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PREFACE

The s tudy of "En och Arden" and "Idylls of the King"

dur ing High School days instilled in me a keen admiration

f or Tennyson. After more ext ens i v e study I noted the re 

l i g ious elemen t t o be ve ry pr onounced in a great number of

hi s poems . The d isagreement among various authors as t o

the influenc e of Tennys on on t he spiri tual l ife of the

pe opl e of his . time ar ous ed my i n t er es t. The purpos e of

this paper is t o point out t he service of the author during

t he sc ient i fic age , when a the ism wa s working great havoc ,

in keep ing a live in t he hearts of Englishmen the smoldering

flame s of a dying faith .

While it is true that Tennyson accomplished much in

t h i s field, - cert ain v er y grave l i mita t i ons in h is activity

need to be alucida~ed . These wil l b e presented in the

course of t he thes is .

In the preparation of this work I wish to acknowledge

the kindly assistanc e of Reverend Mar shal l L. Loc hb iler, S .J .

and Mr . Giovanni Giovannini , Professors of English at t he

University of Detroit .
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CHAPT I

THE SC ·TIFI C GE

In the pr es en t t~entieth century st 6 le be t een ealth

and pover ty , r e : i g on and a t he i s m, de mocr cy and co mmun: s m, i t

is a consolation to t~rn back and see that other genera t ions

hav e pa s s ed through similar crises and that in s pite of gl oomy

for ebod i ngs and r ed i c t i ons of disaste r , serenity and tran uil

lity have ~ga in preva i led . Afte r t he Teutoni c ~nv as i ons e

find t he c ivil ~zat ion of Europe r a uua lly arising from a cha 

otic state unde r t vo dominant i .. : luences - - The Roman Catholic

Church and Feudalism. The s e two shape d the course of history

for several cen turies . Then t he Renaissance , foll o ed by the

Reformation, overthrew t he es t ab l i s hed orde r and e have ne

f or ces gradually evolving hich burs t forth in full intensity

in t he nine t eenth century , shaking society to i ts very f ounda 

t ion and pr odu c i ng r adical changes in every alk of life .

These changes ere poli t i ca l , s oc ial , industrial , and relig

ious . The early par t of t he cent ury sa the French Revolution ,

the ov er t~ow of t he Feudal System, t he r i se and fall of Napo 

+80n and his de f eat a t a t er loo . In other countries also e

find a s er i es of revolut ions . In Holland , Spain , Denma rk , and

Sweden as a l s o in every German s tate lar ge or small , the rulers

gran t ed c onst itut i ons and many l i ber t ie s. In England by a se 

ries of re form bills the gove rnment had become excee dingly lib 

eral and de mocratic . e may ell s ummar i ze t he pol i t i ca l changes

of the nineteenth century by s ay i ng t hat t he gov er nmen t s through-

out Europe made gigant i c s t rides to ard de oc racy .

1
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Great as were the changes wrought in the political field

in this century they can hardly be said to surpass those in in

dustry. While France was having her political revolution with

terrible slaughter, England was qUietly working out an even

greater revolution, an industrial revolution, which was to change

the living conditions and daily life of millions of men and wo-

men throughout the world. Things which had been used and condi

tions that had existed for centuries changed a t first slowly

and then very qUickly. Through the deep interest in science

and investigation wonderful discoveries and i nventions were made

which caused the factory system to take the p l a ce of home manu -

facture, cities of villages, good roads and railways of poor

means of transportation, steam and later electricity of hand or

water power, and telegraphy and telephone of slowly delivered

messages.

All of these changes brought disadvantages a s well as a d-

vantages. There were now new social pr ob l ems wi t h whi ch to cope.

People moved to the cities, lived in close, unhealthful qua r t er s

and labored from sunrise to sunset. A sharp class dis t i nc t i on

arose between the capitalists and the laborers.

Along with these c~anges in government, society, and indus

try there came also a radical change in the attitude toward re

ligion. In the sixteenth century the Renaissance through its

interest in the ancient classics aroused the ~irit of investi

gation and study, and we have following close upon its heels

its aftermath in the form of the Reformation which may be class

ed as the religious side of the Renaissance. In this religious
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upheaval we have really a revolt against the established re

ligion--the Roman Catholic Church. Thus after a severe struggle

we find Protestantism and Catholicity existing side by side for

three centuries. Then in the nineteenth century not only the

Roman Catholic Church but any established church become s the

object of attack. Apparently Darwinism Wa 3 ringing the death

knell for all revealed religion as it seemed t hat sci ence and

revelation stood in open contradiction, t hat sc ience wou l d tri

umph, and revelation would necessarily have to g i v e way. To

day, in spite of all pr ed i c t i ons to t he contr ary, religion

still remains the beacon l i ght f or mi l l i ons of enthusie s t ic

believers, and evolution merely a hypothesis. Nev er t he l ess

the struggle was a hard and bitter one with varied results.

On the part of many it meant an abs ol u t e overthrowing of all

religious beliefs and the a cceptance of a t heism. Others, not

willing 't o condemn co mpletely a l l r e l i g i on, a ccept ed t he pos i 

tion of a gn os ti cs - -be l i ev i ng that neither the nature nor the

existence of God, nor the ultimate character of t he un i v er s e

can be known. Some deeply concerned in the entire rel i g~ous

situation ,t hrough a thorough investigation finally turned back

to the Roman Catholic Church. Among this number were Newman

(later cardinal) and his friends who through t he Oxford Mov ement

were led to see that the modern Roman Catholic Church is the

same as the early Christian Church, and, having the courage to

follow their conviction, in 1845 joined the Catholic Church.

This led to many more conversion~, and in 1850 Pope Pius I X

r.eorganized the Catholic Church in England by establishing'
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dioceses and appo inting bishops.l

The clearest and truest reflection of a pe op l e wi th its

varied interests, occupations, and struggle s is always to be

found in the literature pr oduced a t the time. Casting, t here-

fore, a critical gl ance i n t o the mi r r or of t he nineteenth cen-

tury writings, we find, generally s pe ak i ng, t hat t hey fal l into

two periods--the Romantic and t he Victorian. The Romant i c , ex-

tending from 1780 to 1837, and the Victorian f r om 1837 to 1900.

In order, however, t o understand mor e c l ear ly t he att itudes in

this century we must first v iew the tendencie s i n the e i ghteenth

century. This period is named the a ge of classic i sm becaus e

the authors consciously s t r ov e to i mitate in their writings t he

wor ks of the ancient Gr eek and Lat in poets . Dryden and Pope

are typical of th i s mov ement . Then f ol l owe d a reaction , and

i n the Romantic pe r i od we hav e Wordswor th as a typical repre 

sentative, s t r es s ing natur e par ti cular ly in h is poetry . The

Victorian per i od is marked by r ealis m wi th Tennys on and Brown

ing as the mos t promi nen t poe t s . Although it i s impossib l e to

classify a writer exclusively as a classicist , a romanticist ,

or a r eal i.s t , because every writer whether ancient , med i eva l ,

or modern, includes i n his writings to a more or l e s s extent

each of these elements, 'yet it is u sually not di f f icu l t t o de -

termine which f orm pr edominat es in a par t i cular author . For

definitions of these three terms we refer to Wi lliam Chislett :

"Classicism, then, means limi t ation of
sUbject, adherence to establis hed 'f or m, order
reason, restraint, simpl icity, clari,t y, s Ober 
ness and good sense.,, 2

IBetten and Kaufmann;" Modern Wor l d " . Pp . 709-10.

2Wil11am Chislett, "The Classical Influence in Eng.
in the 19th Cent." Chapter I.

Lit.
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These ~haracteristics pr ed omi nate i n Gre ek , Roman , and

French literature.

"Romant icism i nvolve s i mpatience with limitation ,
rule, order, r ea son, soberness, and restraint and
shows a pr e f erence for s trangenes s, emot i on , i ma gi 
na t i on " fancy, intui t i on , mysticism , i ndi v i dual i s m,
pas s i on , impu ls e , r evolu t ion, l i ber t y and even
license."

The English and German wri t er s a r e mor e r oman t i c t han

classical.

'~ealism supports the ev i dence of the sens es
and records f acts t ha t hav e been obs er ved and ve r 
ified . It mar ks the supplanting of classical
author i t y and romanti c i ma g i na t ion by Sc i en ce .
To the realist t he indiv idual is neither con
strained by pr e cep t nor f reed by pos i t i ng his
ovm wor l d , but .i s the pr odu c t of h is inheri tance
and env ironment. ,,2

Realism coupled wi th nat ur a l i sm pr edom i na t e s in French ,

Russ i an, Ger man , and to a smaller degr ee in Engl ish li t er a t u r e

dur ing t he s e c ond half of the nine t een t h century . Howev er i n

t he n i ne t ies we f ind Symbol i s m or Moder n Romanticism wi th its

t heories of impres ~ionism and mys t i c i sm supplanting t he older

forms.

2l wi l l i am Chislett, Ope c i t. Chapt er I .
Ibid. '



CHAPTER II

TdE SCIENTIFIC AGE AS REFLECTED IN TENNYSO

In choos i nb s ome one to g ive us a true p i c t ur e of t h i s

vast complexi ty above de s cr i ue , whi t her shal l we turn? e

might choose Macaal~y ~ho gi v es us a corre c t 1 istor i cal a c

count, bat he canr.ot make us realize the f e e lings and emo t i ons

or t he time; we migh t choose Darwin, Huxl ey , or Spencer who

may g iv e us a per f e c t explanation of sc i ence or ph i l os ophy

but they touch up on only one angle of the vast panorama ; we

might choose a novelist like Dicke ns wh o can rous e h is r ea ders

to sympathy and a c t i on but he can only men t ion t hos e things

which per ta i n to his s t ory ; but ins tead of any of these we

choose Tennyson, the poe t , who lets the sp i r i t wander where i t

will, who delves into his tory, sc i ence , ph i los ophy , or soc iol

ogy to pr oduce the de sired effect; who may make t he r eader

shout for joy or weep in sympa t hy ; who lived almos t t he enti r e

century, namely, from 1809 to 1892; who finally s tands as an

accurate, impartial wi t nes s since h e a c t ive ly partakes of no

particular phas e but views all of them. Now t ha t we have chos 

en our re presentative for the century le t us s ee how he fit s

into the scheme outlined ab ove . S ince Tennys on s tarted to

write at a very early a ge we find h is l iterary pr oduct ions

a ppearing in both the per i od of romantici s m and of r eal i s m.

Tennyson's poems fit per f e c t l y into this s ch eme . As evLdences

of romanticism we need only men ti on "Idylls of the King ll and

liThe Princess" leaving the reader to supply s cores of others.

IIIn Memor i am " perhaps best reflects the a ge of r ealis m s ince

6
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it deals so intimately with the conflict between science and

religion. Although the wor ks of Tennyson re fle ct i n subject

matter principally the romanticist and the real ist, yet i n the

firm and finely pol i shed means of expression we note the classi-

cist.

Investigation also shows that the scope of his wr i t i ng i s

immense. He concerns himself with all of t he v arious phas es

of the complicated nineteenth century, whe ther social, indus -

trial, political, or religious. In our mor e detail ed s t u dy

of the author, however, we shall confine ourselve s to t he re-

ligious phase as expressed in his poe t r y .

On the whole h i s rel i gious poetr y groups i tse lf ar ound

the gr ea t struggle between science and religion. Al t hou gh

the faithful wer e supremely confident in the words of our de ar

Savior, "Upon this rock I will buLl.d My Church and the gat es of

hell shall not pr eva i l aga i ns t it,ll and wer e firmly convinced

that religion wou l d ultimately triumph and br i ng order out of

chaos, yet we should not underrate Tennyson as a defini t e force

in keeping alive the s moldering embers of faith in t he hearts

of many wavering between Christian belief and agn ostic i s m or

atheism. He is called the outstanding religious teacher of

the age. Just how conscious he was of his pos i t i on i s not ev i-

dent. He probably had no definite intentions of b eing exact ly

a teacher, but he did feel that the real value of poe t ry l i _es

in its moral force. Robert F. Horton s ays:

"No worker for men whose work lies in
philanthrophy, in statesmanship, in the re
form of abus es , in personal mi n is t ry , or in
public teaching, ever played his par t mor e



8

manfully and consistently than Tennyson."l

Realizing the gr ea t need of the nineteenth century for a

religious teacher to safely gu i de the erring p i lgrims through

this labyrinth of per pl ex i t i es and to place again the o eacon

light of faith in clear view, let us see why Tenny son succeeded

well enough to be rated by many critics ~ religious t ea cher

of the century. Robert Horton undoubtedly s t r ikes a t t he very

root of the matter when he says:

"He did not set out t o be a te a cher, nor
was he ev en conscious of h is work in tha t ca
pac i t y . He w~ought as an art ist . As an artis t
he succeede d. As an art is t he won the ear of
the wor l d . He became a te acher be caus e he was
what he was . Al l unconsc i ously h i s personal i t y ,
hi s prac t i ce , h is ide als, his pr inciples , were
breathed t hrough hi s verse. I n the long run i t
is hims elf hat t he great a r tis t ~pre s se s; t he
form i s the r esu lt of his l abour on his ar t ,
the s ubs t ance i s produce d by h i s l abour on himself .,, 2

When a poe t sets out wi th the definite pur pos e of pr ea ch i ng ,

his wor k usually re solves its elf i nto a f ailure, be cause the

reader of a po em s eeks de l i gh t and does not care to re ceive a

sermon. So we find that Tennyson i s the most d i dacti c i n those

poems in wh i ch he has the l eas t i n t enti on of be i ng so, since

the works in wh i ch he definitely a ims to tea ch become uninterest -

ing. We may kn ow from personal expe r ien ce that i t i s not a pow-

erful ser mon or a s eries of "do' s " and "don 't 's" that has wr ough t

the gr eat es t effect upon our lives , but per haps an appe aling

story wh i ch enk indled our he arts wi th heroic resolve s or a poem

that stirred our s ou l s with emotion. The mus t per f e ct t 9a cher

of all times is our Blessed Savior and how did He proceed? Let

l Robert F. Hort on, "Al f r e d Tennyson--A Sa i n t ly Life " r ,

Chapter I.
2Ib i d•



us linger for a moment amid a crowd of ea ger l isteners cluster

ed ar ound J eaus in Pa l estine . We do not he ar a ser ies of warn

i ngs and exhor t a t i ons, but rather a story , a parable . Now it

i s the story of t he Prodigal Son , now of the sower of seeds ,

and again of the shepherd . But note the result . Sor r ow pene

t rates the soul of the sinner , firm r es ol ves are made , and we

find a Magdalen bathing her Master 's feet with her tears .

Aga in we see t hat our Savior is a suc ces sful teacher be 

cause he is a : living example of what He preaches . May we no t

also attribute Tennyson's succes s l argely to the s ame reasons?

In the first place h~ teaches through pleasing little tales

in poe try and allows the reader to make his own interpreta

tions and applications . This is clearly shovm in "Enoch Ar den "

and "Idylls of the King" . Glancing a t the life of Tennyson

we f ind that he is one of the fe w gr eat poe t s whose life is

exemplary . We can see clearly that he became a teacher because

he portrayed his own personality , practices , ideals , and prin

ciples in his verse . I n other words , Tennyson 's poe t ry ~

Tennyson.

"Exp eri:ence is the best teacher" is a very true say i ng

and we may also s ay that one who has experienced the results

of doub t and has ultimate ly made f aith triumph can most effec

tively tea ch others the way to fai th . This is the third rea

son why Tenilys on was so successful as a r el i g ious t eacher.

The uni que qua l i t y of the sp i r i t ual element in his poe t r y

consis t s in the fact that this great religious teacher had

lit tle r el i g ion himse lf . He never made a definite statement

of h is be l i e f s becaus e he sa id he would not be understo od if

9
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he did. In his childhood, of course, the sp i ritual a tmospher e

was no -r. lacking s i n ce he was br ough t up i n t he h ome of his

f ather, a clergyman. His early poe t ry expresses this f a ith

in wh i ch there is no tinge of doubt. But as he came in t ou ch

wi t h the athe istic teach i ngs a t Cambri d3e thi s f ait h s oon

gave way to agnos t i c ism . Then through y ears of doub t he s t rug

gled on, trying to re ason out for himself t he s piri t ual element

in life, until he finally arr ived a t ~s ome r a t her va gu e concep

tions which may be termed his religious belie fs. Wha t a p i t y

that a man of such sterling character and high i dea l s did not

cry out wl t h Newman. "Le ad kindly l i ght, amid encircl i ng glo om " ,

so that under d i v i ne gu idance and i ns pirat ion he might have

arrived a t a s ecure haven wher e a l l hi s doub t s would be solve d

and he might have s t ood s ide by s ide wi th Cardinal Newman as a

gre~t ~ ir i tual and i n tel l ec t ua l star in the Cathol i c Church.

Wi t h such a f aith permeat i ng h i s poe t ry he ~ight have stood i n

the lime-li ght as t he re ligi ous t eacher of t he n ineteenth cen

tury. However becaus e of his c omplete dependen ce upon h is own

intelligence and ab il i ty he scat tered s eed wh i ch could br ing

fQrth no better fruit than a r ather va gue c on cept i on of God

and immortality.

In considering the determinating cause s of t hi s s pir itual

trend in Tennyson's poe t r y , we mus t first of a l l study his

surroundings. Since he was the son of a min is te r and had a

good mother he was br ought up i n a Christ ian enyironment.

Hence he i mbibe d t he simple childlike f ait h whi ch knows no

doubt, and we find in "Poems, by T 0 Brothers", one seemingly

wr i t t en by Alfred Tennyson whi ch is ent i t l e d , "Why Shou ld We
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Weep f or Those Who Di e '? " I t reads as f ol.Lows ;

"Why should we weep for those who die'?
They fall - - their dus t re t ur ns to dust ;
Their soul shall live eternally
Within the mansions of the just .

"They di e to live --they sink to rise ,
They leave this wr e t ched mortal shore;
But brighter suns and bluer skies
Shall smile on them for evermore .

"Why should we sor r ow for the dead'?
OUr life on earth i s but a span;
They tread t he pa th t hat a l l must tread ,
They die the common de ath of man.

"The noblest songster of the gale
Mus t cease , when Wi n t er ' s frowns appear ;
The reddest rose is wan and pa l e ,
When Au t umn tints the changing year .

"The faire st fl ower on earth mus t .f a de ,
The brighte st ho pes on earth must d i e ;
Why should we mour n that man was made
To droop on earth , but dwell on h i gh'?

"The soul , th ' eternal s ou l mus t reign
In wor l ds devoid of pa in and s t r i f e ;
Then why should mortal man compla in
Of death , wh i ch leads to happier life '?"

In "A Memo i r " by his s on vie ar e to Ld that his aunt , a rigid

Calvinist , mar v e l ed hecause she had be en chosen for eternal

salvation while most of her friends wer e to be damne d . One day

she said t .o her ne phe w, Al f r ed , that when she looked at him she

was r emi nded of the wor ds of Holy S'cr i pture , "Depart from me ,

ye cu rsed , into everlasting fire ." \'7e, can easily p i ctur e t he

i nfluence of such doctrine on the sensitive mind of Tennyson .

This in a dditi on t o the fi ts of despondency to which his fathe r

was subj e ct had a marked influence on his life . It is 'recorded

that one dark nig.t Alfred went out into the churchyard , threw

h i mself on a gr ave , praying that he might die .
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Tennyson's father was a Hebrew and Syriac s cholar and per

facted himself in Greek so that he mig~t te tich his sons . It was

undoubtedly here i n the home that Alfred became so familiar with

the Bible , the knowledge of which he displays so pr of us e l y in

his writings . Edna Moor e Robinson in her Dook "Tennyson ' s Use

of the Bible" lists in several vlays the biblical qu otat i ons

used by him . In one of the m she shows that by using these quo 

tations a connected story of the Old Testament can be formu

l a ted.

Since religion played so i mportant a part in Tennyson's

ear ly life we can we l l see that it mus t have become an inte

gral part of him and permeat ed his whol e be ulg . Nex t let us

place this individual at Cambridge in an a tmospher e contrast

ing absolutely to all his prev i ous exper iences . The faith

and trust of childhood in an a l l power f u l and l oving Cr ea tor

is brought f ace to f ace wi th unbelief and a t he i s m. The thought

at fi rst was repelling , but through constant as s oc iat i on wi t h

such pr i n c ipl e s the s pirit of d oub t gradual ly pene t rat ed his

naturally r eflective mind . Nor was Tennyson one who could

lightly p l a ce a s i de such an all impor tant qu es t i on . His mi nd

was constantly a t work trying to find s ome solution to the

difficulty . Conse ~uently we s ee him i nvest igat i ng every pos 

sib le clue that may offer a solution to his difficalty . He

be came a member of a society which bore the name of the "Apos

t 1es_" . Here pol i t i cs , religion , and ph ilos ophy wer e fr eely

discus~ed . We also see him turning to mysticism and s pir i 

tualis m t o get a suitable answer . Finally he emerges after
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many years of do~bt and struggle with certain vague concep

tions of the fundamental Christian beliefs .

Klthough Tennyson 's nature and surroundings made him turn

toward the~iritual, the de a t h of Arthur Hallam, his most in

timate friend , made him dwell most intently on the meaning of

it all . This experience brought forth the famous "In Memor i am" .

Here then we have the reasons why Tennyson's poe t r y contains

so much of the s piritual element . "out of t he fullness of the

heart the mouth s peaketh ." Since these thoughts wer e uppermost

in his mind they naturally found expression i n his poe t i c wor ks .

In fact, Tennyson ws.s extr emely careful that no view should be

ex pressed in his poems which did not exactly corre s pond to his

own sentiments .



CHAPTER III

THE BELI EF IN GOD

In analyzing the means by which Tennyson gave expression

t o his belie f we wi s h to consider his religious convictions

as expr es sed in his poetry .

"His ·creed , he always said he would no t
formulate; for pe op l e could n ot understand
him if he did; but he considered that his
poems expres sed the pr i n c ip l es at the f ounda 
tion of his f aith."l

We may therefore look u pon Tennyson 's poems as expressing

his own s piritual convictions , and we he r e note three funda-

mental teachings , namely , the belief in God, the belie f in

f r ee will , and the belief in immortality . 2 In this division

we shall consider the evidences of Tennyson 's belief in God ,

and his conception of the nature of this Inf i nite Being . At

the basis of all religious conviction there is , of course , a

bel ief in a Supreme Intelligence . But just what idea di d

Tennys on have of God? Was it the ide a of Panthei s m, wh i ch

looks upon the universe as a whol e as God , or did he bel ieve

in a personal God , a God who loves us and watches over us?

In childh ood we of course know that Tennyson be lieved in a

pers onal God. His prayer and poem alrea dy qu ot e d ar e suffi 

cien t ev i dence of this . But af ter he had come in contact

with t he worldly surroundings of Cambridge his view was com-

pl e t e l y changed. Now. he is t ossed to and fr.o on waves of

doubt. I n "Supposed Confessions of a Secdnd-rate Sensitive

1 .F.D. Stockley , "The Faith of "In Memor i am'" ' , Ca t hol i c
Wor l d 120:801-9 Nov . ' 25.

2E• H-~ Snea th , liThe Mind of Tennyson" , passim .
14



Mind" we find tha~he is gr app l i ng in a struggle wi t h thi s

enemy. He would like to feel again that childlike trust and

confidence in God wh i ch was so ardent while at his mother' s

knee. The opening words,
. .

"0 Godl my GodJ have mercy now, I faint, I fall,"

15

may at first sight be called an expression of f a ith, but pr o-

ceeding to the ne xt line,

"Men say t hat Thou
Didst die ·f or me,"

we see a marked indication of a l ack of i t. He doe s no t feel

that he can a ccept the teachings of his childhood a lthough he

realizes its cons olat i on .

"How swee t t o have a common f a ith."

Yet he thinks, ·

"It is man 's pr iv i l ege t o doub t ,
If so be t ha t f r om doub t a t length
Trut h may stand forth unmoved of change
An ima ge with pr ofulgent brows
And per fect limbs, as from t he storm
Of running fires and flu i d r ange
Of l a wles s airs, at last stood out
This exce llent and IDlid for m
Of constan t beauty . "

Agai~ we have t oward the end of t he poem a pic ture of a

lamb rejoicing i n a l l the beau t y sur r ounding him when sudden -

ly, "Short pa i ns run thro' his warm hear t , " a "Sha dow f alls, "

and drawing "his forehe a d earthward", he d i es .

Then comes the telling qu es t i on :

"Shall man live thus, in joy and ho pe
As a young l amb, who cannot dream
Living, but that he shall live on?"

Continuing from this poi n t :
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"Shall-we not look into the laws
Of life and death , and things that seem ,
And things t ha t be , and analyze
OUr doub le nature , and compare
All cree ds t i l l we have found the one ,
If one there be? Ay me l I fear
All may not doubt , but everywhere
Some must clasp idols . Yet , my God ,
Wh om call I idol? Let Thy dove
Shadow me over , and my s ins
Be unrememb er 'd and Thy l ove
Enlighten me . 0 , teach me yet
Somewhat before the heavy clod
Weighs on me , and the busy fret
Of thy sharp-headed worm begins
In the gr os s blackness underneath . 1I

Her e TennJ s n well expresses his IIdouble nature ll , his

changing no tions , first voicing his doubts of the existence

of a Supreme Being , 'and then directing a prayer to Him 'ifhorn

he has thus insulted . Then he ends the poem with a condemna-

tion of his own attitude:

"0 weary life ! 0 weary death !
o spirit and heart made desolate !
o damned vacillating state J"

This position in Tennyson is an excellent example not

only of his mind .but of the general nineteenth century atti 

t u de toward religion . Kant , Jacobi, Hamilton , and Mans e l take

t he position that God is Unknowable to the IIReas on ll or "Under

s t anding" of man but that He is nevertheless apprehensible

through "Pr-act Lca L Reas on " or t.hr-ough IIFai th" . Tennyson takes

a b out t he same stand . He looks upon God not as an object of

wh i ch we can have definite proof or knowledge but rather an

~~e c t of f ai t h. He accepts the vi ew of the Agnostic in so

far that he says the existence of God cannot be pr ov en and is

he r efore unknowable . This position is sho\vn in the open i ng

stanza of the Pr ologue t o " In Memoriam" :
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"strong Son of G~d, immortal Love ,
Whom we, that have not seen thy face,
By faith , and faith alone , embrace ,
Believing where we cannot prove ."

A little later in the prologue we find , .

"We have but faith: we cannot know ,
For knowledge is of things we see;
And yet we trust it comes from thee ,
A beam in darkness : let it grow ."

In "The Ancient Sage" a similar sentiment is expressed:

"Thou canst not prove the Nameless , 0 my son ,
Nor canst thou prove the world thou movest in ,
Thou canst not prove that thou art body alone ,
Nor canst thou prove that thou art spirit alone ,
Nor cans t thou prove that thou art beth in one .
Thou canst not prove thou art immortal , no ,
Nor yet that thou art mortal--nay , my son ,
Thou canst not prove that I, who speak with thee ,
Am not thyself in converse with thyself ,
For n othing worthy proving can be proven ,
Nor yet disproven . Wherefore thou be wise ,
Cleave ever to the sunnier side of doubt ,
And cling to Faith beyond the forms of Faith ."

This then is the attitude of the agnostic--neither the

nature n or the existence of God , nor the ultimate character of

-t he universe can be knovm . We may consider it a sort of middle

course or attempted compromise between materialism and the an-

cient or Christian faith whose follovlers accept the doctrines

of their Founder , Jesus Christ . ALthough Tennyson wa s never a

Ca t hol i c, yet the r e l i g i on of his childhood recognized God as

the Crea tor of the universe and Jesus as the Son of God. What

~ould therefore be more natural than that Tennyson after coming

in cont a c t and being influenced by the theories of the material

ists, should seek a middle course . He thinks i t wiser to cling

t o the "aunni er s1de of doubt" , which to him is synonymous with

faith.
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Cons i der i ng "proofs"~in regard to the existence of God ,

there are fuur arguments generally advanced, namely ,. . -

1 . The argument from the laws of nature , or teleological ar gu -

ment - -that since al l nature is obedient to law there must nec-

essarily be a lawgiver , and this lawgiver i s God .

2 . The argument from the universal belie f of mankind- - t h e belief

in the existence of a Di v i ne Power presid i ng over t he ITor l d has

always been univers al , and since this belie f is an expression

of the collective reason of humanity , it mu s t , t here fore , be

true .

3 . The argument from the origin of mi nd- - t ha t sinc e scientists

claim that there wa s a time wh en no t hing ex i sted but inert

matter, and the mind cannot s pring f r om inert ma t te r , t her e

must have been some Being capable of calling things into ex-

istenc~ at His wor d .

4 . The argument from contingence--everyt hing in the visible

world is contingent , con tingent be i ngs re quire f or their s up 

port a self-existent being , and t h e s e l f - exis t en t being is
1

God .

strange t o say these arguments had l i ttl e fo rc e wi th

Tennyson because , assuming the position of a skept i c , he want

e d something visible and tangible as a pr oof . The first argu

men t fr om the laws of nature wh i ch points out the a pparent har

mony and design in nature he fails to see . In the LV poem of

"In Memoriam" we -read:

"Are God and Nature then at strife ,
That Nature lends such evil dreams?
So careful of t he type she seems ,
So care less of t he single life ,

2 Rev. M. She ehan , "Apo l oge t i cs and Cathol ic Doctrine"
. , pp . 1- 24



"That I , considering everywhere .
Her secret meaning in her deeds ,
And finding that of fifty seeds
She often brings but one to bear ,

"I falter where I firmly trod,
And falling with my weight of cares
Upon the great wor l d ' s altar -s tairs .
That slope thro ' darkness up to God ,

"I stretch lame hands of faith, and grope ,
And gather dust and chaff , and call
To what I feel is Lord of all , .
And faintly trust the larger ho pe ."

These lines ex press the view that nature is too pr odi ga l

and is the result of chance rather than design . In the lines

immediately following he says that even the t ypes have not

b een preserved since ' thousands of types of former a ges have

passed out of existence . Then considering man he wonders

whe ther his fate will be the same . Yet he concludes:

"Tho ' Nature , red in tooth and claw
ith ravine , shriek 'd against his creed ,"

that "Behind the veil , behind the veil," is a sufficient ex-

planation . The cxxrv division of the same production states:

"I found Him not in world or sun .
Or eagle's wing . or i nsect's eye .
Nor thro ' the ques t i ons men may try ,
The petty cobwebs we have s pun ."

In the words lithe questions men may try" . Tennyson prob-

ab ly refers to the other argument s offered by theologians for

the existence of God. These he considers merely as "petty

cobwebs " men "have s pun" . Rejecting therefore , all of the

ordi nar i l y advanced "p roofs" of the existence of God . he takes

the s tand that we should cling to faith because life is mean -

ingles s wi thout it .

Just as Tennyson wave rs between faith and unbel ief . so
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also he seems very unce~tain as to his conception of God. In

the prologue to "In Memoriam" he apparently recognizes a per-

sonal God and also the divinity of Christ f~r he says:

"strong Son of God, immortal Love,"

It 1s also recorded that once a friend walking with him

in his garden inquired what he thought of Jesus Christ. He re-

mained ,s i l en t for a moment, then stopping be side a flower he

said:

"What the sun is to that flower, J:esus
Christ is to my soul. He is the sun of my
soul."l

Not all critics .agree that Tennyson here admitted his be

lief in the diVinity of Christ. St ephen Gwynn in "Tennyson, a

Critical StUdy" says that he does not think that Tennyson's

belief in Christ as the Son of God can be pr oven from any of

his writings 'not even from the opening lines of "In Memor i arn" .

If the poet had a f i rm conviction of the divinity of Christ

we ~ould certainly expect many evidences of it i n his poems

since there are so many beautiful ideas which could have been

woven into his productions from this source. Yet beyond the

above mentioned prologue we find only another mention about

the Son of God becoming man in the "Supposed Confessions of a

Second-rate Sensitive Mi nd" with the words:

,,----------------Men pass me by;
Christians with happy countenances-
And children all seem full of Theel
And women smile with saint-like glances
Like Thine own mother's when she bow'd
Above Thee, on that happy morn
When angels spake to men aloud,
And Thou and peace to eart. were born."

lHallam Tennyson, "Alfred Tennyson--A Memoir by His Son",
pp. 420, Vol. II.
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e feel t ha t ue have ufficient evidence to s ay that

Tennyson beli eved in a per s ona l God a l tl ough he doe s ..c t he si 

t ate t o consider the appar en t contradictions to such a f ai t h

~~d the pos sibi l i t y of an i mpersonal God . His poe m " The HUman

cry" por t r ay s t he Christ ian c oncep ti on of God :

II Hallowed be Thy name--Hall e l ui ahl
Infin ite Ideali ty !
Imme a surable Reality!
Infinite Personali ty !
Hal l owed be Thy na rr.e--Halleluiah!

II We f ee l we are noth ing ,~-for a l l i s Thou and in Thee;
We feel we ar e rometh i ng,--that a l s o has come f r om

Thee;
"fe lmow vie ar e nothing,':'-but Thou wil t help us

t o be .
Hallowed' be Thy name- -Halle luiah!"

The entire pr ologu e of "In Memor i am" i s directe d to a per -

sonal God in the form of a prayer . Besides there ar e repeated

instance s throughout h i s works wher e prayers are addres s ed to

God. This a lway s i mpl ies t he bel ief ' i n a per s ona l God b ecause

prayers to an i mpersonal God would be a contradiction .

In h i s poem liThe Hi gher Panthe ism" we no doubt find ex-

press e l h i s own pe r s ona l v iews becaus e i t wa s s en t to the Me t a -

phys i ca l SO Jie t y and deal s wi t h the rela t i on be tween t he fin i t e

and Infinite . The opening stanzas are as f ol l ows :

liThe sun , the moon, the stars, the s eas ,
t he h i l l s and the plains,--

Ar e not these , 0 Sou l , t he Vision of
Hi m who reigns?

"ls not the Vision He, tho' He be not
that which He seems?

Dreams ar e true wh i l e they last , and
do we not live in dreams?"

These lines express the pant he i s t i c conception of God ,

namely , that the un iverse , taken a s a whol e i s God . The l ast
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words incorporate the idealistic conception wh i ch presents the

9roposition.tha~ ~atter has no reality and that mind i s the

on l y true reality . Later in the poem he ab s ol u t e l y contradicts

Pantheism when he says:

"Speak to !tim, t hou , for He hears ,
and Spirit with Spirit can me et - 

Closer is He than breathing , and '
nearer than hands and feet ."

Here God is recognized as a Sp i r i t "ndependen t of nature

and also as per s ona l . Pantheism in its very natur e exclude s

the belief in a personal God . The concluding stanzas once more

emphasize the inadequacy of the humen mind to co mprehend the

supernatural .and that it must rest in faith:

"Law is God , say some; no God a t all,
says the fool ,

For all we have power to see i s a
straight staff ben t in a pool;

"And the ear of man cannot hear , and
the eye of man cannot see;

But if we could see and hear , t his
Vision--were it no t He?"

In "The Ancient Sa ge" the pr es en t existence i s called the

"phantom-shore" or "shadow-world" • Al s o on several occas ions

Tennyson s pe aks of instances when to him the s piritual seeme d

more true than reality . In l~s. Bradley's diary is found a

record of Tennyson's words in re gard to these expe riences:

"Yes , it is true that there ar e momen t s
when the 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 . De
pend upon it , the Spiritual is the real: it
belongs to one more than the hand and 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 ~ is not an eternal



23

Reality , and that the Spiritual is not the
true and real par t of me ."l

To Frederick Locker -Lampson he said :

"After all , what is matter?"
"I think it is merely t he shadow of something

greater than itself , and which we "poor ,
shortsighted cr -ee tur-ea cannot see . ,,2

AI.though we may concede f rom the evidence g i ven that

Tennys on' s conce ption of God wa s both personal and idealistic ,

yet we must not ne glect to cons "der the pr i n c ipal objection

he found t o this be~ief and ho w he answered it . In it A Memoi r

by His Son" we find the following :

"An Omnipotent Creator Who could make
such a painful world is to me s ome t imes a s
hard to he l i eve in as t o believe in b l i n d
matter behind everything . n3

This then is the reason why he found it difficult to be -

lieve that God is Love . He cou l d not r econcile the mi s ery ,

suffering , sin , and ev en de ath with the t hought of a lov i ng

Creator . Yet he clings to f a ith for he says:

"Yet God ~ love , transcendent , al l 
per vad ing l e do not ge t this faith f rom
Nature or t he wor l d . If we look a t Natur e
alone , f ull of per f e ction and i mperf ection ,
she tells us that God i s disease , mur der ,
and r apine . We ge t this f a ith from our
selves , f r om what is highe st wi t h in us,
which recognises t ha t there is not one
frui t+ess pang , just as there i s not one
l os t good .,,4 " "

The same a ttitude shown i _ h is per s ona l writings i s also

ev i dent in hi s poe t r y . In t he poem "Faith ' he cons iders the

impe rfections and tragedies of nature whi ch do not seem to in-

dicate t he guidance of a divine Hand . Still he is ready to

IHa llam Tennyson , op .cit. Vol . II pp .90
2I b i d . pp . 69
~Ibid . Vol . I pp . 313

Ibid. pp . 314"
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a llay his fears with the thought that God is wiser than man.

So we read :

"Doubt no longer that the 'Hi ghes t is the
wisest and the best ,

Let no t all that saddens Nature blight thy
hope or break thy rest ,

Qua i l not at the fiery mountain , at the
ship-wreck , or the rolling

Thunder , or the rending earthquake , or
the famine , or the pest !"

To find Tennyson's attitude in regard t o human misery and

suf f er i ng we turn to "The Ancient Sage" :

"My son , the world is dark with grief and graves ,
So dark that men cry out against the heavens ."

This is the view of man, but the following lines offer a solu

tion:

"Who knows but that the darkness 1s in man?
The doors of Night may be the ga t e s of Light ;
For wert thou born or blind or deaf , and then
SUddenly heal 'd , how wouldst thou glory in all
The splendors and the voices of the world !
And we , the poor earth's dying race , and yet
No phan t oms ', watching from a phan t om shore
Await the last and l argest sense to make
The phant om walls of this illusion fade ,
And show us tha t the wor l d is whol l y fair ."

What an insp iring answer to an a l l - i mpor t ant ques ti on !

Here Tennyson may we l l vie with any t heologian . In the first

place he attributes the "darkness" to man. The grief and suf-

fe ring is the result of .man ' s transgression of God's law . Yet

God can transform an evil to a good as is shown in t he exampl e

of a blind or deaf individual . en sight and hearing are re -

s.t .or-ed the person may glory the more in their possession . Simi

larly man will manifest greater exultation in eternity for the

poss es si on of those things which were deficient h ere in this

life. At a later date , in "Doubt and Prayer" he admits that i t
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is a result of sin -that we mi s i n t erpr e t the sad experiences

of life and credit the m to "Blind Fate" . Man doe s n ot like to

place upon himself the cause of his m i s fort~~e s but wou l d rather

blame some outside f or ce or even deny t he ex i stence of a loving

Creator .

e may conclude t herefore in re gard to Tennyson ' s view of

God, that he assumes t he ~ oci t i on of the Agnos t i c , namely , t hat

we cannot know, yet he i s wi l l i ng to bel i ev e wher e we canno t

prove. Furthermore he has an idealistic con cept i on of a per 

sonal God de s pite the fact t hat in the f ace of s o mu ch s u f f e r 

ing here on earth s uch a t hing is hard to believe . He feel s ,

however , that 't he darknes s lie s i n man' and he is r ea dy t o "trust

the larger hope" .



CHAPTER IV

THE BELIEF IN FREE WILL

Al though Tennyson may have rendered a great service as a

rel i g ious teacher by leading others back to f aith through t he

analysis of his own struggle yet this service can be only sec

ond ary, be cause there is such vagueness and wavering in hi s

own faith and because we are not ready to accept his version

of d iv ine t ruth . Coming however to the second fundamental

b~lief r ef l ec t ed in his poe t r y , namely , freedom or the belie f

t hat man has a free will , his services are extremely valu

able. A problem that has at all times been the subject of

much d i s cus s i on and speculation i s that of free dom of the

wi ll . In ancient Greece we find Socrat es ponder i ng over

this weighty subject and from .t hen to t he pr e s ent it has

assumed extreme importance in ph i l os ophy . During the a ge

of Tennyson particularly , when there was such marvelous ac 

tiv i t y in the fields of science and ph i los ophy , the qu es t i on

assumed increased impo r t ance . The Darwinian theory , by

contra d i c t i ng the literal interpretat ion of the account of

the creation in the book of Gene sis , ques t i oned divine crea 

t ion and accepted a materialistic view. This together with

the psychological and ph i l os oph i ca l teaching of the age , that

man is not master of his actions , but rather his actions are

a result of the innate nature of man over which he has no con

trol, was extreme ly dangerous to morali ty . Tenpys on made

this not merely a mat t er of reflect ion , but realiz ing t he tre

mendous signif icanc e of this question , champ i oned the caus e

26
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of free will . That this is his pos i t i on is evinced not only

in his poetry but also in gleanings from his pers onal life .

Among his poe t r y we find "The Idylls of t he King" , "De Pro-
. .

f'undis" , "Despair" , " ill II , II rages " , "In emoria m" , "The n-

cient Sage " , "The Promise of ay" , "By an Evol ut i on i s t " , "The

.aking of .an" , and "The Dawn" all either by di r e c t statement

or implication upholding the doctrine of free-will or showing

the results of the use or abuse of free will .

His son records that ,

"Free-will and its relation to t he
meaning of human life and to circums t ance s
wa s latte rly one of his mos t common sub
jects of conversation . Nl

In the same source we find this statement:

"Take away the sense of individual
re spons ib 11 i t~ and men sink into pes s i mi sm
and madnes s . "

In "A Memoi r " it is also recorded :

liThe lines t hat he oftenest r epe ated
about Free -will wer e , ' Thi s ma i n- mi r a c l e
that thou art thou , with power on thine
own act and on the world . ' Then he would
enlarge upon man's conse quent mora l ob 
l i ga t i ons, upon the Law which cl a i ms a
f ree obedience , and upon the purs u i t of
moral per f ec t i on (in imitation30f the Di 
vine)' to wh i ch man is called ."

Hav ing thus e stab l i ~he d Tennyson 's pos i t i on on free will

from ex t erna l evidences we shall now turn to a consideration

of h i s poetry . Since Tennyson during his boyhood was closely

as s oc iated with the Calvinistic creed wi th its doctr ine of

predes tination it ma de him reali ze t he futility of a life in

which t he fr eedom of the will is denied . " ill" per haps states

IHallam Tennyson , op.cit. Vol . I , pp . 316
2Ib i d • pp . 317 3 Ib i d •
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his stand most clearly :

"0, well for him whose will is strong :
He sUffers , but he will not suffe r long ;
He sUffers , but he cannot suffer wr ong .
For him nor moves t he loud wor l d 's r andom mock ,
Nor all Calamity's huges t waves co nfound ,
Who see ms a pr omont or y of rock ,
That , co mpas s 'd round lith turbulent sound ,
In middl e oc ean mee t s the surging shock ,
Tempest-buffeted , citadel-crown'd .

"But ill for h im who , be t t er i ng not wi th t i me ,
Corrupts the str eng t h of he aven-de s cended ill ,
And ever weaker gr ows thro ' a c t ed cr i me ,
Or seeming- genial venial f ault ,
Recurring and suggesting still l
He s eems as one W os e footsteps hal t ,
Toiling in i mmeasurable s and ,
And o 'er a weary sultry land ,
Far beneath a blazing vault ,
Sown in a wrink l e of t he monst r ous h i l l ,
The city sparkl e s like a grain of sa l t . "

The first s tanza c ommends t he one "whos e Y/ill is e t r-ong v ,

the one tho li ll make a sacrifi ce and ev en suf f er f or t he

sake of t ha t which he kn o s i s r i gh t . By cons t ant practice

in overc omin g t ampt a t ions his l i l l be comes so s t r ong t hat i t

may lell be compar ed to a fi rm r oc k which no r aging waves can

overturn . The second s tanza condemns the one ho through r e -

peated submis sion t o t empt a tion pe rmi ts h i s wi l l to gr ow ever

weaker . Hi s pr ogr ess bec omes mor e and mor e difficult , and he

may be compared to s ome one attempting to cros s a hill of sand

where advance become s practi ca l l y i mpos sible . He emphasizes

t he psychological f act that the constant recurrence of an

evil es t ab l i s he s a bad hab i t which only sheer force can over-

come.

In tI a ges tl Tennyson uses only another way of expressing

the same idea when he says :
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"Glory of Virtue , to fight , to struggle ,
t o r i ght the wrong- -

Nay , but she aim 'd not at gl or y , no lover
of glory she;

Give her the gl ory of going on , and still
to be .

The wa ges of sin is death ."

If t he wil l were not free there would be no need li t o

fiigh t ll and "to struggle" since i t wou l d be all in vain.

Agf1 i n , why speak of s in and its punishment if there is no

free will , since sin i s a wilful trans gres s i on of God 's law?

"De.s pair" gives us a very gloomy atmosphere where the

da r kness of human hearts buried in the doc t r i ne of pr edes t ina -

t ian l ea ds husband and wif~ to at tempt . suicide . The woman i s

drowned but the man is r es cu ed. In the poem t he man gi ves

his r ea s ons for attempting t o take his life and the following

is t aken f r om his words :

lIWhat' ~ I shou ld callan that Infinite Love
t ha t has served us s o well?

Infinite cruelty r ather that made ever
las t Lng hell ,

Ma de us , forekne w us , foredoom 'd us ,
and does wha t he wi l l wit h his own;

Better our de ad b r ute mot her who n eve r has
heard us gr ovm . "

Here the au thor cr ies out aga inst fa tal ism , a doc trine.

which denies free wi l l . I t is a per ver ted concept of t he om-

n isc i ence of God . Through His omniscience God knows how we

are goi ng to make us e of our fre e wi l l and t here f ore He kn ows

whether we will be s av ed or lost , but we have no t been pr e -

destined for he aven or hell .

An excellent expression of Tennyson ' s view is found in

the clos i ng lines of "De Profundis" :
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,,-----------who wrought
Not Matter , nor the finite -infinite,
But this main-miracle , that thou art thou,
With 'power on thine own act and on the world ."

I n these words we have a lucid statement of the belief ·

that man is master of his own actions and that he may direct

t hem toward his ovm good and that of the world or toward their

ruin .

Tennyson believed t hat the body of man was des cended from

the animal but not the soul . Therefore he taught that the soul

should rule over the body . This is shown in the poem "By an

Evolutionist" . In t he opening line we hav e-r

"The Lor d let the house of a bru t e t o the
s ou l of a man ."

The second par t of t he poem gives the a rgumen t :·

"rf my body co me from brute s , tho' somewhat
finer than their own,

I am heir , and this my kingdom . Sha l l the
royal voice be mute?

No , but if the rebel sub j ec t s eek to drag
me from the throne ,

Hold the sceptre , Human Sou l , and rule
the province of the brute ."

Although liThe Promise of May " has been cri ticized because

it is too ~idactic, yet we may wel l t urn to it for information

on this poi n t . How well the character Philip Edgar , expresses

the current trend of psychology and the evil influence on

those who imbibe it . These are his words:

"This author , with his charm of simple style
And close dialectic , all but proving man
An automatic series of sensations
Has often numb 'd me into apathy
Against the unpleasant jolts of this rough road
That breaks off short into the abysses--made me
A qUi e t i s t taking all things easily ."

This is an easy way indeed for youth to excuse its indul-
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gence and excess, but Tennyson s hows the evil result s of such

teaching. Af t er five ye ars spen t in self-gratification and

in bringing misery and r u i n to others Edgar soliloquizes:

"I have ranged t he wor l d , and sat
Thro' every sensual course of that f ul l feast
That leaves but emptiness.
Poor Eval 0 my God, if man be only
A wi lly - n i l l y current of sensations-
Reaction needs mus t foll ow revel--y et-
Why fe el remorse, he, kn owing t ha t he must

have
Moved in the iron gr ooves of Destiny?
Remorse then is a par t of Destiny,
Nature a liar, mak i ng us fe el guilty
Of her own faults."

The first three lines. are an admi ss i on t hat no true and

lasting happiness can co me f r om ~ seeking of earthl y pl easure s .

What follows is r eal l y a conv incing argument in f avor of free-

dom of the will. We a ll rea dily admit t ha t some one gUi l t y

of crime is likely a t some time or other to feel re morse for

what he has done , but r emorse i s di s t r es s excited by gu ilt,

and we mus t therefore conclude t ha t the pe r petrator of t he

deed mus t in some measure f eel h imse lf t o be r e s pons i ble or

else there could be no r emors e.

Since Tennyson was i n close con t ac t wi t h the wor l d , he

knew in wha t way s man mos t fre quently misus es h i s f reedom

and wh i ch viola t ions a r e . the mos t detrimental to t he indi-

vidual and to society. I n the foll owing pages we shall en-

deavor to show certain poi n t s i n whi ch t he au t hor tr.ied to i n-

fluence his readers 'toward righteous actions. At times as i n

"The Promise of May " t h i s was d one by di r ec t pr e cept , bu t more

often through pleas ing t a l e s or ter s e statements wh ich i m-

print themselves indelibly u pon the mi nds of t he readers.
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As a means of obtaining ~rue and lasting ~appiness our

poe t points pa~ticularly to the d~ing of one 's duty and fol 

l owing the d ictates of conscience . I n "Oenone" we find this

so be aut ifu l l y expressed :

"Self -reverence , se lf-knowledge , self-control ,
These three alone lead life to sovere i gn power ,
Yet not for power (power of herself
' ou l d come uncall 'd for) but to live by l aw,
Ac t i ng the law we live by wi t hout f ear ;
And , because right i s right , to follow right
l er e wi s dom in the scorn of conse que nce ."

lell might the flaming youth of to -day t ake the fir s t

t wo lines of the above quot a t i on fo r their mot to . "Self-

r ev eren ce "--r e s pe c t for s elf , because the body is the "temple

of t he Holy Ghost" , and because of man 's e t erna l des t iny - 

wi l l put an end to sins of exces s and s elf- indulgence ; "self-

knowledge" - - a recognition and a dmission of one 's faults and

weaknesses-- will pr ev ent a needless exposing t o dangerou s

occa s i ons of s in ; and "self-control"- -the exercising of t he

f r eedom of t he wil l in t he ri ght dire ct ion--will deve l op go od

hab i t s and ga i n mas t er y over tempta t ions . Th es e three , there-

f ore , will lead to "s overe i gn power "- -power ove r one ' s self

in every crIsis and p ower to exert i nf l uence over others .

"The Palace of Ar t " represents an artis t who bui l ds a

pal a ce embodying a l l the ar t s and wi s dom of the world in beau-

tiful symbo l i s m, but he realizes t hat it i s all in vain since

he , has excluded love and service of humanity . So he leaves

his pri de or his castle and descends to the lowly cotta ge to

serve his fellowmen. The picture may also be t aken to repre-

sent a s oul that in its pride and selfishness excludes itself
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from the love and serv ice of others , but through dreadful

pa:n is led to repentance , descends from its ar r ogance , and

stoops to charity . The s ou l is heard to cry :

"------- -1 am on f ire within .
There comes no murmur of reply .
What is it that wi l l take away my s in ,
And save me lest I die?"

A l it t l e l a t er she finds a solut ion:

" ' Make me a cottage in t he vale,' s he said ,
' Wher e I may mourn and pray ' ."

Thus by living by the wayside where she may serve others

i n humi~ity and charity she finds sal va t i on .

I n "Lady Clara Vere De Vere" we find the short bu t not

easily forgotten counsel :

" 'Tis only noble to be good .
Kind he arts ar e mor e than coronets~

And simple f aith than Norman blood ."

The last s tanza is an inv itation to Lady Clara, but in

re nlity to al l the wealthy to help the poor and the orphans in

t he ir need and distress . A similar at t itude is shown in t he

poem "To the Rev . F . D. Maur i ce " where Tennyson designates a s

t he most proper topic of conversation:

"How best to help the slender store ,
How mend the dwellings , of the poor ,
How gain in life , a s l ife a dvances ,
Valor and charity more and more ."

Char i t y is viewed from another angle i n "The Captain" .

It shows the sad conse quences of uncharitablenes s . It opens

with the Vlords :

"He that only rules by terror
Doeth gr i ev ou s wr ong , ·
Deep as hell I count his error ."

The poem then tells of the horrible fate of the captain
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who mistreated his crew . Vfuen they neared the ship of the
- - _.

enemy th~y refused to fire a gun and both captain an d crew

pe rished .

Upon the death of the Duke of Wellington Tennyson wrote

an ode in wh i ch we find the tribute :

"Who never spoke against a foe ."

"Sea Dreams" relates a tale in which a city clerk is de -

ceived by a rogue and invests a l l his savings in a "supposed"

mine . When the clerk discovered the deception he cried out

against him in his anger , bu t his wife interposed :

"\Vas he so bound , poor soul?-------
So are we all; but do not call him, love ,
ffefore you prove him , rogue , and proved , for give .
His gain is loss ; for he that wrongs his friend
Wrongs himself more , and ever bears about
A si]ent court of justice in his breast ,
Himself the judge and jury , and himself °

The pr i s on er at the bar , ever condemn 'd .
And that drags down his life ; then comes

what comes
Hereafter . II

This gives us not only a lesson of love toward our enemies

and a willingness to forgive , but also the misery of one ~ho

has wronged his neighbor . The reference to the court of justice

is pa r ticularly impressive and appropriate . Nor does the author

ne glect to tell us that after all the suffer ing and mental agony

her e in this life there will also be a r e t r i bu t i on in the next

wor Ld ;

For a final example of charity as taught by Tennyson we
t urn to "Enoch Arden" . ' Here we note particularly the s pirit of

s a cr i f i ce on the part of Enoch . We read the prayer :

"Save them f rom this , whatever comes to me ."
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Enoch then leaves f or a d i s t an t l and for t he sake of hi s

wife and children . After a number of years s pen t u pon a lone -

l y i sland as a ship-wrecked sailor he returns to find her mar -

r ied to another . He does not wish to destr oy her happiness

and s o prays :

" 0 God Almighty , blessed Saviour , Thou
That didst uphold me on my l onely is l e ,
Uphold me , Father , in my l onelines s

little longer l aid me , g i v e me s t r eng t h
Not to t ell he r , never to let he r know. "

From these lessons of charity we shall n ow turn to Tenny-

s on 's treatment of love and woman . Pr obab l y t he best means

of jUdging the character of the mind and the qua l i ty of geni us

of an author is through a s t udy of h is treatment of this sub -

ject . Love has always been an ins p irat ion for poe t r y and it

is i n writing love -poetry that we find many poe ts a t their

best . Wordsworth , Burns , and even Arno ld have wr i t t en we l l on

t his theme , and Tennyson is no ex ce ption . Tennyson's l ove

poems are mor e like those of ords worth than of Burns ; Wor ds -

wor th , however , allows Natur e t o ov er s ha dow love , while Tenny-

son is not neglectful of nature ye t woman has at le ast as pr om-

inent a place as nature . The manner i n whi ch t he various poe t s

trea t woman may easily be trace d to the s ur r oundi ngs of t heir

ch i ldhood . I n Byron we see t races of an evil her itage j in

She l l ey , theories of free -love j in Burns , the effects of asso-

cia tion wi th the ccarser e l ement of societY j but in Tennyson

an atmos phere of pur i t y and refinement . How we l l hi s poems

reflec t the pea ce f u l , loving , ,and dev ot i ona l atmosphere of

his own home wher e h i s affectionate and vigilant mot her was
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ever busy administering to her beloved ones , moderate an d re 

s tra ined i n joy , pa t i en t and resi gned in s or r ow and adversity .

When we are acquainted wi t h his sur roundings it is not di f f i -

cult to unde r stand how he per s ever ed in a blame l ess life , ex

ercised s uc h v i~ilance over himse lf , and had such a respectful

attitude towar d woman. He chose as his model for womanhood

his own mothe r . I n many of his poems he has p i c t ur ed woman

but a lways with the s ame delicacy and charm whi ch i s so al -

luring. He becomes passionate in his descriptions , but neve r

~eyond t he bounds of propriety and purity . I n several of his

poems we have por t rayed in the char a c t e r s, his own mother .

The poem entitled "Isabel" reveals hi s mot her as follows :

"Eyes not down-dropt nor over -bright , but fed
Wi t h the clear - pointed flame of chastity ,
Cl ear , without heat , undying , tended by
Pure vestal thoughts in the translucent f ane
Of her still s pirit ; locks not wi de - d i spr ead ,
Ma donna -wi s e on either s ide her he ad ;
Sweet l i ps wher e on pe rpe t ua l l y di d reign
The summer calm of gol den charity ."

Perhaps even a mor e accurate p i c t ur e is found in "The
Prince s s ":

"Not learned , save in grac i ous household ways ,
Not perfect , nay , but full of tender wan t s ,
No Ange l , but a dearer being , all dipt
In Angel i nstincts , breathing Paradise - -----
-- - - - -- --- - - ·- - Ha ppy he .
With such a mother ! f a i t h in womankind
Beats with his blood , and t ho' he t rip and fall
He shall no t bl i nd his soul with clay ."

From t h i s we ge t a vis ion of a r ather timid , gentle and

delicate woman with the breath of sanctity ever about her .

Mr . Hor ton produces a letter \rr i t t en by ~~s . Tennyson to her

son at the time of the pub l i ca t i on of the "Idyl ls" .l In i t she

lRobert F . Horton , "Al fr ed Tennyson- -A Saintly Li f e ".
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says that she has cons tantly ~ray e d t ha t he might direc t his

talents toward t he s ervice of God by i mpr es s i ng " the pr e cept s

of His Holy Word on the minds of others ". She is delighted

to see that he has done so and fe els that he is of the same

opinion s ince his writ ings prove that he is . \Vho can estimate

the influence of such a solici tous and i n t e r es t ed mother on

the life and works of her s on ?

Having f ound the source of Tennyson 's inspiration we may

no w consider a few points on his method of treating love . In

the f i rst place we note its outstanding pur i t y . We ar e shown

t he l ove of a brave kpight rather than that of a pr of l i ga t e ,

sp i ritual pas s i on rather than earthly . Very r arely does he

menti on the f leshly side of love . I n one of his earlie r poems

"The Sisters" we do find it , but this is because he is trying

to imitate the ballad style . However he adds the terrible con-

demna t ion:

"She died : she went to burning flame ,
She mixed her ancient blood with shame ."

He metes out the direst punishments upon anyone who dares

to de se cr a te or prove unfaithful to human love . "The Prom i se

of May" whi ch has a lready been mentioned was written particu-

larly as a warning to those who lightly regard this matter .

Edgar in try i ng t o defend his pr of l i ga cy says :

,,- - - - - - -i f you wil l bind love to one f orever ,
Al tho ' at first he t ake h is bonds for f lowers ,
As years ~ on , he feels them pr es s upon him ,
ffegins t o f lut t er in t hem, and at las t
ffr eaks t hr o ' them, and so flies away for ever ;
Vfu i l e , had y ou left him free use of his wings ,
Vfuo knows that he had ever dream 'd of flying ?"

Then f ollows Eva 's answer or the truly Christian v iew :



38

-"Bu t a l l t hat s ounds s o wicked and s o strange ;
ITi l 1 death us part l- - t h os e are the only words ,
The true ones --nay , and those not t rue eno ugh ,
For t he y that l ove do not believe that death
Wi l l par t them."

The evil conse quenc es of such a doctr i ne ar e shown by the

death of Eva , the wr ecking of t he happ iness of her sister Dora ,

the sicknes s of the f a t her , and the miserable condition of the

gu i l ty one.

The baser side of love is a lso port rayed in the unlawful

love of GUinevere , but the author shows the spiritual side

r a t her t han the fleshly side . Her sin i s the cause of the

downfal l of the gr ea t . kingd om of chivalry which Arthur had

erecte d . We see the re fore , that Tennyson dwells rat he r upon

the s p ir i t ua l and moral conse quences and the s e l f i s hnes s of

the guilty one , than on the sin itse lf . At the same time we

note a de licacy and reverence in his attitude . This regard

for womanhood and its entire sincerity is characteristic of

all his work . A gr ea t number of h i s poems describe women and

a surprisingly l arge number be ar the name of a woman as their

ti t Le , Compar i n g the women of Tennyson with t hose of ot her

poe t s we note a marked difference . en we cons ider Shakes -

pea r e , for whom we have the gr eat es t respect , we can hardly

admire h is female characters . Some of the m are p i c t ur ed as

mons te rs of v i ce and cruelty , as fo r exampl e, Lady Macbe th .

Byron gav e us women who we re weak and foolish and pos s es s ed

no strength of charac t er . That Tennys on 's t reatment of women

was i n marke d cont rast t o t hat of most authors i s c l ear ly

shown in the atti tude of Bulwer Lytton who in mocker y ca l l s
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Tennyson "school-mi s s Al f red " . The cur r ent 0 i n ion was t o

re gard t hi s a t t i t ude as a weaknes s in Tenny s on , but it in

reality showe d h i s nob i lit y of ~ i r i t . It was t he on tcome of

his early training , the inf l uence of his mother , and h is o m

puri t y ,

Parallel with rev erence for womanhoo d Tenny son a ls o t ea ch -

es the sanctity of mar r iage and the e vard of fai thfu lneDs of

man and wife . Such a le sson was pa r t i cular ly nee ded in t h is

a ge when divorces beca me mor e and mor e fr e quent . Hi s s tand is

wel l summed up Ln the teachings of t Le anci en t Church , "Whom

God hath joined t oge t her , let no man pu t asunder ." "Sea Dreams"

gi ves us a be autif ul pictur e of mutual l ove and f i de l i t y of

husband and wife . "Enoch Ar den " and " Queen lay " p i c t ur e t he

t ragic side . In "Idylls of the King" we have a gl i mps e of

what might be done if Ar thur and Gui n ivere were loyal :

"Then migh t we live together as one l ife ,
And reigning wi th one wi l l i n ev e ryth i ng
Have power on t h is dark l and to lighten i t ,
And power on this dead wor l d t o make it live ."

Al though Tennyson ha s gi ven woman t he pr op er reverence

and respeqt y e t he does not pl a ce her up on an e ual wi t h man

in inte l l ectual and bus i nes s abi l ity . This is the r egula

nineteenth century view ~ OUr author wou l d no doub t be gr eat -

ly as ton i s hed if he could view the importance which woman has

as sumed in the intellectual and bus i ness ~rld of to-day . Ye t

we must admit that his att itude wou l d hav e pr ov i de d thi s woman-

hood , which he has so de licately de p i c t ed , wi th a much better

safeguard t han she finds in her pr es en t pos i ti on . This a rgu-
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ment on the intellectual status of woman is sk i l f u l l y de -

l "ne a t ed at gr eat length in "The Prince s s " . Becaus e of h i s

r ev er en ce for woman he places certa ':':. r estri ctions and limi t a -

tions upon he r . He does not wi s h her power to be uselessly

expended in social activities . Her s phere is the home where

s he rna - illuminate the family circle with her gentl e rays .

ould that the twentieth ce ntury woman migh t imb i b e a little

of Tenny s on' s sound reasoning .

"Th e Princess" de als with a gr oup of women who atte mpt

to l i ve entirely wi t hdrawn from ~en and to direc t all their

efforts toward i ntel·l e c t ual pursuits . In sp i te of t heir ad -

mirable endeavors they are made to r eali ze t ha t s uch a cours e

cannot' surv ive . They a re force d t o admit that ,

lt The woman 's cause i s man 's : they rise or sink
Together , dwar f ed or god l ike , bond or f r ee . "

The conclus ion aga in g ives us Tennyson 's posi ti on in re-

gard to woman and her place i n l i fe:

"For woman is not undev elopt man
But diverse : could we make he r as the man
Sweet Love wer e s la i n : his dear es t bond is t h i s ,
Not like to like , but l i ke in dif fe rence .
Yet in t he long years l i ker must t hey gr ow;
'The man be mor e of woman , she of man ;
He gain in sweet ness and in moral height ,
Nor l ose t he wr es t l i ng t he ws t ha t t hrow t he world ;
She mental breadth , nor f ail in childwar d care ,
Nor lose t he childlike in the l arger mind :
Till at the last s he set herself to man
Like per f e c t mus i c unto noble words ;
And so these t wain , up on t he s kirt s of TirlJe ,
Si t side by side , full -summed in a l l their powers ,
Dispensing harve s t , s owIng the To- be ."

We may t here fore conclude that it would be di f f icult to

overes t i ma t e Tenny son 's service t o society by hi s r epe ated em

phas i s on pur i t y and chas tity . Nev er has the contrary vice
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been mentioned by h i m exce pt wi t h l oath i n g and hatre d . I t is

a reflect i on of h is own ers onal l ife a nd at titude . ell

might he hav e s aid these words of hims e lf :

"My s t r en gt h is a s t h e str ength of t en ,
Bec ause my he a r t is pu r e . "

Having po in t ed ou t t he evidences of the doc t r i ne of fre e -

will in Tennyson' s poe t ry and having made pr e cur s ory gl ance s

a t various poems of "h i s in wh i ch t h is doctrine via s manifes t e d ,

we shal l n ow conside r in a more de t ailed manner what may per -

haps be conside red his outstancint::; moral pr odu c ti on , "The Idylls

of the King" . I n t hi s the author aims to show t he r u i n ous con-

s e~uenc e s of bre aking t he div ine order . He h imse lf has cal l ed

i t li t he dr eam of man c oming i nt o prac ti ca l l i f e , and ruined by

one s in " . The " kn i ht s of King Ar t hur bind the mselve s lito rov -

erence t he ir conscience as t heir king" , and yet through an

evil exampl e t he cour t is co r r up t ed until only t hre e or f our

of Arthur 's knights are l e f t ~ta1nt e d .

Var iou s inter reta t i ons h ave b een iven t o t he s e "Idy l l s " ,

bu t we mu s t f i r s t consider t he mean ing of t h e poe t himse lf b e -

fo r e we can jUdge . He says in the "Ded i ca t i on to t h e Que en " :

"----------Ac ce pt this old impe r fe c t t ale
New- old and shadowi ng Sense a t war with SOUl ,
Ra the r than that gray k ing , whos e name , a gh os t
Streams like a c loud , man- s _aped , f r om mountain -

peak ,
And cleave s t o ca irn and cromlech st i l l : or him
Of Geoffr ey 's book , or him of !a l le or ' ~ one
Tou ch ed by the adu l t e r ou s fi nger of a t ime
Tha t h ov er 'd be twe en war and want onne s s ,
And c r-owm.ng and dethronements ."

Here t he author c l aims its purpos e to be mor a l r a t her t han

histor"ical . e must t ake him a t his word tha t it s hado 1s
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"Sense at war \ri. t h Soul" . Ma ny critics from this try to pl a ce

an entire allegorical interpretation upon the poem. Person-
I 2

ally , I prefer the attitude of Van Qyke and Boas who find

it impossible to inter pret the s tory as a pure a Ile or y , but

prefer to consider it a pa rab l e . An a l l egory i s a story in

which the characters a r e not really men and women but virtues

and vices under the disgu is e of human beings . The reader is

definitely made t o f ee l t hat t hi s charac t er i s n ot r eally a

knight but Coura ge or Tempe r ance , and that f air l a dy is not a

human be i ng but Purity or Faith ~ Such a pres entation immed i -

ately makes us di s i n t er ested . But if ins tead we have rea l men

and women who in their behav i or clearly portray certa in virtue s

we r etain a f ar gr eat e r i nterest i n the narrativ e . In "The

Idylls of the King" t he characte rs are r eal , they are flesh

and blood , and afte r this f a c t has been established no matte r

how many all egorical f i gures and pa ssages a ppear t he story is

no longer an a llegory but a par ab l e wh ich has a s econdary

moral or spi r i tual signi fi cance .

The "Idylls" have i nde e d a gr eat number of alle gorical

figures . Knowl es states that Tenny s on said to him :

"By King Arthur I a lways mean t t he sou l ,
and by t he Round Table the pass i ons and ca- ··
pacit ie s of a man. - -There is no gran~e r sub
Ject in t he wor l d than Ki ng Arthur . "

The Lady of the Lake, re pres ent i ng Rel i gion, gi v es to the

King his s word Excal i bur , which may be looked upon e ither as

the spiritual we a pon wi t h wh i ch t he s ou l fi ghts t empt a t i on ,

or else the temporal power of the church. e find the follow-

~Ffenry Van Qyke , "Studies in Tennyson", pp . 277 .
F . S . Boas , "Idylls of 3the King in 1921" . Nine t.eenth

Century 90 : JUly-De c . 1921. Ibid .
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"-----------All her dress
Wept from her sides , as water fl owing a way :
But , l i ke the cross , her gr ea t and goodl y arms
Stretch 'd under all the cornice , and upheld :
And dr ops of wa t er fell f rom ei t h er hand :
And do,m from one a s word was hW1g , from one
A cens er , ei~her worn wi th wi nd and s torm ;
And oler her br eas t fioated the sacred fish ;
------ - ·- - - - -·· - - and ov er a l l ,
Hi gh on t he top , wer e those t hree Queens , the

friends
Of Ar t hur , who should help him a t his need . "

This is a p i c tur e of the power of R-ligion i n elevat ing

socie t y , sustaining and upholding it by the power or me rits

of t he cros s . The sword is a symbol of justi ce and the cen-

ser of adoration . The drops of waterialling from her hands

a r e t he wa ters of bapti sm and the f ish is an anc i en t figure

used fo r t he name of Christ . The three Queens ar e Faith ,

Hope , and Charity who a re t here to help Ar thu r i n his strug

gles . This is a beauti fu l r epresentat ion i nde ed , bu t these

a llegorical fi gures t ake very l i tt l e par t in t he a c tual l ife

of the King until we f ind t hem a t the end i n t he biack barge

wh i ch carries him away .

A similar fi gure i s found in liThe Holy Gr a il " wher e t h e

t empt a t i ons of Percivale ar e described . Firs t there i s a

t empt a t i on a gainst te mperance under the form of an orchard

fille d with frUit , then against chastity by the woman sitting

a t the cot t a ge door , then against an ordinate desire of gain

under t he figure of a knight decked wi th jewels , and t hen

aga ins t humi l i t y by shouts of applause .

Another instance app ears in "Gareth and Lyne t te " in the

carving of f i v e ar med figures on the rock . But they ar e cer-

43
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ta i n ly something very distinct and different from the gay ,

a ctive figures , Gareth and Lynette , riding through t he forest .

These t hen are allegori cal f ragments , bu t something qUi t e dis 

tinct from the r eal characters of the s tory . To try t o inte r 

pr e t t he entire story' as an allegory would only reso lve into

fa ilure. Van Dyke states the case thus :

"Suppose you say that Arthur is the Con
s ci ence , and Guinevere is the Flesh , and Mer 
lin is the Intellect ; then pray wha t i s Lance 
lot , and what is Geraint , and what is Vivien?
What busines s has the Conscience to f all ' in
l ove with the Flesh? What a t t r a c t i on ha s
Vivi en fo r the Intellect wi t hou t any passions ?
If Mer l i n is not a man , I Que diable allai t -il
f a i r e dans cette gal6re?1 The whole affair
becomes absur~ , unreal , i ncomprehensible , un
interesting ."

When however we have a s tory of men OO1d ·women real and

life-like , we become interested and ea gerly fol l ow t heir course

through the narrative . No matter then how i mportant and out -

standing t he moral may be its empha sis i s only secondary . The

cha r a c t er s of t he story ar e the r eal sUbstance , and t he alle-

foric a l pr es en ta t i ons are mer e ly r eflec tions . We hav e , there-

f or e , in liThe Idylls of t he King" , a t ale. ·or parab l e wi th the

purpose of ,p i c t ur i ng "Sens e at war wi t h Soul" . Wi th thi s in-

ten t i on in mi nd we sha l ;L consider t he "Idylls" .

King Ar t hur i s supposed to be t he ideal man i n wh om the

s piri t has conquered sense and he hol ds und ispu t ed s way . His

great task i s to create ab ou t him a kingdom i n whi ch the sub-

jec t s make his nob le pr i nc ip l e s and ide a ls their own. In this

great t a s k the pr i nc i pa l enemi es ar e the evil pas s i on s in the

hear ts of his sub jec ts . Thy co mbat , however , is not mer e l y a

IHenry Van Dyke , "Studies i n Tennyson" , pp . 283-4 .
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s piritual and inte r na l one , but it becomes ,an i fes t i t e

s t r ug l e bet leen t h e evil a nd t he ood .

In "Th e Comi n g of Ar t hur" doub t ca sts a s us ic i on as t o

whe the r Arthur i s a t r u e k ing . On t h e other si de ve have f ai t h

re presen t e d i n t hose ~ho s t a n d b y King Arthur . Leod ogr an , t he

f ather of Gu inev ere i s wav erin g , not kno ing ~hich s ide to be 

lieve . Fina l l y , h e h a s a dre am i hich Arthur stands out i n

heaven as cr owne d . So f aith con u ers , and Gu inev e r e is g i v en

tQ Ar thu r as h i s wife . Thu s t he r i ght of Ar t h u r to the t hrone

i s establ ished , and Ar t hur is r e a dy to b e i n h i s r e a t task .

Then we hav e "Gareth and Lyne t t e" . This conflict c ente rs

a round hi gh a mb i t i on a nd f al se pr i d e . ~ette c omes to a s k

fo r he lp fro m Kin rthur and is g i v e n Gareth wh o i s t h ou ght

t o c ome fr om t he l o we r r anks , bu t i s wi l l ing t o f i ght h is way

u pward so t hat he may a t l a s t be r a nke d among t h e nob l e kn i ghts

of the Round Table . Lyn e t t e , coming fr om t h e u pper cla s s , in

her pr i de s c orns and d esp i s es him and c a lls h im "Sir Ki t chen

knave " and "Sir cu Ll t ori '" , He , h owev e r , undaunted fi h ts h e r

bat les successfully , a n d at _a s t mak e s h e r s e e tha t t rue

kn i ghthood is determined not by the n a me bu t y the de e d .

As ye t all s eems to be wel l i n Ar t hu r 's court , bu t in

lt Gera int and. En i d " trouble a ppe a r s . i s pers of t he l ov e b e -

t e en Lancelot and Gu i n eve re a r e a b r oa d an d a re b e g inn i n g to

taint the rest of the c our t . As a r esult Gera int in his j e a l 

ousy becomes sus icious of h i s own wi f e Eni d and so ve have

a conf l ict of jealou s y aga i n s t l e a l t . He make s h er r i de be 

f or e hi and t hey ass t roug many d gers an d a dv ent u r es un-
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til her l oyal t y f inally conquers and we a ga i n have a victory

of the s oul over sense .

In "Ba l i n and Balan" more hostile influences a ppe ar . The

old king at t he tributary court of Pella m is becomin g a rival

of King Ar t hur . Balin and Balan a r e two brothers . Balin is

s trong , i mpuls ive , and unable to control himself . Balan has

mastered his pa s s i ons and displays gr eat self-control . Through

t he dece i t of Vivien they become engaged in a s t r uggl e and we

have a confl i c t betwe en force lli1der the control of soul and

forc e under the control of sense . Both are mor tally wounded

but we ·s e e the true victory in t heir l ast words . Balin said "

"Goodn i ght: for we shall never bid aga i n
Goodmorrow--Dark ·my doo m was here , and dark
It will be there . "

But his brother replied :

"Goodn i ght, true br ot her here : goodmor r ow t here:"

In the above , ap parently sense conquers, bu t in r eal ity it

is the soul . In "Merl i n and Vi vien " s ens e is v ictor ious . The

old magician por t ray i ng intelligence is ensnared by the cunning

of Vivien.

"Lancelot and Elaine" shows t he conflict between pur i t y

and pa~sion . The maid of As t olat , pur e as a lily , stands in

s t r iking c ont r a s t to Vivien . Elaine 's pur i t y g i v es charm , grace ,

and simplicity to a l l her actions . She gi v es he r l ove to Lance -

lot, who i s noble but unworthy of he r . Lance l ot s tands between

t wo loves, that of Guinevere and that of Elaine . His gUi l t y

pa s si on c onquers and he turns to Guinevere.

The c onf l ic t in "The Holy Grail" is be t weeri superstition

and t r ue f ai t h. The kni gh t s who make · on l y a materia l , external



4 7

ques t for the Holy Gr a i l are-uns uccess fu l , but t ho s e who s eek

it wi t h i n thems elve s t hrough the prac tice of pur i t y and con

qu es t of self are suc cessful . Am ong t h i s number we find Gala

had a nd Percivale, Bars and re pentant Lancelot.

In "Pe llas and Ettarre" we hav e another victory on the

side of sense . Pelleas like Elaine is good and pur e i n s pite

of t he ev i l s about him. He sees only the go od and noble ideals

of earl i e r days . He loves Ettarre but she despises him and

Gawain betray s h im. Pe l leas r ushe s madly forth conquered by

t he t reachery and wi ckednes s of t hose ab ou t him .

The real hero of " The Last Tournament " i s the fool. He

kn ows that Gu~nevere is f alse t o the k ing and that the kni ghts

a re disloyal • . He is awar e of all t he danger that i s threaten-

ing yet he is r esolved to cl ing to the King unto t he bit ter

end . On the other hand we have Sir Tristram , an ab solute con-

t rast to the fool and a t yp i cal r epresentative of the i nfidel-
,

i t y, treachery , and wi ckedness of t he c ourt . Af t e r winning

the prize i n the "Tournament of t he Dea d I nnocence" he ·is

murdere d . IVhen Ar thur r eturns h ome Gu inevere ha s disappear ed

and only the fool i s there to gr ee t h im . A fool , ye s , bu t

a ls o a soul f a i t h f u l to the end .

The Idyll "Gu i never e " gives t he confl ict between Guinevere

who has cons ented to s inful l ove and King Ar t hu r t he mode l of

pe rfection , who for give s h i s wi f e a l t hough s he has been the

cause of t h e ruin of his kingdom , bu t he leaves her in a con-

vent to do penance f or the r ema i nder of her days .

I n " The Pa ssing of Arthur" we see the de ath of the k ing

wi th his k i ngdo m ab ou t h i m in r u i ns. King Ar t hur , ho wever ,
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comes out a s v ictor since he confidently looks forward to a

blessed eternity wher e he may reap t he reward of hi s toils .

I n him the soul has triumphed over sens e .

The gr ea t e s t defe c t in the poem is no doub t t he ab s ol ut e

perfection of King Ar t hur i f we c onsider him as a human being .

He is so per fe c t that he is no loger hu man. If he i s suppos 

ed to have con uered sense completely be f or e t he opening of

t he story , then , realizing his ovm s t r uggl e s , we wou l d expect

h im t o have compassion on others when confronted wi t h tempt a -

t i on . I t i s surpr is ing a ls o , tha t he d oes not for a momen t

consi der that he may ·i n a way be res ponsible for Gu inev er e 's

f a ll through h is i ndifference and negl ect . He s i mp l y re gards

him self a s incapable of co mmit t i ng a f ault . Howev er , we a r e

qu i t e wi l ling to overlook t hi s de f e c t i n v i ew of the fac t

that he has succes s f u l l y depicted t he gr ea t t r u ths of life .

At the very f ounda t ion we have t he great mor a l truth

that sin i s the or i gin of a ll ev i l , h ence , unti l it is over -

co me, we need have no hopes f or a per f e c t socie ty . te a r e

also shown that t he mor e exa l ted t he pos i t i on of an indiv i dual

the gr eater his r es pons i b i l i t y and the more d is asterous the

cons e quences of his sin . Side by side wi th this truth we have

the teach i ng that man has power to resist thes e evil i mpulses

t hrough the exercise of his will or the powers of his soul .
f

By so doing he no t only Saves his own soul , but he lps ot hers

on the pa th of r i ghte ous ne s s . Love forms the basis of the

story, but Tenn yson shows parti cularly that it must be kep t

wi t h i n bounds . Fi nally through Guineve re he shows tha t fa i th
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may triumph ov e ~ sin , and forgivene~9 be obt a i ned t hr ough

t rue r epen t anc e . We may, t he r efor e , cons i der "The I dyl l s of

t he King ll as pract ically a summary of Tennyson 's teaching i n

r egard to freedom of the wi l l .

Neverthele s s we wish to stre s s t he f ac t tha t a l though

Tennyson upheld a high mor a l s tanda rd an d a dv oc ated se lf -c on -

t r ol , yet he had no sympathY for as cetic ism. Li ke ot her

authors of h is day he speaks of ,

" - - - - - - - f a t monks , beer i ng pr i est s , b luf f
Har r y s and iron- worded Luthers ."l

He is extremely ant agon i s t i c in h i s treatmen t of Ph i l i p and

Mary , the leading Catholics of t he t i me . On the othe r hand

he makes Cranmer a conscientious Chr i stian . Fallen Guinevere

is made to s ay to the Sis t er s :

II S0 let me b e a nun l i ke y ou . "

Then she soon be c omes a nun and ab be ss . Such t hings ar e ex-

tremely offensive t o t he Ca t hol ic mind . I n spite of thi s

attitude he s ays ,

II -- - - - - - pr e t t y things ab out the "Heavenly
Bride groom" , the "Cruc ifix tl , the tlBlood
of God ll , the tlBl e s s e d Sacr ament " , the

II Maid- mother tl , the "Ahge l s " , t he "Saints" ,
the "Conf es s i on and f orgiv ene s s of sin",
Mar t yr dom, too , and chastity and mor t i f i 
cation , and other gr andeurs characteris
tically ~ntholic ar e treat ed wi t h de ce nt rev
erence . " ·

We wi ll t ake j ust one poem, "Saint Simeon Stylites " , for

an example . Here he holds up to ridicule t he severe penan ces

performed by Saint Simeon in par t icu lar , but by a l l a s ce t i cs'

in general . The p i c t ur e we ge t of st . Si me on f r om his poem

lGeor ge Lee C. S . Sp . , "Tennys on ' s Reli gion"i American
Ca t hol i c Quarterly , 'XX:V , Jan . 1900, pp . 119-32 . ··· I1:)!i d .



i s t hat o f a ve ry pr ou d overb e ar i n g man who p e rf orms hj.s

p e na n c e s for pu b l i c prai s e a n d admiration . How d ifferent

this i s f r om t he real sa int wh om we h av e l e arned t o l ove

an d r everen c e a l though we da re no t i mi t a t e .
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CHAPTER V

THE BELIEF IN I1n~ORTALITY

The third r eligious be l ie f upheld by Tennyson , name ly ,

the i mmortality of t he s ou l , links very cl ose ly to what has

a l r eady been s aid on the be li ef i n God. The qu otat ions given

to expres s h i s doubt and the reas ons for his be l ief mi gh t

just as we l l app l y her e . Once accepting t h e , be l i e f in God ,

the belief in everlasting life be co mes merely a coroll ary of

the former . We wish , howeve r , to cons ider now t he various

sta ges in Tennyson ' s 'rel i gious belief . Sneath di st i ngu i s he s

four periods t hat may be definitely recognized . l The firs t

is a peri od of· trus t i ng un criti cal belief with undisturbed

confidenc e in God . The se co nd per i od be gins a t the time he

experiences t he "f i r s t rude shocks of doub t " . The third c on-

sis ts of a pa instaking inqu i ry and s t udy of t he gr ounds of

belief in the light of s c i ence and phil os ophy . The fourth

per iod r ef l e c t s an atti t ude of compar a t i v e l y un dis turbed r e-

pos e in the bel i ef of immor tali ty .

The first per i od coincides wi th ~he time he s pent wi t h

his par en ts under t he i n f l u ence of t he f a ith pr ofe s s ed by

his father . Here there is no tinge of doubt , but only f i r m

t rus t i n God and hopes of i mmortality . Who can doubt t he

f a i t h ex pressed i n "Why Should We Weep for Those Who Di e ?"

"The s ou l , t he eterna l soul must reign
In wor lds dev oid of pa i n and s t r i f e ;
Then why should mortal man compla in
Of death , wh i ch leads to happie r life ?"

lEo Her s hey Snea th , "The Mi nd of Tennyson" ,' pp . 111
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In t he poem "Remorse" also written during this period ,

we see the ot her side of the picture , name l y , what awai t s him

who has v i olat ed God 's l aw and spent hi s life i n sin .

"--- -- - -- f or we l l
I know the pa ng s tha t r a ck me now
Ar e trifl es , to t he endles s hell
That wai ts me , when my bur n ing brow
And my wr ung eyes s hal l hope in vain
For one s mall drop to cool t he pain ,
The fury of that madd 'ning flame
That t hen shall sc orch my wr i t h i ng f ram e J"

"How shal l I brook t o he ar each crime ,
Her e vei l ' d by s ecre cy and time ,
Read ou t f rom th ine eternal book ?
How shall I stand before t hy thr one ,
While earth shall l i ke a furnace burn ?
How shal l I be ar the with ' r ing look
Of men and ange ls , who wi l l turn
Their dreadful gaze on me a l one ?"

This vividly por t r ays the pun i s hmen t a wai ting t he wi cked- -

pun i s hment s which no misery or suffering here on earth can

equal . It a cknowl edges the be lief in a jUdgment where a ll t he

deeds vi I I s tand r eve aled a s in an open book . These t wo poems ,

t her e f or e, clearly show Tennyson ' s vie of i mmortal ity- -the

Christian vi ew, of eve r lasting bl i s s f or the good and eterna l

pun ishment fo r the wi cked .

In the sec ond pe r i od we note a gr eat change . There is

no longer t he s imple ch ildl i ke fa i th but phantoms of doub t

and unbelie f harass t he soul . This may have been par t l y due

to the gene ral un res t of t he per i od and pa r t l y to the skep t i -

cal a tmos phe re i n . which he f ound h imse lf a t Cambri dge . His

poem entitled , "Supposed Confes sions of a Se cond-Rate Sens i -

t ive Mi nd" be st reflects hi s pos i t i on a t t 'his time . It opens

with a prayer t o God for he lp i n his mi s er ab l e condit ion . \ e
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note tha~ it is the ues tion of immortality hic particular -

ly conc erns him :

"Ho IV swee t to have a common faith :
To ho ld a common scorn of de ath :

nd a t a bu r ial t o hear
The creaking cords which wound and eat
Into my human he art , whene ' er
Earth goes to earth , with gr i e f , not fear ,

i t h ho peful gr i ef , were pass i ng sweet : "

He l ongs f or the early fa ith ins tilled by his mothe r , but

f i •.ds it i mpos s ib le to be l ieve it no w. Hi s prayer br ings no

relief and t he mental unrest and spiritual anguish is expres sed

i n t he words :

"0 weary life 1 0 weary de ath !
o s pirit and heart made des olat e :
o damned vacillating state !lI

How we l l this exp lains Tennyson 's pos i t i on at this time a s

we l l as that of anyone who loses his f aith and trust in God

and i mmor t a l i t y . It c onstitutes a real crisis . To such a ~oul

t wo c our s es are open- -either to rest in fa i th and place com-

pl e t e confidence in t he te a chings of Christ and the Church ,

or to f a ce "the s pectres of t he mi nd" and con uer them . Tenny-

son chooses the l a t t er course , and we t hus co me to t he thi r d

pe riod- - a pa ins taking in uiry and stUdy of the grounds of be -

lief in t he light of sc ience and ph i l os ophy . This pe r i od cov 

ers approxiffiately fi fty years of h is l ife . During this time

he seems to be constantly wave ring . At time s he expres sed

gr eat doubt and despa i r and t he n again fai th . Throughout the

pe ri od the subject of i mmortality i s under conside ration and

he tr i 3s to c ons i der the r ea s ons for , and those 0 pos ed to

t his be l ie f . ppa r en t l y he is f airly we l l c onvince d i n his
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own be l i e f when he completed "In Memoriam" , and his wor ks fr om

that time on show r ather an a t tempt to g i ve to ot hers the

r ea s ons fo r h is bel i e f . Yet even in these y ears we note an

occa s ional h int of doubt .

The first evidence of thoughtful re a soning on the sub -

jec t i s f ound in tiThe Two Voi ces" . The tem pting voice a rgue s

the us ele s sn es s of life and t he poss i b i l i ty of su i c i de a s a

r eme dy . The s ubjec t t em t ed resents the value of li f e and the

individua l obligat i on to pr o t e c~ i t . He says :

"I toil beneath the curse ,
But , knowing not the universe
I fear to ' slide from bad to wor s e . "

La t er in the poem he considers that the dea d g i ve no evi -

dence of l ife an d s how no r ea c t i on to anyth ing done i n their

presence . But the poet reflects :

"Why i s man not in dreamless ease ,
Should that pl a i n f act , as t aught by t he se ,
Not make him sure that he sha l l cease ?

"1,1'l'ho f orged t hat other i nfluence
That hea t of i nvard eVidence ,
By which he doubt s aga i ns t the s ens e ? "

The argument here i s that t he tl i nwar d ev i dence tl contra -

d i e t s the "ou t ward evidence tl as obta i n ed t hrough the senses .

Al though the dead show no signs of l ife yet man doubts thes e

external ev i den ce s and ho es for eternal life . Thi s contra-

diction between the sp i rit and the outward evi denc e Tennyson

considers as an argument in f av or of immorta l i ty .

The v oice continues ~hat there is ot he r evidence a gainst

t he be l i ef , na mely , that

"To begin , i mpl i es to end ."
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To this the poe t ans we r s tha t man seems to have i ntima 

tions of having had a pr e - ex i s t ence . He says he ha s no pr oof

t hat he was fi rst in "human mold" and may hav e co me " t hro '

l ower lives" . Then fol lows an a rgument whi ch many consider

one of t he s t ron est i n f avor of the be lief i n i mmortali ty ,

that man constant ly desires "mor e life " and a "fuller " one

t han he has her e :

"Wha t ev er crazy s orrow saith ,
No life that br eathes with human breath
Has eve r t r u l y long 'd for death .

" 'Tis life , wher e of our nerves are scant ,
Oh li f e , ~ot death , for wh i ch we pant ;
fo..or e li f e , and fuller , that I want . "

Tha t the sub j e c t of immortality was a t this time a matte r

of great concern to the au t hor may be gle aned from the "Me mo ir":

" Vhen I wrote "The TvIO Voices " ," says Tennyson
to h is s on , "I was u tterly miserab l e , a bur den
to mys elf and t o my fa~ ily , t ha t I s aid , ' I s
life wor t h any th ing ? ' "

The next poem to be cons i der ed is "In Memor i am" . It is

pe rhaps the most r epres en tative of t he s pi rit of the age a s we l l

as of our ~ue s t ion under conside ration . It portrays the strug-

gle of a gr eat s ou l wi th the doub ts and fe ars which science has

induced , and the victory of ho pe i n immortal ity . The i mmediate

occasion of this gr ea t poem was Tennyson 's de ep per s ona l gr i e f

caused by the de ath of hi s friend Arthur Hal lam . In its char-

a c t er it is an ele gy expr es sing the hear tbreak ing sorrow and

exquisite wor kman s h ip of a gr eat poet . As he wrote l yric a f t er

lyr ic, animated by this s or rowful theme , the 'poe t ' s grief be

ca me l es s personal and he depicted the gene r a l grief of human-

lHa l lam Tennyson , Op e cit . Vol . I , pp . 193 n .
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ity mourning for its -de ad , and ~uestioned i mmortal ity . Gr ad

ually the poem expre s s es fi rst a .universal doubt , and then a

universa l f ai t h, a faith resting n ot on reason or philosophy ,

but on t he inborn i ns tinc t of immortality . The poem outlines

thre e years , slowly tracing the course from bitter sorrow and

doubt to calm pe a ce and hope , and ending with a noble expression

of cour a ge and faith . Though Darwin ls gr eat e s t books had not

ye t been written , science had already changed many of the old-

er views of life , and Tennyson , although living apar t from the

great t urmo i l, was yet gr eat ly int erested in a l l the pr ob l ems .

of the day , and in this poem gave his answer to ques t i on i ng

hu man i t y.

In "A Memoi r " Tefu"1ys on ' s wor ds in regard to II In Memor i am"

are recorded :

lilt must be r ememb er ed t hat th is i s a
poem . not an a c t ua l b i ogr ap hy . It is found
ed on our friendship , on the engagement of
Arthur Hallam to my sister , on his sudden
death at 'Vi enn a , just before the time fixed
for their marriage , and on his burial at
Clevedon Church . The poem concludes wi t h
the mar r i a ge of my youngest sister Cecilia .
It was meant to be a kind of IIDivina Commedi a"
ending with happiness . The sections wer e

'wr i t t en at many different place s , and as
the phases of our intercourse came to my
memory and suggested them . I di d not write
t hem with any · view of weaving them into a
Whole , or for pub l i cat i on , until I found
that I had wr i t t en so many~ The different
moods of sorrow as in a drama are drama t i cal l y
given , and my conviction that fear~ doubts ,
and suffering wi ll find answer and re lief
on l y through Faith in a God of Love . I I I

is not always the author speaking of him- .
self , but the vo i ce of the human r ace speaking
thro I him ." 1

lHal l am Tennyson , Ope ci t. Vol . I , pp . 304 .
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The poem may be divided i n to four per i ods :

1 . Gr i e f - -moods of i nd igna t i on and bitte r s or r o

2 . Beginning of Hope - -S oul r e f us es to des pa ir

3 . Peace - -Solace c omes

4 . Joy --ba sed up on Faith and Hope .

The poem opens wi th a pr e l ude , but s ince i t was wri t t en

after t he rest of t he poem a s comple ted we shall a lso leave

its consider a tion t o the last , be cause i t g i v es Tennyson 's

pos i t i on in r egard to h i s f aith at t hat time .

During the first period we fi nd t he gloom and sor ro

which at first follows up on t he death of a lov ed one . The

gr i ef lb a very pers onal one and Tennys on in the ear ly poems

of "In Memor i am" refle c ~ s on t he various incidents connected

with t he life and death of h is dear friend . His gr i e f is

es pec i a l l y oppres sive be cause he doe s not have a f irm fai th

through whi ch he may confidently hope for a r euni on with the

departe d . He i s l ed t o c~ns ider the r ea sons f or and agains t

the be lief in i mmort ality . In our r e fer ences to the poem Ie

shall dwe l l only on t ho s e par ts Ihich deal ~ ith t h i s prob lem .

In t he XXXI poem he mentions Lazarus br ought back to lif e .

Tennyson reflects on the f act t ha t Laz arus might have r evealed

so much in re gard to t he f uture l ife and ye t he r ema i ne d singu

l arly silent on the matter . Then a f t er a dec l aration of the

happ iness of a s impl e f aith co me s Tennyson ' s main r ea son for

his be lie f i n i mmortality , namely , t ha t l i f e is meaningless

if the soul be not i mmortal :
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"My own dim li·1'e should teach me this ,
That l ife shall live for evermore ,
Else earth is darkness at the core ,
And dust and ashes all that is;

"This r ound of green , this orb of flame ,
Fantastic beauty ; such as lurks
In some wild poet , when he works

ithout a conscience or an aim .

IIWhat then were God to such as I?
' Twer e hardly worth my while t o choose
Of things all mor t a l , or to use
A little pat i ence ere I die;

" 'Twere best at once to sink to peace ,
Like birds the charmin g s er pen t draws ,
To drop hea d- f or emos t in the jaws
Of vacant darkness and t o cease . 1I

· Then follows a remarkable compar is on of the s pirit 's de-

parture at death and the dep ar t ur e of a br i de fr om her f ather

and mother . Both are mingl ed with sadness but t he bride may

return a t times whi l e t he spir i t has given its l a s t f arewell .

Then Tennyson fears an eternal separat ion because of h i s vast

inferiority to his friend . He wonder s what t he life of the

spirit is like , ho w it compares wi th thi s life , and ho w the

spirit beholds those left b ehind . He shrinks from Panthe ism

and expects recognition of friends and a s eparat e i den tity

hereafter . He expres ses t he belief that our departed friends

are deeply conc erned in us for he says in t he LI division:

IIBe near us when we climb or f all;
Ye watch , like God , the rolling hours
Wi t h larger other eyes than ours ,
To make allowance for us all ."

Al though he realizes the f aults and shortcomings in his

own l ife, he trusts ,

II - - -- - -----that somehow good
~ ill be the final goal of i l l ,



To pangs of-nature , sins of will ,
Defects of doubt , and taints of blood;

lIThat n othing walks with aimless feet;
That not one life shall be de s t r oye d ,
Or cast as rubbish to the void ,
When God hath made the pile complete . 1I

I t is with the above quot a t i on taken from the LIV poem

t ha t we come to the se cond period , when the soul has pl a ced

aside the darkest aspects of death and begins to ho pe . In

t he LV div ision he considers that experience and nature may

refute i mmor t a l i t y but he comes to the conclusion:

"I stretch lame hands of faith , and gr ope ,
And gather dust and chaff , and call
To what I feel is Lor d of all ,
And faintly t rust the l arger ho pe ."

Now the poet expres ses mi sgi v i ngs because h i s love is so

lowly and inferior t~ that of his friend , nevertheless he

trusts that the sp i r i t retains tender recollection s of its

former influence , ho me , and friend . A little l ater t here i s

an expr ession of re gre t t hat one s o pr omis i ng shou ld have

died so young , however , there is a consola tion in t he thought

that all fame fades and it i s enough to know that his friend

was such ·a one as wou ld have achieve d f ame , and may at the

time be achieving it elsewhere .

At length Tennyson tries to reason ho w Ar t hur wou ld' have

t aken his death and he tries to do like wise . It is with this

t hought that we come to the third per i od . In lyric LXXXI I we

have another expression of his belief in i mmortality when he

v iews death a s a step in the onward march toward co mpleter

li f e:

59
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"I wage not any feud with Death
For changes wr ought on form and f ace; .
No lower life that earth' s embrace
May breed wi th h im can f r ight my fa i th .

"Eternal process moving on,
From state to s ta t e t he soir i t walks ;
And these are but the shat t er'd stalks,
Or ruin'd chrysalis of one.

"Nor blame I Death, because he bare
The use of virtue out of earth;
I know transplanted human wor t h
Wi l l bloom t o pr of i t , otherwhere. "

The LXXXV poem dwells on the recept ion of the souls i n

the gr eat beyond and of t he ir more complete l i fe:

"The grea.t Intelli gences f air
That range abov our mortal state,
In circle round the blessed ga t e ,
Received and gave him welcome ther e;

"And led him t hro' t he b lissful cl imes ,
And s hoe' d him in t he fountain f resh
Al l knowle dge t hat the sons of fle s h
Shal l ga t her i n t he cycled times . "

Later, i n t he XCIV l yr ic, we- note another of Tennys on' s

views, name ly , t ha t communication with the dead is not impos -

sible, yet diff icul t to a tta in , f or he says :

"How pure at hear t and s ound in head ,
Wi t h what d ivine affec t ions bold
Shou l d b e t he man whose thought would hold
An hour's communion wi th the dead .

"In va i n shalt t hou, or any , cal l
The sp ir its from their golden day,
Except, like them, t hou too canst, say,
My spirit is a t peace wi t h all."

One evening while rereading Ar t hur Hal lam' s letters he

seems to have another of t hose strange experiences where he

1s apparently removed from this wor l d and becomes entirely

spiritual. Even as a boy he is aaid to have been fam i liar
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with strange psychological conditions and uncanny "seizures" .

He would dwell on the sound of his name until a kind of hyp-

nosis was induced . The condition at this particular time he

expresses in the following lines~

"So word by word , and line by line ,
The dead man touch 'd me from the past ,
And all at once it seem'd at last
The living soul was flash'd on mine ."

Finally in the XCVI lyric faith emerges from the long

struggle with doubt and we come to the fourth period . The

l ines are very expressive of Tennyson's struggle . His view

is that ,

"There lives more faith in honest doubt ,
------------than in half the creeds."

Then he graphically describes his own battle with Doubt

and the comforting resu1t~

"He fought his doubts and gather'd strength ,
He would not make his jUdgment blind ,
He faced the soectres of the mind
And laid themj·thus he came at length

"To find a stronger faith h is own,
And Power was with him in the night ,
Which makes the darkness and the light ,
And dwells not in the light alone ,

"But in the darkness and the cloud ,
As over Sinai 's peaks of old ,
While Israel . made their gods of gol d ,
Altho ' the trumpet blew so loud ."

With the above words Tennyson declares that faith has

con~uere d over doubt , and from this point we see a marked

change in the tone of the lyrics . Hope and even joy predomi

nat e . I t is in this last division that we find many beauti 

fu l expr es s i ons of his belief in immortality . The CXX poem

is out s t and ing in this regard:
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-I trust I have not was t ed breath :
I t hink we ar e not wholly brain ,
Ma gne t i c mockeries; not in va i n,
Like Paul with beasts , I fought with Death j

"Not only cunni ng ca s t s in clay;
Let Sc i ence pr ove we are , and then
What ma t t ers Sc i ence unt o men ,
At least to me ? I wou l d not stay .

"Let him, the wiser man who spr ings
Herea fte r , up from childhood shape
His a ction l i ke t he gr eater ape ,
Bu t I was born t o other things ."

Yet the ~ue st ion is still under cons i dera t i on because in

the CXXIV lyr ic he says:

II I f ound Him not in wor ld or sun ."

Af t er this fol l ow m~r spiritual t hought s, but they per

tain more to the bel i ef in God and to His nature , and shal l

therefore be omitte d her e . As has already be en s ta t ed the

Pr ol ogu e was writ t en after the rest of "In Memoriam" had been

co mplete d. Tennyson's position here is , t hat h e is 'wi l ling

to believe in the existence of God and in t he immor tali t y of

the soul although he cannot pr ove i t . Among other poems pub 

lished toward t he end of t he t h ird pe ri od we find "The Charge

of the Heavy Br'igade a t Balaclave" to hav e in t he Epilogue

a positive statement of Tennyson's belief i n i mmortality:

"The man remains, and what s oe ' er
He wr ought of good or brave
Wi l l mould him thro' the cycle-year
That dawns behind the grave."

"The Ancient Sage .". has already been mentioned in connec-

tion with the discussion of Tennyson's belief in God, but we

find in the same poem also arguments in f avor of our present

point. He gives a description of one of his strange experi-
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ences already mentioned in "In Memor i am" . He here realizes

that he is more s piri tual t han mat er i a l , and he accep t s t his

a s one of his princ ipa l a rguments in fav or of i mmortality.

In "Locks ley Hal l Si xty Years After" , t he poe t ca l l s im- ·

mortal ity "the leading l i ght of man" . After co mmenting on the

universality of t he be lief , he fina lly a ffirms t ha t s uch n ob l e

traits of human chara cte r as goodnes s , truth , pur i t y , and jus

t ice "crumble i nto dust" if Vie r ob them of immorta lity :

"Truth for trut h, and good f or good l The
Good , t he Tr ue, t he Pure , t he Just-

Take the charm 'Forever' from t hem, and ·
t he y crumble into dus t . "

The poem "Vas t nes s " probably mar ks the close of the third

period ~ld in it we have stated his pr i ncipa l reason for the

belief in the immortality of the SOUl , namely , that everything

i n life is usele s s and meaningl es s wi t hout it . This i s folloVl-

ed by a pr of ess i on of his own belief:

"What i s it all , if we all of us end but in
being our own corpse -coffins a t last?

Swallow 'd in Vastness , l ost i n Silence ,
drown 'd in the deeps of a meaningless Past ?

"What but a murmur of gna t s in the gl oom , or
a moment ' s ange r of bees in their hive ?--- "

"Peace, l et it be l f or I l oved him , and l ove
h im for ever: the dead are not dead but
alive ."

From 1833 t o 1889, t herefore, we find Tennyson 's poe t ry

gi v i ng repe a t ed cons i dera t ion t o man 's final des tiny . He has

gi ven the mat t e r careful t hOUght and s tUdy . He has examined

the argument of s enae--no life is apparent a ft er death ; that

of the skeptic--"To begin impl ies to end" ; that of t he ma t e -
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rialist--man is mere l y a par t of nature; that of the pantheis t , - 

man 's i dent i t y is abs orbed a f t er deat h and is mingled wi th God

and Nature ; and fina l ly t ha t of the Agno stic , - -man is unab l e

to obtain any kn owl e dge i n r egard to his immortal ity .

The arguments in favor of t he be lief in i mmortality have
I

not been ne glected : Man ha s an innate desire f or life ; a be

·i ng s o highly endowed as man cannot per i sh ; man has "in t i ma

t i ons of his immortality" ; the f a c t t ha t man hopes for immor -

.t a lii t y i n spite of t he ex ternal ev i dence aga i ns t it ; l i f e wou l d

be worthless vii thou t immortality; evolution shows continual

pr ogress and man being the h ighest type of creation wi l l move

t o a higher de stiny ; -the Jus tice of God requ i r e s it; and man

at time s is cons c i ous of. t he spiritual life . l These are t he

reasons that Tennys on considers and which he a ccepts as pr oof

of t he i mmor t ality of the s oul. Yet he takes the same atti -

tUde as he did toward -t he beli ef in God , namely , t hat we can

never know bu t mus t r es t in f ai t h .

This brings us to the fourth period in Tennyson' s a tti tude

toward i~ortality. He has f aced his doub t s and conquered

them. Now there is a per i od when pea ce , joy, and confiden t

trust are beautifully r evealed in his poetr y . I n t he ' poem

"Faith" we read:

"Thro' t he ga t es that bar the di stance comes
a gl eam of what is hlgher .

Wa i t t ill Death has flung t he m open. "

The poem entitled liThe Si lent Voi ces" r eveals a l onging

for the rest and happ iness of the l ife beyond t he gr av e :

IE. H. Sneath, "The Mi nd of Tennyson", pasadm ,
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" fuen the dumb Hour , clothed in b lack ,
Br i ng s the Dreams about my bed ,
Call me not so often back ,
Silent Voic es of the dead ,
Toward the lowland ways behind me ,
And the sunlight that is gone :
Call me r ather , silent voices ,
Forward to the . starry track
Glimmering up the heights beyond me
On , and al ays on l ll

IIGod and the Universe" g i v es a gr eat ho pe and cons olat i on

to one about to par t for his eternal ho me :

"Sp irit , nearing yon dark por tal at t he
l i mi t of thy human s t a t e ,

Fear not thou the hidden purpos e of that
Power which a lone is gr ea t ,

Nor the myriad wor l d , His s hadow, not t he
Silent Opene r of t he Gate ."

In all of t hese poems we find no note of doub t or fe ar,

but supreme trust and confiden ce i n what is t o mee t h im when

he breathes h i s last . We wi l l clos e t h is s e c t i on wi th t he

poem "Crossing t he Bar il whi ch also in the mind of Tennys on

expresses his final pos i ti on , s ince he re que s t ed t hat i t be

printed as the l ast in t he collec tion of his poe ms :

IISunset and evening s t ar ,
nd one clear call for me l

And may there be no moani ng of t he bar ,
When I put out to sea ,

"But such a tide as mov ing seems a s l eep ,
Too full for sound and foam ,
When that wh i ch drew from aut t he b oundl ess

deep
Turns again ho me .

IITwilight and evening bell ,
And af~er that the dark l
And may there be no s adness of f arewell ,
When I embark j

"For tho ' f rom out our bourne of Time and Place
The fl ood may bear me f ar ,
I hope to see my Pilot face to f ace
When I have cr ost the bar ."



CHAPTER VI

CONCLUSION

In our summary let us call to mind a qu otatfon from Black-

wood 's Maga z i ne of seventy y ear s ago :

II It (speaking of Tennyson's poe t r y ) i s
a rosary of golden beads , some of them ge m
med and radiant , .fit to be set in a King's
crown ; but you mus t tell them one by one
and take leisure ·f or y our co~ent whi l e
they drop from your fingers ."

We have selected just a ~ew of these gol den beads and

have endeavore d t o make a worthy comment a s they dropped from

our fingers , but we cannot help v oi c ing our re gre t that Tenny

son did not have the f i rm rock of Cathol i c fai t h as a foun-

dation for his a t tractive poe t i c s t r uctur es . Resting a s t hey

do on the sands of a vague, indefinite faith, they can never

withstand t he a t t acks of close scrutiny . hat frui ts might

not have been brought forth from t he l iterary pr oduc tions of

a man of such sterling character , gr ea t genius , and untiring

efforts, if he had had as a foundation the anc i ent fait h of

his forefathers : Then indeed he might have b een hai led as

~ religious t eacher of the nine teent h century:

1Geor ge Lee , C. S . Sp . , "Tennyson' s Religi on " , Ameri can
Catholic Quar t er l y , XXV (Jan. 1900) , 119 .
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