ortho
dox Judaeo-Christian ethic., and thus the source of divisive
ness for the protagonist is a momentary straying from con
ventional Christian values. Swinburne's ethics, as implied 
in "The Leper," are relativistic, and the problem of 
divisiveness, which is the consequence of the social milieu, 
can only be resolved by the rebellion of the protagonist 
through a subjective redefinition of ethical values.

Both poems employ the theme of illicit love and the 
motif of the rejected lover. In Swinburne's poem, a young 
clerk is spurned by a beautiful woman because of the class 
distinctions prevalent in medieval France. Because he

Aue's "Arme Heinrich," which like "Amis and Amillon" treats 
of the cure of leprosy with the blood of an innocent who is 
then miraculously restored to life, is a doubtful source, 
Hyder also notes the prose rendition of "Amis and Amillon" 
by William Morris which was retitled The Friendship of Amis 
and Amillon and published in 1894.

The inspiration for Tennyson's poem, according to 
the Memoir, was a letter in The Isle of Wight County Press 
describing the banishment of lepers in the middle ages and 
the question of wifely fealty in such cases. Tennyson 
like Swinburne ignores the motif of the miraculous cure 
in order to emphasize the depths of devotion of the 
unaffected lover/wife given the situation of social 
alienation and religious ostracism characteristic of the 
medieval attitude toward leprosy (Memoir, II, 365),



worships her intensity of feeling and depth of emotion, he
is content, since she is unattainable, to act the role of
"entremetteur" and to arrange trysts between her lover, a

72knight, and herself. When she contracts leprosy, she is 
ostracized by her family and rejected by her lover, but the 
clerk, hoping that she will now learn to return his love 
and devotion, remains faithful and cares for her, despite 
the social repercussions. At the time of the clerk's 
monologue, the woman has died, and the clerk ponders not 
only her rejection of this love during the course of her 
illness, but also God's reasons for having granted him the 
opportunity to consummate his love for the lady, only to 
deprive him by her untimely death of his chance to be ful
filled in his desire for her willing acquiescence to his 
advances,

Tennyson's "Happy" is a dramatic monologue by the 
wife of a knight who has contracted the disease during the 
crusades and who has rejected her not only because of his 
illness and its social implications, but also because he 
suspects her of having committed adultery. The wife longs 
to join him, "to share his living death with him/Die with 
him." She thus repents of her suspicions of his adultery

72 Swinburne, Works of Swinburne, I, p. 255. The 
word "Entremetteur" is taken from the apocryphal source of 
the poem, and is therefore Swinburne's own description of 
the clerk's role. The literal translation is "go-between 
business manager."
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and of her efforts to inspire jealousy in him through her 
purported liaison with another knight. At the end of the 
monologue, the leprous husband accepts her explanation and 
her assertions of fealty, and they are reunited.

The question of the sin and shame of illicit love is 
treated quite differently by the. two poets. In Swinburne's 
poem, shame has a meaning which does not include the 
immorality of the relationship between the lady and her 
lover, or the clerk and the lady. Instead, the woman 
thanks the clerk for arranging her trysts with her lover;

Sweet friend, God give you thank and grace?
Now am I clean and whole of shame,

Nor shall men burn me in the face
For my sweet fault that scandals them (I, 251).

Having experienced love with her knight, the woman is con
temptuous of social ostracism because of her liaison; hwo- 
ever, she does acknowledge the shame from the social 
ostracism generated by her leprosy. But for the clerk, the 
curse of leprosy is no shame; rather, it is a boon that 
would have allowed her to accept his love had she lived long 
enough:'

But that new shame could make love new
She saw not-— yet her shame did make (.1, 254) ,
The source of this shame is the curse of God, in 

this case literally the disease itself, as well as meta
phorically the fate to which the clerk> because of his 
station, and his lady because of her disease, are doomed.
The clerk feels that he has been cursed by God because of
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the station to which he has been born, and thus he is
defying God by taking care of her during the course of her
illness.^  At the same time, he feels that God favored him,
albeit ironically, through cursing the woman with leprosy,
since it provided the circumstances which' will allow his
love to be consummated:

Yea, though God always hated me/
And hates me now that I can kiss 

Her eyes, plait up her hair to see
How she then wore it on the brows,

Yet am I glad to have her dead 
Here in this wretched wattled house 

Where I can kiss her eyes and head.
Nothing is better, I well know 

Than love; no amber in cold sea 
Or gathered berries under snow:

That is well seen of her and me (.1, 250) .
For the woman with her knight and the clerk with the woman
after she contracts leprosy, love is a life-sustaining
force against which the shame of social ostracism becomes
meaningless„

Tennyson’s heroine, a wife spurned because of the 
suspicion of an adulterous liaison, longs to repent of her

73. According to a source quoted by Hyder, the 
basis for social ostracism of lepers was not fear of con
tagion, but the belief that the disease was divine punish
ment for extreme wickedness. Those who associated with 
lepers, therefore, were regarded as subject to participa
tion in the punishment. Thus the clerk's behavior, as well 
as that of the Bride in Tennyson's poem, is the consequence 
of extreme devotion and loyalty as both would be risking 
divine castigation by associating with their respective 
lovers. See Hyder, "The Medieval Background of Swinburne's 
'The Leper'," n. 18, p. 12 84.



49

shame and to reassert her innocence of anything more than 
the arousal of her husband's jealous anger„ The wife, thus 
penitent for having been falsely led astray and for doubting 
her husband's devotion, now views the curse of leprosy,
God's curse, as the means by which she will prove the truth 
of her devotion to her husband:

0 foolish dreams, that you, that I, would slight our 
marriage oath:
I held you at that moment even dearer than before;

Now God has made you leper in His loving care for 
both.
That we might cling together, never doubt each 
other more (p. 1402).

The curse of God is the means by which the wife can re
assert her marriage vow, and thus, paradoxically, the curse 
of God becomes a blessing since it is the means by which 
husband and wife are reunited. Similarly, Swinburne's clerk 
also views the disease as the chance to express his feeling 
for his lady, an emotion which, because of class distinc
tion, he can express only after everyone else has rejected 
her:

They cursed her, seeing how God had wrought 
This curse to plague her, a curse of his.

Fools were they surely, seeing not
How sweeter than all sweet she is (.1, 2521 ,

The basis of the clerk's love is the intensity and depth of
the bond the woman feels during the act of lovemaking with
the knight. Hence for the clerk, "eros" and "being" merge
and thus his feeling for her transcends the mere physical,
although its source is necessarily the act of physical
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love o Thus the clerk alone perceives the "sweetness," the 
depth and intensity of being, to which her knight-lover, for 
whom she is merely a physical love object, is oblivious.

Yet she tells the clerk when he offers his own
love:

I pray you let me be at peace.
Get hence, make room for me to die (.1, 253) „

She spurns him, still remembering their difference in
station; nevertheless, his love is so intense that he
believes that given time, the bond of love itself will be
sufficient to transcend even the social stratification
which has been divinely sanctioned:

I said, "Bethink yourself how love 
Fared in us twain, what either did.

Shall I unclothe my soul thereof?
That I should do this, God forbid."

Yea though God hateth us, he knows 
That hardly in a little thing 

Love faileth of the work it does
Till it grow ripe for gathering (.1, 253) .

The allusion to the "little thing" which has kept them
separate is a multiple reference to a divinely sanctioned
class distinction and to the divine curse of leprosy, both
collectively representing for the clerk God's loathing, a
loathing which would be powerless against a love in which
the two protagonists are completely committed to one
another, as they are in Tristam of Lyonesse. Thus Swinburne
seems to.establish "love" in opposition, or in defiance of
the loathing of a Christian God who is supposed to be



51
infinitely good and symbolic of love, but sanctions class 
difference and disease. It would appear that Swinburne 
identifies the Christian concept of divinity with fate or 
predestination.^ Thus it is because of fate that the clerk 
is born in a social station beneath that of his lady, it is 
because of fate that the lady contracts leprosy, and it is 
because of fate that she dies before the clerk's love is 
realized— a bond of love which even fate, or "God," would 
have been powerless to vitiate if there had been enough 
time.

The difference in the treatment of love by Tennyson 
and Swinburne lies in Tennyson's distinction between the 
spiritual and the profane, While love is "illicit" in the 
conventional sense in "The Leper," Swinburne is neverthe
less careful to distinguish the clerk's depth and intensity 
of emotion from the mere physical desire of the knight-lover 
who spurns the woman after she contracts leprosy. But one 
cannot utilize labels such as "sacred" and "profane" to 
describe this love, especially if we make a distinction 
between the theism in Tennyson's poem and God as "fate" in 
Swinburne's poem. In Tennyson's poem, the wife pleads her 
love as■essentially spiritual, and therefore a deeper and 
more meaningful love than one which emphasizes the physical,

74. See the discussion on Swinburne's conception 
of fate in Chapter IV of this study.
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the temptations of the flesh which lead to an adulterous 
relationship:

You say your body is so foul— then here I stand apart. 
Who yearn to lay my loving head upon your leprous 

breast.
The leper plague may scale my skin but never taint my 

heart;
Your body is not foul to me, and body is foul 

at best.
I loved you first when young and fair, but now I love 
you most;

The fairest flesh at last is filth on which the 
worm will feast;

This poor rib-grated dungeon of the holy human ghost. 
This house with all its hateful heed no cleaner 

than the beast.
This coarse diseaseful creature which in Eden was 

divine,
This Satan-haunted ruin, this little city of sewers. 

This wall of solid flesh that comes between your soul 
and mine.
Will vanish and give place to the beauty that 

endures,
The beauty that endures on the Spiritual height.

When we shall stand transfigured, like Christ 
on Hermon hill.

And moving each to music, soul in soul and light in 
light.

Shall flash through one another in a moment as 
we will (p. 1400) .

From another perspective we can assert that the fundamental
theme in both poems is that of divisiveness. In Swinburne's
"The Leper," the source of this divisiveness is associated
with a Christian God who is powerless to dissever the bond
of love, although the protagonists in the poem do not
achieve this unity as do the lovers in Tristarn of Lyonesse.
It is a divisiveness which does not consider a reaffirmation
of conventional morality as the basis for creating a
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spiritual unity, but rather the efforts of the lovers them
selves who, through the reconciliation of "eros" with 
"being," existentially create a unity which will transcend 
this divisiveness. -

If Tennyson *s poem is a riposte to Swinburne's, then 
we may presume that Tennyson's objections stem from 
Swinburne's celebration of a situation in which morality is 
a mere convention rather than a way of life, and in which 
God in the final stanza is blasphemously called upon to 
approve the. clerk's desires. Love is merely lust, and its 
persistence as perversion is indicative of the breakdown in 
ethics which characterizes the entire poem. This same 
divisiveness characterizes the situation in which the bride 
finds herself. The temptations of the flesh have led to 
acts of jealousy and adultery, and, concomitantly, a loss 
of moral and spiritual values. Harmony and unity, which 
Tennyson sees as essential to the preservation of a social 
system, must be divinely inspired. But while this unity is 
achieved in "Happy," it is lost in the Idylls, and the 
destruction that ensues is Tennyson's warning to a 
Victorian England swept up in the tide.of scientific 
naturalism.

Thus far we have established that the mutual 
antipathy between Tennyson and Swinburne can be attributed 
to a difference in moral philosophies. Swinburne protests 
that he has indeed written verse espousing the highest
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moral standards, but that Tennyson, particularly in the 
Idylls, has failed to write the work of exalted morality , 
that most other critics deem it to be. Tennyson apparently 
feels that much of Swinburne1s verse is itself a symptom of 
the spiritual malaise afflicting Victorian society.

We have also observed that both poets sense a need 
for a redefinition of values if society is to survive'. As 
we will now see, Tennyson's moral philosophy, which is 
essentially a Judaeo-Christian ethic, is based upon a 
freedom of "will" and a dialectic of soul and sense and of 
spirit and matter. Swinburne's moral philosophy is based

\

upon the perception of the "harmony," in which the "divine 
contraries" are reconciled. Despite the differences between 
them, we will see that ultimately for both Swinburne and 
Tennyson, the justification for morality, and the one single 
enduring value in which both believe fervently, is love.



CHAPTER III

THE NEED FOR FREEDOM AND THE QUEST FOR UNITY: SOME 
DEFINITIONS FROM THE WORKS OF 

TENNYSON AND SWINBURNE

In most respects, Tennyson and Swinburne subscribed 
to the same moral philosophy, which is essentially a Judaeo- 
Christian ethic. There are some differences, however, and 
as we observed in Chapter I, Tennyson distinguishes between 
sacred and profane love, while Swinburne makes no such 
distinction. Such a distinction provides the basis for what 
Tennyson defines as the ethical sanction. For Tennyson, the 
ethical sanction is the "Divine" or "Eternal Will," a 
theological concept. For Swinburne, however, the ethical 
sanction is the bond, or "harmony," which exists among all 
human beings.

In this chapter, I shall explore very briefly the 
ethical philosophies of both Tennyson and Swinburne as each 
poet's philosophy relates to his particular definition of 
freedom and his quest for unity. Tennyson's ethic will be 
examined in terms of his notions of "free will" and the 
possibility of virtue, both of which are the basis of 
Tennyson's faith in the "Eternal Will" and the possibility 
of, unity through a bond of love between all Individuals. 
Swinburne '■ s ethic will be discussed in terms of a poetics

55



56.
which embraces both a commitment to art and a commitment to 
freedom from custom and tradition. For Swinburne this 
freedom ultimately enables the individual to realize unity 
with humanity and with nature. In the final section of 
this chapter, I shall briefly discuss the similarities and 
differences in the ethical philosophy of the two poets.

Tennyson's Concept of Free Will and 
His Quest for Unity

The source of spiritual values and of ethics for 
Tennyson is his belief in a sacred love, a love that may 
be experienced by those who have the strength of faith. As
I will now demonstrate, the realization of this love is 
through will, a divine gift which enables each person to 
shape his identity by the acceptance of moral responsibility 
for his actions and sustains faith in the "Eternal Will" and 
in immortality when reason fails. The exercise of will and 
the acceptance of. moral responsibility is for Tennyson a 
part of the process by which a bond of love is joined among 
peoples. Finally, free will is a primary source of one's
spiritual growth and is proof of the possibility of an
absolute standard of virtue in a world which would otherwise 
be amoral.

Joseph Warren Beach has observed in his analysis of 
Tennyson's religious beliefs that Tennyson is a dualist who 
wishes "to maintain the distinction between objective and 
subjective," since nature, the "objective world," lends no



assurance of the existence of "God, freedom and immortality,"
which are found only in the "realm of the subjective." For
Tennyson, this "objective world," of which man is an
integral part, is transcended by man because of his ability
to conceive of right and wrong. The basis of this ability
for Tennyson is "free will," a divine gift which Tennyson
describes as "the main miracle, an act of self^limitation by
the infinite, and yet a revelation by Himself of Himself.
In the discussion of free-will in the Memoir, Tennyson is
described as conveying to Hallam his belief that the
acceptance of moral responsibility for one's actions is

3based upon the exercise of this "free will." Hallam
observes further that the line in In Memor jam CCXVTTIJ.,
"0 Living will thou shalt endure," is to be interpreted,
according to Alfred Tennyson, as "that which we know as

4Free Will, the higher and enduring part of man."

,1. Beach, p. 430.
2. Memoir, I, 316-317. See also the poem 

"Will," in which Tennyson praises the individual "whose 
will is strong," and predicts "ill for him who . . . 
corrupts the strength of heaven-descended Will" (p. 1018,
11. 1, 10-11). In the manuscript variant of the second 
stanza, Tennyson substitutes "God given force of his own" 
for "strength of heaven-descended" (p. 1018, 1. 11), once 
again acknowledging the divine origin and nature of this 
precious gift By which man is able to experience love and 
to realize the "Eternal Will,"

3. Ibid,, I, 317.
4, Ibid,, I, 319.
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The importance of free will in Tennyson's thought is

also affirmed by Benjamin Jowett, who states that "Free
Will," in addition to "God" and "Immortality," was one of

5the most frequent topics of conversation for Tennyson. Yet 
a precise definition of this "free will" in Tennyson's 
poetry is elusive because Tennyson rarely uses this term 
directly. A most cogent definition has been suggested by 
John Reed, who in his brief analysis of Tennyson's use of 
free will in Idylls of the King observes that the free 
exercise of will made possible by Arthur's vows enables each 
knight to shape his identity, i.e., that "will is identity. 
As I will show in my discussion of the Idylls in Chapter IV, 
the exercise of free will is also the realization of the 
divine and of the spiritual possibilities innate in each 
individual, and therefore the ethical choices one makes 
through freedom of will and the acceptance of responsibility 
for those choices are actually what shape one's identity and 
determine one's destiny.

This idea that identity and one's destiny are 
synonymous is found in one of Tennyson's unpublished early 
poems. In "Young is the grief I entertain," written after 
the death of A. H. Hallanj, there is an interesting reference

5, Hallam, Lord Tennyson, ed., Tennyson and His 
Friends (London; Macmillan Co., 19111, p. 187.

6. John Reed, Perception and Design in Tennyson's 
"Idylls of the King" (Athens; Ohio University Press, 19691,
p. 206.
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to the relationship between "fate" and the exercise of 
will:

Considering what mine eyes have seen.
And all the sweetness which thou wast 
And thy beginnings in the past.

And all the strength thou wouldst have been:
A master mind with master minds.

An orb repulsive of all hate,
A will concentric with all fate,

A life four-square to all the winds (p. 1774, 11. 9-16).
The allusion to a connection between "will" and "fate" 
implies that, except for his early death, Hallam would have 
led a most exemplary life because of the "strength" and 
"sweetness" of his will.

The will, through the acceptance of moral responsi
bility, is therefore part of the process by which love is 
expressed toward one's fellow men. Each will, through the 
acceptance of this moral responsibility, is joined with 
other wills in a bond of love, a bond which Ryals describes 
in the context of Tennyson^s poetry as that alone "which 
unites the diverse consciousnesses of men."  ̂ In In

7. Clyde de L. Ryals, From the Great Deep: Essays 
on the "Idylls of the King" (Athens: Ohio University Press, 
1967), p. 115, According to Ryals, love enables "the self 
to escape from its prison." While I do not disagree with 
this analysis of Tennyson*s attitude, I do take the position 
that for Tennyson "will" is the quality which enables the 
individual to escape this "prison" through a self- 
consciousness whose source ultimately is Universal Love.
Thus for Tennyson, will is that divine quality in each, of 
us— a divine gift of 1ove--which enables us to realize the 
possibility of sacred, or Universal Love, in a.world 
otherwise characterized by doubt and despair.
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Hemoriam (CXIX), Tennyson's feeling for Hallam becomes a
symbol and expression of that bond of love:

Strange friend, past, present, and to be;
Loved deeplier, darklier understood 
Behold, I dream a dream of good.

And mingle all the world with thee (p. 979, 11. 9'-12),
This relationship between such a bond of love and moral
responsibility is a primary theme in the Idylls of the King.
That Camelot, the "city built to music," is destroyed amid
doubt and despair does not vitiate the possibility of this
bond of love; on the contrary, as I will show in Chapter IV,
the devotion by Gareth to Arthur * s ideal and the repentence
and forgiveness sought by Geraint, and especially Lancelot
and Guinivere, is proof of the possibility of goodness and
of unity through love in a world which, would otherwise be
amoral. .

Moral responsibility and the bond of love are an
essential part of the complex of ideas which constitute
Tennyson's ethic. This ethic is, as I have shown, defined
in terms of a will free to make choices. This free will,
as I will now show, depends upon the reality of virtue, an
absolute goodness that is synonymous with Judaeo-Christian
moralityf and upon an "Eternal Will," or all^loving Father,

gWho is the sanction of this virtue,

8. This suggested scheme is not intended to imply 
that Tennyson attempted.to elaborate a systematic philosophy. 
According to Buckley, "no . . . praise could persuade him 
that he had been, or was .. . . an original or systematic
philosopher." Buckley notes further that Tennyson was
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This complex of ideas can be deduced from an 

analysis of the poem "Wages," a work which Hallam Tennyson 
has stated his father would quote as representative of his 
belief in immortality.^ The substance of this poem is that 
the "wages of going on," of immortality, are the reward for 
virtuous conduct. We can deduce from the existence of 
virtue the existence of a will free to make choices. 
Furthermore, virtuous conduct rewarded with immortality 
implies the existence of an all loving Father Who grants 
this immortality. Finally, this all loving Father is the 
sanction--!^the means of validating-^individual virtue, 
thus making this virtue which the individual follows a 
universal absolute. However, the argument is circular, 
since the sanction of this virtue is the same all-loving

"consciously eclectic, convinced that no one rigid system of 
philosophy embraced the whole truth of experience, and eager 
to draw from all available sources whatever evidence of 
purpose or value he could find" (Buckley, pp. 168-169). We 
find in Charles Tennyson’’s biography a reference to 
Alfred's reading of a number of philosophers, including: 
Spinoza, Berkeley, Kant, Schlegel, Fichte, Ferrier, and 
Hegel, philosophers whose work was read largely at the 
suggestion of Jowett (Sir Charles Tennyson, p. 279L,
Bra shear11 s excellent discussion of Tennyson *s "subjectivist 
tendencies" traces the tendencies of philosophical idealism 
in Tennyson's poetry to. the influence of Coleridge's 
teachings at Cambridge as well as the books given to 
Tennyson by Jowett iWilliam R. Brashear, The Living Will: A 
Study of Tennyson and Nineteenth Century Subjectivism (The 
Hague; Mouton, 19.691, pp. 7-51] . Fgr a brief analysis of . 
the influence of German idealist philosophy on Tennyson's 
composition of the Idylls see Ryal's discussion in a chapter 
entitled "The Moral Paradox of the Hero" (Ryals, pp. 69-^931.

9, Memoir, I, 321.
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Father that the existence of individual virtue ultimately 
implies.

Although Tennyson himself sought to substantiate his 
beliefs as he does, for example, in the argument for the 
immortality for. virtue in "Wages," he ultimately returns to 
"I have felt" as his criterion for faith, and mystical 
experiences in which the distinction between the material 
and spiritual is dissolved. One example of a number of such 
experiences is quoted by Hallam from a passage from Mrs. 
Bradley’s diary:

Yes, it is true that there are moments when 
flesh is nothing to me, when I feel and know the 
flesh to be the vision, God and the Spiritual the 
only real and true. Depend upon it, the Spiritual 
is real: it belongs to one more than the hand and 
the foot.. You may tell me that my hand and my 
foot are only imaginary symbols of my existence,
I could believe you? but you never, never can 
convince me that the I is not an eternal Reality, 
and that the Spiritual is not the true and the 
real part of me.-*-®

Tennyson’s belief in a world which is fundamentally spiritual
in essence has been described by Walter Hellstrom in his
analysis of "The Higher Pantheism" as "panentheism," a form

11of the!stic idealism. Hellstrom explains the term in his 
analysis of "The Higher Pantheism": the "materialistic 
universe is a vision of God and. . , . the vision is a part

10. Memoir, II, 90.
. 11, Walter Hellstrom, On the Poems of Tennyson 

('Gainesville: University of Florida press, 1972J_, p. 159,
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12of God. . . . though God is not limited by the vision."

In effect, God is transcendent as well as immanent.
One achieves knowledge and understanding of this God 

as one grows spiritually. This spiritual progress has been 
described by Tennyson himself who relates spiritual growth 
and ultimately one's spiritual destiny to the exercise of 
free will:

Man's Free-will is but a bird in a cage; he 
can stop at the lower perch, or he can mount to 
a higher. Then that which is and knows will 
enlarge his cage, give him a higher perch, and 
at last break off the top of his cage, and let 
him out to be one with the Free-will of theUniverse.

Thus one's identity, which I will show in the context of
Tennyson's work to be based upon the acceptance of moral
responsibility, is a dynamic state which is synonymous with
one's spiritual growth.

Similarly, Tennyson's interpretation of evolution
implies the possibility of progress as well as a teleology
whose source is the "Eternal.Will." That nature is wasteful
implies not that God is malicious, or endorses "disease,
murder and rapine," but rather that we cannot understand His 

14ways. For Tennyson, God, who is "love," is within us all, 
and man's quest is to express this "love" through faith, in

12. Ibid.
13. Memoir, II, 318-319.
14. Memoir, I, 314.
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spite of the vagaries and temptations of a material universe. 
This is one of the primary themes of the Idylls of the King.

Approached from this perspective, the Idylls must . 
then be read as a personal allegory as well as a social 
allegory. Each person.must realize for himself that divine 
love which is innate and through which "will" becomes 
manifest. Ultimately each "will" is fulfilled in the 
"Divine Will," whose "Love" is the source of unity among 
all peoples. Such a quest demands from the individual a 
vigorous "faith" in a world in which the material and
immediate is too frequently mistaken for reality.

vLove" in Tennyson1s metaphysic is the great 
cosmological principle. Man in a natural world finds it 
difficult to establish spiritual and ethical values; that he
can do so is a proof, ontologically, of the reality of those
values.

Art and Morality; Swinburne's Definition 
of Freedom and Harfttohy

Swinburne's use of the word "harmony" in his letter 
to Watts-Dunton with regard to Tyndall's account of the 
processes of nature as described in the Belfast address is 
significant because of the supreme importance of the meaning 
this word has for Swinburne in hi9 poetics as well as his 
metaphysics. As we will now see, the terms "harmony,"
"god," and "soul" are equivalent for Swinburne, and, as I 
will show in Chapter V, are also synonymous with the bond
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of love between all men joined together in an ideal of
spiritual "freedom."

Thomas Connolly has analyzed the frequent recurrence
of the term "harmony” in Swinburne's literary criticism,
and has observed that "harmony" as used by Swinburne is
equivalent to "form," and by "form," or "harmony," Swinburne
means the blending of "external" and "inner" music, i.e.,
vthe blending of sensory experience with the "beauty of 

15thought." By "external music," Swinburne means the
perfect blending of sound and sense, or what Connolly has
described as "the rendition into human speech of the
actual sounds of n a t u r e . B y  internal music, Swinburne
is referring to a semi—mystical state that transcends
"external music" and which Connolly defines as "the complete

17spiritual communion of the poet with nature." Thus we see 
that to define Swinburne's use of the term "harmony" 
aesthetically is to discuss a relationship between aesthetics 
and "nature." In Swinburne's metaphysic, this "harmony" is 
also manifest in the fusion of aesthetics with, morality. 
Meredith Raymond has concluded in her analysis of Swinburne1s 
poetics that for Swinburne the work of art "serves as a bond 
among men from all historical ages, a bond which is formed

15. Connolly, p. 73.
16. Ibid., p. 77.
17. Ibid., p. 73.
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in the artist's sympathetic involvement with humanity as

18well as his creative i m a g i n a t i o n . As I will show shortly,
this "bond" as it relates to morality and aesthetics is the
"harmony" which in Swinburne's metaphysic is also synonymous
with "soul" and with "God,"

To describe the work of art as a "bond" between men
is to define an aesthetic which is not "art for art's sake."
In her discussion of the relationship between morality and
aesthetics in Swinburne's work, Raymond points out that the
notion of Swinburne's "art for art's sake" aestheti.cism with
its concomitantly relativistic ethics is derived primarily
from Chapter II of his essay on Blake in which Swinburne
calls for artistic freedom by asserting that the artist's

19first obligation is to himself. However, Raymond also
notes in Swinburne's later works, particularly in the poems
"On the Cliff" and "Thalassius," that Swinburne allies art
and morality "in a reciprocal relation," because the artist
must have an idea to communicate, and in this respect he
must, in addition to preserving his artistic integrity,

20concern himself with the "predicament of man." In her

18. Raymond, Swinburne's Poetics, p. 123.
19. Ibid., pp. 116-118, 132—133. Raymond also

points out that much of Swinburne's defense of art for art's
sake is an attack against Philistia (see p. 149).

20. Ibid., pp. 130, 149. Raymond has traced the 
gradual evolution in Swinburne's criticism from an "indif
ference toward morality . . .  to the permissive, then to an
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analysis of "On the Cliffs," Raymond observes that according
to Swinburne, the poet is divided between two forces: as
"artist" he is bound to Apollo, and by "experience" he is

21bound to humanity. Thus for Swinburne, the term "morality" 
does indeed embrace the world of mankind and morality as well 
as the world.of art; Furthermore, for the artist these two 
worlds must also fuse together in he is to create what

22Raymond describes as a "harmoniously unified work of art."
To discuss Swinburne's ethic in any context is very 

difficult because Swinburne uses the word "morality" very 
abstractly. Raymond observes that "morality" includes for 
Swinburne "freedom, hope, and a sense of responsibility and 
duty so complete as to demand sacrifice of self," and quotes 
Swinburne as stating that morality is "deeply based on 
righteousness and reality, on principles of truth and man
hood invariable and independent of custom or theology, of

23tradition and of time."
As 1. will now show, Swinburne defines morality in 

terms of "freedom" from institutionalized religion, from 
custom and tradition, and from "historical time";

attitude of acceptance, approval, requirement, and on to the 
attitude that morality is indispensable to art" (see Raymond, 
Swinburne *s Poetics, p. 131).

21. Ibid., pp. 124, 149.
22. Ibid., p. 151.
23. Ibid., p. 151.
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furthermore, this "freedom" is essential if one is to 
realize "harmony" both aesthetically and morally. But 
Swinburne's conception of "freedom" is very subtle. McGann 
has observed that Swinburne is a moralist who seeks to 
arouse his age to a new "gospel of deliverance," but unlike 
his mentors Hugo and Shelley, does not have "perfectibilian 
ideas and historical optimism" as the basis of his notion of 
freedom"

History, as a large process or as recapitu
lated in any one man, was not a method for 
removing man from limitations. To hope for a world 
at last "come of age" is to build your life on an 
illusion and to threaten a pragmatic neglect of 
immediate duties. To be born for death, to suffer 
limitation, to know that neither this nor any 
other age will consummate human experience: these 
ideas, for Swinburne, represent what it means to 
be free, even, in a sense to be God.24

According to McGann, the concept of freedom upon which
Swinburne bases his ethic is predicated upon the notion that
a t person can only be free if he breaks what McGann describes
in the context of Swinburne's work as man's "confused and
superstitious attachments to precisely inconceivable goals,"
and immerses himself completely into "human fate and mortal 

2 5 'time." As we will observe in the discussion of "Love," 
"Fate," "Death," and "immortality," in Chapter V, the quest 
for Tristram and Iseult in Swinburne's Tristram of Lyohesse 
is to realize an inherent spiritual potential through their

24. McGann, pp. 238-23 9.
25. Ibid., p. 244,
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submission to the inevitability of death, time, and change. 
Such a spiritual potential is realized when one perceives 
one's relationship to the natural processes as well as to 
one's fellow man. One therefore experiences "unity," or 

' "harmony," and through this "unity" attains freedom, by 
which Swinburne means a spiritual liberation from time and 
change and the fear of death. Such a liberation is 
possible for Tristram and Iseult because of the "harmony" 
they experience in their love for each other, arid because of 
Tristram's perception of the "harmony" implicit in the 
objective world.

This "harmony," a spiritual bond between man and 
man, and man and nature, is also synonymous with what 
Swinburne describes as "God." In this discussion of 
Swinburne's poem, "Hymn of Man," Beach has observed a 
relationship between Swinburne's concept of freedom and his 
idea of God:  ̂̂

i
. . , .we say that spirit is one

That moved on the dark to create out of darkness 
the stars and the sun.

Before the growth, was the grower, and the seed 
ere the plant was sown;

But what was seed of the sower? and the grain of 
of him, whence was it grown?

Foot after foot ye go back and travail and make 
yourselves mad;

Blind feet tLhat feel for the track where highway 
is not to be had.

Therefore the God that ye make you is grievous,
. and gives not aid,

26* Beach, p. 465.
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Because it is but for your sake that the God of 

your making is made.
Thou and X and he are not gods made men for a 

span, v
But God, if a God there be, is the substance of 
men which is man.

Our lives are as pulses or pores of his manifold 
body and breath;

As waves of his sea on the shores where birth is 
a beacon of death . . . .

Not each man of all men is God, but God is the 
fruit of the whole;

Indivisible spirit and blood, indiscernible body 
from soul.

Not men's but man's is the glory of godhead, the. 
kingdom of time

The mountainous ages made hoary with snows for the 
spirit to climb.

A God with the world inwound whose clay to his 
footsole clings; (ii, 160-161) .

Thus "freed" of the anachronistic institution and belief
fostered by conventional religion, man is at last able to
realize the true bond which exists between all men, a bond
or "harmony" which is synonymous with ,hGod."

In this poem God is the unity that subsumes life and 
death, and each man's existence is described as transitory 
in a, "kingdom of time" which is itself transitory. 
Swinburne's concept of immortality, as described in the 
"Prelude" to Tristram of Lyonesse, is that of a "sleep" 
which, eyen the jealous "God" cannot disturb (TV, 31)1. Thus 
we see that "God," like so many of. Swinburne's metaphors, 
has various symbolic associations. . While "God" may Be a 
reference to a Judaeor-Christian divinity in "The Prelude" to 
Tristram of Lyonesse, "God" in "Hymn to Man" refers to the
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"spirit," or "soul," of mankind, a harmony which, as we
will see, is a unique form of pantheism.

As Beach demonstrates in his analysis of the
"Prelude" to Songs Before Sunrise, "God" for Swinburne is
also equivalent to man*s soul, i.e., the soul of man

27collectively, not individually:
Because man's soul is man's.God still. . . .
Save his own soul he hath no star 

And sinks, except his own soul guide,
Helmless in the middle turn of tide (II, 73^74).

Beach observes that Swinburne also, uses "God" to describe
2 8the culmination, not the origin of the world process. In

effect, God is the realization of the "growing spiritual
29ideals of humanity," Swinburne does not see each man as a 

part of "God"; rather, this "God" is the unity of all men, 
as he tells us explicitly in "Hymn of Man."

As I have shown, for Swinburne Soul is equivalent to 
God, and to the unity between man and man and man and nature 
when man is freed from institutions and traditions. Such a 
belief is a form of pantheism, if we accept as Swinburne's 
own a definition of pantheism found in a note to his study 
of Blake., Swinburne attributes the substance of this note 
to a "correspondent" who makes a case for pantheism as

27. Ibid.
28. Ibid., p. 464.
29. Ibid., pp. 457-458.
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Blake's own religions philosophy. The definition is simple:
that "'all deities reside in the human breast'; that except
for humanity there is no divine thing or person, . . . God
appears to a Theist as the root, to a Pantheist as the
flowdr of things" ('XVI, 269) . Swinburne then defends,
through the correspondent, the validity of this "pantheism";

"There is no God unless man become God." « . .
So it is in the spiritual world; tyranny and 
treachery, indolence and dullness, cannot but 
impede and impair the immutable law of nature and 
necessary growth. These and their like must be 
and must pass away; the eternal body of things 
must change. . . , Pantheism is therefore no 
immoral creed, and cannot be, if only because it 
is based upon faith in nature arid, rooted in 
respect for it. . . . Theism is the source of evil 
and error (XVI, 270).

The notion of a republican ideal and of mankind working
together, the latter idea of which Swinburne equates with
the manifestation of God, is reflected in "On the Downs" and
in "Hertha,," Such a belief is a "pantheism" in which the
"theism" is the "harmony" of men striving together. This
"harmony" between men is a bond of love, a love that Raymond
analyzes in "Thalassius" as a sympathetic involvement in
life, and from which a sense of duty and responsibility
arises that is so complete as to demand a total sacrifice 

30of self. This idea of a bond among men is, in effect, a 
"pantheism" which celebrates an affirmation of life through 
a "religion of humanity."

30. Raymond, Swinburne's Poetics, pp. 151^159.
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There are on the surface a number of striking 

similarities in the beliefs of Tennyson and Swinburne.
Both poets define their respective ethic as the basis of 
the quest for spiritual values? for Tennyson, free will 
represents the possibility of transcending the natural 
world, and therefore the means by which each person is able 
to realize the divine within himself? for Swinburne, 
morality requires a freedom that involves liberation from 
theology, custom, and institutions. This freedom is 
finally the means by which one can realize the possibility 
of a more complete and fulfilling existence.

For both. Tennyson and Swinburne, an ethic is the 
basis of a * spiritual!' oneness. As we have seen, Tennyson's 
faith is in an "Eternal Will" that is immanent and 
transcendent and through whom a bond of love can unite all 
individuals. We have noted that in Swinburne^s poetry, the 
word "harmony" describes a "pantheistic-like" bond which 
unifies mankind. Thus for both poets, "unity" is ultimately 
the ethical sanction in their respective philosophies.

This "unity" and this ethical sanction is for both 
poets based upon that most important single quality which 
characterizes the spiritual potential of mankind: namely, 
love. In the poetry of both Swinburne and Tennyson, "Love" 
is the basis of unity, the justification for the ethical 
sanction stemming from the spiritual "unity," and the
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mechanism by which man can realize his highest spiritual 
aspirations.

The following chapter will explore the nature of 
"love" as expressed in Tennyson's Idylls of the King. Love 
will be defined as the ethical sanction and as the force 
for rational control in a world filled with material 
temptations that are mistaken as the panacea for suffering. 
Finally, the quest for unity among men and ultimately within 
the "Eternal .Will," or God, is a quest fraught with doubt 
and despair. However, the quest itself is existentially 
the experience and manifestation of that love.

In Chapter V, I will define the nature of "love" 
celebrated in Swinburne's Tristram of Lyonesse. For 
Swinburne, love is neither sacred nor profane, but, like 
Hesiod's "Eros," is the basis not only of the "harmony" 
which unites all men, but also of the possibility of a new 
world in which, opposites such as night and day, sound and 
sense, love and death., are reconciled, thus liberating man 
from the fear of time and from the tyranny of despotic 
institutions. Love also enables man to perceive himself as 
a part of nature, a relationship which Swinburne calls 
"Fate." Thus both "Love" and "Fate" for Swinburne are the 
forces in a non-theological universe in which man himself, 
not institutions, must ethically bear the responsibility for 
the suffering which, he experiences.



CHAPTER IV

THE IDYLLS OF THE KING: TENNYSON’S 
DIALECTIC OF LOVE

It is in Idylls of the King, the work which 
epitomized Tennyson's efforts to "teach men the need of an 
ideal," that we find a comprehensive and systematic treat
ment of the possibilities of establishing a system of ethics

1that reconciles the sensuous with the spiritual. Such an
ethic is possible, according to Tennyson, because of love,
that quality which is the source of the sacred and the
spiritual inherent within each being: "Yet God is love,
transcendent, all pervading. . . .  We get this faith from

2ourselves, froirt what is highest in us . . . ." Thus
earthly love between mortals as depicted in Tennyson's 
poetry is both a reflection of God's love and the means of 
realizing the spiritual possibilities intrinsic for each 
person in such a relationship. As Alan Danzig observes in 
his analysis of The Princess, Tennyson feels that neither 
sex alone can realize the potential which is possible 
through the harmonious union of a perfectly compatible

. 1. Sir Charles Tennyson, p. 491.
2. Memoir, I, 314.

75
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3couple. Furthermore, in the Idylls of the King the

marriage of Arthur and Guinevere is to be symbolic of the
reconciliation of soul and sense, a marriage in which,
according to F. E. L, Priestley, "thought must wed fact,
and spirit must mix with life" in order that Arthur's ideal
may be realized..^

There is also a second kind of love, which Tennyson
analyzes in the Idylls, that of passion, or "eros," worship

5of the sensuous and the source of chaos and anarchy.
"Love," a reflection of God, is the ultimate human expres
sion and has its source in faith, the belief in the "ideal" 
that includes both reason and order, and whose source is 
the assertion of what William Brashear describes as the 
"living will,"^ Uncontrolled passion, on the other hand.

3. Alan Danzig, "Tennyson's The Princess; A Defini^ 
tion of Love," VP 4 (1966)., 84.

4. F.. E. L. Priestley, "Tennyson's Idylls," UTQ,
19 (194 91, 38.

5. Ryals has analyzed the theme of erotic love in 
the Idylls in an essay entitled "Eros and Agape." According 
to Ryals, "Eros" in Tennyson's poetry is a "projection of 
the self into an object in an attempt to confirm the 
identity of the self by recognizing it in the object." True 
love, on the other hand, transcends passion and "is a 
striving for per fectibn-T-per fee tion not only of self, but
of the world." See Ryals, pp. 117, 144.

6. Brashear, pp. 7~51, 92-153. The expression 
"Living Will" is taken from In Merooriam, CXXXTi Brashear 
uses "will" in the context of "subjectivism" or "subjective 
vitalism"' (see Brashear, pp. 9-10). Will, as defined in
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represents the surrender of will, a surrender which can
result in, or be the consequence of, a lack of faith, and
which ultimately leads in the Idylls to the destruction of
the spiritual values epitomized in Arthurrs concept of
chivalry. An example of this uncontrolled passion is erotic
love, which Ryals..defines in the context of Tennyson’s
poetry as a complete surrender of the will that leaves its

7victims powerless to choose. In the Idylls, adultery, the
consequence of erotic passion, becomes in part the symbolic

.. !
expression of Tennyson’s fear of a general loss of faith, 
both religious and humanistic, in Victorian England.

In In Memoriam, Tennyson deals at length with this 
problem of evolving a faith which, according to Charles 
Tennyson, "while rejecting no scientific discovery, however 
disconcerting, might be able to 'satisfy the needs and

i 8justify the existence of man.’" Comparing Tennyson’s 
vision to that of Kierkegaard, Jerome H. Buckley has 
observed that in In Memoriam Tennyson establishes "subjective 
experience" as the foundation of this faith. In in Mentoriam 
(CXXXI). for example, Tennyson asserts that "faith that comes

Chapter Hi of this study, refers to the basis of Tennyson’s 
ethic and is: therefore a means by which one expresses love 
for one’s fellow man.

7. Ryals, p. 123.
8. Sir Charles Tennyson, p. 250.,
9,. Buckley, pp. 126^127.
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of self^control" will enable us to trust "the truth that 
never can be proved" (pp. 980-981, 11. 9-10). All -one can 
do is to "Cleave ever to the sunnier side of doubt," as 
Tennyson tells us in "The Ancient Sage," and "cling to 
Faith beyond the forms of Faith," i.e., to find for our
selves that which neither "can be proven/Nor yet disproven 
. . ." (p. 1352, 1. 68; p. 1351, 1. 66).

In the Idylls, the vows are the pledge of faith and, 
as Reed has observed, make possible the free exercise of 
will to shape identity. Thus in addition to the sacred
ness of the marriage vows, the vows of knighthood become the 
expression of this faith, i.e., of the "will to believe>" as 
well as a pledge to work together to create a just society. 
The vows of knighthood; symbol of faith in Arthur's world, 
demand a commitment of will to strive to acftieve a spiritual 
perfection which, although appearing humanly impossible, 
must be constantly sought in order to sustain social evolu
tion. Consequently, the significance of the vows cannot be 
overstated, since the love which is the basis of the 
spiritual values of Arthur's ideal kingdom is in part 
expressed through the acceptance by the knights of the

10. Reed, Perception and Design in "TdyTls of the 
King," p. 206.
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obligations and the moral responsibilities which the vows

11require.
This complex relationship in the Idylls between

sacred and profane love, the knightly vows and faith, and
spiritual values, can be described as follows; Arthur,
symbol of God's love, attempts through the vows of chivalry
to imbue mankind with faith in the sacredness implicit in
love, and thus to provide man with a justification for the
expression of will, of making choices, of accepting
responsibility for those choices, and thus of ultimately
realizing his spiritual possibilities. Love, symbolic of
the spiritual, becomes the moral force which "unites mankind
and through which "will" acts. Passion, or "eros," i.e.,
obsession with the immediate and sensuous, can, without the
rational control imposed by the recognition of a sacred
love, obviate the moral force of spiritual love and render
will inactive. As Ryals has observed, Tennyson is insisting
in the Idylls that "love without cosmological inspiration

12ends in defeat, sterility, and death." According to

11. Cf. Ryals, pp. 75*-76 for an opposing view. 
According to Ryals, the "impossible vows" are the source of 
the "guilt and madness" that pervade Arthur's order, that 
the vows' create an emotional dependency, and that in 
accepting (Arthur's)] will, they (the knights) deny their 
own; in attempting to take on the personality of the king 
they annihilate their own personalities. Cf.. also Brashear, 
who maintains that "the vows represent the self's resistance 
to absorption." Brashear, p. 151.

12. Ryals, p. 138.
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Ryals, the validity of earthly love for Tennyson is

13dependent upon its "stimulus to right moral acts." 
Significantly for Tennyson, the duality of "spirit" and 
"matter" must coexist, for passion, qr "eros," without the 
rational control which arises from the recognition of the 
higher, spiritual love, leads inevitably to the negation of 
the "will" and of the moral force which unites Arthur's 
kingdom.

Camelot falls because Arthur’s knights do not 
exercise the possibility of will to achieve selfv-fulfillment, 
and ultimately, selflessness; instead, they are attracted by 
goals more immediately physical and tangible, the material
istic and the sensual, as indicated by the adulterous 
relationships in Arthur's court. This breaking of vows, 
symbolically representing a loss of faith in Arthur's ideal 
as well as the loss of rational control, leads to spiritual 
chaos for individual knights and political anarchy in 
Camelot. Tennyson is thus establishing a parallel between 
the lack of will, commensurate with involvement in an . 
illicit and/or passionate relationship, and the same loss 
of faith and spiritual values— the lack of will— of the 
Victorians who unwittingly advocate an ethical system which

13. Ibid.,
14. According to Ryals, the ideal relationship is 

one in which "Eros . . .  is redeemed by Agape." See Ryals, 
P, 144.
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equates spiritual fulfillment with material progress. Such 
a system, according to Tennyson, can lead only to chaos and 
anarchy.

This chapter will examine the Idylls in the sequence 
of their publication, and the discussion, which will be 
divided into three sections, will demonstrate the gradual 
thematic development of this ethical sanction in terms of 
the metaphor of love. Initially the discussion will focus 
on the 1859 publication of the four idylls, wEnid," "Vivien," 
"Elaine," and "Guinevere," and will be an elaboration of 
Tennyson's distinction between the "higher love" and "pas^ 
sion" in terms of the moral commitment of will.. Two of the 
four new idylls included in the 1869 publication of Idylls 
of the King, "The Holy Grail" and "Pelleas and Ettarre," 
will be examined in the context of Tennyson's delineation 
of the "vows" as the symbol of faith and the medium for the 
action of will, and as his warning of the consequences of 
not recognizing the relationship between the sensuous and 
the spiritual. With the publication in 1872 of "Gareth and 
Lynette" and "The Last Tournament," Tennyson examines more 
closely the active role of will in determining destiny, thus 
elaborating an argument for free choice. The chapter will 
conclude with a brief discussion of the theme of "doubt" in 
the Idylls in relation to the problem of faith in a world 
filled with despair and suffering.
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Idylls of the King; 1859

With the publication of the first four idylls in
1859, Tennyson commenced an examination of the "higher love"
as the basis for the moral commitment implicit in the vows
which Arthur demands of his knights and which he describes
to Guinevere in their final confrontation:

I made them lay their hands in mine and swear 
To reverence the King, as if he were 
Their conscience, and their conscience as their 

King,
To break the heathen and uphold the Christ,
To ride abroad redressing human wrongs,
To speak no slander, no, nor listen to it,
To honor his own word as if his God's,
To lead sweet, lives in purest chastity,
To love one maiden only, cleave to her,
And worship her by years of noble deeds,
Until they won her; for indeed I knew 
Of no more subtle master under heaven 
Than is the maiden passion for a maid.
Not only to keep down the base in man,
But teach high thought, and amiable words 
And courtliness, and the desire of fame.
And love of truth, and all that makes a man 
(pp. 1736-1737, 11. 464-480).

Unfortunately, the "maiden passion for a maid" led to a
number.of adulterous relationships, thus abrogating the
moral force of which the yows are a symbolic representation,
and the desire for fame became an end in itself rather than
a means to the "higher love."

As Valerie Pitt points out, the unifying link 
between these four idylls is the adulterous relationship
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15between Lancelot and Guinevere. In this series of idylls

Tennyson through the metaphor of love attributes the source 
of this adultery to the inability of the various protagonists 
to distinguish appearance from reality. This confusion 
between appearances and reality can be either the source (as 
in the accounts of Merlin, Geraint, and Lancelot1 or the 
consequences (as with Vivien, Guinevere, and Elaine1 of the 
loss of "will," and therefore of the capability of making 
the right choices =

In the first Idyll, "Vivien," Tennyson establishes 
the moral dichotomy which is depicted in the subsequent 
idylls by defining the nature of the expression of ’twill" in 
relation to the "higher," or sacred love, and how "will" is 
destroyed as an effective moral agent through passion. The 
story of Geraint and Enid is an analysis of the confusion 
of illusion with reality which is experienced in a relation
ship which is passionate, as well as Tennyson * s illustration 
through the character of Enid of the moral force implicit 
within a love which reconciles the sacred with, the profane. 
The third idyll, "Guinevere,” contrasts the nature of pas
sion in adultery and love in marriage, and the. final idyll, 
^Elaine,^ is a careful analysis Of how passion binds its 
subjects and renders them incapable of action and commitment.

15. Valerie Pitt,. Tennyson Laureate. (London;
Barrie & Radcliffe, 1962), p. 185.



"Vivien"
In "Vivien" Tennyson establishes the connection 

between the "higher love" and the commitment of "will" to 
humanitarian ideals of social responsibility by contrasting 
this "higher love" with profane love, or passion, and its 
consequence, the loss of "will." Essentially, this idyll 
contrasts the ethics of the material world, as represented 
by Vivien, with the ethics of a Christian idealism, as 
represented by Merlin. For Vivien, the natural, physical 
world, the world of appearances, is the real world, and 
thus her ethical values are a reflection of the savagery 
and the struggle for survival characteristic of this 
world. For Merlin, on the other hand, the spiritual, 
represented by the "higher love," is the ideal which acts 
as the rational and moral force binding Arthur *s knights 
together in a commitment to humanitarian ideals. Merlin's 
surrender to Vivien emphasizes Tennyson * s contention that 
will may fall victim to scepticism and melancholy, and thus 
be rendered ineffective as a moral agent.

We are told that it is because of Merlin's fame that 
Vivien sets out to seduce him. We are also informed that 
Merlin experiences a great melancholy, a melancholy the 
origin of which is the vision of his own downfall through, 
seduction by Vivien, as he tells her after she swears her 
love for him:
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for shall I tell you truth?

You seemed that wave about to break upon me 
And sweep me from my hold upon the world,
My use and name and fame (p. 1604, 11. 299-302).

Metaphorically this vision represents less a prognostication
than the knowledge of his own lack of self-control. Thus
Merlin fully comprehends the turmoil that is the source of
his melancholy, a turmoil which has been described by Ryals
as the "conflict between service and passion" leading
ultimately to the surrender of will to desire, and thus
usurping Merlin^s effectiveness as a moral force in Arthur *s
kingdom.

Confronted with assertions of her love for him. 
Merlin tells Vivien that love, the "higher love," is in 
rendering service, and he contrasts this love with, the 
desire for fame and with the earthly love between mortals.
In the account of the young knight whose shield bears the 
motto "I follow fame," Merlin asserts that it is less the 
glory than the deeds themselves which are of importance, and 
thus he changes the motto to "rather use than fame" (p.
1608). After explaining to Vivien that fame is not its own 
reward, that it is not an end in itself. Merlin then 
elaborates on the relationship between the "higher love" and 
fame;

But Fame with men.
Being but ample means to serve mankind 
Should- have small rest or pleasure in herself

16, Ryals, p. 139.
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But work as vassal to the larger love 
That dwarfs the petty love of one to one.
Use gave me Fame at first, and Fame again 
Increasing gave me use. Lo, there my boon!
What other? (p. 1608, 11. 486-4931.

Merlin equates fame with continuing service, and describes
this fame as an external attribute awarded by others; the
knight who performs service must derive his satisfaction
from the acts themselves, not from the glory concomitant
with the service. Furthermore, this "higher love" which
Merlin describes and of which fame is a manifestation is the
active force behind Arthur's ideal of social responsibility.
Merlin himself, however, sacrifices "higher love" because of
his despair about the fall of Camelot of which he alone is
aware. Merlin's acquiescence to an earthly love is, as

17Ryals observes, an attempt to escape time. Most important 
of all. Merlin's effort to escape time is an attempt to 
avoid continuing "to strive, to seek, and not to yield," 
of accepting responsibility even when confronted with doubt 
and despair ("Ulysses," p. 566, 1. 70}.

Merlin's account of the wizard who is an ascetic 
parallels Merlin's own effort to retreat from Vivien in 
order to gain "self-reverence, self-knowledge, self- 
control," that he may be of service when needed ( " O e n o n e , "  

p.. 392, 1. 142) . The source of the chaos which ensues 
because of the beauty of the young maid symbolically

17. Ibid,, p. 141.



parallels the source of similar chaos which is wreaking
havoc in Camelot: the loss of a commitment to social
responsibility because of profane love which excludes
spiritual values. By using the charm, the wizard eliminates
the destructive passions destroying the kingdom although
with disastrous results to the queen. As Ryals points out,
the theme of this tale is that emotions are central to the

18human condition. Merlin too would remove himself from 
such emotions, but in so doing falls victim to the very 
emoitions^-t-his sense of doom, his despair for Camelot1 s 
future, and the temptations of Vivien-^which precipitate his 
desire to leave Camelot. But while the wizard in Merlin's 
tale "kept his mind on one sole aim/Nor ever touched fierce 
wine, nor tasted flesh/Nor own'd a sensual wish," Merlin 
himself, because of his sense of powerlessness to alter the 
doom about to fall upon Camelot, surrenders himself to 
melancholy and desire rather than continue exercising 
choices for moral action (p. 1612, 11. 624-626).

But while Merlin is wavering between submission and 
service, Vivien, the personification of the "natural" and 
the "sensuous," rejects a transcendental faith for that of 
materialism.. In the 1875 edition of the Idylls, Tennyson 
effectively creates a contrast to such a faith and rein
forces the emotional quality of the human condition with

18. Ibid., p. 139.
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the insertion of a dialogue between Vivien and Mark. A 
minstrel sings to Vivien and Mark of vows, such as those 
between Lancelot and Guinevere > "that high in heaven/Love 
most . „ . /Angels of our Lord * s report" (p . 1596, 11. 14- 
16). Vivien immediately expresses doubts about the reality 
of this kind of faith, since man, as mortal, is imperfect 
through the very genesis of his being:

This Arthur pure I 
Great nature through the flesh herself hath made 
Gives him the lie! (p. 1597, 11, 49-511.

Vivien as a materialist bears only contempt for the aspira
tions of mortals to a transcendent faith, the "higher love" 
to which Merlin asserts all Arthur's knights are vassals. 
Later in Broceliande, Merlin accuses her of projecting her 
own materialism into her account of Arthur's knights and 
then criticizes her for her inability to perceive the 
inherent potential for man to transcend the natural and 
savage, and thus realize the ideal and spiritual;

. . , and in this
Are harlots like the crowd that if they find 
Some stain or blemish in a name of note.
Not grieving that their greatest are so small 
Inflate themselves with some insane delight.
And judge all nature from her feet of clay,
Without the will to lift their eyes, and see 
Her godlike head crowned with spiritual fire,
And touching other worlds (p. 1617, 11, 828—836),

Merlin's admonition is aimed at recognizing the difference^ 
between appearance and reality: appearance is the semblance 
of the material world taken at face value; reality, there
fore, is the spiritual possibilities which are intrinsic in
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this material world and which become manifest through the 
order implicitly imposed by the free exercise of one * s will.

There are two paths: one demands a commitment 
through "will" to social progress; the second, and by far 
the simpler, is the complete abandonment of will and there
fore commitment to Camelot and to the future for the 
pleasures of the moment. Old and weary and laden with doubt 
and despair, Merlin shirks responsibility by acquiescing to 
the emotional and sensuous, the easier path, and thus, like 
the queen in the tale of the wizard, sleeps eternally.

"Enid"
Tennyson broadens his concept of a "higher love" in 

the story of Geraint and Enid by examining it in terms of 
the faith symbolized in the vows of marriage. Enid repre
sents the personification of love and trust. Geraint, like 
Vivien, espouses a materialistic ethic, an ethic predicated 
upon appearances, and thus Geraint * s self—exile, ostensibly 
in shame, becomes a quest for spiritual values and a new 
moral commitment,

Geraint's love leaves him insecure in his relation
ship with Enid.. Because Geraint himself is impressed by 
appearances, as evidenced by Tennyson's description of him 
during his encounter with Guinevere, he naturally attributes 
this same respect for material splendor to Enid, Thus he 
tests Enid's love in terms of appearances, i.e., in terms of
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her apparel. Obeying Geraint's command, the betrothed Enid
lays aside her splendid dress lately retrieved for the faded
silks of her recent past. Joyful at her acquiescence,
Geraint asserts he no longer has any reservations about her
love for him: '

I doubted whether daughter's tenderness 
Of easy nature, might not let itself 
Be moulded by your wishes for her weal;
Or whether some false sense in her own self 
Of my contrasting brightness, overbore 
Her fancy dwelling in this dusky hall;
And such a sense might make her long for court 
And all its perilous glories; and I thought.
That could I someway prove such force in.her 
Linked with, such love for. me that at a word,
(No reason given herT she could cast aside 
A splendour dear to women, new to her.
And therefore dearer; or if not so new.
Yet therefore tenfold dearer by.the power
Of intermitted usage; then I felt
That I could rest, a rock in ebbs and flows,
Fixt on her faith. Now therefore do I rest,
A prophet certain of my prophecy.
That never shadow of mistrust can cross 
Between us (pp. 1549^-1550, 11. 797^8151.

Having successfully tested her love, Geraint then dresses
Enid "in crimsons and in purples and in gems" so that each.
day she "fronted him/in some fresh splendor" (p. 1526, 11.
10, 13-14)1.

Significantly, it is to this same material splendor
that he attributes her adultery;

O 1 that wasted time to tend upon her,
To compass her with sweet observances,
To dress her beautifully and keep her true——
(p. 1552, 11. 38-40),.

Thus Geraint's primary flaw is that he erroneously associ
ates the moral commitment symbolic of the Round Table and.
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the vows of marriage with the material splendor of Camelot. 
His guest, therefore, is to distinguish appearance (material 
splendor) from the true nature of Arthur's ideals.

Geraint equates the marriage vows with wifely 
obedience, and in a puerile effort to retain dignity against 
his belief that he has been cuckolded, he once again 
commands Enid to don her faded silks, but in this instance . 
as a symbol of her shame* which, since she is not guilty, 
ironically serves instead as a symbol of her nobleness and 
humility. He also orders her to remain absolutely silent, 
an unrealistic demand which she is compelled to disobey in 
order tP save his life. Thus Enid breaks a lesser, foolish 
vow, in order to reaffirm the ideals of her marriage vow—  
that of tending to her husband's welfare and honor rather 
than be responsible for his shame and downfall. Ironically 
Enid previously affirmed this responsibility in the same 
speech in which Geraint overheard the remark that he 
presumed was an admission of her infidelity.

Geraint has been unable to perceive the reality of 
Enid's love and faith because of his obsession with material 
splendor. Having lost "faith" in material things, he 
becomes confused and directionless, and thus blindly and 
inappropriately commits his "will" totally to his love for 
Enid, a love, however, which he still assays in material 
terms, thus exacerbating his fear of being shamed. Because 
of this fear, Geraint becomes incapable of action and of
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accomplishing his obligations as a knight of the realm,
i.e., he becomes the victim of a passion that deprives him
of the "will to act," and thus he becomes guilty of an
uxoriousness which Tennyson describes graphically:

He compass'd her with sweet observances 
And worship, never leaving her, and grew 
Forgetful of his promise to the King,
Forgetful of the falcon and the hunt,
Forgetful of the tilt and the tournament,
Forgetful of his glory and his name,
Forgetful of his princedom and its cares 
(p. 1527, 11. 48-54)'.

Tn addition to rendering him incapable of action, "passion"
also leaves Geraint.incapable of discerning appearance from
reality, and thus, as Tennyson warns the reader, a helpless
prey to unforeseen problems:

0 purblind race of miserable men,
How many among us. at this very hour 
Do forge a life-long trouble for ourselves.
By taking true for false, or false for true.
Here, through the feeble twilight of this world 
Groping, how many, until we pass and reach 
That other, where we see as we are seen 
(p. 1551, 11. 1-7) .

Self-awareness, therefore, becomes a primary requisite for
moral action, and Geraint acquires this self-knowledge,
i.e., "will-to-action," through the trust and love which
Enid bears for him during the encounter with the Earl Doorm.

The act of killing the Earl Doorm, who also would
see Enid arrayed in beautiful gems §nd magnificent gowns,
symbolically represents the destruction of the egocentricity
and the materialism of which Geraint himself is guilty. It
is through this incident with the Earl Doorm that Geraint
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achieves the level of self-awareness that enables him to 
acknowledge his ill usage of Enid and to avow his love for 
her, with the penance that he will not question her asser
tion that.she is "no true wife,” Symbolically this penance 
represents acknowledgment not only of his love for Enid, but 
also an affirmation of this love as a moral force through 
which "'will" is to act, rather than that to which "will" is 
to be given in absolute devotion. Thus Geraint avers his 
"trust," and through this trust, the same faith and self 
awareness which Arthur describes as being responsible for 
the conversion of Edryn from the proud, haughty "Sparrow- 
Hawk" to one of the noblest knights of the Round Table.

. Geraint thus finds that faith and moral commitment
which will enable him, as Edryn has, to become a moral force
in Arthur * s kingdom. Both Edryn and Geraint are redeemed,
as Laurence Poston observes, through the example of the
faith and goodness of Enid, and through this redemption,
assume the social responsibilities essential for the

19development of a progressive society. It is significant 
that the marriage of Geraint and Enid results in numerous

19. Lawrence Poston, III, "The Argument of the 
Geraintr-Enid Books in Idylls of the King," VP, 2 ('1964) ,
274. •
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children, the only marriage in the Idylls from which

20children are born.

"Guinevere"
'^Guinevere," the third idyll in this series of four, 

is a reiteration of the necessity for service and committ
ment , the need for the "higher love" first presented in 
"Vivien," and a reexamination of the problem of appearance 
and reality in relation to "passion," a problem which was 
first elaborated in the story of Geraint and Enid. The 
story consists essentially of a confrontation between 
Guinevere and Arthur after Camelot has fallen, in which the 
King informs his wife that he is now aware of her liaison 
with Lancelot and then forgives her and confesses his love, 
but asserts that only in the hereafter can they be recon
ciled. Because of Arthur's forgiveness, Guinevere comes to 
perceive the difference between the passion she experiences 
in her relationship with Lancelot and the spiritual and 
moral force in the love which. Arthur expresses for her.

In this idyll, Tennyson describes a garden scene 
in which Guinevere, seated between Enid, "the best," and 
Vivien, "the worst," is surreptitiously observed by Mordred,

2 0, W. Stacy Johnson has observed that for Tennyson, 
the child represents an essential link between man and wife 
as well as. fulfillment for the woman. See W. Stacy Johnson, 
"The Theme of Marriage in Tennyson,VM, 1612 (19571, 8.

i
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John Reed sees this tableau as a depiction of Guinevere's 
personality:

It is as though a good and bad angel are contend
ing for her soul. All that is fine in Guinevere 
inclines toward Enid but the lubricity and pride 
attract her equally toward Vivien. . . . Her 
virtues and her sin keep her precariously 
suspended in a threatened Eden.21

In her affair with Lancelot, Guinevere has symbolically
chosen flesh over spirit and thus practices what F. E.v L.
Priestley calls the ethics of materialism, naturalism, and

22utilitarianism. Ryals observes that in Arthur's confronta
tion with Guinevere, the King berates her less for her
adultery than for the destruction of the ideals of 

23Camelot. Thus Guinevere finally develops an awareness 
of the need for an ethical commitment and comes to accept 
the moral force and transcendent faith implicit in Arthur's 
love. She regrets less the adultery itself and more the 
lack of faith that prevented her understanding the higher 
love Arthur represents:

Ah great and gentle lord,
Who wast, as is the conscience of a saint.
Among his warring senses, to thy knights-- 
To whom my false voluptuous pride, that took

21, Reed, Perception and Design in Tennyson'-s 
"Idylls of the King," p. 71.

22, Priestley, p. 40.
23, Ryals, p. 87, Ryals also observes in answer to 

critical charges that Arthur's conduct is "priggish." that 
"the ideal man does not talk like the usual cuckolded 
spouse." See Ryals, p, 87,
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Full easily all impressions from below.
Would not look up, or half despised the height 
To which I would not or I could not climb—
I thought I could not breathe in that fine air.
That pure serenity of perfect light—- 
I yearned for warmth and color which I found 
In Lancelot^-r-now I see what thou art.
Thou art the highest and most human too.
Not Lancelot, nor another (pp. 1740-1741,
11. 633-645).

Guinevere's realization that Arthur loves her still.and that 
he has forgiven her in spite of her sin enables her to dis
tinguish. the material from the spiritual, appearance from 
reality, the passion of Lancelot from the love of Arthur.
In contrast to Vivien, she perceives the spirituality 
inherent in mankind, as described in "Vivien" by Merlin 
and as symbolized by Arthur111 s actions. Thus she is able to 
perceive Arthur as the "highest" and the most "human," i.e., 
humanistic as opposed to animalistic.

Speaking in terms of an equation with, duty and 
profit on one side, and pleasure on the other, she acknowl
edges the joy to be gleaned from such a love;

An my God
What might I not have made of thy fair world 
Had I but loved thy highest creature here?
It was my duty to have loved the highest:
It surely was my profit had ± known:
It would have been my pleasure had I seen 
(p. 1741, 11. 649-654)..

Thus Guinevere has learned that love is less an end in it^
self than a means to moral action. Pleasure in love is not
through the flesh, but through duty, reverence, and work.
Furthermore, it is this knowledge of the need to strive for
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selflessness that enables Guinevere to transcend her 
passions and eventually become an abbess at Almesbury.

"Elaine"
In the fourth idyll of this series, "Elaine," 

Tennyson examines carefully the destructive consequences of 
passion. The story of Elaine and Lancelot represents an 
analysis of misplaced, or false idealism, and its ramifica
tions, the lack of "will-to-action," with the same conse
quences experienced by Merlin in his relationship with 
Vivien. Tennyson depicts in the characterization of 
Guinevere the nature of a passion which prevents one from 
distinguishing between appearance and reality? the portrayal 
of Elaine is a depiction of the consequences of a passion 
whose source is fantasy; and finally, the story of Lancelot, 
delineates the tragic conflict of being torn between two 
mutually exclusive ideals.

The contrast between Elaine and Guinevere is 
- symbolically expressed, as Ward Hellstrom observes, through

the image of the lily, symbol of purity and spirit, and the
24rose, symbol of the material and sensual, Elaine, 

described by Tennyson as the "lily maid," prefers to 
fantasize about her love rather than to face it realis
tically, Thus at the beginning of the idyll, we find Elaine 
dreaming about Lancelot's adventures:

24, Hellstrom, p. 119.
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Now guessed a hidden meaning in his arms 
Now made a pretty history to herself 
Of every dint a sword had beaten in it 
And every scratch a lance had made upon it.
Conjecturing when and where. . . .
. . . so she lived in fantasy (p. 1621,
11. 17-21, 27).

Elaine continues to fantasize despite the fact that her
father and brother inform her of the futility of her guest
because of Lancelot’s relationship with Guinevere:

these are slanders: never yet 
Was noble man but made ignoble talk.
He makes no friend who never made a foe.
But now it is my glory to have loved 
One peerless, without Stain (p. 165.0,
11. 1080-1084).

Indeed Lancelot’s comment to.Elaine that her feelings are
"not love, but love’s first flash in youth," warn against
the self-destructiveness of such a passion, a passion which,
according to. Ryals, "has so corrupted the will that her wish
is to die if she cannot love the man she deludes herself

25that she loves." Thus death "is not a punishment, but a 
fulfillment.

In contrast to Elaine, Guinevere seeks only "the
real" to love, not the "ideal," as she tells Lancelot before
the tournament;

Arthur, my lord, Arthur, the faultless: King,,
The passionate, perfection, my good lord—
But who can gaze upon the sun in heaven?
. . . but, friend, to me

25. Ryals, p. 134,
26. Ibid.



He is all fault who hath no fault at all:
For who loves me must have a touch of earth . . .
(pp. 1624-1625, 11. 121-123, 131-133].

The contrast is explicit: Guinevere rejects “perfection";
Elaine reveres it. Thus while Elaine refuses to believe
slanderous remarks about Lancelot, Guinevere, in jealous
anger, is quick to question Lancelotfs fidelity to her
before she has ascertained the truth. The similarity
between the two wdmen is obvious: suffering from passion,
both women are equally unable to distinguish appearance
from reality.

The one individual able to distinguish between
appearance and reality is Lancelot, but ironically he is
unable to act. Lancelot's vows of fealty to Arthur must
necessarily conflict with his devotion to Guinevere, and
having met Elaine, he realizes finally the implications of
his situation:

And peradventure had he seen her first 
She might have made this and that other world 
Another world for the sick man; but now 
The shackles of an old love straitened him.
His honour rooted in dishonor stood,
And faith unfaithful kept him falsely true 
(p. 1645, 11. 867-872].

Because of this dilemma, Lancelot is condemned to be "a
lonely man/Wifeless and hairless," and in an effort to
rationalize his plight, he tells Arthur after Elaine's
death that love freely given can never bind:
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Yea, to be lovedr if what is worthy love 

Could bind him, but free love will not be found.
"Free love, so bound were freest,n said the King 

(p. 1659, 11. 1364-1369).
Lancelot has been depicted as impotent because of his
passion for Guinevere, i.e., he is unable to act freely both
because of the necessity to guard the secret of his passion

(for Guinevere, and because of his feelings of guilt toward 
Arthur. Thus Arthur^s comment takes on an additional 
significance: Lancelot, freed of his vows to Guinevere and 
therefore of his passion, and married to Elaine, would have 
realized his full potential as Arthur's Greatest knight.
That he realizes his plight, ultimately, will enable him to 
die "a holy man."

Idylls of the King: 1869

With his addition of four more idylls in 1869, 
Tennyson continued his examination of the dialectic of 
sensuous love and spiritual love, and the necessity of the 
moral commitment of "will." Two of the new idylls in th.e 
1869 volume, "The Holy Grail" and "Pelleas and Ettarra," 
treat these problems in terms of the vows, symbol of faith 
in Camelot. Specifically, Tennyson examines the problem of 
illusion and reality through. Percivale's quest for the 
Grail, symbol of sacred love, and the same problem in terms 
of profane love through. Pelleas' amorous pursuit of Ettarre. 
Thus Percivale rejects entirely earthly love in his pursuit
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of the Grail, and Pelleas rejects entirely the "higher 
love" in his pursuit of Ettarre.

Percivale commits himself through his vows to the 
quest for the Grail, symbol of sacred love, but the Grail 
inappropriately becomes an obsession analogous to that of a 
passionate love. Pelleas commits himself through his vows 
to Ettarre to a profane love which, passionate in nature, 
results in a loss of will to labor in behalf of the higher 
ideals of Camelot. Thus for both knights the vows become 
an end in themselves, rather than the means by which they 
are able to reconcile the sensuous and the spiritual.

"The Holy Grail*
Tennyson is quoted in the Memoir as having made the 

following comment after a private reading of "The Holy 
Grail":

The key is to be found in a careful reading 
of Sir Percivale"'s vision and subsequent fall, 
and nineteenth century temptations.2'

The relationship between the story of Sir Percivale and
^nineteenth century temptations" may be approached in terms
of the relationship between faith and passion. The vows,
symbol of faith, are given substance by the vision of the
Grail? but the vision, "personified" into material reality
by the knights, represents a specious embodiment of Arthur * s
ideal.

27. Memoir, II, 63.
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Ryals has described the cup itself as a symbol of

2 8both regeneration and social disintegration. But the cup 
symbolizes much more: it is the symbol of understanding, the 
symbol of the unity in the world and the faith and spiritual 
sustenance which are the essence of the Arthurian ideal.
The problem, however, is that each of the knights.views this 
spiritual enlightenment as an external, objective reality. 
Tennyson expresses through Arthur's concluding speech the 
warning that such a spiritual understanding is not extrinsic, 
but must emanate from within. Implicit within Arthur's 
admonition is the. notion that the vows, therefore, are only 
the mechanism by which this spiritual understanding can be 
realized. Thus Percivale's quest to see the Grail is 
analogous to that of a fated, passionate love in that such 
a vow as that sworn to the Grail ultimately leads to a
complete abnegation of "will," and ultimately a loss of
"self.."

Percivale's initial visions are temptations to 
which he acquiesces, "things" of material substance which 
turn to dust, thus suggesting once again the problem of 
distinguishing illusion from reality. After hearing of 
Percivale's quest for the Grail, Ambrosius informs him that 
he has never heard of the Holy Grail, and asks him whether 
his quest was after all only for a phantom. Percivale

28. Ryals, pp. 62, 148.
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responds by relating how he encountered the one woman who 
was his true love, but how, after having journeyed with 
Galahad, he has lost his "will" to labor to achieve more 
immediate, secular ideals as a prince married to the woman 
he loves:

The heads of all her people drew to me.
With supplication both of knees and tongue;
"We have heard of thee; thou are our greatest knight.
Our Lady says it, and we will believe.
Wed thou our Lady, and rule over us.
And then thou shalt be as Arthur in our Land,"
O me, my brother! but one night my vow 
Burnt me within, so that I rose and fled,
But wail'd ahd wept, and hated mine own self,
And even the Holy Quest, and all but her;
Then after I was joined with Galahad
Cared not for her nor anything upon earth (p. 1678,
11. 600^6111.

In "saving" himself through pursuit of the Grail, Percivale 
actually loses himself. He never actually sees the cup, and 
knows that no one else ever will; thus ironically his 
greatest illusion, his greatest phantom is that of the Grail. 
Percivale still cannot distinguish between reality and 
illusion.

After hearing the accounts by the knights of the 
results of their quest Arthur warns them against the 
temptation to mistake appearance for reality, of swearing 
vows to the wrong ideals:

And some among you held that if the King 
Had seen the sight he would have sworn the vow;
Not easily, seeing that the King must guard 
That which he rules, and is But as the hind 
To whom.a space of land is given to plow,
Who may not wander from the allotted field . , ,



104
Let visions of the night or of the day
Come, as they will; and many a time they come.
Until this earth he walks on seems not earth.
This light that strikes his eyeball is not light.
This air that smites his forehead is not air 
But vision— yea, his very hand and foot—
In moments when he cannot die.
And knows himself no vision to himself.
Nor "the high God a vision, nor that One 
Who rose again: ye have seen what ye have seen 
(p. 1687, 11, 899^9.04, 906-915]..

These last four lines, which Tennyson described as the
center of the Idylls, are a poetic transcription of the
mystical experience that Tennyson himself underwent, and
which is reflection of his philosophical idealism;

A kind of waking 
trance I have frequently had, quite up from boyhood, 
when I have been all alone. This has generally come 
upon me thro5 repeating my own name two or three 
times to myself silently, till all at once, as it 
were 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, the loss of 
personality Gif so it were) seeming no extinction 
but the only true life; "This might," he said, ^be 
the state which St. Paul describes, 5Whether in the 
body I cannot tell, or whether out of the body I 
cannot tell.5"

He continued; "I am ashamed of my feeble descrip
tion. Have I not said the state is utterly beyond 
words? But in a moment, when I come back to my 
normal state of 5sanity,' I am ready to fight for 
5mein liebes Ich,5 and hold that it will last for 
aeons of aeons.”29

The significance of the subjective state expressed in these
lines cannot be over-emphasized. We can presume from

29. Memoir, I, 320; see also Memoir, II, 90.
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reading the Idylls, and especially Arthur's concluding 
speech, that the source of timelessness, of selflessness, 
is an actively seeking "will," the origin of which is 
within, not the externalization of a quest such as that 
represented By the search for the Grail. Each individual, 
must experience by himself that affirmation of the spiritual 
values which Arthur describes in his vision, a vision which 
is only achieved, according to Reed, by working through

30"gradual stages from this worldliness toward the ideal."
Thus the nineteenth-century temptations to which 

Tennyson alludes are those tendencies to use religion as an 
opiate, as has Percivale, instead of as the means with which 
one confronts the darkness of the natural world. The vision 
of the "ideal" must be won through an immersion in the 
natural elements, sustained only by a faith in the spiritual 
values which the vows represent. Love, the source of unity, 
can only be achieved through a reconciliation, not a 
separation, of the material and the spiritual,

"Pelleas and Ettarre"
While the cup in "The Holy Grail" was the personifi

cation of the "higher love" for Percivale, Ettarre becomes 
the embodiment for Pelleas of Arthur's "maiden passion for a 
maid" transmuted to a false "higher love." As with

30. Reed, Perception and Design in Tennyson:
"Idylls of the King," p. 96,
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Percivale1 s quest for the Grail, so also does Pelleas’. love
for Ettarre actually become an end, rather than a means, an
"icon" to be acquired, rather than the personification of

31spiritual commitment.
Ryals points out in his analysis that "Pelleas and

Ettarre" once again emphasizes Tennyson's belief that "love
without cosmological inspiration ends in defeat, sterility, 

32and death." Ryals has also observed that this idyll is
analogous to that of "Lancelot and Elaine, But with the

33male serving as the passionate, deluded lover. The
difference, according to Ryals, is that Elaine perpetuates

34her fantasy while Pelleas is forced to confront reality. 
Ettarre having proved false, Pelleas then equates love with 
lust:

Who yells
Here in the still sweet summer night, but 
I, the poor Pelleas whom she called her fool?
Pool, beast'-rhe, she, or I? myself most fool;
Beast too, as lacking human wit-^disgraced,

31. Lawrence Poston observes that the two idylls 
form a dialectics "if "The Holy Grail"' explores the worthi
ness of men to perceive what is ideal, "Pelleas and Ettarre" 
excoriates those who idolize what is all too transitory and 
human." Poston observes furthermore that the two idylls 
taken together emphasize Tennyson's Belief that man must 
identify "at once with the world above and the world below."
See Lawrence Poston, XII, "" "Pelleas and Ettarre": Tennyson"s
"Troilus, " " VP, 4 (1966)., 201.

32. Ryals, p. 138.
33. Ibid., p, 137.
34. Ibid.
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Dishonoured all for trial of true love^-
Love?’— we be all alike: only the King
Hath made us fool and liars. 0 noble vows!
0 great and sane and simple race of brutes
That own no lust because they have no law!
For why should I have loved her to my shame?
1 loathe her, as I loved her to my shame.
I never loved her, I but lusted for her*—
(p. 1701, 11. 463-475).

Lust and shame are abstractions to Pelleas which are the 
antithesis of the intangible, idealistic and abstract faith 
implicit in the vows. Reject the vows, the idealism, and 
one is merely a brute in a material world, with a materialis
tic ethic that does not recognize shame and lust. Having 
rejected the vows as abstraction, and therefore non-real, 
Pelleas also rejects love as another abstraction, and thus 
relations between the sexes are necessarily lust without 
ethioal connotations. Thus we see that for Tennyson, lust 
is related to a materialistic conception of reality, the 
conception of reality shared by Pelleas, Vivien, Tristram, 
and Mark.

Love as defined in Arthur's court is the expression 
of an idealism which necessitates an actively seeking will, 
a will which both Pelleas and Percivale have now lost. Thus 
in his interpretation of the meaning of the vows, Pelleas, 
like Percivale, has also created a dichotomy between spirit 
and matter, a dichotomy the consequences of which are self
defeat, self-destruction, and despair.

Lawrence Poston has concluded that Pelleas suffers 
from a misguided idealism whose source is idolatry, the
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confusion of 81 the beauty of Ettarre's flesh with the ’ beauty 

35of her soul.*" Percivale’s quest for the Grail and the 
misguided idealism of Pelleas originate in the need for a 
tangible representation of an ideal. Thus the ideal 
rendered into material reality becomes an end in itself, 
and the spirit of the ideal is lost sight of in the knight*s 
confusion between appearance and reality.

Ettarre is the symbolic goal of Pelleas' quest? 
Guinevere as Queen and wife is the embodiment of Arthur's 
ideal. Thus it is that Arthur is able to forgive Guinevere, 
his wife, her adultery, but Pelleas is unable to forgive the 
transgressions of a penitent Ettarre who is in no way bound 
to him. Having lost his "idealism," Pelleas reverts to a 
beast-like state and, according to Ryals and Hellstrom,

36probably becomes the "Red Knight" in "The Last Tournament."

Idylls of the King: 1872

While "The Holy Grail" is an expression of Tennyson's 
philosophical ideals, the two idylls published in 1872, "The 
Last Tournament" and "Gareth and Lynette," are an expression 
of Tennyson * s belief in free will, a belief whose importance 
to Tennyson is discussed in Chapter II of this study and is 
also described by Hallam in the Memoir;

35. Poston, "'Pelleas and Ettarre,'" p. 201.
36. Ryals, p.. 85; Hellstrom, p. 130.
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Free-will and its relation to the meaning of 

human life and to circumstance was latterly one 
of his most common subjects of conversation.
Free-will was undoubtedly, he said, the "main 
miracle, apparently an act of self^limitation by 
the Infinite, and yet a revelation by Himself of 
Himself. Take away the sense of individual 
responsibility and men sink into pessimism and 
madness. . . if one cannot believe in the
freedom of the human will as of the Divine, life
is hardly.worth having."37

Tennyson's firm belief in free will is evidenced in both
Tristram's categorical rejection of the spiritual for the
sensuous and material, and in Gareth's quest for "self,"
which is proof that the vows can be a viable mechanism for
working toward the fulfillment of the Arthurian ideal, of
the "city built to music."

"The Last Tournament"
The interrelationship between passion and the. lack 

of commitment is examined from a new perspective in 
Tennyson's version of the legend of Tristram and Isolt. 
While previous idylls depicted knights and ladies as 
unwitting victims of their passion, this idyll examines 
passion as the consequence of the exercise of free choice. 
The focus of the action in this idyll is the refusal by 
first the Red Knight, and secondly, Tristram to accept as 
a viable mechanism for moral action the vows demanded by 
Arthur of his knights. Such a refusal has as a consequence

37. Memoir, I, 316^317,
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the "will” acting without moral commitment, and therefore
prone to error and self-destruction.

The first test of Arthur*s vows is made by the Red
Knight, who asserts that Arthur arid his knights are
morally hypocritical:

Tell thou the King and all his liars, that I 
Have founded my Round Table in the North,
And whatsoever his own knights have sworn 
My knights have sworn the counter to it'— and say 
My tower is full of harlots, like his court,
But mine are worthier, seeing they profess 
To be none other than themselves . . .
(p. 1707, 11. 77-83)..

The Red Knight, like Vivien, views man as acting contrary to
his nature through Arthur*s vows. Thus for the Red Knight,
that which, is moral is that which is in accordance with the
natural inclinations of the will in nature.

Tristram's view is like that, of the Red Knight:
Tristram asserts that flesh and blood can respond only to
the dictates of a king who is himself flesh and blood;

but then their vows'—
First mainly through that sullying of our Queen—
Began to gall the knighthood, asking whence 
Had Arthur right to bind them to himself?
Dr opt down from heaven? Wash'd up from out the deep?
They fail'd to trace him through the flesh and blood 
Of Our old Kings: Whence then? a doubtful lord 
To bind them by inviolable vows.
Which flesh, and blood perforce would violate . . .
(p. 1722, 11, 676-6841.

Tristram's disillusionment stems from Guinevere's adultery,
Tristram perceives the spiritual demands of the vows of.
knighthood juxtaposed with flesh and blood reality of
Guinevere's adultery as an obvious contradiction, an
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irreconcilable moral dichotomy which leads him to deny the
viability of the moral force implicit in the vows.
Tristram*s. rationalization is that Arthur, because of the
mystery surrounding his birth and the doubt of his inherent
right to the throne, has evolved an ethical code which is
only valid for one such as himself, who is the physical
incarnation of pure spirit.

Tristram also associates the vows with a lack of
free choice, since they inhibit his freedom:

. . .  can Arthur make me pure
As any maiden child? lock up my tongue
From uttering freely what I freely hear?
Bind me to one? The wide world laughs at it.
And worldling of the world am I, and know 
The ptarmigan that whitens ere his hour 
Woos his own end; we are not angels here 
Nor shall be. Vows'— I am woodman of the woods.
And hear the garnet-headed yaffingale
Mock them— my soul, we love but while we may;
And therefore is my love so large for thee 
Seeing it is not bounded save by love 
(pp. 1722-1723, 11. 687-698).

The vows are the mechanism by which the will acts as a moral
force. The choice of action, whether moral or otherwise, is
"free,-' Bra shear has observed that Tristram desires to
wl±ye according to nature, to be absorbed in nature . . .  to
be no longer self’*, rather than accept the responsibilities

38imposed by Arthur' s vows. : As Reed points out, the vows 
provide the discipline for the action of will: "freedom is

38. Brashear, p. 136.
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39will and will is order." Without this discipline, as in

the case of Tristram, the will is lost, and thus so also is 
40the "self." Tristram, obsessed with the dichotomy of the

physical and the spiritual, cannot understand that Arthur's 
vows are but the means by which the individual can assert 
"will" in making a choice for an ethical commitment. Thus 
ironically Tristram's assertion of his freedom becomes a 
denial of this choice. Because of his desire for reabsorp
tion into the natural mode, as symbolized through his liaison 
with Isolt, he loses what for Tennyson is the most sacred 
human right, the possibility of free choice. Tristram, in 
effect, wills not to will.

Ryals points out that the absence of the love 
philtre implies that the lovers commit their adultery by 
choice, and furthermore, Isolt's pathetic plea, "lie to me," 
implies a recognition of the lack of spiritual commitment in 
their love. Thus Tristram's statement about love bounded
only by. love harkens back to Arthur's statement to Lancelot 
in "Elaine," and becomes ironic: such a "love," lacking as

39.. Reed, perception and Design in "Idylls of the , 
King," p. 119.

40. Ibid.
41. Passion, or erotic love, according to Ryals, is 

not only a negation of life, but also a form of insanity, 
and thus, as with Elaine, so also is death a fulfillment for 
both Tristram and Iseult, See Ryals, .pp. 130-132.
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it does the sanction of spiritual commitment, becomes self-
obviating and ultimately, self-destructive.

The contrast between Tristram and Lancelot is
explicit. While both engage in adulterous affairs, Lancelot
remains, nevertheless, constant to Guinevere in spite of
Elaine? Tristram breaks the code of chivalry by marrying
Isolt of Brittany after swearing fealty to. Isolt of Ireland.
Tristram's rationalization to Lancelot, "thou nor I have
made the world,? is answered by Dagonet's final comment to
Tristram concerning Arthur's ideal:

Ay, Ay, my brother fool, the king of fools!
Conceits himself as God that he can make 
Eigs out of thistles, silk from bristles, milk 
From burning spurge, honey from hornet combs 
And. men from beasts^—Long live the King of fools 
(p. 1714, 11. 354-3581.

Arthur's moral commitment is to a progressively evolving
society whose foundation is the concerted and freely chosen
effort to reconcile soul and sense in a dedication to
humanitarian ideals. That Camelot fails is attributable
not to Atthur, the "King of fools," but ironically to that
very freedom which Tristram foolishly believes is vitiated
by the faith demanded by the vows. It is also that freedom
of choice which leads to the salvation of both Lancelot and
Guinevere.

"Gareth and Lynette"
In "Gareth and Lynette," Tennyson reasserts his 

convictions about free choice as elaborated in "The Last
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Tournamentu; namely, that all of one's actions, in spite of 
motivating circumstances, are the consequence of an asser
tion of will. In lines reminiscent of Goethe's "Das 
Gottliche," Gareth- perceives that this freedom, which is 
intimately linked to ethics, distinguishes man from other 
living creatures:

A slender-shafted pine 
Lost footing, fell, and so was whirled away.
"How he went down," said Gareth, "as a false knight 
Or evil king before my lance if lance 
Were mine to use--0 senseless cataract,
Bearing all down in thy precipitancy-^
And yet thou art but swollen with, cold snows 
And mine is living blood; Thou dost His will,
The Maker's, and not knowest, and I that know 
Have strength, and wit (p. 1484, 11. 3—12)".

Unlike.nature, man is free to commit himself and to
relinquish his freedom. Arthur is described as the king
"who makes us free," and yet it is Arthur who prescribes
vows which bind, as Merlin tells Gareth:

. . . .for the King
Will bind thee by such vows as is a shame 
A man should not be bound by, yet the which 
No man can keep * . , (p. 1491, 11. 265—268)..

But Merlin's statement is proven wrong, since Gareth does
indeed fulfill the demands of the vows and Tristram himself
in "The Last Tournament" grudgingly acknowledges the
efficacy of the vows;

The vows I
0 ay--the wholesome madness of an hour--
They served their use, their time; for every knight
Believed himself a, greater than himself.
And every follower eyed him as a God;
Till he, being lifted up beyond himself,
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Did mightier deeds than elsewhere he had done.
And so the realm was made (p. 1722, 11. 669^676).

Camelot, the city "built to music," yet "never built at all"
is a city of harmony and unity among, men, because of the
faith and the love prescribed in the vows given the knights,
vows which Arthur describes in detail to Gareth:

Make thee my knight? My knights are sworn to vows 
Of utter hardihood, utter gentleness.
And, loving, utter faithfulness in love.
And uttermost obedience to the King (p. 1499,
11. 541-544), •

Gareth's answer to Arthur, 7And as for love, God wot, I love 
not yet/But love I shall, God willing" (p, 1499, 11. 550-r 
551), with his sense of divine sanction, contrasts vividly 
with Pelleas” cry to Arthur, "Make me thy knight, because I 
know. Sir King/All that belongs to knighthood, and I love" 
(p, 1688, 11, 7^8). Pelleas, like Merlin, lacks those 
qualities which Gareth possesses in ample measure; the 
faith, the idealism, and the will, or as Tennyson * s Ulysses 
says, "to strive, to seek, to find and not to yield" 
C"Ulysses," p. 566, 1. 70), Gareth, however, unlike 
Pelleas,. is ignorant of the affair between Guinevere and 
Lancelot, If he had known of this liaison, would he have 
acted like Pelleas? The answer to this question, as we no 
see, is crucial for an understanding of.the "idea" which 
Tennyson is expressing in this great epic.
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Love and Doubt; The Conquest by Will

The "ideal" upon which Arthur founded his Camelot,
"the city built to music," is the harmony made possible by
the bond of love. This "love" is both the source and the
expression of the faith implicit in the vows of knighthood
and the marriage vows, and is to be equated with that part
of the "Eternal Will" which is innate in each of us. One
must believe in the possibility of this "harmony," and as
John Reed points out, it is from belief that the world for

42Tennyson derives its beauty. However, in a world filled 
with suffering, "doubt" becomes a force almost as powerful 
as love, and thus the material and the sensuous are seized 
upon as the panacea for that suffering. But such a panacea 
does not carry with it the ethical sanction for one's 
actions, nor the rational control essential for a progress 
sive society. Thus the opposition which Tennyson describes 
in the idylls is that between doubt and faith, a conflict 
which even Arthur himself is forced to confront.

The efficacy of the vows of knighthood is best 
illustrated in Gareth, and the efficacy of the marriage vows 
is most poignantly emphasized in the relationship of 
Geraint and Enid. The stories of both Geraint and Gareth 
thus illustrate the validity of Arthur's ideal, not only 
because of the outcomes of the trials experienced by the two

42. Reed, Perception and Design in "Idylls of the 
Kjng," p. 125.
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knights. But also because of the confrontation with doubt 
by both men.

Gareth is faced with doubt in the person of the Lady
Lynette, who questions his capability in combat against the
three knights he must defeat in order to arrive at Castle
Perilous. Ironically, she also doubts his ability to defeat
the fourth knight, the knight who guards the castle
itself, but this time because of the aura of dread that
surrounds this knight, not because of Gareth1s own capa~
bilities. Gareth, unlike Pelleas and the knights seeking
the Grail, labors step by step, as Reed observes, instead

43of trying "to leap to perfection." Hencef Gareth, for
whom the vows are the embodiment of his faith, courageously
confronts the fourth knight, death, who is a young boy
disguised, and thus symbolizes what Reed interprets as the

44promise of rebirth and the conquering of time.
The other "rebirth" that occurs in the Idylls is 

that of Geraint, who at last realizes that it is he, hot 
Enid, who has Betrayed the trust of the marriage vows.
Before Geraint meets Enid for the first time, he is 
mesmerized by her singing, and the song she sings asserts 
man’s need to control his own destiny.

43. Ibid., p, 129.
44. Ibid.
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Turn, Fortune, turn thy wheel and lower the proud;
Turn thy wild wheel through sunshine, storm, and 

cloud;
Thy wheel and thee we neither love nor hate.

Turn, Fortune, turn thy wheel, with smile or
frown; ' -

With that wild wheel we go not up or down;
Our hoard is little. But our hearts are great.

Smile arid we smile, the lands of many lands;
Thy wheel and thou are shadows in the clouds;
Thy wheel and thee we neither love nor hate
(pp. 1536-1537, 11. 347-355].

Enid thinks Geraint dead in the Castle of Earl Doom, but in 
his springing to life and slaying Earl Doom, Geraint 
symbolically exerts control over his "doom,* i,e., he 
becomes "master of his fate." Afterwards in his speech to
Enid, Geraint promises that "Henceforward I will -rather die
than doubt" (p. 1570]_. The reference to doubt is an allu
sion to the validity of the marriage vows which, like the 
vows of knighthood, are based on faith and trust.

But while Geraint and Gareth define the possibilities 
of "love" and "faith" in conquering doubt, most of the 
protagonists of the subsequent idylls become the victims of 
their doubts. Balin falls prey to a despair which leads 
to fratricide, and Merlin's sense of doom blinds him to 
the spiritual aspects of Arthur's ideals. Merlin's despair, 
like that of Balin, has an external source. Both meti fall, 
however, Because unlike Gareth, they do not exercise the 
strength of will to master this doubt, and unlike Geraint 
they do not have a woman like Enid to serve as "subtle
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master under heaven." Merlin especially is culpable and 
is the most glaring example in the Idylls of a character 
whose sense of doom completely masters him:

Then fell on Merlin a great melancholy;
He walked with dreams and darkness, and he found 
A doom that ever poised itself to fall.
An ever-moaning Battle in the mist.
Worldr-war of dying flesh against the. life.
Death in all life and lying in all love,
The moment having power upon the highest 
And the high purpose broken by the worm 
(p. 1601, 11. 187^194X.

Merlin's sense of the doom about to fall on Camelot blinds
him to the ideals of Arthur * s knights , ideals which he
himself helped to establish, and hence Vivien, a living
embodiment of sensuous temptation, becomes "master" of his
.fate.

Tennyson's characterization of Merlin contrasts with 
his depiction of Geraint, who misleads himself into believing 
Enid unfaithful and thus unwittingly creates "his own false 
doom." Merlin allows himself to be misled, and suffers his 
"doom" accordingly. Thus Tennyson warns us that in this 
world, What one chooses to believe becomes reality for that 
person..

But even Arthur wonders if his "ideal" is merely 
illusion. Reed describes the "last great battle in the 
West" as man's confrontation with mortality, and Arthur's

45 •own doubts as "the inevitable questioning of God's will,"

45* Ibid., p. 110.
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Thus the battle in the "death-white mist" is, according to
Reed, the contention.of the human spirit with death, the

4fibattle of "the self against itself." After telling Sir
Bedivere that history is a progression, Arthur asks him to
pray for his soul, for "more things are wrought by prayer/
Than this world dreams.of" (p. 1753, 11. 415-4161. But his
final words to Bedivere reflect doubts about the efficacy
of that prayer:

I am going a long way 
With those thou seest— if indeed I go
(For all my mind is clouded with, a doubt)"
(p. 1753, 11. 424-426).

Significantly, Arthur, "Ideal manhood closed in real man,u
in expressing uncertainty becomes for Tennyson the most
human as well as the best individual.

One can only believe and hope, but within the matrix
of such, a faith is a love whose ethical sanction provides
the rational basis for this belief and the impetus for
unity. Thus Arthur approves those who continue to believe
and therefore excludes Mordred from Camelot:

. . . call not this traitor of my house . . .
Who hath but dwelt beneath one roof with me.
My house are rather they who swore my vows.
Yea, even while they brake them, owned itje King 
(p. 1746, 11. 155-158).

Both Guinevere and Lancelot break Arthur's vows, but both
acknowledge their error, Lancelot in "The Holy Grail," and
Guinevere in the idyll that bears her name„ Both represent

46. Ibid,, p. 111.
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the essence of Tennyson's belief in a will that is free to 
shape its destiny.

The recognition by the wrongdoer of his acts 
enables him to accept moral responsibility for his acts, a 
recognition which is synonymous with the realization of the 
"love" which binds him to his fellow man. The realization 
of this love enables Guinevere to acknowledge her sin 
against Arthurf as earlier Geraint acknowledged his error 
to Enid after mastering his "fate." The ultimate expres
sion of this love is Arthur's forgiveness of Guinevere 
faced as he is with the destruction of his kingdom as a 
consequence of her adultery with Lancelot. Thus the 
acknowledgment of moral responsibility in a world filled 
with doubt and despair is for Tennyson not only the 
manifestation of the divine within each of us, but also 
the adumbration of the possibility of universal harmony 
among all men.



CHAPTER V

TRISTRAM OF LYONESSE: SWINBURNE * S 
QUEST FOR UNITY

For Swinburne, as for Tennyson, love has religious 
connotations. But while for Tennyson love is the "moral 
force" by which "will" acts, and conversely, passion is a. 
force that destroys the moral and spiritual values of a 
social order such as that of Camelot, for Swinburne love and 
passion are synonymous and are the source in the natural 
world of a unity that mystically mirrors what for Swinburne 
is the human "state" after death. As we observed in Chapter 
III, love, for Tennyson, is the divine inherent in each 
individual, which, when consciously experienced, enables 
one to strive to fulfill a higher destiny, or "fate," which 
is ultimately synonymous with immortality. For Swinburne, 
however, love is the cosmic force which also enables one to 
experience another "harmony" called "Fate," that harmony 
which is implicit in the cycles of nature and is the source 
of "freedom" from the deterministic effects of time and 
mutability.

Reality for Swinburne is a dialectic of "divine 
contraries," the reconciliation or synthesis which can only 
be effected during love and after death. Love, the cosmic 
force which unites spirit and matter, enables one to accept

122
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"fate." But these forces for unity, "love" and "fate," are 
only a prelude to some greater peace, Swinburne's "sleep," 
a mystical state which is similar to the unity with all 
things defined in pantheism. In this chapter I shall 
discuss Swinburne's description of love as a source of unity 
and spiritual meaning that enables one to confront death, 
that absolute which is a state of transition between the 
oneness experienced in "love" and the oneness experienced 
after death.

I shall commence this chapter with a brief discus
sion of the development of the philosophy Swinburne expresses 
in the early poems as these poems relate to the ideas of 
"love" and "fate" expressed in Tristam of Lyonesse. This 
discussion will also include a brief analysis of the 
structural unity, both in terms of specific episodes and the 
use of repetitive images, found in Tristam of Lyonesse. I 
shall then analyze in depth Swinburne's definition of love 
as celebrated in this often neglected major work, and then 
define in three separate sections the nature of "fate," 
''death," and "immortality" as they relate to Swinburne's 
conception of "love."

The Development and Elucidation 
of Swinburne's Beliefs

Ian Fletcher has described Swinburne's Poems and 
Ballads as "an attempt to transcend the dualism of spirit 
and matter and return to hermaphroditic unity, through a
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series of variations on the dominant theme of love.""*" What
we have seen in "The Leper" is also true of most of
Swinburne's poems about love, especially "Anactoria," "The
Triumph of Time," and "Les Noyades": Swinburne celebrates
a love which is ultimately unrequited. One of the themes
in "The Triumph of Time," for example, has-been summarized
by Fletcher as "the conspiracy of Fates, Gods, and Time" in
which communion with the poet's love is impossible because

2the poet is unable to transcend time. To understand in his 
subsequent volumes the development of Swinburne's conception 
of love as a force which is cosmic, one must realize that 
Swinburne is trying to evolve a philosophy that will enable 
him to become reconciled to time, change, and death in the 
natural world.

The core of this reconciliation can be found in the 
volume Songs Before Sunrise, specifically in poems such as 
"Hertha" and "Genesis." Swinburne presents in these poems 
the foundation of a religious philosophy that reconciles 
spirit and matter, a philosophy the development of which 
Swinburne himself has described subsequently in autobio
graphical poems such as "Thalasgius" and "On the Cliffs,"

1. Ian Fletcher, Swinburne (London: Longman Group, 
Ltd., 1973), p. 21.

2. Ibid., p. 25.
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as apparently derived after a period of turmoil in his life
in which, as he describes in "Thalassius":

Heaven was as red iron slumberless,
And had no heart to bless;
And earth lay sere and darkly as distraught,
And help in her was naught (III, 300)„

Having rediscovered mystically, while in the depths of
despair, "the deep divine dark dayshine of the sea,"
Swinburne becomes reconciled with "fate," and thus with time
and death, through a philosophy which celebrates the unity
of love as the great force for reconciliation between spirit
and matter in the natural world.

This philosophy is most comprehensively presented in 
the Arthurian epic, Tristam of Lyonesse, published in 1882, 
a work that represents what Kerry McSweeney describes as 
Swinburne's "deepest and most mature reflection in human 
life, like Tennyson's Idylls of the King, arid Browning's

3The Ring and the Book." The poem itself, which embodies 
through the vehicle of the legend of Tristam and Iseult all 
the beliefs and ideas which Swinburne had expressed in his 
other volumes of verse, is the first poem about love in 
which the lovers consummate their love and are fulfilled 
through each other. Furthermore, Tristam of Lyonesse is 
also the work in which Swinburne expresses completely for 
the first time a personal oritology which combines the

3. Kerry McSweeney, "The Structure of Swinburne's 
Tristam.of Lyonesse," Queen's Quarterly, 75 (Winter 1968), 
691.
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ethical philosophy expressed in Songs Before Sunrise within 
the matrix of the "harmony" which is mystically expressed 
through the knowledge of love and the acceptance of fate.

. Love and fate, as McSweeney. points out, are the twin 
"forces" that dominate Tristam of Lyonesse, as is apparent 
from the invocation to love which forms, the substance of

r the "Prelude" and the invocation to fate which begins the
4final canto, "The Sailing of the Swan." The experience of 

love and the acceptance of fate enables one to experience 
"harmony* or "Oneness" in the natural world, and thus to 
confront death, time, and change without fear.

As if to further emphasize this "oneness," Swinburne 
has carefully structured the poem in a manner that 
emphasizes the harmony implicit within the world— both 
subjectively and objectively— as perceived by Swinburne as 
poet'-creator of the story of Tristam and Iseult. This 
structural unity can be discussed both in terms of struc
tural parallels between episodes and of the use of repeti
tive images to link the episodes together.

Kerry McSweeney has summarized a number of these 
structural parallels implicit within the cantos of the 
poem:

• The major devices that Swinburne uses in structuring 
his. poems are parallelism and contrast. The most 
important of these are the matching invocations to 
Love and Fate which open and close the poem; the

4. Ibid., p. 691.
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contrast, a chilling one, between Iseult of Ireland's 
vigil in Book V, where she prays for Tristam's 
safety, and the vigil of the other Iseult in Book 
VII, during which she demands of God that Tristam 
be damned eternally? and the two carefully con
trasted episodes (in Books II and VI) during which 
Tristam and his Iseult are united, which nicely 
balance the rising and falling halves of the poem. 
Finally twice during the poem Tristam dives from a 
great height into the sea, first to escape death at 
the hands of King Mark's men, and later to recapture 
his early joy in the natural world and his sense of 
oneness with it.^

There are other parallels as well.^ Palomede's abduction of
Iseult in the second canto contrasts with the abduction of
the younger Tristam's bride in the eighth canto. In both
situations, Tristam of Lyonesse is the force for restoring
order. The battle with the Morhault described in the first
canto obviously parallels the battle against the Giant,
Organ, in the eighth canto. In the former instance,
Tristam is seriously wounded and nursed back to health by
Iseultj in the latter, he is easily triumphant, only to be
wounded later by the evil antagonist of the younger Tristam
-.-wounded, symbolically enough, in the same place in which
the Morhault had earlier struck him.

In.addition to the numerous parallels which consti
tute the structural unity of the poem, there is also a

5. Ibid.
6. John R. Reed, "Swinburne's Tristam of Lyonesse; 

The Poet Lover's Song of Love," VP, 4 (1966), 100-101„ See 
especially Reed's discussion of Swinburne's use of repeti
tion of words and rhyme to reinforce the structural unity 
in the poem.



128
gradual and deepening awareness by the lovers of the 
subjective unity experienced when together, and eventually, 
the recognition of a "harmony" implicit in a world other
wise characterized by the flux which is experienced when 
they are separated, Kerry MeSweeney has observed that the 
plot revolves around the two meetings of the lovers, the 
first in Book II in which the lovers have not yet learned 
the "gravity and dignity of the view of life which informs

7their love," The ecstasy in the infancy of their passion 
as described in "The Queen's Pleasance" leaves them longing 
for death as an escape from the multiplicity and change of 
the natural world, symbolically represented by the 
. inevitability of their separation. Thus separated after 
being discovered by King Mark, both Tristram and Iseult come 
to accept fate, i.e., the "harmony" implicit in the cycles 
of nature, and acceptance made possible in part because of 
the subjective experience of "oneness" they have previously 
known when together. Meeting again at Joyous Gard in what 
will be their, final encounter, both Tristram and Iseult are 
now able to reconcile the subjective world of love with the 
sensuous, natural world, a synthesis which enables them to 
confront the inevitability of death without fear or trepida
tion. "Joyous Gard" is the center qf the poem, since it is 
in this canto that Swinburne develops, through the account

7. MeSweeney, "The Structure of Swinburne's 
Tristram of Lyonesse," pp. 70.0-701,
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of Merlin, and Nimiie, the parallel between the "oneness"
experienced in the act of love and that state of "unity"
experienced after death. In canto VI, therefore, Swinburne
describes an acceptance of fate arid a commitment to life
because of the love Tristram and Iseult share, an acceptance
and a commitment which in turn explains the subsequent
experiences of Tristram in "The Last Pilgrimage" after his
separation from Iseult. The ultimate consequence of
Tristram1s final battle is death, the destiny for which the
experience of love has prepared him, but which he no longer
fears, since death is but a momentary barrier to the eternal
"sleep" which Swinburne describes in "the Prelude" as that
which even "the jealous God" cannot disturb.

While Kerry McSweeney has described the structural
unity implicit within Swinburne's Tristram of Lyonesse, John
R. Reed has analyzed what he describes as the "leitmotiv,"

8or repetition of imagery and rhymes in the poem. The
essential images Reed describes are those of "sun," symbol
of love, "sea," representing both death and life, "flowers,"
symbol of human transience, and "wind,"associated with fate 

9and change. For purposes of discussion in this chapter, I 
will restrict my analysis primarily to the use of "sun" and 
"sea" as symbols of Swinburne's dialectic of love.

8, Reed, "Swinburne's Tristram of Lyonesse," 
pp. IQOr'lO.l. ■

9. Ibid., p. 101.



130
While the sun does indeed represent what Reed

describes as "that great, undefined generative power that
is the subject of other poems such as 1Hertha1 and 'A 

10Nympholept," the sun also has other metaphorical associ
ations for Swinburne. In his analysis of "Thalassius," 
McGhee has pointed put that the sun is also symbolically
the source of poetic inspiration, an image whose symbolism

11is associated with Apollo. In other words, the "iight"
emitted by the sun is masculine, and it shines upon a sea,

12which is feminine, thus creating a unity symbolic of both
the completeness of love and of the harmony in nature.

Swinburne identifies the sun with love throughout
Tristram of Lyonesse, and through the song of love which
Tristram sings to Iseult, also identifies the sea with
Tristram, with, himself, and with the lovers.

Love, as the sun and sea are thou and I,
Sea without sun dark, even without sea bright.
The sun is one though day should live and die 
CIV, 50)..

Thus the unity generated by love, i.e., the sun, is a unity 
which transcends time, is itself immortal, and is therefore 
for Swinburne the primary cosmic spiritual force that 
sustains those in the natural world. This ”L o v e f o r

10. Ibid.
11, Richard McGhee, Thalassius*-; Swinburne's 

Poetic Myth," VP, 5 (1267L, 132.
. 12, Ibid., pp. 132-133.
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Swinburne is always masculine, a fact attributable perhaps 
to Swinburne's knowledge of Greek mythology. In Hesiod's 
Theogony, there are two gods named '"Eros": there is "Eros," 
the son of Venus and Ares whose responsibility is the 
uniting of lovers, and there is "Eros,n the prime mover, 
i.e., the cosmic force for reconciliation, who is not
synonymous with the son of Ares and Aphrodite, but is'
instead an abstract, masculine force that acts as the prime
generative principle through which the universe comes into 

13being. Swinburne's conception of "love" Includes both 
gods. It is "Eros" son of Ares and Aphrodite who unites 
Tristram and Iseult, and it is Eros as prime mover who 
reconciles the divine contraries in the universe^vnight and 
day, soul and sense, and life and death,. Most importantly, 
Eros as prime mover is the bond that joins all humankind 
together.

The sea, a symbol of both life and death, is, as
Reed observes, dominated in Tristram of Lypnesse by the sun

14as love dominates life. The sea, like the sun, is also a 
symbol with, multiple connotations. McGhee observes that the 
sea as. used in "Thalassius" is a symbol both of primal chaos 
and of spiritual re g e ne ra tio n.M ors e Peckham describes

13. Philip Mayerson. Classical Mythology in Litera
ture , Art and Music CWaltham,, Mass. ; Xerox, 19711, p. 21.

14. Reed, "Swinburne*s Tristram of Eyohesse," p. 104.
15. McGhee, p. 132.
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the sea in Swinburne's poetry as "a loving mother who 
accepts everything her child does, without judgment and 
without rejection.

The sea, then, is not only a symbol of the two 
lovers, but also a symbol of the love itself which Tristram 
and Xseult share, and likewise, it becomes a symbol of that 
state after death, that mystical unity whose parallel in 
life, as described in "The Prelude," is the love between man 
and woman,

Tristram of Lyonesse; Love's Own Being
While Tristram of Lyonesse is in itself a definition 

of love and the ramifications of love, it is in the "Prelude"
to this work that we find love succinctly discussed as the
source of unity and permanence in a life which is otherwise 
characterized by change and. flux. John Reed has observed 
how throughout the poem love is associated with images of

• 17Harmony and of music in general, images which are used in
the opening lines of the poem;

Loyef that is first and last of all things made,
The light that has the living world for shade f 
The spirit that for temporal veil has on 
The souls of all men woven in unison . . .

16, Morse Peckham, "Introduction," Poems and 
Ballads and Atalanta in Calydon, by A. C, Swinburne 
(Indianapolis: BobbsvMerrill, 1970);, p. xxix.

17. Reed, "Swinburne's Tristram of Lyohesse," pp. 112-113, ,
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Love that is flesh upon the spirit of man
And spirit within the flesh whence breath began;
Love, that keeps all the choir of lives in chime;
Love, that is blood within the veins of time . . .
CIV, 25)..

Love then is the unifying force in a life which is ruled by 
time, and is, in fact, that cosmic force which, ironically, 
as "blood within the veins of time," is itself the genera^ 
tive source of time as well as the means by which one
accepts that reality of change which is the primary effect
of time.. Love then is a "Sweet tune" those source is "the 
sweet twain chords" of life and death, for it is love which 
makes the lives of those who experience it meaningful, as 
well as prepares them for "the lifeless life of night"
(JV, 26)1. The inevitability of the "lifeless life of night" 
is thus the reason for Swinburne1s quest for spiritual 
values in life, and the source of this spiritual meaning, as
Tristram informs Iseult in the first canto, is "love."

Love, as the sole source of spiritual values in 
life, is therefore also a source of immortality, i.e., love 
is "immortal" because its protagonists and their experiences 
survive as an ideal in the minds of men and in the songs of 
poets. Thus Swinburne elaborates a calendar in which each 
month carries the sign of a famous lover, a calendar which 
is marking time, but also by virtue of these signs, 
transcends time through the unity and completeness experi
enced by the lovers themselves:
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These are the signs wherethrough the year sees move 
Full of the sun, the sun-god which is love,
A fiery body bloodi-red from the heart 
Outward, with fire-white wings made wide apart.
That close not and unclose not, but upright 
Steered without wind by their own light and might 
Sweep through the flameless fire of air that rings 
From heaven to heaven with thunder of wheels and 

wings
And antiphones of motion-moulded rhyme 
Through spaces out of space and timeless time.

So shine above dead chance and conquered change 
The sphered signs, and leave without their range 
Doubt and desire, and hope with fear for wife,
Pale pains, and pleasures long worn out of life 
(IV, 29-30) .

The prelude then is a celebration, of love as the source of a 
spiritual immortality, an immortality that is sustained by 
Subsequent generations, although the lovers themselves have 
became vleavings of life, the superflux of death" (IV, 30).

But as we will shortly observe, Tristram of 
Lyonesse, a celebration of such a love as defined in the 
"Prelude," is also a poem about the nature of the "timeless 
space" that exists beyond death (IV, 301.

The central focus of the first canto, "The Sailing 
of the Swallow," is the two songs of love which Tristram 
sings to Iseult, celebrating love as the eternal, active 
cosmic force for the reconciliation of opposites. Yet the 
songs are only idealized abstractions at this point for 
Tristram, who is still inexperienced in love, and are 
absolutely incomprehensible to the innocent Iseult.

The time of year is spring, and Tristram and Iseult 
are eastward bound on a ship aptly named the Swallow, a bird
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18whose presence signifies the advent of spring. After 

introducing his two protagonists, Swinburne recounts the 
history of their initial meeting, of Tristram's battle with 
the Morhault, and of the care of his wounds by the un
suspecting Iseult, who, upon learning that she is caring 
for the slayer of her uncle, nevertheless refrains from 
harming him.

During the course of the voyage Swinburne describes 
the innocence of his protagonists before they finally 
consummate their love after the drinking of the love potion. 
Their rising passions are described with imagery of sea and 
wind and day and night and with the description of two 
famous love affairs: Morgawse and Arthur, and Merlin and 
Nimue. The story of these two affairs is Tristram's 
response to Iseult's observation that praise of beauty in 
woman, unlike knightly deeds of heroism, does not endure:

I would I were a man . . .
That I might win me better praise than yours 
Even such as you have; for your praise endures.
That with great deeds ye wring from mouths of men,
But ours--for shame where is it? (IV, 40),

But knightly deeds are also only temporal; love, 
however, is immortal, although strictly speaking the 
immortality'' of love celebrated by poets is also ultimately

18, J. E. Cirlot, A Dictionary of Symbols, trans. 
Jack Sage (New York: Philosophical Library, 19.62)2, p, 306. 
Cirlot . notes that the "Swan" generally symbolizes "the 
complete satisfaction of desire," as well as "the mystic 
journey to the other world" (Cirlot, p. 306).
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temporal, since this immortality lies in the minds of men. 
Tristram does not elaborate at this point upon the second 
kind of ’'immortality," that "immortality" experienced, for 
example, through the love of Merlin and Nimiie, until the 
important sixth canto in which the two lovers finally under
stand the all^inclusiveness of love. But in the two songs 
which he sings in this first canto, Tristram expounds the 
immortality of the love which is celebrated by poets, given 
the transitoriness of the lovers themselves.

Jerome McGann, in analyzing the two songs, notes
that the two lyrics are necessarily difficult because they
celebrate wthe one inconceivable being of all life . . . the

19concrete universal" that is love. While difficult to 
explicate, these songs provide a necessary key to Swinburne's 
conception of love.

The first lyric is essentially a paean to love in 
which. Tristram asserts the eternality and mystery of the 
meaning that love gives to life. The second song forms a 
a continuity with the first through the refrain in the fifth 
line, "while day shall live and die," and emphasizes the 
unity of love in spite of the multiplicity of all earthly 
things" (IV, 50-521. The question of the eternalization of 
love in a world ruled by death, implicitly the subject of

19. McGann, pp» 154-155.
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these two songs, anticipates the subject matter of the 
subsequent cantos of the poem.

The initial three stanzas of the first lyric ask 
about the nature of love, whether, for example, love is 
merely the absencfe of pain or something more. In the fifth 
line Swinburne establishes, through the use of the 
oxymorons "grief smiles, joy weeps," the idea that love is 
the reconciliation of opposites, a reconciliation that 
transcends time because the experience of "love's high 
feast" leaves, the exhausted lovers in this life oblivious 
" that day should live and die" (IV, 50-52)". In the third 
stanza Swinburne once again asks about the source of delight 
that is love in a universe in which all things are transi
tory, a question which Iseult will later echo in her dis
cussion with Tristram about death and immortality. The 
fourth and fifth stanzas, which answer the poet's questions, 
are repeated here Since they illustrate not only the diffi
culty in analyzing Swinburne's lyrics, but also a very 
important aspect of his definition of love:

Love, is it day that makes thee thy delight 
Or thou that seest day made out of thy light?

Love, as the sun and sea are thou and I,
Sea without sun dark, sun without sea bright;

The sun is one though day should live and die.
O which, is elder, night or light, who knows?

And life or love, which first of these twain grows?
For life is born of love to wall and cry.

And love is born of life to heal his woes.
And light of night, that day should live and die 

(IV, 511.



Equating the sun with love, and the sea with himself,
Tristram asserts not only the immortality of love, but also
the need for love if life is to have meaning and value.
The sixth stanza contains images which may possibly be
derived from Greek mythology: It is from night (nyx,
feminine), that light (Aether, masculine), and day (Hermia)

20are created. These images parallel those of life and 
love (night/life-<-’-light/love) in the sixth stanza. One 
cannot exist without the other, and to emphasize the 
dialectic which love reconciles, Swinburne describes the 
source of all woe as a life without love, and therefore, a 
life unfulfilled because of a lack of spiritual value. The 
final words, "that day should live and die" take on added 
meaning, for the day, like a person's life, is rendered 
meaningful through, the light of the sun, i.e., love, a love 
whose spiritual sustenance will enable the individual to 
confront death, symbolically represented as the cessation of 
day. But the real significance of death for both Tristram 
and Iseult will be understood only after they have been 
united in love. The second, lyric, as complex as the first, 
celebrates this harmony which love creates; that this 
harmony bears any relationship to death, as hinted in the 
first song, will become apparent only after the drinking of 
the love potion and the consummation of the lovers' passion.

20. Mayerson, p. 21.
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The first three stanzas of the second lyric assert

that the two lovers are really one, or at least are so
"while day shall live and die." A note of "death" is
expressed in the final three stanzas, thus compelling the
minstrel, Tristram, in a youthful, naive tone reminiscent
of Omar.Khayyam, to recommend a "carpe diem" attitude for
lovers as an answer to death.

Ah, who knows yet if one be twain or one,
And sunlight separable again from sun.

And I from thee with all my lifesprings dry.
And thou from me with all thine heartbeats done,

Dead separate souls while day shall live and die?
I see my soul within thine eyes, and hear 

My spirit in all thy pulses thrill with fear,
And in my lips the passion of thee sigh.

And music of me made in mine own ear;
And I not thou while day shall live and die?
Art thou not I as I thy love am thou?

So let all things pass from us; we are now,
For all that was and will be, who knows why?

And all that is and is not, who knows how?
Who knows? God knows why day should live and die 

CIV,. 52)..
The actual experience of love described in these two lyrics 
and illustrated in the next canto when the two are together 
after Sir Palomede's invidious incursion upon Mark's 
hospitality, is a unity whose consequence is the acceptance, 
and therefore, mystically, the transcendence of time, change, 
and death.

Aszthe subsequent cantos of the poem will illustrate, 
love gives life "light," or spiritual meaning, in a world in 
which all earthly phenomena, like day, "must live and die."
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Love, as Tristram and Iseult will eventually learn, enables 
its apostles to face death, and in the final scenes in this 
first canto, the imagery of nature is used to emphasize the 
philosophy so beautifully condensed in that first lyric.

Following the brief account of the passions of
Arthur’s knights, Tristram sings the two songs of love,
after which Iseult yearns to see 11 love *s face.11 A storm
comes up, and Swinburne describes the wind as "hardening
forth of the East," not the west wind that brings spring
rains after a long winter (XV, p. 53). This storm is
symbolically an adumbration of the tempest that both
Tristram and Iseult will confront if they dare to look upon
"love’s face." The green of the sea, a color symbolic of
hope and fertility, becomes iron blue, cold and melancholy,
and without light. The sky glares, the sea clashes upon
the keel of the boat, and afterwards, when calm is restored,
Iseult tells Tristram that "I too have heart then, I was
not afraid," thus signifying her readiness to see "love's
face." It is then that they drink the love potion and thus,
as Swinburne carefully describes with images of dark and
light, seal their fate:

And all their life changed in them, for they quaffed 
Death; if it be death so to drink, and face 
As men who change and are what these twain 

were . . .
And they saw dark, though still the unsunken sun 
Far through fine rain shot fire into the south;
And their four lips became one burning mouth 
CIV, 56-57) .
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The "quaffing" of death has a multiple meaning. The 

obvious interpretation is that ultimately as lovers Tristram 
and Iseult are doomed, especially as they will never be able 
to express their relationship openly. But because of this 
love, they will also be able to confront their fate, i.e., 
time and death, and thus although they "see" death, the 
unity of their love will ultimately enable them to confront 
the inevitability of this barrier of darkness. Thus in 
"quaffing" death, they, by virtue of love, will ultimately 
conquer the fear which death holds for them.

The second canto, "The Queen^s Pleasance," elaborates 
upon the "quaffing of death," the act itself of drinking the 
love potion, by celebrating the timelessness experienced in 
the act of love, an experience which leaves the lovers 
longing for death in an effort to overcome those forces in 
the natural world, especially Iseult’s marriage, which are 
responsible for their separation. This canto also fore
shadows the discussion in the sixth canto, "Joyous Gard," in 
which the lovers seek to understand death and that which 
follows death, in terms of the harmony which is the conse
quence of the act of love. Thus the problem which confronts 
Tristram and Iseult is the reconciliation of the subjective 
state experienced together in the act of love, with the 
objective or natural world endured when they are separated, 
in which their lives are filled only with the painful 
inevitability of multiplicity, of change, and of death.
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The canto commences with a description of the

meeting and the marriage of Iseult and Mark and concludes
with the second of three occasions in which the lovers are
alone together. The plot in this canto revolves around the
"unchristened" Palomede, who comes to Mark's court in the
guise of a minstrel and then claims Iseult as the reward
promised by the king for his song, Tristram rescues Iseult .
in armed combat that commences at sunrise, and having
defeated Palomede in the name of love, rides away with 

21Iseult. '
Together once again, Tristram and Iseult defy the 

trinity of time, change and death-^those "forces" in the 
objective world which will finally separate them—^through 
love, the source of unity which enables.the lovers to 
experience that subjective state that leaves them in a 
state of timelessness that transcends the objective world:

. , . nor aught
Touched them in passing ever with a thought 
That ever this might end on any day.
•Or any night not love them where they lay;
But like a babbling tale of barren breath 

. Seemed all report and rumour held of death.
And a false bruit the legend tear-impearled 
That such, a thing as change was in the world.
And each bright song upon his lips that came,
Mocking the powers of change and death by name. 
Blasphemed their bitten godhead, and defied 
Time, though clothed round with ruin as kings, with 

pride,
To Blot the glad life out of love (TV, 67’-68)_.

21, This scene parallels the armed combat in "The 
Last Pilgrimage" which, symbolically, takes place at twi
light..
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Thus Tristram sings, while Iseult drinks "lightly deep of 
his philosophy," as their love blossoms in "the shine of 
summer darkness." Using a series of images commencing with 
"far and fain . . . fain and far" in which, darkness and 
light merge as one, Swinburne also depicts the passionate 
love of Tristram and Iseult symbolica.lly in terms of a 
stormy night in counterpoint with a clear summer night:

• , . . Far and
fain

Somewhiles the soft rush of rejoicing rain 
Solaced the darkness, and from steep to steep 
Of heaven they saw the sweet sheet lightning leap 
And laugh its heart out in a thousand smiles,
When the clear sea for miles on glimmering miles 
Burned as though dawn were strewn abroad astray.
Or, showering out of heaven, all heavens array 
Had paven instead the waters: fain and far 
Somewhiles the burning love of star for star 
Spake words that love might well nigh seem to hear 
In such deep hours as turn delight to fear 
Sweet as delight's self ever (XV, 68-69],.

The image of the sea, symbol of the lovers, at once darkened
and alight in darkness in which "sheet lightning . .
laughlsj its heart out in a thousand miles," is reinforced
with, an image of the clear night in which darkness is
inextricably intertwined with starlight (XV, 68-691-
This series of images which describes the synthesis of light
and dark is symbolic of the parallel between the "eternal
sleep" that follows death and the state of unity experienced
in love. Ironically the imagery used to describe this scene
is derived from a nature which is synonymous with fate.
Love, timeless and deathless, is nevertheless bounded by



144
multiplicity, time and death, a situation which does not, 
of course, exist in the "eternal sleep" which follows death, 
and a fact Tristram will, relate to Guinevere in the account 
of Merlin and Nimiie in "Joyous Gard." Thus the guest facing 
Tristram and Iseult is to accept this fate, i.e., nature, by 
realizing that nature itself— the source and the consequence 
Both of time and deaths—also contains a harmony and unity.

The exhilaration of this moment is paradoxically . 
expressed by Iseult, who, in the rapture of love, ironically 
longs for death because love is only temporal and existence 
without love is meaningless:

. . '. Slay me here;
Let me die not when love lies dead, but now 
Strike through my heart: Nay, sweet, what heart 

hast thou?
Is it so much I ask thee, and spend my breath 
In asking? nay thou knowest it is but death.
Hadst thou true heart to love me, thou wouldst give 
This: but for hate's sake thou will let me live 
CJV, 70) .

Tristram does not respond immediately, not until after
Swinburne has described through images of sun and sea, night
and light, the emotions experienced by the two lovers in
order to emphasize that the subjective state experienced
through the "one great song unheard" of love has rendered
the lovers oblivious of the objective world;

. . . as through June's darkest skies
The divine heartbeats of the deep live light 
Make open and shut the gates of the outer night.

Long lay they still, subdued with love, nor knew 
If cloud or light changed colour as it grew,
If star or moon beheld them; if above
The heaven of night waxed fiery with their love,
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Or earth beneath were moved at heart and root 
To burn as they, to burn and bring forth fruit 
Unseasonable for love's sake; if tall trees 
Bowed, and close flowers yearned open, and the breeze 
Failed and fell silent as a flame that fails s 
And all that hour unheard the nightingales 
Clamoured, and all the woodland soul was stirred.
And depth and height were one great song unheard,
As though the world caught music and took fire 
From the instant heart alone of their desire.

So sped their night of nights between them? so.
For all fears past and shadows, shine and snow.
That one pure hour all golden where they lay 
Made their life perfect and their darkness day.

Nor woke they till the perfect night was past,
And the soft sea thrilled with blind hope of light 
CIV,. 70-71)..

Caught within the ecstasy of their love, both Tristram and 
Iseult are significantly blind to the unity in the natural 
world around them. In their final meeting at "Joyous Card," 
however, the experience of love will include a scintillating 
awareness of a heretofore unknown harmony implicit in the 
natural processes around them. In "Joyous Card," love, like 
that state which follows the darkness of death, also will 
Be understood by the lovers in the larger context as the 
cosmic force of reconciliation between the subjective and 
the objective worlds. Tristram's description in Joyous 
Card of Merlin's "eternal sleep" both parallels and 
contrasts with Iseult's desire for death in "The Queen's 
Pleasance," a yearning at this early stage in their love 
which emphasizes the fear of the two lovers of time and the 
pain of separation in the natural world. Thus Tristram 
acquiesces in Iseult's plea when after their night of love.
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he awakens and answers: "As the dawn loves the sunlight I
love thee" (IV, 71). The analysis of this line emphasizes
once again the complexity of reading Swinburne's verse.
Day and light are unified at dawn, as also Tristram and
Iseult have simultaneously experienced the ecstasy of living
and the aftermath of dying in the union of their love. This
image of "dawn" emphasizes what McGann has described as .
Swinburne1s use of a symbol representing the interdependence
of two worlds, a contiguity which results in a "revelation

29. . . of insight into the invisible world." McGann
further suggests that dawn for Swinburne is an "opening, a 
suggestion of the unassimilated mysteries, of night on the

23one hand and the fulfilled worlds of the sun on the other." 
In the context of this poem, the image of "dawn" is indeed 
a synthesis of the sublime joy of their love and the despair 
arising from the inevitability of their separation, i.e., a 
total assimilation and synthesis which emphasizes the 
equivalence of the state after death with the subjective 
experience of oneness found in love.

But why should they long for death in the ecstasy of 
love? Kerry McSweeney has suggested that it is the 
immaturity of the lovers, "a wish . , . naive and unnatural" 
whose source is the "lovers' complete unawareness of nature

22, McGann, pp. 172-173,
23, Ibid., p. 174.
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and natural process," an understanding which is only gained

24when the lovers are together at Joyous Card. While this 
in fact may be so, it is also true that the lovers at this 
point have only intuitively experienced the relationship 
between love and death. To long for death at the height of 
love is for Swinburne an important key to understanding 
that mystical unity that follows death, and to which love, 
as illustrated by the story of "Merlin and Nimiie," is the 
only analogy in a life which otherwise is ruled by the 
forces of time and change.

The image of "dawn" is also, a symbol for Tristram of 
his commitment to Iseult, a commitment which does not become 
fully apparent until the fourth canto, "The Maiden Marriage," 
in which King Mark is described as finding the two lovers 
separated by a sword the very morning after the night of 
love:

And how men found them in the wild woods green 
Sleeping, but sundered by the sword between.
Dividing breast from amorous breast a span 
But scarce in heart the woman from the man 
As far as hope from joy or sleep from truth.
And Mark that saw them held for sacred sooth 
These were no fleshly lovers, by that sign 
That severed them, still slumbering, so divine 
He deemed it; CIV, 87).

The sword also has a number of connotations: first of all,
like the dawn, it represents an obvious symbol of the union
of Tristram and Iseult, particularly with regard to Iseult's

24. McSweeney, "The Structure of Swinburne's 
Tristram of Lyonesse," p. 700.
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plea to Tristram to let her have the sword with which to 
slay herself. Furthermore, the implication of the sword 
between them is that of a dual suicide after the sun has 
risen and metaphorically slain the dawn.

Secondly, the sword is a symbol of the inevitability 
of their separation in life, as it represents the ordeal and 
precariousness of their union because of its adulterous 
nature. Finally, as a symbol of death, the sword becomes 
an emphatic reminder of their physical separation in death. 
The next seven cantos are ah answer to Iseult's statement 
that there can be no reason for them to continue living 
since the termination of their love is inevitable. Thus 
the "carpe diem" philosophy of the second lyric is now 
shown to be inadequate because the subjective state of 
timelessness one experiences.in a love in which sense and 
spirit are unified, appears to conflict with the reality of 
time and change in a world in which sense and spirit are 
separate. It is only after his "maiden marriage," and 
after seeing Tseult again at Joyous Gard, that Tristram is 
able to put love in perspective with fate and death.

The third and fourth cantos of Tristram of Lyonesse 
establish. Tristram's recognition of the nature of the bond 
of love between him and Iseult of Tintagel, although he has 
yet to comprehend the full significance of the experience of 
this love and its relationship to death and that state which 
follows death, Iseult of Tintagel*s plaint that she has
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only her life with him, while he has a life separate from 
hers, i.e., a life of heroic action and deeds, is also 
shown to be fallacious^ since Tristram finds that his deeds 
are meaningful only in the objective world, and thus have an 
"immortality" that does not transcend a transient world of 
multiplicity and diversity. But, significantly, in these 
two cantos Tristram comes.to accept the natural world and to 
find spiritual renewal through it after accepting the 
inevitability of this separation from Iseult. This accept
ance of the natural, or objective, world is extremely 
important for understanding the relationship between love 
and what follows death in the natural world, since love for 
Swinburne is ultimately a force that enables one to become 
reconciled with the objective world.

The canto commences with the somber reflections of 
Tristram about what he believes is the temporality of love 
in a world ruled by fate:

, » . as the worn out noon
Loyes twilight, and as twilight loves the moon 
That on its grave a silver seal shall set——
We have loved and slain each other, and love yet.
Slain; for we live not surely, being in twain:
In her I lived, and in me she is slain.
Who loved me that I brought her to her doom.
Who loved her that her love might be my tomb. . , ,
All tend but toward the sea, all born must high 
Strive downward, passing all things joyous by.
Seek to it and cast their lives in it and die 
So strive all lives for death, which all lives win,
So sought her soul to my soul, and therein .
Was poured and perished [IV, 73] .
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.The use of the image of the "sea" has a multiple purpose.
The "sun" becomes the great master of life before and after 
death that it is in other poems by Swinburne such as 
"Thalassius" and "The Triumph of Time." But the sea is also 
the symbol of lovers who have realized the ecstasy of being 
alive through their love for one another. The "sea" will 
thus become at the end of the poem a connecting image which 
symbolizes not only the "immortality" of their love f but 
also that state of "unity" after death which is analogous 
to the "unity" experienced in love.

This state of unity experienced in love is further 
described by Swinburne through the relationship of the dawn, 
which is feminine, and sunlight, symbol of love, which is 
masculine:

As the dawn loves the sunlight that must cease 
Ere dawn again may use and pass in peace?
Must die that she being dead may live again 
To be by his new rising, nearly slain (IY, 74).

The metaphor of dawn also reiterates the opening line of 
"Tristram of Brittany," and thus provides the connecting 
link with the preceding canto: "As the dawn loves the sun
light I love thee" (IV, 72). The image of dawn slain by 
sunlight carries yet another implication, i.e., that the 
love of Tristram for Iseult will be dictated by a cycle of 
togetherness and separation, of life and death-in-life.
Thus the love of Tristram and Iseult is like the "dawn," 
the boundary at which the two opposites of night and day
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meet, and thus in seeking love, i.e., the sun, the lovers 
also inevitably seek their own destruction as well as that 
which is the source of meaning for their existence in the 
natural world.

The essence of Tristram*s long lament is that man
in the objective world must accept his "fate, in this case,
Tristram* s separation from his beloved Iseult. Having
accepted this "fate," Tristram is renewed, i.e., he grows
"April-hearted.”

The heart of the ancient hills and his were one;
The winds took counsel with, him, and the sun 
Spake comfort; in his ears the shout of birds 
Was as the sound of clear sweet—spirited words,
The noise of streams as laughter from above 
Of the old wild lands, and as a cry of love 
Spring*s trumpet-blast blown over moor and lea;
The skies were red as love is, and the sea 
Was as the floor of heaven for love to tread.
So went he as with light about his head,
And in the joyous travail of the year 
Grew April-hearted . . . .

And the spring loved him surely, being from 
birth

One made out of the better part of earth,
A man born as at sunrise; one that saw 
Not without reverence and sweet sense of awe 
But wholly without fear or fitful breath 
The face of life watched by the face of death;
CIV, 79-80) .

What Tristram has found is a sense.of unity and balance of 
forces in the natural world, and it is the recognition of 
this balance which leaves him fearless in the face of death. 
What he has yet to realize is that this recognition stems 
from the subjective experience of his love for Iseult, Thus
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this acceptance of death does not yet include the realiza
tion of the significance of the subjective world he has 
shared with Iseult in their love for one another, a 
realization which will come, ironically, on his wedding 
night.

Tristram*s confrontation with the obligations of 
the bridal bower are described by Swinburne in terms of 
Tristram's perilous escape from King Mark's knights. Thus 
Tristram comes to realize now what he had not earlier 
during his musings about love and fate, that the elixir 
which he and Iseult of Tintagel shared, is more than the 
wellspring of spiritual meaning for the two of them during 
life:

And he sighed.
Seeing, and with his eyes set sadly toward his bride 
Laid him down by her, and spake not: but within 
His heart spake, saying how sore should be the sin "
To break toward her, that of all womankind 
Was faithfulness, faith plighted, or unbind 
The bond first linked between them when they drank 
The love draught: (IV, 9 21.

Later, at Joyous Gard, Tristram tells his beloved that the
power of the draught is only as strong as the will of their
love:

No mouth, save thine of mine was ever kissed 
Save as a sister's only, since we twain 
Drank first the draught assigned our lips to drain 
That Fate and Love with darkling hands commixt 
Poured, and no power to part them came betwixt.
But either's will, howbeit they seem at strife.
Was toward us one, as death itself and life 
Are one sole doom toward all men, nor may one 
Behold not darkness, who beholds the sun (IV, 115)..
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25Fate and love are "one," as are the lovers themselves.

But "Fate" does not preclude free choice, as Swinburne
indicates in his description of the bond whose source is
the love potion shared by Tristram and Iseult, since only
the "will" of the lovers themselves can effectively destroy

26the bond between them. Thus while Iseult of Tintagel 
represents for Tristram his link between the objective and 
subjective worlds, his loveless marriage to Iseult of the 
White Hands represents the disunity and spiritual emptiness 
of life without love. Between the married couple floats 
the image of the face of Iseult of Tintagel, as between the 
two lovers Tristram's sword had lain. Like the sword, the 
vision of Iseult is symbolic of both life and death for 
Tristram, of unity and of separation, and of that "faith," 
that single spiritual value, which is the consequence.of 
love and which is the very sustenance of life. It is 
proper here to note that Tristram dies when Iseult of the 
White Hands informs him that Iseult of Tintagel has not 
returned with Ganhardine. Thus Tristram dies only after

25, Heed suggests that "Fate" is another of love's 
forms, I believe, however, that they are two separate 
forces for Swinburne. See Reed, "Swinburne's Tristram of 
Lyonesse," p. 115.

26, See King Mark's interpretation of the lover's 
%fated" love, Swinburne, Complete Works, iy, p. 167. 
Swinburne here makes a distinction in kind between two kinds 
of fate, the "fate that.represents 'unity' in the natural 
world," and the "fate,M or predestination which may make a 
man's life in a Christian world of linear time.
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believing that the faith which sustained him, his love for 
Iseult, has been forsaken.

While Tristram1s commitment to Iseult of Tintagel 
is reaffirmed after his acceptance of their separation and 
his subsequent irtarriage to Iseult of the White Hands,
Iseult of TintagelVs commitment is reaffirmed in the subse
quent canto. As Tristram realizes the meaning of his love
for Iseult, so also does Iseult realize the nature of the 
bond of love she shares, and with this bond, the acceptance 
of the inevitability of their separation; but against a 
backdrop of a howling storm, Iseult swears to this love a 
commitment that is strong enough to transcend not only 
divine love, the love that to a Christian saves as earthly 
love cannot, but also a love whose commitment is great 
enough to brave all divine punishment for.the sin of this 
adultery;

Shall I repent. Lord God? Shall I: repent?
Nay, though thou slay me! for herein I am blest 
That as I loved him yet I love him best—^
More than mine own soul or thy love or thee,
Though thy love save and my love save not me.
Blest I am. beyond women even herein,
That beyond all born women is my sin,
And perfect my transgression; that above 
All offerings of all others is my love.
Who have chosen it only, and put away for this,
Thee, and my soul's hope, Saviour, of the kiss 
Wherewith thy lips make welcome all thine own 
When in them life and earth are overthrown . . .
Ciy, 9.61. ..

Iseult’s monologue is essentially a prayer in which she 
frankly asserts that her love is greater than God's and, as
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proof, makes the ultimate sacrifice in asking that their sin 
be hers a lone?-that Tristram be free to find happiness 
lawfully with another, but that always she and Tristram be 
together in spirit:

Let all else, all thou wilt of evil, be.
But no doom, none, dividing him and me (IV, 103).

ironically, Iseult of the White Hands, a "doom" that strives
unsuccessfully to divide them, is at that very moment
"celebrating* her wedding night.

The hate and bitterness that Iseult of the White 
Hands bears for her husband contrasts vividly with the love 
that Iseult of Tintagel bears for him. While Iseult of 
Tintagel asks a God capable, of both wrath and love to show • 
mercy because of the love she bears for Tristram, Iseult of 
the White Hands yearns for revenge because she has been 
deprived of love. While Iseult of Tintagel swears a commit
ment to the bond with Tristram, Iseult of Brittany lives 
only for the moment in which, because of her bond to 
Tristram, she can destroy the two lovers. Tristram's wife 
is a woman whose religion is thus a terrifying force for 
retribution; Tristram's mistress is a woman for whom 
religion becomes ironically retributive only because of the 
love and faith implicit in her bond with Tristram.

But in the canto "Joyous Gard" we learn that 
Tristram, in not consummating his marriage, has indeed 
remained faithful to Iseult of Cornwall. To placate
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Ganhardine1 s wrath, at the purported insult to his sister,
Iseult of the White Hands, Tristram takes his Brother-in-
law to Tintagel, where he sees the Beautiful Iseult to whom
Tristram has sworn eternal fealty. Shortly thereafter,
Tristram travels alone to Joyous Gard, where he encounters
Iseult for the last time. At this point, Swinburne as
narrator interrupts to ask about the fate of his lovers:

And now, 0 Love, what comfort? God most high 
Whose life is as a flower1s to live and die 
Whose light is everlasting: (IV, 109)..

Because they are Love’s privileged, their lives are differ
ent:

. . .  but these 
Shall see no twilight. Love, nor fade at ease,

• Grey grown and careless of desired delight.
But lie down tired and sleep before the night.
These shall not live till time or change may chill 
Or. doubt divide or shame subdue their will,
Or fear or slow repentance work them wrong,
Or love die first . . .
Sheer death shall bound upon them: one pang past.
The first keen sense of him shall be their last,
Their last shall be no sense of any fear,
More than their life had sense of anguish here 
CIV, 11Q, 1111.

Love has prepared them to accept their fate because of the
unity they have experienced in being together, a unity
described again by the motif of the unity of night and day,
and of summer and spring:

And in their skies would sunlike Love confuse 
Clear April colours with hot August hues,
And in their hearts one light of sun and moon 
Reigned, and the morning died not of the noon;
Such might of life was in them, and so high 
Their heart of love rose higher than fate could fly 
CIV, 112) ?
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The theme of the dialogue between the lovers which follows 
this description of their love is that of the acceptance of 
death, an acceptance which is now realized because of an 
understanding of the nature of love itself, not only the 
love experienced by Tristram and Iseult, but also by virtue 
of the love experienced by Berlin and Nimiie. The essence of 
this conversation, whose substance bears on the relationship 
between the state of love and the state which follows death, 
will be examined in detail later in this chapter.

In wJoyous Gard," the love of Tristram and Iseult 
has matured from the ecstatic passion and obliviousness of 
the eternal world expressed in “The Queen's Pleasance" to a 
richer and all^encompas sing experience which includes a 
poignant awareness of the natural world. Both lovers, 
having accepted the inevitability of separation and 
ultimately death, now experience a love which is not an 
escape from the objective world, but a part of it, and hence 
they have at last achieved a harmony in which the spiritual 
is unified with the sensuous, and the subjective and 
objective worlds have become one. Thus, both lovers at 
last know that ultimate fulfillment experienced only by 
those in love. This state of awareness is indicated by the 
description of the harmony implicit in the natural processes 
which surround the lovers, as the following quotation 
illustrates:
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. . . m^ny a noon

They took the moorlande's or the Bright sea’s boon 
With all their hearts into their spirit of sense. 
Rejoicing, where the sudden dells grew dense 
With sharp thick flight of hillside birds, or where 
On some strait rock’s ledge in the intense mute air 
Erect against the cliff’s sheer sunlit white 
Blue as the clear north heaven, clothed warm with 

light, ‘
Stood neck to bended neck and wing to wing 
With heads fast hidden under, close as cling 
Flowers on one flowering almond-branch in spring,
Three herons deep asleep against the sun,
Each with one bright foot downward poised, and one 
Wing^hidden hard by the bright head, and all 
Still as fair shapes fixed on some wondrous wall 
Of minster^aisle or cloisterT-close or hall 
To take even time’s eye prisoner with delight.
Or, satisfied with joy of sound and sight.
They sat and communed of things past:
07, 112-113j.

The contrast with the earlier description in "The Queen’s 
Pleasance" of the lovers whose passion renders them 
oblivious of nature is striking. Love, for both Tristram 
and Iseult, like that state which follows death, has now 
become completely manifest as the cosmic force of reconcilia
tion between the world of the spirit and the world of nature. 
Ft is in this state of love that Merlin has been left 
suspended by the enchantment of Nimiie, ah enchantment which, 
according to Tristram, is the ultimate act of love..

The events of the eighth canto, "The Last Pil
grimage," which include Tristram's final separation from 
Iseult, and his attempt to help a younger knight named 
Tristram rescue his bride, parallel those in the second 
canto, "The Queen’s Pleasance,1,1 which depicts his rescue of 
iseult from Palomede, thus emphasizing again the complexity
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of the structural unity inherent in the poem. This parallel
is complex: in the earlier canto, Tristram rescues Iseult
of Tintagel, gains a night of love with her, but inevitably.
must surrender her to Mark. But while Tristram defeats
Palomede, the younger Tristram in "The Last Pilgrimage"
dies in combat with his foe. The older Tristram, meanwhile,
is wounded, significantly, in the same place he had been
wounded earlier by the Morhault. His wife, Iseult of the
White Hands, bears him too much hatred to help him, and
bending over Tristram*s death bed, cries "yea, for I. am
death" (IV, 1621. In contrast, Iseult of Ireland, the flower
of love, also had sufficient justification for letting him
die, since she is the niece of the Morhault, but instead
she nursed him back to health. From the victory over
Palomede, Tristram gains the knowledge and experience of
love? from the defeat of the younger Tristram's foe, he
gains the state of unity beyond death.

There are two conflicts which test the mettle of
Tristram of Lyonesse. The first is with the giant, Urgan,
whom the knight defeats.as he defeated the Morhault, uncle
Iseult.. After his victory over Urgan, he sails past the
shore of Cornwall with no hope of ever again seeing Iseult;

. . . and his heart waxed cold and dull as death,
Or swelled but as the tides of sorrow swell.
To sink with sullen sense of. slow farewell.
So surely seemed the silence even to sigh 
Assurance of inveterate prophecy,

"Thou shalt not come again home higher ere 
thou die" (IV, 138)..
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But as he sails past the Cornish coast, Tristram

also sees a rock which is laved alternately by sea and sun:
And whensoever a strong wave, high in hope.
Sweeps up some smooth slant breadth of stone aslope,
That glowed with duskier fire of hues less bright.
Swift as it sweeps back springs to sudden sight 
The splendour" of the moist rock's fervent light,
Fresh as from dew of birth when time was born 
Out of the world-conceiving womb of morn.
All its quenched flames and darkling hues divine
Leap into lustrous life and laugh and shine
And darken into swift and dim decline
For one brief breath's space till the next wave run
Right up, and ripple down again, undone,
And leave it to be kissed and kindled of the sun
(IV, 137).

The rock, a link between sun and sea, is a symbol of
constancy and unity, as well as of the natural (sea) and of
the spiritual (sun), and, as he sails past, Tristram's
thoughts are compared to the alternation of the sea and the
sun upon the rock. The rock thus symbolizes the constancy
of love as well as the steadfastness of Tristram's will when
confronted with the inevitability of their separation. The
love of Tristram and Iseult is described by Swinburne as
like a single star in the night, in which past (memory), and
future (hope) symbolically form a continuity and flow which
is timeless:

So seemed his own soul, changefully forlorn 
To shrink and triumph and mount up and mourn;
Yet all its fitful waters, clothed with, night,
Lost heart not wholly, lacked not wholly light.
Seeing over life and death one 5tar in sight 
Where evening's gates as fair as morning's ope.
Whose name was memory, but whose flame was hope.
For all the tides of thought that rose and sank 
Felt its fair strength wherefrom strong sorrow shrank
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A mightier trust than time could change or cloy.
More strong than sorrow, more secure than joy 
CIV, 138t-139.) .

In the experience of love, Tristram and Iseult achieve a 
state of timelessness; separated from Iseult, Tristram, 
dwells either in the past when they were together, or in the‘ 
future when he and Iseult will be again united in the 
timeless bliss of love.

As Tristram returns to Brittany, that land which 
Swinburne appropriately notes is "the grey old land of 
Merlin's rest," he is confronted with his double, a young 
knight of the same name whose beloved has been kidnapped in 
a situation which closely parallels the taking of Iseult of 
Tintagel by Palomede.

In describing the two Tristrams on the eve of the 
battle, Swinburne is actually describing within Tristram of 
Lyonesse a disunity whose source is his separation from 
Iseult:

But by the sea^banks where at morn their foes 
Might find them, lay those knightly name^fellows,
One sick with grief of heart and sleepless, one 
With, heart of hope triumphant as the sun 
Dreaming asleep of love and fame and fight:
CIV, 141^1421.

Tristram's acceptance of the inevitability of his 
separation from Iseult, i.e., his embracing of the harmony 
in the natural world, is made possible because of the nature 
of the love which he has shared with. Iseult. . Kerry 
MeSweeney has observed that at this point in life, Tristram
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has finally become one with the natural world, a unity which
distinguishes both him and Iseult from all others except

27Merlin and Nimiie. But his state of "oneness" is only 
achieved in certain situations, such as in the act of love; 
thus, this unity is not a perpetually sustained state of 
suspension in a mystical trance, and that such a state is 
only rarely experienced is emphasized in Swinburne's descrip
tion of the swim Tristram has the morning before the battle 
in which, he is mortally wounded.

Swinburne's description of this swim makes full use 
of naturalistic imagery, of wind, symbol of fate; of sun, 
symbol of love; and of the sea, symbol of both death and 
life. The "oneness" experienced by Tristram is depicted 
as a love affair, which like Tristram's paean to Iseult, "as 
the dawn loves the sunlight, I love thee," parallels the joy 
Tristram and Iseult experience in "The Queen's Pleasance"
Ciy, 72, 73), Thus Tristram becomes simultaneously the 
child of the union of sun and sea, and the sun itself 
united with the sea.

Greeting the sea before the sunrise, Tristram is 
described with images of music that mirror Swinburne's 
description of love in the "prelude," as now being in per
fect harmony with the "pulse" of sea and wind;

27, McSweeney, "The Structure of Swinburne's 
Tristram of Lyohes'se," p. 696.
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And all the bright blood in his veins beat time 
To the■wind’s clarion and the water’s chime 
(IV, 142).

Tristram's acceptance'of sea and wind enables him to
experience a oneness with the natural world, an experience
which Swinburne describes in terms of the "love or unity of
sea and sun":

And from his heart's root outward shot the sweet 
Strong joy that thrilled him to the hands and feet. 
Filling his limbs with pleasure and glad might.
And his soul drank the immeasurable delight 
That earth drinks in with morning, and the free 
Limitless love that lifts the stirring sea 
When on her bare bright bosom as a bride 
She takes the young sun, perfect in his pride.
Home to his place with passion: and the heart
Trembled for joy within the man whose part
Was here not least in living; and his mind
Was rapt abroad beyond man’s meaner kind
And pierced with, love of all things and with mirth
Moved to make one with heaven and heavenlike earth
And with the light live water (XV, 142-143) ,

His plunge into the sea, which is represented first as the
mother of life, and then as lover, enables Tristram to
experience a unity which is analogous to that unity
experienced with Iseult in "The Queen's Pleasance":

And toward the foam he bent and forward smote.
Laughing, and launched his body like a boat 
Full to the sea^breach,.and against the tide 
Struck strongly forth with amorous arms made wide 
To take the bright breast of the wave to his 
And on his lips the sharp sweet minute's kiss 
Given of the wave's lip for a breath’s space curled 
And pure as at the daydawn of the world (IV, 1441,

To describe the mystical identification with sun and sea,
Swinburne portrays Tristram as "a new begotten son/Between
the live sea and the living sun" (IV, 1451. With even
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greater perfection than that implicit in the harmony of a
song, Tristram thus achieves a total oneness with the
natural world:

And all the life that moved him seemed to aspire.
As all the sea * s life toward the sun: and still 
Delight within him waxed with quickening will 
More smooth and strong and perfect as a flame 
That springs and spreads, till each glad limb became 
A note of rapture in the tune of life.
Live music mild and keen as sleep and strife:
(XV, 1441.

But like his moments with Iseult, his plunge into the sea, 
and the mystical experience of unity which is the conse
quence, is only temporary. Both states of love, of unity, 
are metaphorically portrayed as like the "foam-blossom.
', . , that flings its flower along the flowerless shore 
. . .  and casts its brief glad gleam of life away," where it 
is devoured by darkness (XV, 145^146). The swim in the sea, 
like his moments of love with Iseult, augur the approaching 
death of Tristram, but significantly, Tristram, having 
experienced love and come to understand "fate," how con
fronts this barrier of darkness unafraid.

Loye and Fate: The Transcending of Time
As McSweeney points out, the fate which Tristram.

comes to understand is not the "fate" that Hardy writes of,
but rather is a metaphor for the inevitability of man*5 

28death. John Reed describes. "Fate” in the context of

28. Ibid., p. 694.
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29Swinburne * s poetry as "another of love * s forms." Reed 

sees "wind and tides" as the imagery Swinburne associates 
with "Fate," and concludes that Fate is to be associated

•2f)with "nature^s ineluctable flux:"
I must concur with most of the observations of both 

MeSweeney and Reed; however, a careful reading of 
Swinburne8 s Tristram of Lyonesse reveals that while "love" 
is the unity implicit in the realm of the spiritual, "Fate" 
is the "unity," not the flux, implicit in the realm of the 
objective, or natural, world. Thus Tristram and Iseult, in 
accepting "Fate," i.e., in perceiving the "harmony" of the 
cycles of nature, are thus able to accept the inevitability 
of death and mutability. In Swinburne’s metaphysic, 
therefore, change and mutability are the consequences of a 
self-conscious awareness of separateness from nature;
"Fate," on the other hand, is Swinburne’s metaphor for an 
identification and unity with the cycles of nature,

In the canto "The Sailing of the Swallow" Swinburne 
distinguishes two different kinds of fate through the 
stories fo the adultery of Morgawse with. Arthur and the love 
affair between Tristram and Iseult. The concept of "Fate" 
delineated in the. affair of Tristram and iseult illustrates

29. Reed, "Swinburne's Tristram of Lyonesse,"
p. 115.

30. Ibid., pp. 114-115.
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Swinburne's conception of "Fate" as the unifying force that
is synonymous with the cycles of nature: of birth, change,
death, and rebirth; the former story, that of the adulterous
relationship between Morgawse and Arthur, and the birth
subsequently of Mordred, illustrates Swinburne's rejection
of a "Fate" which is synonymous with time and, therefore,
predestination.

Tristram describes to Iseult a Morgawse who, for all
her beauty, is

. », . all at heart anhungered and acold
, . . sad at heart and loveless of the light
As near, star clothed or naked, is but night 
CIV, 421.

Swinburne's use of "night" as the metaphor to describe 
Morgawse, emphasizes the consequences of her prescient 
knowledge of the doom which ultimately will befall Camelot, 
and her obsession with the evil which-she has caused and 
which Tristram describes to Iseult:

. . . mad
With helpless knowledge that too late forbade 
What was before the bidding: and she knew 
How'sore.a life dead love should lead her through 
To what sure end how fearful; and though yet 
Nor with her blood nor tears her way be wet 
And she look bravely with set face on fate 
Yet she knows well the serpent hour at wait 
Somewhere to sting and spare not CIV, 43L.

Thus Morgawse is obsessed with predestination, a, foim of
"Fate" which Swinburne is intent upon contrasting with that
"Fate" which Tristram muses upon in "Tristram in Brittany."
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The "Fate" which Swinburne has Tristram describe is 

Grecian in nature, i.e., although events are inevitable, 
they do not preclude individual moral responsibility. This 
conception of "Fate," which Swinburne elaborates upon at 
the beginning of "The Sailing of the Swan," can be defined 
first of all as the source of unity in the natural world:

Fate, that was born ere spirit and flesh were made,
The fire that fills man*s life with light and shade;
The power beyond all godhead which puts on 
All forms of multitudinous unison,
A raiment of eternal change inwrought 
With shapes and hues more subtly spun than thought 
Where all things old bear fruit of all things new 
And one deep chord throbs all the music through,
The chord of change unchanging, shadow and light 
Inseparable as reverberate day from night . . .
(XV, 150).

Swinburne's "Fate," which he defines as the unity in the
natural world, parallels his conception of "%oye," which, as
we have observed, is the experience of harmony in the
subjective world. Swinburne interweaves love., in this case
the adulterous relationship of Tristram and Iseult, within
a tapestry in which "Fate" is the weft and life is the loom
upon which the tapestry is woven. For example, in the
"Prelude" love is at once all living things, and yet a
force independent of nature. Love, therefore, is mystically
the spiritual wellspring and "harmony" encompassing all
living things:

Loye, that is root and fruit of. terrene things;
Loye, that the whole world's waters shall not drown,
The whole world's fiery forces not burn down;
Love, that what time his own hands guard his head
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The whole world*5 wrath and strength shall not 

strike dead;
Love, that if once his own hands make his grave 
The whole world's pity and sorrow shall not save;
Love, that for very life shall not be sold.
Nor bought nor bound with iron nor with gold;
So strong that heaven, could love bid heaven 

farewell.
Would turn to fruitless and unflowering hell;
So sweet that hell, to hell could love be given.
Would turn to splendid and sonorous heaven;
Love that is fire within thee and light above 
And lives by grace of nothing but of love . ...
(.XV, 26)..

At the beginning of "The Sailing of the Swan," Swinburne 
counterpoints his description of "Love," with a description 
of a "Fate" that is independent of the gods and mankind 
alike:

Fate, that is fire to burn and sea to drown.
Strength to build up and thunder to cast down;
Fate, shield and screen for each, man's lifelong head. 
And sword at last or dart that strikes it dead;
Fate, higher than heaven and deeper than the grave,
That saves and spares not, spares and doth not save; 
Fate, that in gods' wise is not bought and sold 
For prayer or price of penitence or gold;
Whose law shall live when life bids earth farewell, 
Whose justice hath for shadows heaven and hell;
Whose judgement into no god's hand is given,
Nor is its.doom not more than hell or heaven:
Fate, that is pure of love and clean of hate,
Being equal-eyed as nought may be but fate . . .
CXV, 151) ,

Love is that cosmic force which gives spiritual meaning to 
life; fate is an amoral, impersonal force which gives life 
meaning in the objective, or natural, world. If we associ^ 
ate love with, a spiritual unity among humankind, then we 
must associate fate with the individual's sense of unity 
with the objective world. Thus while love provides meaning
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for life against the inevitability of death, it is upon the
wings of fate that life is led

. . .  to rest where tears no more take fire;
Through many and weary dreams of quenched 

delight . . .
. . . through death past sense of day 
and night (IV, 151)..

While in the "Prelude, '* "Love" is described as "blood within
the veins of time," in the final canto, "Fate" is described .
as that force which reconciles life and death, and is
therefore the source of unity in the natural world:

Fate, that keeps all the tune of things in chime;
Fate, that breathes power upon the lips of time;
That smites and soothes with heavy and healing hand 
All joys and sorrows born in lifers dim land,
Till joy be found a shadow and sorrow a breath 
And life no discord in the tune with death 
But all things fain alike to die and live 
In pulse and lapse of tides alternative,
Through, silence and through sound of peace and 

strife.
Till birth and death be one in sight of life;
Fate, heard and seen of no man's eyes or ears.
To no man shown through light of smiles or tears,
And moved of no man's -prayer to fold its wings;
Fate, that is night and light on worldly things;

Thus "Love," the harmony in the subjective world, parallels
"Fate," the source of unity in the natural world.

In Swinburne's metaphysic, "Love" and "Fate" are the
means by which Tristram and Iseult are able to confront the
ravages of time, i.e., of change and mutability. Although
there is no reference to his reading of Heraclitus,
Swinburne's conception of time and change as characteristics
of nature closely parallels Heraclitus' "flux," while
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Swinburne's notion of "fate" is the counterpart of
Heraclitus' "logos." To see this analogy we must first
define Swinburne's "Fate" as it relates to "Love," and then
as it relates to "time." "Change," or "multiplicity," or
"flux" in the Heraclitean sense is time's offspring, and is
"real" for Swinburne. But the experience of "harmony"
implicit in the. cycles of nature, that "harmony" which
Swinburne calls "Fate," and the "harmony" that is "Love,"
enable the individual to transcend "time" while still
subject to time's ravages. Time and change, therefore,
are for Swinburne the symbols of "disorder"; thus "Fate" and
"Love" are the equivalent of the Heraclitean "logos" in a
world otherwise ruled by "time," i.e., by change and 

31mutability.
Tiie relationship between "time" and "nature" in

Swinburne's poetry is very complex. In his analysis of
"The Triumph of Time," George Ridenour has observed that
for Swinburne "time conquers all man's hopes," and that only
through a "voluptuous submission" to the power of time can

32one perceive continuity within the natural world.

31. "Listening not to me but to the Logos it is 
wise to agree that all things are one" (Heraclitus, 50). in 
Walter Kaufman, Philosophic Classics, I (Englewood Cliffs, 
New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1968)., 14-15. According 
to Kaufman, "Logos" in the philosophy of Heraclitus may be 
translated as "reason, sometimes as word . . . it may also 
denote a rational principle in the world." .

32. George M. Ridenour, "Swinburne on 'The Problem 
To Solve in Expression,'" VP, 9 (Spring 19711, 141.
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According to Ridenour, Swinburne overcomes the power of time
by submitting to the powers of change, i.e., by accepting

33the natural world as it is.
The connection between time and nature is again

illustrated in the early poem, "Itylus." Kerry McSweeney
has demonstrated in his analysis of "Itylus" that the
Nightingale and the Swallow represent two different

34responses "to a world of tragic love." According to 
McSweeney, while the Nightingale lives in the harshness of 
the past, the Swallow has "naturalized" grief, and through 
identification and renewal with nature, has liberated her
self from time.^

One also finds liberation from time and change 
through the experience of love, and this liberation is 
alluded to in the love lyrics Tristram sings to Iseult, 
specifically in the refrain "while day shall live and die," 
which serves as the connecting link between the two songs. 
Love, symbolically the sun, is the continuity that transcends 
the cycle of day and night, which symbolically represents 
life and death: "The sun is one though day and night should 
liye and die" (IV, 50).. Tristram tells Iseult that although 
they cannot overcome the inevitable consequences of time,

33. Ibid.
34. Kerry McSweeney, "Swinburne * s Poems and Ballads 

0.866} ," SEL, 11 (19.71) , 676.
35. Ibid.
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they can, through the act of love, transcend times "Art 
thou not I as I thy love am thou?/So let all things pass 
from us; we are now . . . "  (IV, 50). This glorious 
transcendence of time is the experience of Tristram and 
Iseult depicted in "The Queen's Pleasance," in which the
lovers are described as oblivious "that such a thing as
change was in the world," and a love-intoxicated Tristram 
sings songs "mocking the powers of change and death by name" 
(TV, 97). But such "idealism" is quickly lost in.the next 
canto, "Tristram in Brittany," when Tristram becomes 
acutely sensitive to time, change, and mutability because
of his separation from Iseult. It is in this canto that
Tristram experiences and accepts "Fate," i.e., he experiences 
the harmony in.nature, realizes himself as a part of nature, 
and is thereby able to transcend the ravages of time.

Alone, Tristram muses about the timelessness
experienced in love and thus, by contrast, asks whether love
is the only "force," the only "light," through which one can
transcend times

So rolls the great wheel of the great world around,
And no change in it and no fault is found,
And no true life of perdurable breath.
And surely no irrevocable death.
Day after day night comes that day may break,
And day comes back for night * s reiterate sake.
Each into each, dies, each of each .is born:
Day past is night, shall night past not be morn?
Out of this moonless and faint-hearted night 
That -love yet lives in,, shall there hot be light?
Light strong as love, that love may live in yet?
CIV, 74) .
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The togetherness and separation of the lovers parallel the 
cycles of day and night, and thus, symbolically, of life, 
and for Tristram at this point, living death. Tristram's 
dilemma is that while separated from Iseult, he lives only 
by escaping into the memory of the moments they have shared 
together, and in the hope of being reunited: "Still his soul 
fed upon the sovereign hour/That has been or that should be" 
CIY, 741. Tristram is aware that his present is thus taken 
up with, either the memory of the past or the hope of the 
future, and in a remarkable passage indicative of Swinburne!s 
awareness of a scientific description of the cycles of 
nature, Tristram contemplates his natural surroundings and 
asks about the relationship between time and nature:

Aye, and ye
Light washing weeds, blind waifs of dull blind sea.
Do ye so thirst and hunger and aspire.
Are ye so moved that such long strong desire 
In the ebb and flow of your sad life, and strive 
Still toward some end ye shall not see alive-"
But at high noon ye know it by light and heat 
Some half-hour, till ye feel the fresh tide beat 
Up round you, and at night's most bitter noon 
The ripples leave you naked to the moon?
And this dim dusty heather that I tread.
These half-born blossoms, born at once and dead.
Sere brown as funeral cloths, and purple as pall.
What if some life and grief be in them all?

'Ay, what of these? but, 0.strong sunI 0 seal 
(TV, 76);.

Nature, Tristram observes, is governed by Fate, not linear 
time:

How should the law that knows not soon or late, .
For whom no time nor space is— how should fate.
That is not good nor evil, wise nor mad.
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Nor just nor unjust, neither glad nor sad-- 
How should the one thing that hath being, the one 
That moves not as the stars move or the sun 
Or any shadow or shape that lives or dies 
In likeness of dead earth or living skies.
But its own darkness and its proper light 
Clothe it with other names than day or night,
And its own soul of strength and spirit of breath 
Feed it with other powers than life or death—
How should it turn from its great way to give 
Man that.must die a clearer space to live?
(IV, 78) .

In nature there, is no past and. future, and, consequently, no
perception of mutability. Acknowledging his prior lack of
understanding, he turns to the sun arid to the sea, and as a
child addressing his parents, affirms the absurdity of
seeking to change his destiny, given the vastness and
harmony in nature:

How should the storms of heaven and kindled lights 
And all the depths of things and topless heights 
And air and earth, and fire and water change 
Their likeness, and the natural world grow strange,
And all the limits of their life undone 
Lose count of time and conscience of the sun,
And that fall under which was fixed above,
That man might have a larger hour for love?
CIV, 791.

Realizing the nonexistence of time in nature, and therefore 
that time as well as "some life and grief" are not possessed 
by the "light washing weeds," and are therefore only a 
product of man’s conscious awareness of self, Tristram is 
thus able through a mystical identification with nature to 
transcend linear time and the desire to alter the course of 
future events by interference of special providence.
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Perceiving that "Fate" is the timeless unity for all

natural things and is itself neither "good nor evil, wise
nor mad,/nor just nor unjust, neither glad nor sad,"
Tristram now separated from Iseult ceases living only in
the memory of his love with Iseult, or the hope of bfeing
reunited with her, and accepts the present CIV, 781-
Tristram is not able to regard the world now as it relates
to him, and therefore to waste life contemplating a "time"
which will permit.a change in his destiny; instead Tristram
now views himself as a part of the world, and in unity with
the harmonious flow of the cycle of life and death. Thus
Tristram is able to confront death fearlessly;

So with no sense abashed nor sunless look.
But with exalted eyes and heart, he took 
His part of sun or storm^wind, and was glad.
For all things lost, of these things he had.

And the spring loved him surely, being from birth 
One made out of the better part of earth,
A man born as at sunrise; one that saw 
Not without reverence and sweet sense of awe 
But wholly without fear of fitful breath 
The face of life watched by the face of death;
And living took his fill of rest and strife.
Of love and change, and fruit and seed of life,
And when his time to life in light was done 
With unbent head would pass out of the sun:
A spirit as morning, fair and clear and strong.
Whose thought and work were as one harp and song 
Heard through the world as in a strange king*s hall 
Some great guest’s voice that sings of festival.
So seemed all things to love him, and his heart 
In all their joy of life to take such part,
That with the live earth and th£ living sea
He was as one that communed mutually
With naked heart to heart of friend to friend;
(IV, 80-81),
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To accept "Fate" is to become free of time, and to achieve 
a "unity" of self within the natural cycle of things that is 
analogous to that unity which, is experienced in love. 
Significantly, it is because he has experienced timeless
ness," or freedom from time in the act of love, that 
Tristram is able to comprehend and experience this same 
state in nature,

Tlie initial experience of love enabled both Tristram 
and Iseult to escape time, that force wkich both, lovers 
mistakenly equated solely with nature because of the 
inevitability of change and death which seemed to charac
terize nature, Having accepted "Fate," and, therefore, the 
inevitability of separation from Iseult, and of death, 
Tristram is finally truly free of the fear of time and the 
fear of death, and is thus able to relate to the natural 
world "as one that communed mutually/With naked heart to 
heart of friend to friend" (IV, 81).

It is not, as John Reed suggests, that fate is a 
36form of love, so much, as that both "Love" and "Fate" are 

forms of "harmony" in which Tristram, and later Iseult, are 
reconciled to life. This reconciliation is made possible 
through the realization that time does not exist in nature, 
but only in one's consciousness of past and future, i.e,, 
one's consciousness of change and of mutability.

3.6. Reed, "Swinburne's Tristram of Lyotiesse, "
p. 115.
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Identification within nature, therefore, frees one from 
time, but complete freedom from time is possible only in 
death.

Death.: The Transitional Barrier
John Reed has observed that in Tristram of Lyonesse,

37"Fate" is that cosmic force which leads one past death,
and Dr. Anne Marie Mtiller has observed that in Swinburne's
poetry, death is a transitional barrier between life and

38that state which follows death. But death is more than 
merely a barrier to be transcended. For Swinburne f death . 
is also a release from the bondage of a conscious awareness 
of time and mutability, into a state after death of perfect 
"unity" within the universe. This definition of death is 
derived from Swinburne's attempt to understand spiritual 
values in a natural context, as opposed to a reationaliza^ 
tion of death in terms of a dialectic of spirit and matter, 
such as one encounters in Christianity.

Christianity through its emphasis upon immortality 
supplants the cyclic time of nature with a linearf or 
historical, sense of time, a conception of time which, for 
Swinburne is "unnatural," because it removes man from those 
natural processes, i.e., "Fate," which are the source of

3.7. ibid.
38. Anne Marie Mtiller, "Die Affassung von Liebe* und 

Tod in Swinburne's Tristram of Dyonesse," dissertation. 
University of Zurich, 1938), p. 74,



178
"understanding, and therefore the basis for a meaningful
existence. This effect of linear time is the plight of
Tannhauser in Swinburne's "Laus Veneris." As McGann has
observed, Tannhauser is unable to realize the "possibility
of a fully human life," because his Christian faith with its
promise of immortality does not allow him a natural death

39and deems sexual passion sinful. Using imagery of sun
and sea, and wind and flowers, Swinburne describes
Tannhauser yearning for the freedom which should come with
death, but which, because of his faith, is impossible:

Ah. yet would God this flesh of mine might be 
Where air might wash and long leaves cover me,

Where tides of grass break into foam of flowers 
Or where the wind's feet shine along, the sea.
Ah yet would God that stems and roots were bred 
Out of my weary body and my head.

That sleep were sealed upon me with a seal,
And I were as the least of all his dead (I, 14 81.

Tannhauser longs for a death which is a freedom and release,
i;.:e,, a reidentification within the cycles of nature,
represented symbolically as "tides of grass" and "foam of
flowers." But the Christian sense of immortality with its
threat of eternal punishment for Tannhauser * s transgression
does not allow this release.

Kerry KIcSweeney has discussed the same need for
freedom from time in "Hymn to Proserpine" in which death is
depicted as "a release from meaningless imprisonment by

39.. UcGann, pp. 256-258.
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m u t a b i l i t y . T h u s  death is a culmination, not an escape,
and the narrator in "Hymn to Proserpine," like Tannhauser,
longs for a death that is a "sleep." Significantly, at
this early stage in his career Swinburne is already obsessed
with death as the ultimate source of release and freedom
from time and mutability. By the time of Tristram of.
Lyonesse, Swinburne has evolved an ontology which defines
"being" in terms of an identification with, the cycles of
nature, thus allowing for a meaningful existence in the
present? "death" is ho longer synonymous with "sleep," but '
has become merely a barrier between life and "sleep," that
state which follows death.

This notion of death as a barrier between life and
"after-life" is best illustrated in a later poem, "Neap-
Tide," which McGann has described as depicting a "terrible
landscape in order to gain a transcendence in or through 

41it." In "Neap-Tide" Swinburne uses the image of the 
cycles of tides and the "boundary state" between day and 
night as metaphors for the transition from life through 
death, to a state beyond death. The title of the poem, 
"Neapt-Tide," refers to that period twice a month when the 
tide is at its lowest level. The cycle of the tides,
therefore, represents the rhythmic processes of nature, and .

" * ‘ !

40. McSweeney, "Swinburne's Poems and Ballads 
Cl8661," p.

41, McGann, p, 146.
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thus to be "neaped," i.e., suspended during the nadir of two 
cycles of high tide, specifically at that moment of transi
tion when the tide is at its lowest ebb, is for Swinburne 
a metaphor for experiencing the barrier that is death.

The poem commences with a description of the twi
light, a state which indicates not only the time of day, but 
also the dream-like state of mind of the narrator, who now 
prepares to experience the "barrier":

The world draws, back, and the world' s light wanes.
As a dream dies down and is dead;

And tfie clouds and the gleams overhead 
Change, and change; and the sea remains,

A shadow of dreamlike dread.
Wild, and woeful, and pale, and grey 

A shadow of sleepless fear,
A corpse with the night for bier,

The fairest thing that beholds the day 
hies haggard and hopeless here

And the wind's wings, broken and spent, subside;
And the dumb waste world is hoar,
And strange.as the sea the shore;

And shadows of shapeless dreams abide
Where life may abide no more . (Ill, 221).

Using the sun and day as metaphors for life, and the sea and
night as the metaphors for death, Swinburne describes
through the dream trance the momentary barrier, death:

More sad than a moon that clouds beleaguer 
And storm is a scourge to smite.
The sick sun's shadowlike light 

Grows faint as the clouds and the waves wax eager.
And withers away from sight.

The day's heart cowers, and the night's heart quickens 
. Full fain would the day be dead 
And the stark night reign in his stead:

The sea falls dumb as the sea-fog thickens 
And the sunset dies for dread. .
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Outside of the range of time, whose breath 

Is keen as the manslayer*s knife 
And his peace but a truce for strife.

Who knows if haply the shadow of death
May be not the light of life? (Ill, 222^223). „

Death becomes the darkness of the storms of a few moments,
that "borrow/But an hour from the suns to be" for those who,
unafraid, become absorbed "In the sun and the wind and the
sea," i.e. , become reconciled to 11 fate." The return of the
spring tidef juxtaposed with the neap tide, like the
alternation of night and day, fair weather and stormy
weather, represents the eternal cycles of life and death,
the cycles of nature. And although death appears to be a
moment of silence and dread, Swinburne questions in the
final lines whether death may not also be a prelude to
something else.

As in "Neap Tide," Swinburne attempts in "The lake 
of Gaube" to describe the experience of death. The common 
symbol in both poems is the sea, which, as John Reed has 
observed, represents for Swinburne the symbol of both life 
and death:

The sea . , . symbolizes death surrounding
human existence as well as the uncontrolled nature 
of life itself. . . .If man tossed on the surface
of the sea is man struggling in life, then man 
submerged is man overcome by death

Once again, as in "Neap Tide," Swinburne is concerned to
show that the confrontation with death should be welcomed.

42. Reed, "Swinburne's Tristram of Lyonesse,"
P, 104 f
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not feared. McGann observes in his analysis of "The Lake of 
Gaube" that Swinburne is showing that "fear of life or death
originates in one's sense of the apparent separation of

43these states." According to McGann, the link between
these states is the silence, bliss and rapture of both
worlds, symbolized rby land and lake, as experienced by the 

44 'swimmer.
Death, therefore, is a link as well as a barrier

between two states of "being," an idea reinforced by
Swinburne's question whether indeed death may not be the
prelude to another life. "The Lake of Gaube" may also be
read as counselling that life becomes meaningful only if one
is willing to accept a death which is inevitable, but a death
which, as Meredith. Raymond observes, is also the source of

45freedom as well as annihilation.
As we have shown, death for Swinburne is first a 

barrier which, must be faced courageously, and then, secondly, 
a link and thus a release*--not so much from the anguish of 
life--but a release derived from an acceptance of the 
limitation of the natural flow of "Life changing into life, 
by laws, that work not wrong" (II, 891. This ultimate

43. McGann, p. 184.
44. Ibid., pp. 184^185.
45. Meredith B. Raymond, "*The Lake of Gaube1; 

Swinburne's Dive in the Dark and 'Indeterminate Moment,'"
VP, 9. (19711, 197-198.
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release, as Swinburne describes it in the "Prelude" to
Tristram of Lyonesse, is a release from time and change

They have the night, who had like us the day;
We, whom day binds shall have the night as they.
We, from the fetters of the light "unbound,
Healed of our wound of living, shall sleep sound. . . .
Blind is the day and eyeless all its light 
But the large unbewildered eye of night 
Hath sense and speculation; and the sheer 
Limitless length of lifeless life and clear,
The tuneless space wherein the brief worlds move 
Clothed with.light life and fruitful with light love, 
With hopes that threaten, and with fears that cease.
Past fear and hopq, hath in it only peace (IV, 31)%

As McGann points out. Death reveals to Swinburne "all the
4 6essential laws of transformation and 'avatara. 1 u Death., 

in effect, is the stimulus to the search for spiritual 
meaning, but for Swinburne, death as the "essential link" 
is much more; as we will now see, it is also the gate to the 
final reconciliation with, nature, as well as the source of 
freedom from the multitudinous world of time and change.

Immortality and the Conquering' of Time; 
Swinburne's "Eternal Sleep"

Swinburne's "eternal sleep" or "peace" does not in
any way resemble a Christian after-life, and on a number of
occasions he actually denied an "after-life" as well as the
Christian idea of "original s i n . B u t  his conception of
the "eternal sleep" is not merely the annihilation that

46. McGann, p. 249.
47. See especially Letters, VI, 188-189.
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comes with death; rather it is a state of universal oneness,, 
a pantheism in which the "theism" is equated with 
"harmony.

As we have seen, suffering for Swinburne has its
source" in the effects of time and mutability and can be
overcome through what McGann describes as a total immersion
"into human fate and mortal time."^  At such, a moment,
according to MeGann, one's existence becomes functional
rather than purposive, teleology is eliminated, as are
"hope and fear," and one thus experiences an existence
compatible with a naturalistic universe, as opposed to an

50existence chained to superstitious attachments.
Much, of the philosophy of this naturalistic^like

existence with its emphasis on accepting death, is elaborated
in "Hertha," that poem which Swinburne himself described as

51his "most condensed and clarified thought." In his very 
fine analysis of this poem, McGann shows that Swinburne 
insists that only those who "freely give themselves to 
mortality" will be the "enduring dead," while those, such 
as Tannhauser, who struggle against "the free gift of 
Hertha," i.e., who try to escape by living a mythology which

48, Hearn, p. 136,
49. MCGann, p. 244.
50, Ibid,, pp. 245^246.
51. Letters, III, 15.
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establishes immortality as the goal of life, will be

52"delivered up to time and mutability." Quoting from
"Hertha," McCann asserts that for Swinburne, life is a gift

53which must also be returned:
Be the ways of thy giving 
As mine were to thee 

The free gift of thy living 
Be the gift of it free;

Not as servant to lord, nor as master to slave
shalt thou give thee to me (II, 140)..

According to McGann, Tannhauser-s obsession with immortality
ultimately destroys his possibilities for fulfillment in
life.54

If Tannhhuser represents Swinburne's definition of 
the individual weary of living, then Tristram is Swinburne's 
ideal of the individual obsessed with living, and as we have 
seen, it is in Tristram of Lyonesse that Swinburne elaborates 
most completely what he means by "love,'* "death," and 
"immortality," Swinburne informs the reader in the "Prelude" 
that it is "Love" that led Tristram and Iseult "to the 
lifeless light of night," i.e.,to death. But "Love" has 
also given them a kind of immortality through the song of 
poets such as himself;

Hath not love . . .
Plucked from death of lovers dead 

Their musical soft memories, and kept red

52. McGann, pp. 251-252, 255-256.
53. Ibid., pp. 251—252.
54. Ibid., pp. 255-256.
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The rose of their remembrance in men's eyes.
The sunsets of their stories in his skies.
The blush of their dead blood in lips that speak 
Of their dead lives, and in the listener*8 cheek 
That trembles with the kindling pity lit 
In gracious hearts for some sweet fever fit,
A fiery pity enkindled of pure thought
By tales that make their honey out of nought . , .
(IV, 27).

Love is "changeless," and through the experience of love,
which, as established in Chapter II, is synonymous with life
and with freedom, the lovers become poignantly aware of
their mortality, while at the same time they are able to
transcend mutability and time in the experience of their
love. This "love" parallels the "peace" that follows death:

For death is of an hour, and after death 
Peace: nor for aught that fear or fancy saith.
Nor even for very love's own sake, shall strife 
Perplex again that perfect peace with life 
CIV, 166) .

But what is this "Peace," this "eternal sleep" that even 
"the jealous God" cannot disturb? . Even Swinburne is un
certain, as he tells us in the "Prelude":

Shapes that wax pale and shift in swift strange 
wise,

Void faces with unspeculative eyes.
Dim things that gaze and glare, dead mouths that 

move.
Featureless heads discrowned of hate and love.
Mockeries and masks of motion and mute breath,
Leavings of life, the superflux of death—
If these things and no more than these things be 
Left when man ends or changes, who can see?
CIV, 30) .

To understand the nature of this "peace,” we must turn to 
his earlier poems. Swinburne uses "sleep" as a metaphor for 
death in "Hymn to Proserpine" when he avers that "there is



187
no God found stronger than Death; and death is a sleep" (.1,

i206). In "The Garden of Proserpine," death is described in
more detail:

From too much love of living.
From hope and fear set free.

We thank with Brief thanksgiving 
Whatever gods may be 

That no life lives for ever;
That dead men rise up never;
That even the weariest river 

Winds somewhere safe to sea.
Then star nor sun shall waken 

Nor any change of light;
Nor sound of waters shaken.

Nor any sound or sight:
Nor wintry leaves nor vernal.
Nor days nor things diurnal;
Only the sleep eternal

In an eternal night (I, 3 02).,
Death as described in those two poems is nothing more than
annihilation. In the last stanza of 'The Garden of
Proserpine," death, removes the individual from any awareness
of cycles of nature and especially from the consequences of
change.

In a later poem, "The Forsaken Garden," Swinburne 
celebrates the death of death, itself. The poem commences 
with a description of a garden ravaged by time and, of 
course, death. Thus even the weeds are dead that grew 
where roses once blossomed and lovers stood.contemplating 
the "foam^flowers" on the waves. Whether they loved deeply 
or lightly does not matter, as Swinburne is concerned with 
the nature of death itself:
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Love deep as the sea as a rose must whither.
As the rose^red seaweed that mocks the rose 

Shall the dead take thought for the dead to love 
them?What love was ever as deep as a grave?

They are loveless now as the grass above them 
Or the wave (JUl 19-20) .

Is it death alone that endures? Swinburne observes that
after death., "All are one now, roses and lovers," and thus
roses and lovers are no longer subject.to time and change.
But even death itself must eventually die:

Till the slow sea rise and the sheer cliff crumble 
Till terrace and meadow the deep gulfs drink,

Till the strength, of the waves of the high tides 
humble
The fields that lessen, the rocks that shrink.

Here now in his triumph where all things falter. 
Stretched out on the spoils that his own hand 

spread.
As a god self-slain on his own strange altar,

Death lies dead (.111, 20) .
The question that must arise after reading this last stanza
of "The Forsaken Garden" is: What is the nature of a
universe in which death is annihilated?

55For Swinburne, only the sea is eternal. If there
i

is a "god" for Swinburne, this god is the "one" from which 
all things come and to which all things return. Thus the 
"•one," a term which is synonymous with "harmony," is that 
state of being in which all diverse things are joined.

55. See, for example, Swinburne1s description of the 
sea in "The Triumph of Time" as the "perfect love":

. . . thou are older than earth;
Thou art strong for death and fruitful of birth;
Thy depths conceal and thy gulfs discover;
From the first thou wert; in the end thou are 

Cl, p. 17 8)..
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Furthermoref the bond between all humankind, as defined and 
discussed in Chapter III, is an expression of this universal 
"harmony," as is the love experienced by Tristram and Iseult. 
This "harmony" cannot adequately be described as "spirit" or 
"soul," although. Swinburne uses these terms to describe the 
experience of this harmony.Swinburne occasionally 
describes this "one" as "law," or as "being," as for example 
in the following passage in which Tristram muses about 
"fate";

How should the law . . .
How should the one thing that hath being, the one
That moves not as the stars move or the sun 
Or any shadow or shape that lives or dies 
In likeness of dead earth, or living skies,
But its own darkness and its proper light 
Clothe it with, other names than day or night.
And its own soul of strength and spirit of breath 
Feed it with other powers than life or death-- 
How should it turn from its great way to give
Man that, must die a clearer space to live?
Ciy, 781..

Swinburne's "being" or "one," that alone which is eternal in
universe, can be described as a non-theistic monism. Unlike
Tennyson, Swinburne is not seeking separateness, but rather
he is celebrating a "pan-being" that for most readers is

'

little more than a euphemism for annihilation, particularly 
since this "harmony," or "pan-being" is not to be equated 
with the "general^soul" traditionally defined in pantheistic 
faiths.

5.6,, McCann, pp. 308-310.
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This idea of pan-being or harmony is in Tristram of 

Lyonesse in the description of Merlin's sleep. In this 
passage, Tristram joyously describes to Iseult the "special 
sleep" of Merlin, a state which is special because Merlin 
is simultaneously both separate and a part of this "harmony":

. . . but he
Hath for those roofing waters overhead 
Above him always all the summer spread 
Late leaves marked red with autumn's burning feet.
Or withered with his weeping, round the seer 
Rain, and he sees not, nor may heed or hear 
The witness of the winter: but in spring 
He hears above.him all the winds on wing 
Through the blue dawn between the brightening 

boughs,
And on shut eyes and slumber^smitten brows 
Reels ambient change in the air and strengthening 

sun,
And knows the soul that was his soul at one 
With, the ardent world's, and in the spirit of earth 
His spirit of life reborn to mightier birth 
And mixed with things of elder life than ours;
With cries of birds, and kindling lamps of flowers,
And sweep and song of winds, and fruitful light 
Of sunbeams, and the far faint breath of night.
And waves and woods at morning: and in all.
Soft as at noon the slow sea's rise and fall, x 
He hears i n . spirit a song that none but he 
Hears from the mystic mouth of Nimue 
Shed like a consecration; and his heart,
Hearing, is made for love's sake as a part
Of that far singing, and the life thereof
Part of that life that feeds the world with love;

. Yea, heart in heart is molten, hers and his,
Into the world's heart and the soul that is 
Beyond or sense or vision; and their breath 
Stirs the soft springs of deathless life and death.
Death that bears life, and change that brings forth, 

seed
Of life to death and death tp life indeed,
As blood recircling through the "unsounded veins 
Of earth and heaven with all their joys and pains.

- Ah, that when love shall laugh no more nor weep 
We too, we too might hear that song and sleep!
CIV, 115-116] .
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Merlin has been given the gift of knowing that his "soul is 
at one with the ardent world's." The world is still the 
world of nature; however, it is not a world in which death 
itself has been annihilated. In this trance. Merlin 
experiences the "soul" of the "ardent world" and thus 
transcends death, time, and change, through a mystical 
unity, a unity which is described as "a song" of which 
Merlin, because of his love for Nimue, is "made . . .  a part 
of that far singing" (IV, 116L- The "singing," of course, 
like the other musical images in these lines, is a reference 
to the perfect harmony that governs nature's cycles as well 
as the prefect state of unity which Merlin experiences as 
a part of nature. Significantly, while the cycles of 
seasons, of birth, death, and rebirth continue, Merlin 
has transcended mutability because of this special sleep 
at the same time that he has become one with the natural 
processes governed.by this mutability.

Merlin is described as "hearing" and feeling while 
in this state, and Tristram concludes his description of 
Merlin’s "sleep" with, the hope that "we too might hear that 
song and sleep I" The song which Merlin "hears” is the 
universal harmony in the cycles of nature, a harmony which 
"feeds the world with, love," i? a., universal oneness of all 
things in nature, of which love is a part. Tristram's 
desire that "we too might hear" is a cry for him and Iseult 
through loye to transcend mutability, as has Merlin, by
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surrendering back the gift of life so that they may become a 
part of the universal cycle of life and death.

Although Xseult appreciates the sense of "oneness" 
experienced by Merlin, she cannot accept a "state" in which 
"love should seem as the furthest star/sUnk deep in 
trembling heaven/Searce seen or knowing," i.e., she is 
unable to imagine Merlin's state as more desirable than 
that of love such as she has experienced with Tristram (IV, 
117-118).. While Nimue represents less "love" and wimmor
tality" than the "unity" synonymous with both states, Iseult 
laments that she herself is only "Love," and thus unlike 
Nimue, her love cannot bring immortality, but only shame and 
suffering. .Iseult tells Tristram that she is not Nimue, 
and therefore their death will not be the "special sleep" 
that is Merlin's. As Tristram tries to reassure her, the 
subject turns inevitably back to death:

"Death^-yea" quoth she, "there is not said or heard 
So oft aloud on earth so sure a word,
Death, and again death, and for each that saith 
Ten tongues chime answer to the sound of death"
CIV, 119).

The subject of death brings Iseult back to the present and 
to her love.for Tristram. Death for Iseult as well as 
Tristram no longer represents fear and suffering and as 
Iseult tells Tristram? death only reaffirms the joy of.her 
love for him:

. . . yea, let this only be
That dying I may praise God who gave me thee.
Let hap what will thereafter (IV, 1201.
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Thus love between Tristram and Iseult becomes, in the face 
of death and mutability, an affirmation of life, in spite of 
the suffering experienced in being separated from one 
another.

In death, Tristram and Iseult are described as 
asleep and in perpetual rest from a life of "tears" and 
"fire"s

They slept, with flower of tender comfort crowned?
From bondage and the fear of time set free,
And all the yoke of space on earth and sea 
Cast as a curb for ever: nor might now 
Fear and desire bid soar their souls or bow,
Lift up their hearts or break them: doubt nor grief 
More now might move them, dread nor disbelief 
Touch them with shadowy cold or fiery sting,
Nor sleepless languor with its weary wing,
Nor harsh estrangement, born of timers vain breath.
Nor change, a darkness deeper far than death 
tiy, 1651.

It is noteworthy that death is described here as less to be
v

feared than "change." In fact, the chapel built for the 
lovers by Mark is ultimately destroyed by the sea, thus 
symbolizing the mutability of all things in man's world, a 
world in which flux is, after love and death, another 
absolute..

Their "sleep" may not be the sleep of Merlin, but 
for Swinburne it is more than merely, annihilation of self: 
"For death is of an hour, and after death/Peace." Thus 
death is a fulfillment, but a fulfillment only for those who 
experience the "unity" in love and in nature. The differ
ence between the state of unity found in love and that which
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Swinburne describes as "Peace" is that love is bounded by 
pain and mutability. Describing the lovers at the conclu
sion of the poem, Swinburne observes:

But peace they have that none may gain who live 
And rest about them that no love can give.
And over them, while death and life shall be.
The light and sound and darkness of the sea
CIV, 168) .

A definition of this "peace" is elusive. While it 
is not annihilation, it is certainly not immortality in the 
conventional sense of the term. Furthermore, one may 
question whether the "peace" is experienced by the dead 
lovers, or whether it is the perception of the dead by the
living. Whatever the precise nature of this peace, it is a
state of unity that transcends the contraries of existence—  
of separation, of night and day, of light and dark, of the 
force and terror of life and death.

It is fitting that the final resting place for 
Tristram and Isehlt is the sea, because the sea, source of 
life and death., mirrors the unity experienced in love and 
in death. As we have seen, the sea is symbolic of "the 
loving mother" as well as "love" itself. The sea therefore 
is literally and metaphorically that source of universal 
"harmony," the "pan-being" that transcends time and muta
bility and in which, both love and the "eternal sleep" are 
joined through a mystical unity which is synonymous with the 
ultimate freedom.



CHAPTER VI

CONCLUSION; THE NECESSITY OF LOVE

As we have seen, both Tennyson and Swinburne
developed an ethic based upon love. Love is the key to
their respective conceptions of immortality, and it is only
through the experience of love that they feel man is capable
of transcending change and becoming to achieve vbeing."
But as we have seen, their definitions of the nature of love
are quite different. Love for Tennyson can be described as .
a dialectic of sacred and profane, while for Swinburne, love
is an aspect of the universal "harmony," which, like Hesiod's
Eros, is what Bayerson describes in the context of Hesiod,
as "the cause that from the first moved things and brought

1them together." By divine love, Tennyson means the reality 
of the "Eternal Will," or "Spirit," or "God," a conception 
of Deity which is both immanent and transcendent.
Swinburne's "harmony," which is sometimes described by him 
as "God," is a non^theistic bond which unites all men in a 
commitment to humankind.

Thus love is the ethical sanction for both poets.
For Tennyson the source of morality, as we have seen, is 
ultimately that self-consciousness that enables man to see

1. Bayerson, p. 21.
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himself as separate and free from nature, and therefore 
responsible for his actions and capable of seeking unity 
within the divine. The existence of an ethic, of a sense 
of right as opposed to wrong, is in itself a proof of the 
existence of the divine Love. The argument is circular, 
for according to Tennyson, one can only distinguish between 
right and wrong if one believes in divine love. For 
Swinburne, on the other hand, man is not "free" until he 
perceives himself a part of the natural world. Only through 
this acceptance of his fate, of his bond with nature, can he 
achieve freedom and a sense of commitment to humankind. 
Regardless of the differences between them, both Tennyson 
and Swinburne define "freedom" as the means by which man is 
not only fulfilled in life, but also can hope to realize 
love as the basis for social unity.

Neither Tennyson nor Swinburne considered themselves 
social philosophers, and it is a bit presumptuous for a 
scholar to assume the role of social historian and to 
formalize a social system from their Arthurian epics, 
especially a social system based upon love. But in the work 
of these two poets we have, I feel, much more than what Denis 
Donaghue elsewhere describes as literature in which "society 
imagines and articulates itself . . . in the images it has
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2defined." In the poetry of Tennyson and Swinburne, we have 

an attempt to define for society a unifying, fundamental 
structure beneath the irrationality and disorder of the 
world, a structure which admits of humanistic ideals, which 
is nonreductionistic and nonquantitative, and in which fact 
and values, subject and object are indissolubly unified.

In celebrating "love" as this unifying force, 
Tennyson and Swinburne evolve ethical stances justified on a 
basis other than survival of the fittest, the will to sur
vive or to power, or an existential "angst." Such a concep
tion may seem naive in the nuclear age. However, even 
within the context of their age, both Swinburne and Tennyson 
were acutely aware of the problems of the search, for 
meaningful values which future generations would encounter. 
And for both poets, regardless of their differences, love is 
more than the metaphor for the spiritual unity which must 
exist among human beings if they are to achieve meaningful 
progress. In a world of shadows and terror, filled with 
the "mystery of the cruelty of things," few today would 
dispute that the solitary "hope" is the "reality" of 
"Love."

2. Denis Donaghue, "Representations: Essays on 
Literature by Steven Marcus, New York Times Book Review 
(March 2, 19J6Lp pp. 8-9.
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