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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

The legends of King Arthur and h is court a t  Camelot have

fascinated  both writers and ordinary readers for hundreds of years .

William Caxton, who edited and published Sir Thomas M alory's Le

Morte D'Arthur claims to  have done so a t  the request of "many

noble and divers gentlemen of th is  realm of England":

The said noble gentlemen instantly required me to  im­
print the history of the said noble king and conqueror, 
King Arthur, and of his knights, with the history of 
the Sangreal, and of the death and ending of the 
said Arthur; affirming that I ought rather to imprint 
h is acts and noble fea ts , than of Godfrey of Bouillon, 
or any of the other eight ft/Vorthies}, considering th a t 
he was a man bom within th is  realm , and king and 
emperor of the sam e.^

For more than five hundred years the legends have captured the 

imaginations of Englishmen and their American descendents. The 

importance of the "matter of Britain" to many generations of lite r­

a te  men is  reflected in a recent description of M alory's work:

"(ke Morte D'Arthur} is  no sp ec ia lis t 's  book; it is  M ilton's book, 

Tennyson's book, M orris's book, a sacred and central possession  

of all who speak the English t o n g u e . T h e  study that follows 

w ill deal with three of the most substantial works in English that 

share a s  common material the Arthurian legends: Sir Thomas

M alory's Le Morte D'Arthur, Alfred Lord Tennyson's Idylls of the
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King, and Edwin Arlington Robinson's Lancelot and M erlin.

The three are ambitious works by men commonly considered 

major w riters—men separated from one another both by time and by 

place. There has been a  great deal of valuable criticism  devoted 

to  Malory and Tennyson, though not to  Robinson, but very lit tle  of 

tha t criticism  has involved a sustained analysis based on a  compar­

ison of th e  ways they handle sim ilar m aterial. We cannot assum e 

that each of the three authors is  representative of his tim es, but 

we ate surely safe in believing that they  a re  not merely iso lated  or 

unique individuals. There are several good historical reasons for

them to be as different as they are from each other. There is  a

period of roughly four hundred years between M alory's work and Ten­

nyson 's , and about fifty between Tennyson's and Robinson's. As 

Arthur B. Ferguson has w ritten , Malory was dealing with themes 

that could have timely significance:

There has always been reason to  suppose . . . tha t it 
was in part a t le a s t a feeling tha t the England of the
civil wars had deviated sadly from the great pattern of
chivalry tha t prompted him to  embark, in h is la te r  
years and in  circum stances of enforced le isu re , on the 
stories of King Arthur's court. Certainly nothing in 
the literary heritage of the fifteenth century could bet­
ter have served such a purpose than th is  "matter of 
Britain" which for generations had provided the inspira­
tion and even to  some extent the pattern , for the pa­
triotic brand of chivalry characteristic  of England . . . 
Nor could Malory have failed to  see in the fratricidal 
struggle that destroyed the Round Table and in the 
failure of the aging Arthur to dominate his kingdom a 
provocative parallel to  the Wars of the Roses and to the 
disintegration of the  English monarchy he must have 

c thought was taking place around him even as  he w r o t e . 3
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The threat of social upheaval caused by the French Revolution, the 

profound economic and social changes wrought by the Industrial Re­

volution, the  increasing  d issatisfaction  of women with the ir tradi­

tionally sanctioned ro le s , the undermining of the Christian Church 

by scien tific  d iscoveries and h istorical Biblical criticism —all th is 

is  obliquely revealed in  Tennyson's poems. And the fact that Ro­

binson w as an American, and from New England a t th a t, is  of con­

siderable importance to  an understanding of the unique ways he 

handles th e  legend. The influence of an attenuated Puritanism and 

the overpowering effect of the tragic firs t world war profoundly in­

form Robinson's poem s. We know little  about Malory, but Tenny­

son and Robinson w ere justifiably major literary figures in their 

lifetim es. Without claiming th a t each speaks for his ag e , we 

shall find th a t many of the differences among their works have re­

vealing h istorical im plications.

The three literary  works considered here employ different 

genres: Malory w rites in p rose, while Tennyson and JRobinson

write essen tia lly  narrative poem s. This study w ill not be primari­

ly  concerned to evaluate the aesthe tic  qualities of Le Morte 

D'Arthur, partly because the question of its  unity and coherence 

has been disputed a t  great length by highly qualified medieval 

scholars who do n o t invite speculation from the relatively  uninitia.- 

ted ; the territory has already been extensively explored.^ I am 

concerned to  discover those asp ec ts  of the Morte that justify  its
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claim to be a  major work and at th e  same time to understand why 

it attracted Tennyson and Robinson. When we examine the poets 

in the light of their source, we sh a ll see primarily how different 

their work is  from his and by means of comparison shall realize 

more vividly certain qualities in th e  poems that might otherwise go 

insufficiently recognized.

In fac t, the works dealt w ith here w ere chosen partly for the 

reason that they are necessarily  so different from one another. 

Furthermore, neither of the  two la te r  au thors, while attempting to  

write truly significant poem s, is content w ith  a merely academic 

reconstruction of h is medieval source. M ost of what gives Mal­

ory's book such solid ity  and so strong a claim  to being consider­

ed a  major work is  not really  availab le to  Tennyson and Robinson; 

Le Morte reflects a comparatively early s tage  of social organiza­

tion and an unquestioning access to  religious ce rta in ties. Conse­

quently, the additions th a t Tennyson and Robinson make to  Malory 

will probably represent the ir most serious claims to  creating im­

portant literature. Such additions w ill, furthermore, suggest their 

own histprical circum stances at le a s t  as much as their own sensi­

b ilities .

Unlike the critic  of prose fic tion , who can more legitim ately 

concentrate on the themes and attitudes a work ex p resses , the 

critic of poetry must be concerned with th e  quality of the poetry 

itse lf . He must ultim ately determine how adequate are the subject
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m atter, conception, and structure to  insp ire  the p o e t 's  particular 

ta len ts and special genius. The poems under consideration here 

are works by great poets but are them selves generally criticized or 

neglected in favor of their authors' lyrics or shorter poems. The 

narrative poem is  in  feet a genre comparatively and undeservedly 

slighted by modem c ritic ism , and so th is  study proceeds in some­

thing of a critical vacuum as regards the nature and possib ilities 

of the long poem. We shall have to  determine how the long poem 

differs from the lyric and what the  implications of those differ­

ences are for the Idylls of the King and Merlin and Lancelot.

Serious moral claim s have been made, both by the authors 

and by the c r itic s , for all of these  works J* Each requires us to  

understand and evaluate the relationship between the ethical a t t i­

tudes expressed in i t  and the way in which these ethical attitudes 

are revealed and valued. Each presumes in some sense to  deal with 

a real world a t the same time th a t i t  recommends certain ideals 

worthy of emulation. In the M orte. for example, there are two 

different kinds of id ea lis tic  standards—one of which is  expressed 

in the chivalric vows and obligations of Arthur's court, while the 

other is  represented by the pursuit of the Holy G rail. It will be 

n ecessary , then , to  understand in  each work the relationship be­

tween idealism  and realism , aspiration and achievem ent, the wri­

te r 's  sense  of moral purpose in relation to his sense of possib ility .
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To understand this rela tionsh ip , we shall particularly have to  exa­

mine the authors' attitudes to character creation or revelation , to  

the possib ility  of showing recognizable human beings trying to  cope 

with recognizable and difficult situations that challenge their moral 

natures. To study the structure and direction of each work in 

terms of the values explicitly praised in it  is  a t le a s t partially  to 

perceive the changing nature of ethical norms in  changing historical 

circum stances.

In dealing with Tennyson and Robinson we shall consider the 

nature of the po e t's  relationship to  traditional material as well as 

to traditional eth ical understanding. While discovering what ma­

teria l and themes the poets take from their predecessor, we shall 

examine in considerable detail the  ways they try  to make i t  d is­

tinctively their own. Ultimately w e must determine whether it  

matters tha t the poet be true to  his source, or to whatever part 

of it he chooses to  ta k e , or w hether, on the contrary, his license 

is virtually unlim ited. The question of the real availability  of 

traditional subjects and themes to  nineteenth and twentieth century 

poets' and w riters is  one that has stimulated and preoccupied many 

of them. A study of the attem pt by two important poets of those 

centuries to" make meaningful u se  of "the matter of Britain" should 

contribute to understanding of the difficulties inherent in such an 

attem pt.
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FOOTNOTES: GENERAL INTRODUCTION

1 William Caxton, "Preface," Le Morte D'Arthur (London,

1961), P. 1.

2
"The Morte Darthur,"  anon, r e v . ,  TLS (June 7 , 1947), p . 1. 

The author of this review is  C .S . Lewis. It was reprinted in 

Studies in Medieval and Renaissance Literature (Cambridge University 

P ress, 1966), pp. 103-111.

3
Arthur B. Ferguson, The Indian Summer of English Chivalry 

(Cambridge, 1960), pp. 43-44.

4
See footnotes 7 , 8 , and 12 in Chapter I .

^See footnotes 8 , 9 , 19, and 24 in Chapter I; footnotes 

8 , 14, 23, 37 in Chapter II; footnotes 10, 13, 15, 16, 26 in 

Chapter III.



CHAPTER I

SIR THOMAS MALORY'S LE MORTE D'ARTHUR
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"Much more I am sorrier for my good 
knights' lo ss  than for the lo s s  of my 
fair queen; for queens I might have 
enow, but such a fellowship of 
good knights shall never be together 
in no company." (II, 353)

1.

Introduction

Sir Thomas M alory's Le Morte D'Arthur w as first published 

in 1485 by William Caxton, who claims in the book's preface

to have been urged on by "many noble and diverse gentlemen

of th is realm of England"'1; they were interested in a version in 

English of the life and history of Arthur, England's most famous 

legendary king and one of the nine w orthies. Caxton edited the 

manuscript as w ell. He divided it into twenty-one books; re ­

duced the length of various battle  scen es , and replaced d ia lect 

or archaic wards with ones more familiar to his a u d i e n c e .   ̂ He 

firs t advances the idea that the work is  preeminently moral:

"all is  written for our doctrine, and for to beware tha t we fall 

not to  vice nor sin" and says he published it "to the in tent that 

noble men may see and learn the noble acts of chivalry, the gen­

tle  and virtuous deeds tha t some knights used in those days, by 

which they came to honour; and how they that were vicious were 

punished and oft put to shame and rebuke . . . .  For herein
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may be seen noble chivalry, courtesy, humanity, friend liness, 

hardiness, love, friendship, cowardice, murder, h a te , v irtue , and 

s in ."  (I, 3)

No one has been able to estab lish  conclusively M alory's 

identity . The favored candidate until recently  has been Sir Tho­

mas Malory of Newbold Revel, of whom there are fairly  substan­

tia l records. These indicate that he w as both a knight and a pri­

soner, and so the author of Le Morte D'Arthur describes himself.

In 1896 G .L . Kittredge first argued tha t this knight from Newbold
3

Revel w as the real author of the M orte. but critics have been

disturbed by the extraordinary discrepancy between the presumed

author's criminal record and the high ideals  so  frequently praised

in th e  work its e lf .^  In 1966 William Matthews published a b rilli-
5

ant scholarly work, The Ill-Framed Knight, th a t advocates the can­

didacy of Thomas Malory of Studley and Hutton in Yorkshire. This 

man, about whom little  is  known, is  not morally objectionable and 

his Northern origins would explain various asp ec ts  of Le Morte 

D'Arthur. But because he was not a knight and w as not definitely
0

a prisoner, the uncertainty and argument will presumably continue.

The interpretations of Malory's work its e lf , especially  after 

the discovery of the  W inchester manuscript in 1934, have also been 

controversial. M alory's most recent editor, Eugene Vinaver, claims 

that Malory tried to eliminate the polyphonic interweaving of stories 

characteristic of his sources and attempted instead  to write several
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7 8d is tin c t, separable narratives. Another school of c r itic s , led by

R.M . Lumiansky, argues that on the contrary the werk is  profound­

ly shaped and united by recurrent emphases on and a  convincing 

development of the causes for the Round Table 's collapse; they 

read Le Morte D 'Arthur as though i t  were a moral tragedy.

People are seen for what they are in terms of what 
th e y  do , and their actions are allowed to stand silen t­
ly symbolic of the causes which are constantly  at work 
bringing about the ruin of a world tha t seems so f a i r . ^

To call a literary  work a moral tragedy, one must be able to  say

that the denouement is  characteristically  effected by the deliberate

actions of one o r more central figures; that the author emphasizes

individual responsibility  far more than any other possible causal

fac to r'in  th e  collapse of the particular order that work describes.

For those who read L§, Morte D'Arthur in th is w ay, the great stress

tends to fall upon its  famous adulteries as embodiments of the

w illful corruption that destroys the Arthurian world.

I am interested  in Malory primarily because he is  the source 

for the Arthurian poetry of Alfred Lord Tennyson and Edwin Arlington 

Robinson. The study and interpretation of M alory's own sources is  

an extremely arduous ta sk , carried on by specia lists  who dispute 

learnedly in scholarly journals about the significance of M alory's 

alterations or deviations. I presume only to  approach Malory as a 

"common reader" to try  to understand the book that fascinated Tenny­

son and Robinson so deeply.
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Still, because so many writers and critics have seen Mal­

lo ry 's  work in merely moral te rm s, it should be useful to  try  to  

determine how adequate is  the moral tragedy approach to a d es­

cription of the work as a whole. Unlike the recent exponents of 

the moral tragedy theory, I shall not deal w ith his sources a t a l l ,  

not only because we cannot be positive about what they w e re ,1® 

but because to  s tress M alory's "alterations" seems to  me an indi­

v idualistic  heresy. C .S . Lewis most appropriately compares the 

work to a cathedral, the composite product of many different work­

men and a r tis an s . He w rites: "Whatever M alory's in tentions—if

he had any intentions—may have been , it is  agreed on a ll hands 

th a t he has changed the ta le  very little-. The indiv idual, Sir 

Thomas Malory—about whom we know virtually  nothing—is  much 

le ss  in teresting than the voluminous work which bears his name.

I am then concerned quite simply with the work as we have i t— 

the "Malory" whose rich material was used to  such different 

ends by poets of the nineteenth and twentieth cen turies. Conse­

quently I shall deal here only with the Caxton te x t, the only one 

available to  Tennyson and Robinson, and I shall u se  "Malory" as 

a synecdoche for the English version of the Arthurian legend "re­

duced" from the French by Sir Thomas Malory and printed by Cax­

ton. I shall argue that the concept tha t M alory's work is  moral 

tragedy seriously m isrepresents his a rtis tic  method and most of 

the contents of JLe Morte D*Arthur. I shall attempt to describe
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the Arthurian, world as Malory presen ts it and to iso la te  and un­

derstand what a re , if not major them es, a t le a s t  recognizable and 

important preoccupations of the author.

2 .

The “Moral Tragedy" Approach

The thesis  that Malory conceived Le Morte D 'Arthur as  a 

moral tragedy ra ises major questions of critical ta c t and approach. 

It is  a serious th esis  and an attractive  one, and i t  is  capable of 

providing both interesting and valuable insigh ts into the book. 

However, i t  seems to me an argument imposed upon, rather than 

drawn from Le Morte D'Arthur and a serious distortion of the work. 

This is  not to say that there are not certain moral attitudes to  be 

found in the work, nor tha t i t  lacks profoundly tragic' im plications. 

But literature which can legitim ately be called  moral tragedy should 

d isplay a pervasive and consistent concern w ith is su e s  of moral 

choice, and consequently a lucid rendering of cause and effect.

On th e  assumption that a m an's a c ts  determine h is  fa te , such a 

work will be primarily concerned w ith character, and the author 

will inevitably show a  clear commitment to judging his charac te rs , 

even if the final judgment is  expressed equivocally. I do not be­

lieve that a disin terested study of M alory's work can find in it  

adequate evidence of such preoccupations or support for such 

c la im s.
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The critical approach tha t examines Le Morte D'Arthur in 

terms of moral tragedy vio lates what I assume to  be the  c ritic 's  

in itial obligation to a work of art: the obligation to  describe it 

in such a way as to  account for a s  many of i t s  elements as pos­

sible and the relationships of those elements to one another.

This approach further ra ise s  what has become a major question 

in rela tively  contemporary critic ism , one which has led to  a ple­

thora of fine d is tin c tio n s , often quite untenable and usually  c la s ­

sified a s  irony, personae and the like: the question of determin­

ing the  attitude of an author to  h is  m aterial, and in particular the 

judgment he makes of his characters . These two concerns are 

closely  re la ted , and a critical evaluation that deals inadequately 

with one w ill almost certainly  m isrepresent the other. If the gen­

eral context and tone of a work of literature are overlooked, any 

judgment of i t s  moral aspects may not only be exaggerated—it may 

be seriously  d isto rted . The exclusively moral judgments in a l i t­

erary work may be le s s  harsh than the commentators would allow. 

And often one feels prompted to  protest the notion tha t a piece of 

literature tha t does not lend its e lf  to heavily m oralistic interpreta­

tion is  therefore le s s  serious and considerable than works more 

easily  categorized.

Since a treatm ent in  terms of moral tragedy takes little  , if 

any, account of the dominant feature of L e Morte D'Arthur, it 

shrould not be frivolous to  s tress  what to  more disinterested
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readers seems so obvious: th a t M alory's primary aesthetic  in ter­

e s t i s  narrative. A large proportion of the  book, simply and 

straightforwardly, d ea ls  with action . Caxton w as a  fine editor 

of Le M orte D'Arthur and , one would therefore assum e, a sen si­

tive  reader. A glance a t his tit le s  for the small sections into 

which he divided the book strongly suggests that he found i t s  e s ­

sence in the events i t  re la te s . Even the chapter (Book I , Section 

XIII) entitled  "Of a dream of the KLng with the hundred knights" 

inc ludes, in le s s  than a half page , a description of scouts spying 

on the enemy, a  countryside ravaged, towns and castles  des­

troyed by a hurricane and then swept away by a flood, and a sur­

prise attack beginning an important b a ttle .

In addition, the book contains an immense variety of mate-* 

ftL&L, with marked disparities in tone among the various sec tions. ^  

There a re , for exam ple, important differences in in terest and focus 

between the sections on Arthur's early  w ars to estab lish  h is power 

and dominance and those sections on Launcelot and Guenever. The 

former deal almost exclusively in political machinations and d es­

criptions of b a ttle s , the la tter in the v ic issitudes of a private re ­

lationship . But in those la tte r sections the love-affair is  more 

assumed than described , and the bulk of the material depicts 

public events upon which tha t relationship has some bearing, such 

as the scenes in which Launcelot defeats various accusers in or­

der to  save the Queen. In other w ords, despite their many
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obvious differences, these  sections share: a  predominantly narra­

tive approach and give the. im pression th a t the au thor's attention 

is  devoted to telling the story a t hand, a t whatever cost to  phil­

osophical consistency or unity of tone.

Furthermore, the moral tragedy approach necessarily  over­

looks the fact that Le Morte D'Arthur contains a number of thor­

oughly contradictory a ttitu d es. One basic  and quite irreconcila­

b le contradiction within the Launcelot-Guenever story can indi­

cate the perils involved for a  critic  who overlooks a w rite r 's  ba­

sic  technique and preoccupation. I should like to  be  able to say 

of the various adulteries in the book that we can take them on 

their own term s, w ith the evaluation the book either gives or im­

plies . But such a claim would unfortunately suggest a  consisten ­

cy in attitude that Malory does not d isp lay . In a traditional 

apostrophe to May, an exultation over natural recurrence, beauty , 

and love , Malory c ite s  Guenever, and claims "while she lived she

was a true lover, and therefore she had a good end" (II: 315).

Much la ter he shows Guenever at Almesbury, where she is  v isited  

by Launcelot. On th is occasion she makes an often-quoted se lf-  

recriminating statement:

Through th is  man and me hath all th is  war been 
wrought, and the death of the most noblest knights 
of the world; for through our love that we have loved 
together is  my most noble lord s la in .

(H, 394)
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Guenever* s salvation i s  subsequently s c r ib e d  to  repentance of her 

sinful w ays and s tr ic t adherence to  the a sce tic  life  from then un­

ti l  her death . She is  shown to  have "a good end" because she 

renounces her lo v e , and not, a s  in the earlier p assag e , because 

she is  a true lover a ll her life .

Some critics, have objected to  Guenever*s conduct toward 

Launcelot in her la s t  scene with him as rather in sensitive  and un­

worthy, and one may of course make such judgments a s  one 

chooses. The more pertinent fa c t , however, is  th a t Malory sim­

ply narrates the scen e . He does not comment upon i t  or judge 

the performances of those who appear in i t .  W hatever the  read­

er’s reaction , one cannot say tha t it  i s  indisputably a t one with 

the au th o r's . The absence of a categorical and comprehensive 

shaping of the m aterial, a s  I suggested ea rlie r, does not preclude 

the presence of moral conviction. A number of p a ssag es , such as 

the one in which Gawaine is  enjoined always to grant mercy, have

an alm ost aphoristic in ten t. There are many more p a ssag es , how-
\

ever, in which no moral judgment is  evident, passages which con­

vince us tha t Malory is  simply telling  us about the world as he 

sees it  and saying , in effect, "this is  the way things are .

If the overwhelming stress in  Le Morte D 'Arthur lay on some 

philosophical or ethical analysis of ev en ts , then certain passages 

on Arthur would be crucial to an interpretation of the book as  moral 

tragedy. Since Arthur is  the cen tra l, if  not the most interesting
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figure in th e  book, the  responsibility  for the destruction of the Round 

Table, by A ristotelian standards , should ultim ately re s t upon his 

w eaknesses and misjudgments. Arthur, like the other characters , has 

a good many of the failings that moralists attribute to him, failings 

which can perhaps be described generally as w illfu lness. To stress  

these  w eaknesses, however, a s  the dominating force in Le Morte 

D'Arthur is  simply to  m isrepresent the very shape and content of the 

book. For one th ing , Malory is  not notably concerned with character 

analysis or development; he seldom makes an effort to develop a 

character fu lly . This lack  of in terest is  particularly evident in the 

way characters such as Sir Kay and King Mark suddenly assum e a new 

set of tra its  for which th e  reader is  prepared inadequately or not a t a l l . ^  

It is  illuminating to examine several passages tha t show how 

Malory handles the most significant examples of Arthur's w illfu lness. 

Chapter XIX of the Caxton tex t begins with the following lines:

Then a fte r the departure of Ring Ban and of King Bors,
King Arthur rode unto Carlion. And thither came to 
him, King Lot's w ife, of Orkney, in manner of a m es- . 
sage , but she w as sent thither to espy  the court of 
King Arthur; and she came richly b isen e , w ith her four 
sons Gawaine, G aheris, Agravine fs ic j , and G areth , 
with many other knights,and  lad ies . For she w as a 
passing fair lady , therefore, the king cast great love 
unto her, and desired to lie  by her; so they  were 
agreed, and he begat upon her Mordred, and sh e  w as 
his s is te r , on his mother's s id e , Igraine. So there 
she rested  her a month, and a t the la s t  departed.
Then the king dreamed a marvellous dream whereof he 
was sore adread. But a ll th is time King Arthur knew 
not th a t King Lot's wife was his s is te r . Thus was the 
dream of Arthur . • .

(I, 34-35)
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Malory goes on to describe the dream , which has nothing to do with

what immediately precedes i t .  He then describes an encounter with

King Pellinore, who follows th e  Questing Beast and takes Arthur's

horse. The final, description is  of a  meeting w ith M erlin, disguised

firs t a s  a youth and then a s  an old man. The section which includes

these events Is.roughly five tim es th e  length of th e  passage Just

c ited . We then come to another p assag e  pertinent to w hat might be

called  the ethical aspect of M alory's characterization of Arthur:

but y e  have done a  thing la te  that God is  d ispleased
with you, for ye have la in  by your s is te r , and on her
ye have gotten a child th a t shall destroy you and a ll 
the knights of your, realm . What are y e , said Arthur, 
tha t te ll me th e se  tid ings? I am M erlin, and I w as 
he in  the ch ild 's  lik e n ess . Ah, said  King Arthur, ye 
are a marvellous man, but I marvel much of thy words 
that I must d ie  in b a ttle . Marvel no t, sa id  M erlin, 
for i t  is  G od 's w ill your body to be punished for your 
foul deeds; but I may w ell be  sorry, said M erlin, for
I sha ll die a shameful death to be put in  the earth
quick , and ye sha ll die a worshipful dea th . And as 
they talked th is ,  came one w ith the k ing 's horse, and 
so th e  king mounted on h is ho rse , and Merlin on 
another, and so rode unto Carlion.

(1/ 37)

Certainly the elements of a grand trag ic  drama are here, and i t  might

be valuable to  speculate on what w riters like  Sophocles or Milton

would have done w ith the m aterial. However, th e  shape of these  

passages does not support the  inference tha t M alory's primary in ter­

e s t lay  in the e th ics involved. Let us examine the passages with 

some care.

Apart from the proportions them selves—the sheer weight of 

innocuous description as compared w ith what might be considered
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material for eth ical interpretation— it is evident tha t there i s  no par­

ticu lar em phasis in these  sec tio n s . Much diverse material is  in­

cluded/ w ith no clear s tress  on any one c lause o r sentence that 

marks i t  a s  more important than any other. In the firs t passage 

quoted, we can even suspect th a t Malory adds a s  an afterthought 

Arthur's ignorance of his kinship to  Morgause / surely important to  a 

moral judgment of his action . But as  Malory te l l s  i t ,  two rather 

perfunctory sentences intervene between th e  reference to their in ter­

course and tha t to Arthur's ignorance of the ir k inship . We should 

not accuse  him of lacking in te rest in th e  fact of in c es t, but we can 

hardly m aintain tha t he is  preoccupied w ith its  significance.

In the  second passage there I s  a  remarkable con trast, one 

frequently p resen t in M alory, between calm ness of tone and porten­

to u sn ess  of conten t. Malory m atter-of-factly  refers to  in c e s t, the 

wrath of God, the destruction of a kingdom, and the mysterious liv ­

ing death  of the w orld 's most powerful mage. The sequence of sen­

tences is  sim ilarly revealing. After M erlin 's horrendous pronounce­

m ent, Arthur i s  firs t concerned to  know th e  identity  of the speaker. 

After sa tisfy in g  him self on th is point he wonders tha t Merlin had 

sa id  he should die in ba ttle  (it should be noted that Merlin did not 

mention a  battle) and seems unconcerned to know who the s is te r w a s . 

F inally , the aura of their respective deaths i s  baldly sta ted , with no 

reference to  any reasonable eth ical hierarchy th a t would explain or 

justify  either Arthur's worshipful death o r M erlin 's shameful one. The 

full import of the  technique itse lf is  simply that th is  is  the w&y
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things are .

In Book I E , Chapter I , w e find the  other early mention of a

major element in Arthur's responsibility  for the ultim ate destruction of

the Round Table. When Merlin asks Arthur whom he loves and w ants

for a w ife , Arthur answers:

I lave Guenever the k ing 's daughter, Leodegrance of 
the land of Cam eliard, the which holdeth in  his house 
the Table Round that ye td d  he had of my father 
U ther. And th is  damosel is  the most valian t and fair­
e s t lady  tha t I know liv ing , or yet tha t ever I could 
find. Sir, said  M erlin, as of her beauty and fairness 
she is  one of the fa irest on liv e , b u t, an ye loved 
her not so well as  ye do , I should find you a  dam osel 
of beauty and of goodness that should like  you and 
p lease  you, an your heart were not set; but there as  a 
m an's heart i s  s e t ,  he  w ill be loth to  return. That is  
tru th , said King Arthur. But Merlin warned the king 
covertly that Guenever was not wholesome for him to  
take to his w ife, for h£ warned him that Launcelot 
should love her, and she him again; and so he turned
his ta le  to the adventures of Sangreal. Then Merlin 
desired of the king for to have men with him that 
should enquire of Guenever, and so  the king granted 
him, and Merlin went forth . . .

(1/ 71)

The passage is  predominantly descrip tive , and the nanrative pace makes 

any meaningful reflection virtually im possible. The power of fatefu l­

ness to which Merlin alludes is  reinforced by the inclusive technique. 

There is  no speculation on why Arthur chooses to  pursue Guenever, 

desp ite  M erlin 's warning, and there is  no other p lace in the book 

where Malory refers to th is example of Arthur's w illfu lness as having

a  crucial effect on his fate and the fate of the Round Table.

F inally , we must consider whether Le Morte D'Arthur displays

the relatively  clear chain of cause and effec t, of ac t and responsib ility ,
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which any literary  work dominated by moral considerations must have.

I suspect tha t Malory had either a more vague or a more complex 

sense of causal relationships than can be indicated by such a  claim . 

This is  evident in the  variety  of reasons he gives a t different points 

in the book for the downfall of the Round Table. F irst we have Mer­

lin 's  early p rophecies, previously quoted, concerning Arthur's in cest 

with Morgause and G uenever's unsu itab ility  to  be his queen. Much 

la te r , both King Pelles and King Arthur s ta te  quite d irectly  tha t the 

Grail Quest w ill break up the Round Table. No reasons are offered, 

although the information is given as  though i t  were fac t rather than 

speculation; Malory evidently considers i t  irrelevant to ask  how they 

have access to such knowledge.

At the end of Caxton's.Book XIX, Malory returns to something

approaching an assessm ent of individual responsibility  w hen, in his

own voice, he sa y s , "here I go unto the morte of King Arthur; and

that caused Sir Agravaine" (n , 338). A few lines la te r , he somewhat

expands th is accusation:

So in th is seaso n , a s  in the month of May, it  befell a 
great anger and unhap th a t stinted not t i l l  the flower 
of chivalry of all the world was destroyed and slain; 
and a ll was long upon two unhappy kn igh ts, the which 
were named Agravaine and Sir Mordred, that were breth­
ren unto Sir Gawaine. For th is  Sir Agravaine and Sir
Mordred had ever a privy hate unto the queen Dame
Guenever and to Sir Launcelot.

(H, 339)

In the midst of the h o stility , Sir Lucan holds Gawaine responsible for 

what w ill come: "Alas . . . my lord Arthur would love Launcelot, but
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Sir Gawaine w ill not suffer him ." (II, 372) And Just before his death

Gawaine accuses himself:

all is  through mine own hastiness and w ilfulness . . . 
and of all th is  am I causer, for Sir Launcelot and his 
blood, through their prow ess, held a ll your cankered en­
emies in subjection and daunger . . . .  But a la s , I 
would not accord with him.

(II, 382)

After the  d isastrous war between Arthur and Mordred, Guenever and 

Launcelot have their chance a t self-recrim ination. In Launcelot's pre­

sen ce , Guenever makes the  statem ent to  the ladies of Almesbury, pre­

viously quoted, and after her death Launcelot, mourning by her tomb and 

Arthur's says

For when I remember me how by my default, mine orgulity 
and my pride, tha t they were both la id  full low , that were 
peerless th a t ever was living of Christian people, w it you 
w ell, said Sir Launcelot, th is remembered, of their kind­
n ess  and mine unkindness, sank so to  mine heart, that I 
might not sustain  myself.

( n ,  398)

Obviously, by any standard of possib ility , none of these  in­

dictm ents is  entirely correct. Malory does nothing to  make it  unques­

tionably clear to us which charge he favors, although the only accusa­

tion expressed , a s  i t  w ere, in the author's voice, re la tes to Agravaine 

and Mordred. We can even read these  charges, especially  the la tte r 

ones, as suggesting the excessive human pride tha t in s is ts  that the in ­

dividual has a decisive effect on even ts, even be i t  a d isastrous effect. 

If i t  is  perhaps possib le to  a s se ss  the subtle degrees of blame due to 

each characte r, the relevant fact nonetheless is tha t Malory does not
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make this assessm en t. At the same tim e, i t  i s  equally d e a r  tha t there 

is  some truth in the charges; each figure bears some responsibility  for 

the catastrophe. However, a critic trying to determine the relative de­

grees of guilt would overlook one of the most compelling im plications 

of the  la s t part of the  book: that afte r a certain point there is  nothing

anyone can do to slop the inexorable course of ev en ts , o r, to  use  a 

favorite medieval im age, to halt the downward turn of the wheel of for­

tune. Such an approach would s tre ss  rational causation and human re­

sponsibility beyond what Malory leads us to  believe is  p o ssib le , for 

the inextricable tangle of human qualities and m otivations, both good 

and bad, has by now been fully es tab lished . In the  la s t sections 

prior to Arthur's dea th , we see  that every action or d ec isio n , whether 

reasonable or unreasonable, w ell-in tentioned .or ill-in ten tioned , contri­

butes in some way to  the general d isa s te r . It seem s to me that Malory 

suggests the pathetic inadequacy of conscious individual intention or 

action to stem the forceful movement of history or to control the v i­

cious and anarchic im pulses within itse lf: to use  a  poetic term , he 

creates an image of glamorous se lf-destruc tion , of the Round Table

preying upon itse lf  and courting its  own death .
/

To claim tha t Le Morte D'Arthur is a moral tragedy, a critic  

would thus have to  assum e th a t the au thor's major in te rest lay  in 

what the reader must ferret out and piece together over long sections 

of unrelated material; that i t  is  possib le  and appropriate to  a s se ss  pre­

c ise ly  the varying degrees of guilt and responsib ility  due each character;
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th a t had certain  figures made different decisions a t significant po in ts , 

the  tragedy would not have happened; and tha t in the absence of un­

equivocal editorial judgment, the reader nonetheless has access to  his 

unexpressed preferences. Such a claim cannot be justified  by a, care­

ful examination of the book and is  irrelevant to describing the bulk of 

i t s  con ten ts. Malory is  far le s s  convinced about the coherence and 

crucial relevance of individual action than th e  author of a moral tragedy 

would be; he is  very much concerned with other aspects of his material 

tha t such an emphasis tends to obscure.

3.

M alory's Basic Themes and Assumptions 

How, then , can we describe M alory's work so as  to take into 

account more important aspects of i t  than the moral tragedy approach 

can comprehend? ^  It seem s to  me fru itless to try to find aesthetic  

unity in  a  work so various and even contradictory—a work that includes 

different sty les and is most uneven in execution. It w ill be more in­

te resting  and profitable to  study the book with an eye to the sense of 

human life  tha t informs it; to ask  what is  the unalterable condition of the 

human experience assumed and dealt with in Le Morte D'Arthur. For it  is 

the  very absence of a comprehensive and coherent shaping of the material 

which suggests that the work w ill reveal more than it  w ill say explicit­

ly; that it  i s ,  in the most serious w ay, about things that Malory does not 

necessarily  ta lk  about directly  or evaluate. While he is  telling  a story
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and concerned primarily to  do so , there are certain assum ptions about 

man and his life in society  that profoundly shape his m aterial.

I should like to iso la te  what seem to  me six  major aspects 

of the world of Le Morte D'Arthur and show how M alory's treatm ent 

gives them thematic significance. The f irs t ,  an emphatic fatalism , 

tends to underline the other five characteristics which together demon­

strate  the extreme tenuousness of the whole society portrayed. Second

is  a violence so extreme and often bizarre as to shock even a modem 
16reader. The third a sp ec t, the seriousness and scope of which have 

been inadequately represented by the c r itic s , is  political factionalism  

and the constant threat of social dissolution. The fourth and fifth 

characteristics are c losely  related: the difficulty in going beyond the 

old law of retribution in kind and the contingent problem of finding a  

satisfactory  method of determining guilt and sufficient reparation for 

i t .  F inally , while recognizing the tenuousness of the social order, 

we must admit the vast and entirely legitim ate importance in the Ar­

thurian world of surface and form, and the accepted discrepancy be­

tween social facade and moral reality .

I have noted M alory's technique of narrating the story as 

though it were actual history and elaborating the details of most of 

the situa tions. In the Arthurian world from which he draws his mate8* 

ria l he discovers what we might see as the counterpart to th is a rtis tic  

habit of inclusiveness; he shows in it a substantial element of fateful­

n e s s . In other w ords, he te lls  the story as though the events were real and
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had already happened, refusing to em phasize one event or situation a s  

more important than another. By proceeding in th is  w ay, he implies 

that th e  course of history could not have been altered . The suggested 

fatalism  does not demand that we regard his characters as meaningless 

ciphers; th is fatalism  is  not pervasive, and i ts  presence in  Malory im­

plies more the inevitability  of human fra ilty  and decay than th e  victimi­

zation of man by an all-pow erful force outside of the human w ill.

M erlin, w ith h is faculty  of superhuman v ision  and his prophe­

c ie s , is  the major and most in teresting  early m anifestation of th is quali­

ty in the Arthurian w orld. He is  not completely omniscient; he knows, 

for esiample, that in the firs t b a ttle s  Arthur wages to  estab lish  his 

power one of two great kings must d ie , and he manages to ensure tha t 

the loser be Lot rather than Arthur. But the impact of his mysterious 

presence, the dreams which foretell future even ts , and various com­

m ents, either from Malory or from other characters , indicating certain 

knowledge of things to come all constitu te , not a philosophical fa ta l­

ism , but a literary evocation of inev itab ility . In JLe Morte D"Arthur, 

there is  a constant sense of l ife 's  many pressu res. The major charac­

ters seem bigger than life, but nonetheless we are made aware that they 

can gain only partial and temporary control over the forces tha t threaten 

them. Not only do M erlin 's prophecies come tru e , neither the reader 

nor Malory ever doubts tha t they w ill.

The prophecies them selves, or the characters ' reactions to 

them, frequently are an ironic commentary on the actual lim itations of
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human ab ility , for they indicate the way a character's  actions resu lt in 

ends th a t are th e  opposite of his desires or in tentions. Balin and 

Launcelot w ill k ill the men they  love most in  the world. Arthur w ill be­

g e t, in ignorance of an incestuous rela tionsh ip , a son who w ill destroy 

him. He w ill marry for love a woman who is  fated to  love another. The 

passage in which Merlin warns Arthur Of Morgan's treachery and of h is 

own departure em phasizes the lim itations of human possibility :

So on a time he told King Arthur tha t he should not dure 
long, but for a ll his crafts he should be put in  the earth 
quick , and so he told the king many things tha t should 
b e fa ll, but always he warned th e  king to  keep well his 
sword and the scabbard, for he told him how the sword 
and the  scabbard should be stolen by a woman from him 
tha t he most trusted . Also he told King Arthur that he 
should miss him—Yet had ye lever than all your lands 
to have me again . Ah, said  the king, since ye know of 
your adventures, purvey for i t , and put away by your 
crafts that m isadventure. Nay, said  M erlin, i t  will not 
be; so he departed from the king.

(I, 90)

All M erlin 's knowledge cannot save him from certain doom, and he 

knows, w hile warning Arthur of treachery, th a t the warning w ill be fu­

tile .

This fatalism  underlines those elem ents in th e  Arthurian world 

that threaten i ts  s tab ility  and p eace , and th e  most obvious of the 

threats is  physica l. Coexistent with the glamor and brilliance in Mal­

ory's pages is  a recurrent violence and even barbarism . Malory charac­

terizes the  era: "In those days the son spared not the father no more

than a stranger"(II, 199) There are of course the w ars , but they are 

neither unique to  the Arthurian world nor the most interesting aspect of 

i t .  It should be noted in passing , however, that the numbers against
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Arthur are always staggering: In the firs t section a lone , there are a t 

one time eleven kings against him and a t another, five; after defeat­

ing th e se , he must face the Emperor Lucius and his subordinates fr©m 

a ll of Eastern Europe, A sia, and Africa. While the success of Arthur's 

knights against such odds (apart from the fact tha t overwhelming oppo­

sition to the hero is  a normal convention of the medieval romance) tends 

to lend them heroic or archetypal s ta tu re , a t the same time the number 

of Arthur's enemies suggests the extraordinary power of the  forces of 

d isso lu tion .

The modem reader is particularly struck , however, with certain 

kinds of violence which occur so frequently that they  indicate a consi­

derable threat to  Arthur's world. In describing th is v io lence , Malory 

often omits any indication of its  c a u se , a s  though i t  were so ordinary

as to  render explanation superfluous. One of the recurrent evils is

"the custom of the c a s tle ."  We are firs t introduced to i t  in the sec­

tion on Balin, when blood is demanded of a damsel with whom he 

rides: "their lady was sick , and had la in  many y ea rs , and she might not

be whole.but if  she had a dish silver full of blood of a  clean maid and a 

k ing 's daughter," (I, 62) This demand is comparatively mild when we 

consider the custom with which Tristram is  forced to deal:

for the custom of the castle  was such , who that rode by
that castle  and brought any lady, he must needs fight 
with the lord , that hight Breunor. And if  i t  were so tha t 
Breunor won the fight, then should th e  knight stranger and 
his lady be put to death , what that ever they were; and 
if it were so that the strange knight won the field of Sir 
Breunor, then should he die and his lady both. This cu s­
tom was used many w in ters, for i t  w as called  the C astle
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P luere, tha t is  to say the Weeping C astle .
(I, 273)

Malory reveals l it tle  emotion or outrage in describing how Tristram 

handles the situa tion . Tristram, before striking off the head of 

Breunor's w ife, says "meseemeth it  were pity  tha t my lady should 

lose her head" (I, 274); and Breunor "dread his lad y 's  head should 

be off . • . f b u t j  thy lady  is  fairer than m ine, and that me sore 

repenteth" (I, 274-275).

D espite h is to rian s ' claims about the exaltation of women in 

chivalric so c ie ty , a cursory reading of M alory's ta le s  discourages 

nosta lg ia . ^  Not only are they widowed or otherwise bereft with predict­

able frequency— they are not them selves immune to  extremes of vio­

lence. G aw aine's temporary punishment for beheading a lady is  "that 

he should bear th e  dead lady with him in th is  manner; the head of 

her w as hanged about his neck , and the whole body of her lay  before 

him on h is  h o rse 's  mane" (I, 80). Gaheris beheads his own mother, 

whom he has surprised in bed with Sir Lamorak. Another knight who, be­

heads h is w ife, desp ite Launcelot's attempted intervention, is  required 

to bear her head about h is  neck to the Holy Land. The fact that the la t­

ter punishment i s  levied by Guenever and her lad ies suggests not only 

their acquain tance with bizarre violence but a degree of participation 

in i t .  Guenever herself is threatened with burning a t le a s t three 

tim es, and when only four of the lad ies of M ark's court "drank clene" 

from the horn of chastity  he condemns the other n inety-five to  be 

burned. The fa c t that none of these burnings actually  takes place in
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the narrative does not mitigate th is sense  of constant p e ril.

Sudden attack  by an unknown enemy knight is  another typical 

form of violence. An illustration of th is th rea t is  th e  frequent reap­

pearance of the knight called Breuse Sance P ite , whom the knights of 

the Round Table are never able to  capture and hold. He is  the embo­

diment of the wicked potentialities of knighthood, and his elusiveness 

makes him alm ost a symbol in JLe Morte D ‘Arthur of the  threatening evil 

forces which Arthur's knights must continually fight and can never 

quite subdue. Along with Breuse and h is le s s  spectacu lar or co n sis­

ten t counterparts in vice are the monsters and giants who periodically 

menace and destroy . Lucius, for exam ple, gets the help of "fifty 

giants which had been engendered of fiends" (I, 133).

Certainly one of the most ominous figures in a ll of legendry is  

Arthur's h a lf-s is te r  Morgan, who has extraordinary powers of enchant­

ment and invariably uses them for vicious ends. Her evil is  some­

tim es gratuitous, but more often motivated by jealousy  or hatred. Ar­

thur owes his defeat partially  to his blind tru st in h er, for it is  she who 

stea ls  Excalibur and its  scabbard and leaves him vulnerable to  personal 

a ttack . Her role in the book is  more significant than th a t of Breuse: 

she suggests the d ivisiveness inherent in the c lo se s t bonds, the can­

kering hatred that may spring from intim acy.

Banishment, enchantm ent, and imprisonment are other constant 

th rea ts , and even the central figures are a t tim es subjected to  them.

Such experiences often force them into dilemmas with which rational
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eth ical standards seem ill-equipped to  cope. Arthur, for example, 

has to  make the d istressing  choice between languishing virtuously in 

prison and fighting as champion for the cowardly and evil Sir Damas 

in order to  free himself and twenty other prisoners. On another occa­

sion Launcelot fights Sir Brian de le s  I s le s ,  who is  suggestively 

characterized a s  "a noble man and a great enemy unto King Arthur"

(I, 308), and by defeating him frees from his prison "of Arthur's 

knights th irty , and forty lad ies" (I, 309).

F inally , there is  the threat of insanity: two of th e  major fig­

u re s , Tristram and Launcelot, are driven mad by love. They w ander, 

each for two y ea rs , occasionally  mistaken for local id io ts . Thus the 

extreme vulnerability of the most noble people in  Arthur's w orld, both 

to external danger and to internal division and degradation, is  made 

abundantly c lear.

Intim ately related to the violence of the Arthurian world are i ts  

factionalism  and the ever-present threat of political chaos. The sug­

gestion tha t the barons want to kill Tristram when he is  bom , "by 

cause they  would have been lords of the country of Liones" (I, 240), 

gives us some idea of th is problem. Thfere is  a fascinating theme in 

the book (upon which there are many not entirely  consistent varia­

tions) that pertains to  the relationship between loyalty to a family and 

loyalty  to a larger group. Blood tie s  w ere , of course , of critical im­

portance in medieval tim es , and they are not undervalued in Le, Morte 

D 'Arthur. ^  It is  n ecessary , for in stan ce , for Merlin to prove that
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Arthur is  the son of Uther before he can command a minimum degree

of alleg iance. Meanwhile the tribal instincts flourish: "Then stood

the realm in great jeopardy long w hile , for every lord th a t was

mighty of men made him strong, and many weened to have been king"

(I, 10). However, to  create the strong political unity which com es

to be known as the Round Table, Arthur must merge th e se  family

loyalties into a more comprehensive w hole. He. relies largely on the

idea of a community of good men who urge each other to  ever greater

achievem ents. The vulnerability of the Round Table lie s  partia lly  in

the fact that i t  must be inspired primarily by personal loyalty  to  him,

19though bound by larger ideals:

then the king stablished a ll h is kn ights, and gave them 
that were of lands not rich , he gave them la n d s , and 
charged them never to  do outrageousity nor m urder, and 
always to flee treason; a lso , by no means to b e  cruel, 
but to  give mercy unto him that asketh  m ercy, upon 
pain of forfeiture of their worship and lordship of King
Arthur for evermore; and always to do la d ie s , dam osels,
and gentlewomen succour, upon pain of dea th . A lso, 
that no man take  no battles  in  a wrongful quarrel for no 
law , nor for no w orld 's goods. Unto th is  w ere a ll the 
knights sworn to the Table Round, both old and young. 
And every year were they sworn a t the high feas t of 
Pentecost.

(I, 89-90)

The punishments promised for violation of th ese  ideals are both practi­

cal and severe , but they nonetheless cannot ensure complete obedi­

ence to  Arthur's commands. At several points Malory makes perfect­

ly  c lear the inherent lim itations of Arthur's power. His attem pts to 

force King Mark to treat Tristram humanely are ludicrously ineffec­

tive; Arthur's inability  to command the  unqualified alleg iance of his
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nephew is  d isastrous.

The difficulty of Arthur's attempt to  comprehend family loyalties 

in a  greater whole is  emphasized by the progressively ominous recur­

rence of the  phrase "Gawaine and h is brethren. What a t firs t 

seems merely a  verbal tag  comes to have serious them atic significance. 

Gawaine is  the son of Lot and M otgause, and consequently a nephew 

of Arthur. Lot opposes Arthur and is  sla in  by King Pellinore. From 

what we can te ll of the narra tive , he i s  not a victim  of treachery but 

rather the loser in a  game w hose rules he accep ts . His son Gaw aine,

however, does not recognize the eth ics of political war as  being any

different from more essen tia lly  domestic s trife , and he takes upon him­

self the responsibility  of the blood feud: "But King PellinOre bare the

wytte of the death of King Lot, wherefore Sir Gawaine revenged the 

death of his father the tenth year after he w as made knight, and slew

KLng Pellinore with his own hands" (I, 58).

The d isastrous loyalty  of Gawaine to  the family t ie ,  along with 

its  consequent d iv isiveness to  the Round Table, is  not developed un­

til the second half of Le Morte D 'Arthur. At a joust tha t Arthur has 

ca lled , Lamorak, son of King Pellinore, wins the prize by smiting 

down

twenty knights, beside Sir Gawaine and h is brethren . . . 
The king was g lad , and also w as all the fellowship of 
the Round Table, except Sir Gawaine and h is breth­
ren . . . .  Then Gawaine called  privily in council all 
his brethren, and to them said  thus: Fair brethren,
here may ye se e , whom that we hate King Arthur loveth , 
and whom th a t we love he hateth . . . . Sir, said  Sir 
G awaine's b rethren , le t us see how ye w ill or may be 
revenged, and ye shall find u s ready.

( n ,  10)



35

It would be tedious to  trace the  many references to th is c liq u e , but 

they bear a  significance considerably beyond even the infamous mur­

der of Sir Lamorak. After Launcelot's accidental slaying of G areth, 

G aw aine's purpose is  complete destruction. Only then are there re­

ferences to Launcelot* s k in , or at le a s t only then do such references 

become so frequent th a t we are compelled to recognize the ir impor­

tance . We discover tha t the strength of the Round Table has come 

largely  through the union of the fam ilies of Gawaine and Launcelot, 

and th is  insight helps to explain why Launcelot has continued to  hon­

or Gawaine regardless of his vindictiveness and other negative quali­

t ie s .  Contrary to M erlin 's early claim , Launcelot has not loved Ga­

w aine more than anyone e lse  in  the w orld, but he has been politically  

loyal to  him to  to Arthur.

It is  Gawaine who is  portrayed as the principal reason for the 

permanent alienation  between Launcelot and Arthur: "the noble King

Arthur would have taken his queen again , and have been accorded 

with Sir Launcelot, but Sir Gawaine would not suffer him by no man­

ner of mean" (H, 358). The coalition , which aimed at a kinder, 

more spacious ju s tic e , cannot w ithstand the determined onslaught of 

the  old law of the blood feud. Launcelot is  continually forced to  do 

the th ings he has said he w ill not doj the whole ta le  of the war con­

cerns th e  interplay of Gaw aine's persistence and Launcelot's re luc­

tan ce . And th e  slow progress of the struggle suggests the tenacity  

of th e  Round Table ideal when it  is  confronted with the reality  of its
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self-destruction . On his deathbed Gawaine acknowledges his respon­

sib ility  for the d issolution of the Round Table:

all is through mine own h astiness and w illfulness . . . 
had Sir Launcelot been w ith you as he w a s , th is  un­
happy w ar had never begun; and of a ll th is  am I cau ser, 
for Sir Launcelot and his blood, through their p row ess, 
held a ll your cankered enemies in  subjection and daun- 
ger.

(H, 382)

I do not wish to exaggerate , a s  Gawaine probabEy d o es , his entire 

responsibility  as  a fallib le human being for the final d isa s te r. But 

we are justified in seeing him as a ty p e , characteristic  of a certain  

period of social and political history: one who is  unable to commit him­

self completely to loyalties and alleg iances larger than the c la n , one 

who cannot accept a  standard of ju stice  more Comprehensive and hu­

mane than tha t of retribution in k ind.

The problems of accepting and rendering ju stice  and mercy in 

the  world of Le Morte D'Arthur extend far beyond those relevant to  Ga­

waine alone, although his refusal to accept Arthur's authority in th is 

area proves fata l to  the Round Table. There are many incidental ex­

amples of an attempt to  evolve a  system that w ill provide a more s ta ­

b le , coherent, and merciful means of dealing with wrongdoing. The 

most obvious and important embodiment of th is  desire  is  the ritu a lis ­

tic  command by the victorious Round Table knight that h is  defeated op­

ponent go in penance to Arthur's court and there pledge himself to  

loyalty  and good conduct. There is  a  desperate need to  break the 

deadly spiral of personal vindictiveness , and a w illingness to  accept
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at face value a  knight's assurances of good in ten tions. Arthur's need 

to  crea te  a stab le  society  in which h is  hegemony is  explicitly  acknow­

ledged is  reflected in a  court that characteristically  gives mercy 

ra ther than justice; the most extraordinary crimes are forgiven in ex­

change for sworn political a lleg iance . The w eakness of the system  is  

c lear in the ca se  of Ring M ark, w hose word is  w orthless and whose 

chronic unscrupulousness victim izes good men. But th is r itu a lis tic  

system  is. presented as  undoubtedly th e  b e s t means yet evolved for 

dealing with aJ deeply serious question of moral and social stab ility .

Arthur's len ience toward the outrages committed by potential 

po litica l a llie s  is  rarely  matched by mercy toward treason within his 

acknowledged realm (although in the supreme instance he regrets that 

he in itia lly  pursued the  le tte r  of the law ). Death by burning a t the 

stake is  the punishment for treason (a crime which has a wide la titude 

of interpretation) and for murder. The major problem related to these  

essen tia lly  dom estic concerns is  the determination of guilt; and here 

w e must recognize the close equation in the  Arthurian world between 

physical achievement and moral w orth, w hile understanding the conse­

quences of tha t equation for determining gu ilt.

A physical tr ia l is  frequently considered the appropriate and 

re liab le  te s t  of a m an's spiritual dignity . There are swords that only 

eminently good men can handle, and bridges to be used only by 

those "without treachery or v illa in y ," Launcelot proves himself the 

"best knight of the world" (n, 332) by healing Sir Urre. The political
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implication is  simple: the recognized and accepted te s t  of moral

right and wrong is  tria l by physical combat. When Ring Anguish is  

accused of murder,- he gets Tristram to defend him in combat w ith Sir 

Blamore? most notably, several times Launcelot saves Guenever from 

burning at the stake by standing as her champion and defeating her 

accuser. It is  significant tha t when Guenever is  firs t accused  Of 

treaso n , the only reasoned examination of the likelihood of her guilt 

appears in  a statem ent by Bprs—a statem ent intended merely to  ju s ti­

fy h is being her champion and not considered a proper way to  deter­

mine her guilt or innocence.

The inadequacy of th is type of tr ia l a s  a sure means of deter­

mining moral right and wrong is  perfectly obvious to  everyone. ^  When 

Mark wounds Amant, Malory n o tes , "And yet w as Amant in the 

righteous quarrel" (If 392). An exchange between Launcelot and Ga­

waine presents the situation w ith great lucid ity . Launcelot says tha t 

he and Guenever had been wrongly accused by Mordred and Agravaine, 

whom he had subsequently defeated; "they called  thee righ t, sa id  

Sir Gawaine. My lo id , Sir Gawaine, said  Sir Launcelot, in their 

quarrel they proved them selves n o tin  the right" (n ,  364). Both Ga­

w aine and Launcelot himself know he is  being sophistical; a s  Arthur 

has said earlier:

I w ill not that way with Sir Launcelot, for he truste th  
so much upon h is hands and h is  might that he doubteth 
no man; and therefore for my queen he shall never 
fight more, for she shall have the law .

(H, 310)
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However, no surer m ethod, nor even a satisfactory  a lternative# is  

ever put forward , and Malory clearly  considers i t  more primitive when 

Arthur forsakes th is method and, " in  th is heat" (n , 349)/ condemns 

GuOneyer to  the fire . In th is  context, we should Observe that on the 

other occasions, Guenever either has been innocent# o r, by the  c le ­

verly-worded terms of the accusa tion , must be adjudged innocent.

The inevitable testim ony of such evidence is  th a t there is  a  

ta c itly  acknowledged discrepancy between the in tricate forms of th is  

world and the moral or human relationships which such forms ideally  

symbolize/ and w hile the discrepancy may be lam ented, a more ade­

quate social representation has not been evolved. The forms and 

public rples have real and immense in trinsic value# and when a 

choice is  necessary  between public position and private fulfillm ent, 

the la tte r is  always sacrificed . In Le. Morte D'Arthur neither Launce­

lo t nor Guenever questions the rightness of her return to  Arthur, once 

there have been assurances given for her life . Her role as Queen is  

more important to both of them than the ir love. The elaborate 

rituals of the Arthurian world sa tisfy  an in tense need to provide a 

measure of coherence and beauty that w ill serve as a  bulwark against 

the disruptive forces with which th ese  people must contend . ^  The 

pageantry of the court society  can be seen a s  a necessary# a lbeit su­

perficial# m anifestation of stab ility  and solid ity  in a world menaced 

by barbarism and anarchy. The jousts# the tournaments# and the 

more casual knightly encounters have an additional function beyond
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uation of the ir world demands for survival. They have the effect of 

stylizing and consequently of giving grandeur and a kind of legality  

to what is  in essen ce  a barbaric n ecess ity . They give a grace and

dignity to the most brutal and basic  kind of social judgment, that

which ranks men primarily according to  their physical prowess. Af­

te r a l l /  i t  is  perfectly clear tha t one of the major reasons Mark's 

court is  considered inferior to  Arthur's is  the cowardliness of his 

knights when challenged to combat.

It is  a lso  tru e / however/ that Arthur's elaborate court society

is superior because i t  has aimed toward the ideal conduct embodied 

in the Round Table oath . It has tried / but of course it has not 

been entirely  successfu l. Lamorak knows that both courts share a 

divergence between real and assumed morality. He chooses to expose 

that divergence in M ark's court because "I had lie fe r strife and debate 

fell in Ring M ark's court rather than Arthur's court/ for the honor of 

both courts be not alike (1/ 294). More important/ Malory himself 

in effect recognizes th is  disparity  and the n ecess ity  for preserving 

the social surface. Among the many accusations of responsibility  for 

the Round Table 's destruction/ the only one in M alory's voice is d i­

rected toward Agravaine and Mordred. We must recognize/ as 

Malory d o es , tha t they were not mistaken or unjust in their charge; 

their culpability lay in violating a worldly, unspoken gentlemen's 

agreement tha t even Gawaine recognized ass fundamentally important to 

the stab ility  of their world.
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In the Arthurian milieu much importance is  attached  to  fame 

and honor, qualities which imply a standard of pride and dignity  in 

terms of worldly opinion. These preoccupations bear important sim i­

la ritie s  to rituals and pageantry; they share an orientation tha t is  e s ­

sen tia lly  external. They are concerned with su rfaces, w ith a public 

rela tionsh ip . It is  often difficult to know whether such preoccupa­

tions are compatible with ethical issu es  , or whether they must simply 

be referred for their justification  and power to  an  overwhelming need 

for stab ility  and order. The partial lack of congruence between th e  

two can be seen early ini the book, when Balin beheads th e  Lady of 

the  Lake in the presence of Arthur. The Ring, horrified, exclaim s 

"ye haye shamed me and a ll my court."  He is unmoved by Balin 's 

rec ita l of her w icked deeds and sa y s , "What cause soever ye had 

. . .  ye should have forehome her in my presence" (I, 50).

However, Ji§ Morte D'Arthur cannot be called  a critique of 

honor a s  the highest goal of worldly man because th is  standard is  so 

obviously responsible for most of the admirable deeds recounted in 

i t .  One must rea lize , after a l l ,  tha t a society tha t must preserve 

its e lf  against powerful and recognized threats must be preoccupied 

with "honor" as partially  d istinct from "in teg rity ." Irving Howe has 

made a valuable distinction between the two, which we can see  has 

a different" applicability  in M alory's world than i t  does in  th e  world 

of a contemporary writer like  Faulkner:

Honor points to  what one is  in the w orld, in tegrity  to
w hat 6ne is  in oneself. Honor involves a public



42

relation to o th e rs* a  standard of pride and dignity * a 
level of s ta tu s  and reputation; integrity  an ea se  of be­
ing and security  of conscience . Honor requires an apt 
of the will* integrity  is  a  condition tha t cannot be 
summpned. Honor depends upon an assertion  of o n e 's  
worth* integrity  upon a read iness to  face the full bur­
den of pne 's  ex is ten c e .22

It is  clear tha t the responsib le ruling members of a  threatened socie­

ty  often cannot afford th e  luxury of "integrity#" a purely private vir­

tue* which cannot be imitated# transferred# or even evaluated by the 

workable standards of ordinary soc ie ty . Integrity may characterize 

recluses# saints# or ordinary admirable private human beings# but is  

le ss  likely to inspire a public figure held up as a model. It is  nota­

ble tha t Launcelot# who is  unquestionably presented a s  the  most ad­

mirable human being in th e  book# never shows remorse or even re ­

luctance to lie  in  order to  preserve the public facade of his and

24Guenever’s innocence. This w illingness to deny publicly w hat they 

privately know to be true is  equally  characteristic  of the le s se r  fig­

ures in the bpok# and Malory never appears to  assum e the right to 

approve or disapprove of such a ttitu d e s . The Arthurian w orld, then# 

is  one in which there are  many rights and many wrongs—one in which 

moral outrage may be a dangerous indulgence; and those who inhabit 

it tend  to admit th is worldly fact and keep living together as  w ell as 

they can. Sir Segwarides recognizes th is when he says to  TWstram:

I know you for Sir Tristram dp Liones# the man in the 
world that I have most cause to hate# because ye de­
parted the love between me and my wife; but as  fpr 
that . . .  I w ill never hate a noble knight for a light 
lady; and therefore, I pray you# by my friend# and I 
w ill be yours unto my power; for w it ye w ell ye are
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hard bestead In th is  valley* and we shall have enough 
tp  dp either of us tp  succpur other.

(I, 292)

The re la tive  importance pf private moral considerations is  

b es t illu stra ted  by Arthur's reaction to  his w ife 's  adultery. When 

Agravaine te lls  Arthur about Launpelot and Guenever* the k ing 's  re­

ply shows lit tle  emotipn: "If it  be so . . . w it you well h e  (Laun­

celot) is  none other (than a  traitor) * but I would be loath to  begin 

such a thing but I might have proofs upon it"  (II, 341). We sense 

tha t Arthur is  trapped by h is position so tha t he can no longer ignore 

Agravaine*s charge. His role a s  ultim ate judge and d ispenser of ju s ­

tic e  makes i t  im possible for him to  disregard an overt accusation , 

and the best he can do is  to  in s is t on incontrovertible proof. It 

seem s to  me tha t some of the most considerable evidence against the  

m oralistic interpretation of Malory comes in an editorial aside:

For as the French bopk sa ith , the king was full loath 
thereto* that any no ise  should be upon Sir Launcelot 
and his queen; for the king had a deeming * but he 
would not hear pf it* tor Sir Launcelot had dpnp so much
for him and the  queen sp many tim es * tha t w it ye w ell
the king loved him passing ly  w ell.

(H* 341)

In the la te r  scenes it  is  made quite c lear that Arthur is  perfectly 

w illing to  take Guenever back and w ishes he had not listened tp 

Agravaine. There is  a firm sen se  of proportion in his words after 

Launcelot rescues Guenever from the fire: "much more I am sorrier

for my good knights ' lo ss  than for the lo ss  of my fair queen; for

queens I might have anew, but such a fellowship of good knights
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shall never be together in no company" ( n , 35?).

The book im plicitly shpws the lim itations of honor, l e e s ,  when 

it  demands th e  sacrifice of eth ical right than when i t  precludes for­

g iveness and drives a man to what he is  capable of recognizing  as 

his own destruction and the  destruction of o thers. Immediately be­

fore his fetal encounter with h is  unrecognized brother, Balin lam ents, 

"I may not turn now again for shame" (I, 67). Arthur k ills  Accplon 

and is  alm ost killed himself w hile supporting a  cause he knows to be 

un just. At one point he says he will continue the b a ttle  lie  promised 

to  wage because "I had lever tp  die with honour than to  live  w ith 

shame" (I, 103). Considerations of honor work aga in st Tristram 's 

marrying Isoud himself: he says to King Anguish, "Sir, an I did

then I w ere shamed for ever in th is w orld, and fa lse  of my promise" 

(I, 272). Most important of a l l ,  Arthur sorrowfully recognizes that 

the prevailing standards of honor make i t  im possible for him to  read­

mit Launcelot and h is followers: "for I may never hold them together 

no more with my worship" (n , 353).

Thus i t  seems to me inappropriate, if not im possib le , to  read 

M alory's work as though the author had a particular and coherent 

philosophy or eth ics he wanted to  expound in i t .  Nor does th e  au­

thor's  particular sensib ility  seem noticeably to  dominate and modify 

the work. The Morte is various, lively , contradictory, Vivid, and, 

it  seems to me, quite unpretentious. One of the  most im pressive 

and serious things about it  is th a t, though it  is  lite ra lly  s to ry -te ll­

ing , it  reveal? a great deal about a  solid and h isto rica lly  explicable
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w orld, I have tried to underline the tangib ility  of th is  w orld, a t  

le a s t partly because we find nothing remotely like i t  in the 

Arthurian poems of Tennyson and Robinson. The sense of reality  

tha t underlies the story-telling  is  both sound and sober, although 

the reality  which it  reflects is  not a  wholly universal one but 

rather characteristic of a certain  period of social development.

The stories obviously have very wide appeal, since so many 

writers have been so fascinated with them . But th is  appeal is  

primarily one of sheer human in te re s t, and whatever other dimen­

sions we may find in la ter Arthurian poems or sto ries w ill probably 

reflect the w riter's own sense of rea lity  or vision of life . In the 

two major sections tha t follow I want to take special note of the  

other dimensions to be found in Tennyson's and Robinson's poems 

in order to determine how congenial they are to  the story itse lf  

and how likely they are to. inspire fine poetry.
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Arthur's trusted sen esch a l, performing great feats of arms in a  tour­

ney , only to turn up in Book VII as a churlish mocker, easily  un­

horsed by young Sir G areth ." Loomis, p . 171. In Book IV, Chapter 

HI, Sir Kay is  shown to be a gallant knight; "No force, said Sir 

Kay , I w ill undertake for two of them , and then may ye three under­

take for the other three . . . but always Queen Guenever praised 

Sir Kay for his d eed s , and sa id . What lady that ye love, and she 

love you not again she were greatly to blame; and among la d ie s , said
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the queen, I shall bear your noble fame, for ye  spake a  great word, 

and fulfilled i t  w orshipfu lly ." (I, 93-94) Much further on , as  Loom­

is  n o te s , Kay is  easily  thrown by the fledgling knight, Sir G areth , 

and when Launcelot d isgu ises himself in  Sir Kay's armor, various 

other Round Table knights feel that he w ill be easy  to  overcome: 

"When he was passed  the three knights saiden him th a t it was the 

proud Kay: He weeneth no knight so good as h e , and the contrary

is  ofttime proved." (I, 170) His behavior to  Gareth i s  abominable 

by any standards, much le s s  those of chivalry: "And sythen he

hath no name, I shall give him a name that shall be Beaumains, that 

is  Fair-hands, and into the kitchen I shall bring him, and there he 

shall have fat brose every day , that he shall be as fa t by the 

twelve-m onths' end as a  pork hog. Right so the two men departed 

and beleft him to  Sir Kay, that scorned him and mocked him ." (I, 182) 

In the early parts of M alory's work, King Mark is  a good king and 

entirely solicitous of his nephew 's welfare: "Then w as King Mark

and all his barons passing heavy, for they deemed none other but 

that Sir Tristram should not recover. Then the  king le t  send after a ll 

manner of leeches and surgeons, both unto men and women, and 

there w as none tha t would behote him the  life  . . . .  When King 

Mark understood th a t, he le t purvey for Sir Tristram a fair v e s se l, 

well v ic tualed , and therein was put Sir Tristram ." (I, 249) The rea­

son that King Mark is  given for beginning to hate  Tristram is  con­

vincing enough: "at la s t  there befell a jealousy  and an unkindness
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betwixt King Mark and Sir Tristram, fof they  loved both one lady.

And she was an e a rl 's  wife that hight Sir Segwarides. And th is  lady 

loved Sir Tristram passingly  w ell. And he loved her again , for she 

was a passing fair lad y , and that espied Sir Tristram yrallv Then 

King Mark understood tha t and was je a lo u s ,  for King Mark loved her 

passingly  w e ll."  (I, 257) But the sneakiness and unfairness of h is 

behaviour to  Tristram is  quite out of keeping with anything we pre­

viously have been told about him: "King Mark armed him, and made

him ready, and took two knights of his council with him, and so he 

rode afore for to abide by the w ay, for to  w ait upon Sir Tristram.

And as  Sir Tristram came riding upon his w ay with his spear in  his 

hand, King Mark came hurtling upon him with h is two knights sud­

den ly ."  (I, 257) He subsequently forces Tristram to do a thing to­

ta lly  against h is honor as  a knight (I, 285), and he becomes an 

entirely evil man: "I w ill tha t ye w it my coming hither is  to th is

in ten t, for to destroy Sir Tristram by w iles or by treason; and it 

shall be hard if ever he escape our hands. A las, said Sir B ersules, 

what mean you? for ye be se t in such a way ye are disposed shame­

fully; for Sir Tristram is the knight of most worship tha t we know 

liv ing , and therefore I warn you plainly I w ill never consent to  do 

him to  the death; and therefore I w ill yield my se rv ice , and forsake 

you. When King Mark heard him sa y  so , suddenly he drew his 

sword and said: Ah, traitor; and smote Sir Bersules on the head,

that the sword w ent to his te e th ."  (I, 381)
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"Malory was a transla to r who abbreviated and adapted and 

sometimes added small d e ta ils— occasionally  even short s to rie s . He 

is  not to  be judged so le ly  by his changes, however? he must be 

judged by his work as  a whole . He is  as responsible for what he 

chose to  transla te  as  for what he chose to add. He is  not to be 

stripped of what is  holy and gentle simply because he found i t  in 

French. Nor is  he to  be judged by any small gathering of scattered 

phrases tha t may or may not reflect a m aterialistic outlook. Far out­

shining the grey cloud of a ll such sm all, unemphasized deta ils  is  

h is reiterated nosta lg ia  for decencies no longer observed, and h is 

idealism  in two lovely ta les  th a t are related in none of h is known 

sources: the ta le  of G areth, which is  nothing but gen tle , and the

ta le  of Sir Urry, which seems nothing but holy ." M atthews, p . 49.

16
See J. Huizinga, The Waning of the Middle Ages (London. 

1955), pp. 9 -3 0 . Although Huizinga's book is  about the fourteenth 

and fifteenth centuries in France and the N etherlands, h is an a ly ses , 

if not taken absolutely  lite ra lly , are revealing about M alory's own 

era .

17 "Indeed, medieval literature shows little  true pity for 

woman, little  com passion for her w eakness and the dangers and pains 

which love has in store for her. Pity took on a stereotyped and fac­

titious form, in the sentim ental fiction of the knight delivering the 

virgin . . . .  C ivilization always needs to wrap up the idea of 

love in veils of fancy, to  exalt and refine i t ,  and thereby to  forget
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cruel rea lity . The solemn or graceful game of the faithful knight or 

the amorous shepherd, the fine imagery of courtly a lleg o ries , however 

brutally life  belie  them , never lo s t the ir charm nor a ll their moral 

value. The human mind needs these  forms, and they always remain 

essen tia lly  the sam e." H uizinga, pp. 128-129.

18 "When vow c lash es w ith vow, blood provides the method 

of counting s id e s . M alory continually reminds us th a t vows grow 

out of th ese  more fundamental bonds . . . .  The better one 's 

blood, moreover, the better one 's  chances to  achieve the greatest 

worship. This is  taken quite lite ra lly , as a principle of heredity. 

Lancelot and Galahad are descended from Jesus C hrist, and they are 

consequently the highest examples of the earthly and the sain tly  

knight." M iko, p . 212.

19 "The main function of chivalry , after a l l ,  is  to hold down 

chaos, to defend i t  through knighthood and noble blood. The 

Round Table i s ,  as  the queen of the W aste Lands had pointed out 

long ago, a  symbol of perfection, and by tha t perfection is  meant 

unity and order in the face of th e ir  o p p o sites ."  Miko, p . 226.

20But again , see Miko, p . 222 ff.

21Ib id . , p . 219 ff.
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"It is  important to  realize the function of festivals in the 

society  of th a t tim e. They still preserved something of the meaning 

they have in primitive so c ie tie s , th a t of the supreme expression of 

their cu ltu re , the highest mode of a co llec tive  enjoyment and an  a s ­

sertion of solidarity . . . a t  a  time when the higher pleasures were 

neither numerous nor accessib le  to a l l ,  people fe lt the need of such 

Collective rejoicings as fe s tiv a ls . The more crushing the misery of 

daily l i f e ,  the  stronger the  stimulants that will be needed to  pro­

duce th a t intoxication with beauty and delight without which life  

would be unbearable. The fifteenth century , profoundly pessim istic , 

a prey to  continual depression , could not forgo the emphatic affirma­

tion of the beauty of life afforded by these  splendid and solemn col­

lec tive  rejo ic ings. Books were expensive , the country w as unsafe , 

art w as rare; the individual lacked th e  means of d istraction. All 

lite ra ry , m usical, and a rtis tic  enjoyment w as more or le ss  closely  

connected w ith festiva ls . . . .  The festival requires s ty le ."  

H uizinga, p . 252.

^ Irv in g  Howe, William Faulkner (New York, 1962), p . 148 

24 r»"Whether D^ancelofj recognizes 'right other wrong' is  not 

the final poin t, for he is  against chaos and mystery more than he is  

against evil in  a religious or moral s e n se ."  Miko, p . 216.



CHAPTER E

ALFRED LORD TENNYSON'S IDYLLS OF THE KING
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"No. more of hatred than in Heaven its e lf .
No more of jealousy than in P aradise."

("Balin and Balan," 148-9)

1 .
Introduction

Unlike Sir Thomas M alory, whose identity  remains obscure, 

Alfred Lord Tennyson was the most popular poet of his ag e , and a 

great deal has been w ritten about his work and about his life .

When Sir Harold Nicolson in 1922 published his stimulating book on 

the poet, he said in the introduction how difficult i t  was to acknow­

ledge properly all his source material: "The British Museum ca ta­

logue records some two hundred and fifty books bearing directly up­

on Tennyson himself or upon his w ritings, and there is  scarcely  a 

work on the literature or life  of the Victorian age in which he is  

not mentioned."'*' N icolson1 s book itse lf  inspired a new burst of

critical energy in many who felt his approach inappropriate and his
2

conclusions perverse. As a re su lt, the secondary material on Ten­

nyson is  vast and can be daunting to anyone attempting to read his 

poetry with an unjaundiced eye.

Malory was a great favorite of Tennyson's, ju st as the 

medieval period affected in a marked way the imagination of the
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nineteenth century. Art, arch itecture , and many forms of literature

were deeply influenced by an in terest in and nosta lg ia  for what

seemed a  comparatively untroubled, uncorrupted, graceful, and vivid

period in  English history. Tennyson's son Hallam refers to  his
a

fa ther's  beloved and well-thumbed copy of Le Morte D 'Arthur, and 

the Idylls of the King occupied him for more than half a century.
4

The story of Tennyson's life  is  quite w ell-know n, but proba­

bly two events in i t  are most relevant to  his major work, the Idylls 

of the Rina. The firs t is  the extraordinary friendship that developed 

a t Cambridge between him and Arthur Henry Hallam, who has been 

ca lled  "the phoenix of the century, the idol of contemporary Cam­

bridge ."^  When Hallam died in 1833, Tennyson received a  profound 

shock, and the most im pressive of a ll the Idylls is  the "Passing of 

Arthur," most of i t  w ritten in  a mood of bereavement and doubt a t 

the time of Hallam*s death .

The second event in Tennyson's life  tha t seems particularly 

significant to the Idylls is  his selection as Poet Laureate in 1850. 

The responsib ilities of his position encouraged his proclivity , per­

haps firs t nourished by the Apostles in Cambridge, for a concern 

with social issu es  and the nature of contemporary life . He subse­

quently tried to w rite , in the Id y lls , a poetry of the id e a l, a poe­

try tha t would instruct and elevate a society  for which he had an 

increasing d is ta s te . Thus he used the Arthurian material first to re­

veal a highly personal emotion and la te r  to provide a medium for
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more abstract considerations. The following pages w ill be particular­

ly  concerned to show how th is  ambivalent u se  of th e  Arthurian ma­

te ria l affects the quality  of the Idylls of th e  King.

Tennyson has been extravagantly praised and brutally a ttack ed ,

but there can be no question th a t h e  is  a  very great poet. T .S .

Eliot gives a poet's  tribute to his predecessor:

Tennyson is  a  great poet, for reasons th a t are perfectly 
c lear. He has th ree  qualities which are seldom found 
together except in th e  g reatest poets: abundance, va­
rie ty , and complete com petence. We therefore cannot 
appreciate his work un less we read a good deal of i t .
We may not admire his aims: but whatever he se ts
out to  do, he succeeds in doing, with a mastery which 
gives us the sense of confidence tha t is  one of the 
m ajor p leasures of poetry. His variety of metrical ac­
complishments is aston ish ing . Without making the 
m istake of trying to  w rite Latin verse in English, he 
knew everything about Latin versification that an English 
poet could use; and he said of him self tha t he thought 
he knew the quantity of the sounds of every English 
word except perhaps s c is s o rs . He had th e  finest ear 
of any English poet since Milton . . . .  Tennyson ex­
tended very widely the range of active metrical forms 
in E nglish .6

George Saintsbury praises him for "the character and variety of his 

accom plishm ent," for the pervasive and sustained impact of his 

genius on the literature of his period, and on h is almost perfect 

versification .^  And Douglas Bush, comparing him to  Virgil, d es­

cribes the quality and character of his b e s t work:

As a  man and an Englishman he w as much more of a 
Roman; as a craftsm an also  he was Roman, and , like 
most of the Roman p o e ts , H ellen istic  . . . .  He a lso  
is  a landscape-lover, a lord of language, he i s ,  at 
moments, m ajestic in h is sadness a t the doubtful dcom
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of human kind, and for him. hope gleam s like a  golden 
branch amid the shadows . . .  he waff very much lik e  
Virgil. They both were and rem ained, even in  the 
sunshine of court favor, shy provincial la d s , and they 
never lo s t the  truest kind of patriotic feeling, attach­
ment t o  the dulcia arva . . . .  They both revered an 
heroic national p as t and believed in the sta te  , in or­
der, in  the old w ays of p ie ty , duty, and d iscip line.
Both were uncommonly sensitive  to the life  and color 
of field  and sky and s e a , and recorded a ll th e  phenom­
ena. of nature in  exquisite ly  finished pictures; and in 
nature and human life  they saw the workings of Univer­
sal Mind. Both Virgil and Tennyson had absorbed a  
rich literary  cu ltu re , and w ere th e  most scholarly and 
ornate s ty lis ts  of the ir age . . . .  Their best work is  
essen tia lly  e leg iac , the product of a temperamental 
melancholy, a brooding, w istful sense of the p a s t, an  
unappeasable desiderium which is  deepened by troubled 
questionings about the present and the future. Tenny­
son has le s s  than Virgil of universal p ie ty , but he has 
a not altogether d issim ilar no te , a cry of profound sad­
ness and bewilderment.®

That Tennyson triumphs im a  dazzling variety  of forme can be 

seen  from observing a mere handful of his poems: the lu sh , evoca­

tive  "M ariana"; the ballad "The Lady of Shalott"; his splendid and 

s ta te ly  monologues on c la ss ica l them es, "U lysses" artd "Tithonus"; 

the famous Jn  Memoriam; the exquisite ly rics in The Princess and 

Maud: the  "Ode on the Death of the Duke of W ellington," surely 

one of the most m ajestic English odes; the rollicking d ia lect poem, 

"Northern Farmer; New Style"; the urbane, epistolary "To E. Fitzger­

ald"; h is vigorous translation of the "Battle of Brunanburg"; the 

haunting "Frater Aye Atque V ale." These poems are not necessarily  

either his best or his most ambitious poems; but their variety can

suggest for us the extraordinary range of the poet.
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The Idylls of the King w ere Tennyson's most ambitious work/ 

and , as I mentioned earlier, they occupied him for almost half a 

century. Before proceeding to note the various critical estim ations 

of them and to  give what is  essen tia lly  Ha twentieth century analysis 

of a nineteenth century phenomenon/ I should like to  quote Tennyson 

him self, and occasionally his son , describing what he w as about in 

the Id y lls .

Like many subsequent w riters / Tennyson finally grew restive

over the rigidity and heaviness of numerous an a ly ses , and he became

increasingly reluctant to  commit himself to  a definite and elaborate

interpretation. His son Hallam quotes him a s  saying "They have

taken my hobby, and ridden i t  too hard, and have explained some

things too allegorically , although there is  an allegorical or perhaps

a parabolic drift in the poem ." (H, 127) Some of his statem ents

sound curiously like those of a la te r  generation. When asked by a

friend if those readers were right who understood the three Queens

accompanying Ring Arthur on h is la s t  voyage to be Faith , Hope, and

Charity, he answered:

They are right, and they are not righ t. They mean that 
and they do not. They are three of th e  noblest of 
women. They are also those three G races, but they 
are much more. I hate to. be tied  down to say , "This 
means th a t,"  because the thought within the image is  
much more than any one interpretation.

(H, 127)

However, the poet felt h is general intentions were clear enough, as 

one can see from the most relevant statem ents in H allam 's memoir:
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Of course  Camelot for In s tan ce , a  c ity  of shadowy 
p a lace s , is everywhere symbolic of the gradual growth 
of human beliefs and in s titu tio n s , and of th e  spiritual 
development of man. Yet there is  no single fa:ct or 
incident in the 'Id y lls , ' however seemingly m ystica l, 
which cannot be explained as without any mystery or 
allegory whatever.

(H, 127)

The whole . . . i s  the dream of man coming into prac­
tica l life  and ruined by one sin . Birth is  a  mystery and 
death is  a m ystery, and in  the midst lie s  the  tableland 
of l i f e ,  and i ts  struggles and performances. It is  not 
the history of one man or of one generation but of a 
whole cycle of generations.

(H, 127)

To sum up: if  Epic unity is  looked for in the  "Idy lls ,"
we find it  not in the wrath of an A chilles, nor in the 
wanderings of an U lysses , but in the unending w ar of 
humanity in a ll a g e s ,—the world-wide war of Sense and 
Soul, typified in ind iv iduals, with the subtle in terac­
tion of character upon character, the central dominant 
figure being the  p u re , generous, tender, brave, human- 
hearted Arthur,—so tha t the links (with here and there 
symbolic accessories) w hich bind the "Idylls" into an 
a rtis tic  w hole, are perhaps somewhat in trica te .

(E , 130)

My father would explain tha t the great resolve (to en­
noble and sp iritua lize mankind) is  kept so long as a ll 
work in obedience to  the highest and ho liest law w ith­
in them: in  those days when a ll the court is  one
Utopia:

The Ring w ill follow C hrist, and we the King,
In whom High God has breathed a secret th ing . 

Thus in  " G a r e t h th e  "joy of life  in steepness over­
come, And v ic tories of a sc e n t,"  lives in th e  eternal 
youth of goodness. But in  the la ter "Idylls" the a l­
lowed sin not only poisons the spring of life  in the 
sinner, but spreads its  poison through the whole com­
munity. In some natu res, even among those  who would 
"rather die than doubt,"  i t  breeds suspicion and want 
of tru s t in God and man. Some loyal souls are wrought 
to madness against the w orld. O thers, and some among 
the highest in te lle c ts , become the slaves of the evil 
which is  a t firs t half-d isdained . Tender natures sink

3. The epitome which follows is  a summary of the chief 
points on w hich my father would dwell.
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under the  b ligh t, tha t which is  of the highest in them 
working their death . And in som e, as faith d ec lin es , 
religion turns from practical goodness and holiness to 
superstition:

This madness has come on u s  for our sin .
These seek re lief in se lfish  spiritual excitem ent, not 
remembering tha t m an's duty is  to  forget se lf in the 
service of o thers, and to le t  v isions come and go, and 
tha t so only w ill they see "The Holy Thing." In the 
Idyll of "Pelleas and Ettare" se lfishness has turned to  
open crime; i t  is  "the breaking of the storm"; neverthe­
le s s  Pelleas s till honours his sacred vow to the KLng 
and spares the w rong-doers. Whereas in "The Last 
Tournament" the wrong4doer "suffers his doom," and "is 
d o y en  thro ' the b ra in ." We have here the deadly proof 
of the kinship of a ll w illful sin in murder following 
adultery in c lo ses t relation of cause and consequence— 
the prelude of the final ac t of the tragedy which culmi­
nates in  the temporary triumph of ev il, the confusion of
moral order, closing in the great "Battle of the W e s t."

Throughout the poem runs my father's  belief in
one strong argument of hope, the marvellously trans­
muting power of repentance in a ll men, however great
their s in . (n , 130)

The 1859 version of the Idvlls of the King sold ten  thousand 

copies in the firs t week of publication, a figure that would delight a 

serious writer even today, and it  is interesting to recall the com­

ments i t  elicited  from his various friends. The Duke of Argyll re­

ported gleefully to Tennyson that M acaulay, who was generally un­

sympathetic to  Tennyson's work, had been delighted with "Guinevere" 

and "did not find one single fau lt."  (I, 447) Coventry Patmore, in 

the Edinburgh Review, said tha t the Idylls contained the le a s t Latin

of any English poetry: "no language has surpassed in epic dignity
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the English of these  poems. In the Quarterly Review, Gladstone 

expressed his reverence for the conception of Arthur a:nd added, "But 

even he only reaches to h is climax in these two really  wonderful 

speeches fe t the end of "Guinevere 'Q ." (n , 130) Benjamin Jowett, 

the epitome of the earnest Victorian scholar and don, wrote to  Ten­

nyson tha t he particularly admired "Vivien," "which seems to me a 

work of wonderful power and sk ill. It is  most elegant and fanciful.

I am not surprised a t your Delilah reducing the w ise man, she is  

quite equal to i t .  The allegory in the d istance greatly streng thens, 

a lso  e lev a te s , the meaning of the poem. " (n, 449) In 1893 he wrote 

again: "Tennyson has made the Arthur legend a  great revelation of

human experience, and of the thoughts of many h ea rts ."  (n ,  134)

And Hallam reported that George Eliot cried when his father read to 

her and George Lewes the "G uinevere." (n, 109) The Id y lls , then , 

were taken seriously by serious scholars and w rite rs , and they  re­

ceived im pressive encomia.

It is  n o t, however, impossible to discover contemporary ac ­

counts that an ticipate the predominantly adverse judgment tha t la te r 

critics have made of the work. A writer in the London Quarterly 

Review in 1870 roundly condemned the turn Tennyson's work took 

with the publication of the Idylls; while praising the incidental beau­

ties  of the verse and the fine ideas included in them , he criticized 

them for vagueness of characterization and heterogeneity of concep­

t i o n .^  And although they were such a popular su c ce ss , the Idylls
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have increasingly received th e  brunt of criticism  directed against

Tennyson. A .C . Bradley describes th is not unprecedented irony:

It w as the four Idylls of the King published in  1859 
tha t opened to  him the heart of the  public and began 
tha t immense popularity w hich, happily, he never saw  
dim inished. On the other hand, FitzGerald w as d isap­
pointed with every volume that appeared after 1842, 
and held tha t Tennyson never fulfilled the promise of 
early days; th o se  very Idylls of 1859 were a rock of 
offence to  admirers lik e  Swinburne and Meredith; and , 
to the  reac tion , the whole collection of the Id y lls , 
h is most ambitious work, is  probably the  most obnox­
ious.

Many of the explanations for the failure of th e  Idylls as a 

whole have rested  on the fac t tha t Tennyson composed them at inter­

vals over such a long period of tim e. The "Morte D"Arthur" was 

firs t published in the 1842 volume. In 1859 Tennyson published 

"The True and the F a lse . Four Idylls of the King." In 1869 he pub­

lished "The Holy Grail" volume, including "The Coming c£ Arthur," 

"The Holy G rail,"  "Pelleas and E tta ire ," and "The Passing of Ar­

thur." The la s t  idyll w ritten was "Balin and B alan," which was in 

the "Tiresias" volume of 1885. Morton Luce, Stopford Brooke, and 

Paul Baum have w ritten a t great length about how th is interm ittent
12composition reflec ts uncertainty of purpose and ambiguity of in ten t.

Valerie Pitt sym pathetically locates one of the difficulties:

The "Morte d'Arthur" (later "The Passing of Arthur"), 
the ea rliest written of the Id y lls , w as written at the 
time of Hallam"s death . Since what was in question 
w as a personal mood, the fantasy involved is  not . . . 
very much out of p lace . But in the later Id y lls , Tenny­
son is  trying to turn a fantasy into a myth: he wanted
desperately  to make the legend of Arthur the type and
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symbol of public life  in  the nineteenth century. Such 
an attempt w as bound to  fail: Tennyson's associa tions
with Arthur were precisely  personal and not public , and 
Arthur him self w as too remote to  carry real meaning to 
the  Victorians. The project drooped under its  own a r ti-  
fic ia lty . 13

Still other attacks have concentrated on the  confused nature 

of the allegory , the imposed m eanings. M iss Pitt speaks of the 

"failure due to  the incompatibility of his purpose and the medium in 

which he is  trying to express i t . F u r t h e r m o r e ,  the allegorical 

overtones compromise the vividness and reality  of the characters Ten­

nyson p resen ts . He offers them, for the most part, as real people, 

and his so n 's  Memoir suggests that he thought of them in tha t way:

Lancelot the "noblest brother and the truest m an," 
Tristram the bold and care less hunter, Galahad the pure, 
unearthly knight, Bors the blunt and honest, Bedivere 
the w arm -hearted, all have been to me from boyhood 
living persona lities , natural human ch arac te rs , each 
with some dominant trait; and the allegorical (if alone 
accepted) would be to me the death-w arrant of many an 
old friend.

(H, 128)

Yvor W inters is  typically  uncompromising when he describes the  un­

fortunate resu lt of confusing an allegorical or type figure with a  re­

cognizable human being: "the allegory is  seldom quite clear in his

mind,or in  ou rs, and the poems live as  narratives about people, and 

the people when not dull are too often incredible. Paul Baum 

concentrates more precisely  on Tennyson's ambiguous u se  of type fig­

ures:

An allegorical figure which cannot be readily  recognized 
is  a menace. If the reader is  allowed to feel tha t 
Vivien stands for something e ls e , but has no way of
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making sure w hat e l s e # he has grounds for complaint; 
for if he makes a  wrong guess he Is lo st In dubiety. 
This was Henry Van D yke's case; he assum ed that 
Arthur w as the Conscience and Guinevere the F lesh , 
and asked "What business has the Conscience to  fall 
in love with the F lesh?" He assum ed that M erlin re­
presented In te llec t, and asked "What attraction has 
Vivien for the In te llect without any passions? " Trou­
blesome questions, because they betray the uncertainty 
which Tennyson's method both permitted and encour­
aged . Like a fainthearted a lleg o ris t, he would not 
bother to  be consistent; desiring the advantages, he 
w as unwilling to  pay the fair p r i c e .  16

Few critics have looked at the Idylls in the light of M alory's 

work. They assum e, with considerable ju s tic e , that Tennyson's 

poems are too radically different from the old romances to  make com­

parison worthwhile. As C .S . Lewis slyly suggests , Malory may have 

had no "intentions" at all in "reducing" the Arthurian ta les  from the 

French; on th e  other hand, Tennyson's intentions are abundantly and 

sometimes painfully evident. Any serious reader of M alory, however 

fond, must admit that his work is often repetitious and occasionally  

contradictory; that parts of i t  are too long for modem taste ; that 

it  can be e llip tica l, obscure, in access ib le . More important, I 

earlier cited several themes in  Malory that are virtually untranslata­

ble; aspects characteristic of an era and a level of social organiza­

tion remote and unreal to the nineteenth or twentieth cen turies.

One is of course hesitan t to say tha t something cannot be done when 

perhaps the right person with th e  right perspective has ju s t not yet 

appeared to do i t .  However, a potential nineteenth century redactor
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of the Arthurian material might understandably be baffled a t the pros­

pect of making comprehensible the bizarre and extreme violence we 

find in Malory; the blood feud and the political primitivism of even 

the most admirable society; the v isionary , m agical, and mystical a s ­

pects of the ta le s ; the absence of adequate laws and firm in stitu ­

tions to insure reasonable social stability ; the particular and extra­

ordinary admiration accorded physical prow ess. It is  no t, on the 

face of i t ,  necessary  for a writer dealing with the Arthurian material 

to include aspects of it  such as those ju s t mentioned. S till, such 

elements and themes are what give M alory's work much of i ts  solidity 

and greatness; any subsequent version , a t le a s t one which presumes 

to be a major work, must have something rich and powerful to put in 

their p lace.

In his 1859 review of the Idylls Coventry Patmore d iscussed

the d ifficu lties of the Arthurian material:

The disproportion and incoherence of the m aterials 
among them selves were fata l to their fitness for a 
single epic; and the critical traditions w hich, until 
la te ly , connected epic character with epic magnitude, 
have prevented our poets from treating separately what 
a re , In fa c t, separa te , although mutually re la ted , sub­
je c ts . There were also  other d ifficulties in the way of 
the modem rendering of the legends of the Round 
Table. There is  scarcely one of them which does not 
turn upon some outrageous violation of modem manners 
and m orals, and which does not contain innumerable 
improbabilities and im possibilities in its  necessary  
sequence of even ts.

In the epilogue "To the Queen" Tennyson shows himself fully aware

of aspects of Malory that are essen tia lly  remote from his own age:
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accept th is old imperfect ta le .  
N ew -old, and shadowing Sense a t war with Soul,
Ideal manhood closed in real man,
Rather than that gray king whose nam e, a g h o st,
Streams like a cloud, m an-shaped, from mountain peak,
And cleaves to cairn and cromlech still; or him 
Of Geoffrey's book, or him of M alleor's, one 
Touch'd by the adulterous finger of a time 
That hover'd between war and w antonness,
And crownings and dethronements.

(36—45)19

Thus there w ill be radical differences between the Idylls of the King 

and Le Morte D'Arthur, even though some of the material is  the same.

To my knowledge, no one has carefully studied the two to ­

gether, and consequently we have been deprived of a potentially  valua­

ble perspective on the Idylls of the King. Since Tennyson's work i s ,

by general consen t, a fa ilu re , it should be important to d iscover ev-

20ery possible reason for that failure. We have a great poet who 

considered th is sequence of poems his major l i f e 's  work; we have a 

great body of narrative which has fascinated both w riters and the 

general public in almost every age. By making extensive compari­

sons between Tennyson and M alory, thereby discovering Tennyson's 

ambivalent attitude to his source, we shall find changes so radical 

and pervasive that they illuminate several of the other w eaknesses of 

the Idylls of the King. It w ill be revealing not only to see  how 

much he changed his characters but to find what preoccupations or 

compulsions dictated the changes he made. Such compulsions can 

be shown to have overwhelming significance in relation to the gener­

al scheme of the Idylls and the moral fable i t  te l ls .  By comparing
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"The Holy Grail" to  the Quest in M alory, we shall see  how lit tle  of 

traditional C hristianity  was availab le  to  Tennyson; and th is  relative 

poverty of dogma, r itu a l, and accepted belief w ill throw considera­

ble light on .his difficulty in the  Idylls in  dem onstrating a  humane, 

powerful, and defensible e th ic . F inally , a study of the most suc­

cessfu l idy ll, "The Passing of Arthur," w ill show us what kind of 

material and what kind of situation liberate Tennyson's peculiar gen­

ius; we shall be ab le  to see how comparatively a lien  the re s t of 

the Idylls are to  h is great strenths as a poet.

2 .

C haracter-types

a . Characterization in narrative poems 
and in the Idylls of the  King

A major problem in d iscussing  the Idylls of. the Ring arises 

from the dearth of critica l commentary on the problem s, especia lly , 

of characterization in narrative poem s. Mordem criticism  of poetry

has dealt almost exclusively with the ly ric , even to th e  point of 

treating a long poem as if it  were no more than a: se ries  or a c lu s­

te r of ly r ic s . This preoccupation with the  lyric as  the epitome of 

poetry has tended to crea te  a situation in which our literary  expec­

tations are polarized: we expect characterization and an in terest
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in  moral issu es  in the novel/ while we assume that for in tensity

and imagery we go to  the lyric poem. Graham Hough has made

th ese  distinctions with precision:

The preferred exercising-ground of the moral critics 
has commonly been th e  novel. And with good reason . 
Any literary  experience can be an expression of the 
moral life , and can connect itse lf  with the moral life  
of the reader; but the la rg e -sca le  fic tion , presenting 
character in ac tion , inevitably has a more m assive 
moral impact than most other literary forms. A lyric 
poem, for example, represents a modd, a single 
phase in the panorama of ex istence. Most often nei­
ther we nor the  author are committed to i t  except in 
a temporary and provisional fashion. . , . But the 
novel, which presents a whole and rounded character, 
follows his development over an extended stretch of 
tim e, from one phase of life to another, shows him 
in the ac t of making choices and then shows the con­
sequences of the choices—th is  detains our attention 
in a very different w ay . . . .  The novel does not 
present a single moment of insight, i t  presents a web 
of circum stances very like tha t in which we find our­
selves actually  entangled. We can make moral judg­
ments about its  characters and their situations very 
much as we can make moral judgments about our own 
liv e s . 21

Yet the long narrative poem—or, more p recise ly , the Idylls of the 

Ring and E.A. Robinson's Arthurian poems—are closer to what Hough 

refers to  as "the la rg e -sca le  fiction" than they are to  lyric poems. 

They do not deal with a  single mood or phase or moment of ex is­

tence; they do present a web of circum stance, and they do most de­

fin itely  appeal to the moral judgment of the reader. Their presenta­

tion of character thus creates the problem for the critic of dealing 

with characterization in a non-novelistic context. The problem is 

much le s s  acute in the ca se  of Robinson's poems because, as  we
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shall s e e , h is method of presenting and developing his characters 

comes much closer to  satisfying the expectations aroused by our 

novelists? his narrative poems have been called novels in  v e rse .

But Tennyson's poems are another matter altogether.

While confronting this, problem, w e would be m istaken if  we 

were to  trea t character in a long poem exactly a s  we would charac­

te r in a novel. No poem can or should have th e  detailed  represen­

tation we expect from the novel. It cannot have the degree of so­

cial verisim ilitude appropriate to  prose fiction? i t  cannot have what 

D .H . Lawrence referred to as the "furniture" of tie novel. There­

fore the characters w ill not be shown in  such intim ate relationship 

to their surroundings, nor w ill the texture of th e ir  lives and experi­

ences be represented in anything like th e ir fu lle s t circum stantiality . 

N onetheless, i t  would be at le a s t as serious a  m istake to exclude 

questions of characterization from the study of narrative poem s. If 

we attempt to maintain that such questions are not appropriate to 

the study of poetry, we are saying in essence  th a t poetry is  

nothing but the lyric. But such an identification is patently  too 

exclusive. The poems we are considering here deal w ith  character 

in action , and the poets inv ite , indeed demand our engagement on 

the moral lev e l. They make an effort to  c rea te , in some se n se , 

people to whom they give particular nam es and who ac t in recogniza­

ble w ays. These poems are , far more than a lyric poem can b e , 

detailed im itations, representations of human l i f e .  And therefore we
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are invited to  expect characterization th a t has both internal coher­

ence and a convincing relationship and reference to the external 

world. That i s ,  if particu lar moral qualities are  attributed to  cer­

tain  characte rs , the ac tions in  which they  take part must be able 

to provide reasonable justifica tion  for the  qualities ascribed to 

them; we must be convinced, our moral sense must be engaged and 

gratified by the propriety of the characters ' ac tions in terms of the 

moral claims tha t the author makes for them.

The critical problem of dealing w ith Tennyson's characteriza­

tion is  exascerbated , if not crea ted , by the fact tha t he him self 

seems uncertain , or a t le a s t am bivalent, about what his characters 

are . We earlier observed his refusal to  be specific  about some of 

them (“They mean th a t and they do n o t." ) . Too often he im plicitly 

attem pts the im possible combination of pageant figu res, allegorical 

figures, and figures th a t refer more directly  to  a  real world. His 

characters a re , in e ffec t, neither one nor the other. A pageant fig­

ure is  one which appeals to  us primarily because of its  splendid ap­

pearance, one tha t would seem appropriately inspired by that glorifi­

cation of the color and vividness of medieval life  that the nineteenth
*

century indulged a s  a refuge against the  drabness and often horror 

of Victorian England. Such a figure would afford a dazzling, e la ­

borate surface, which could give ample opportunity for the exercise 

of Tennyson's extraordinary decorative sk ill. Pageant figures might 

appropriately be involved in  actions tha t have no great significance
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or moral burden; they might be the actors of an  am iable, undemand­

ing , unpretentious ta le . Many of Tennyson's figures could be sa­

tisfacto rily  characterized in  th is  way—but for the  fact tha t he de­

manded so  much of them in moral term s.

On the other hand, allegory is a form essen tia lly  concerned 

with questions of morality, and it  was no longer a living form in 

Tennyson's day. The allegorical element in  the Idylls of the Ring 

tha t has confused and annoyed so many readers is  unfortunate be­

cause it is  confused in itse lf  and i s ,  by Tennyson's own adm ission, 

only partia lly  app licab le . Dealing as it does with moral ab so lu tes , 

allegory in the  post-Spenserlan sense is a form unsusceptible to 

modification, am biguity, or adulteration. Surface is  important only 

insofar as i t  expresses or reveals depth; it has lit t le  independent 

value or existence and is  never allowed to acquire an autonomous 

value of its  own. The characters are fixed q u a litie s , and they do 

not change; their actions fu lly  reveal the quality they embody, and 

nothing more is  expected e fther of them or of their actions than 

tha t they reveal th is quality . If Tennyson's work is  meant to  be 

allegory, it  suffers from a lack  of certain ty . Virtually all the com­

mentary tha t we noted earlier tes tifie s  to the fact that the Idylls of 

the Kincr a re , if  partly  allegorica l, a t le a s t significantly other than 

allegory. To the extent tha t the characters in the Idylls are other 

than allegorical—or other than pageant figures—they require, or at 

le a s t invite expectations tha t they will have a vital moral life , tha t
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th ey  w ill have an internal moral h istory . Yet p recisely  th is ,  for 

the most part, they do not have.

A major characteristic  of the Idylls of the King is  th e  reduc­

tion of character to  type. Malory was not very  much concerned 

with character development, nor w as he prone to  dwell upon his 

characters ' feelings and thoughts. We learn about the characters 

in Malory primarily through their actions and th e ir relations with 

each o ther. They are not essen tia lly  developing characte rs , but 

neither are they  fla t and one-dim ensional. Each major figure has 

several d istinctive character t r a i ts . The fact tha t they are v ivid , 

various, believable people is  surely the reason  they have fascinated 

so many for so long.

There are no characters in the Idylls who are highly indi­

vidualized, as a comparison with any of Tennyson's better dramatic 

monologues would ind ica te . The characters ex ist largely to exem­

plify a dominant t r a i t , and Tennyson believed tha t their a c tio n s , like  

those of allegorical figures, would perfectly express their e ssen tia l 

se lv es . Without wanting to be held m echanically to  such identifica­

tions , Tennyson would have Enid represen t the perfect young wife; 

Vivien, the tem ptress; Tristram, the cynical advocate of carpe diem; 

Gawaine, the worldly d isso lu te , and so on.

The pattern , then , of the Idylls would be that of a moral fa­

b le—one which substitu tes adultery for disobedience to th e  w ill of 

God as the in itial corrupting sin—and its  burden would be articu la­

ted through the actions of these charac te r-types. The quality of
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the type figures, and the w ay in  which Tennyson reveals that quali­

ty —w ill then b e  crucially  related to  the  power of the moral under­

standing in the  Id y lls . The "parabolic drift" w ill necessarily  em­

phasize certain qualities which Tennyson wants u s to believe are 

supremely important. It i s ,  then , through these  figures and the 

u ses  to  which Tennyson puts them th a t the moral understanding of 

the poems if revealed . They are figures closer to  either allegori­

cal or pageant figures than they are to  rounded ch a rac te rs , but Ten­

nyson not only pu ts them into a " la rge-scale  fic tio n ,"  he puts them 

into situations that must be described in rela tively  rea lis tic  term s.

Apart from their medieval trappings, these  situations are e s ­

sen tia lly  fam iliar, indeed, mundane ones. In the Idylls we observe 

figures who are not concerned with battling  dragons, making their 

way to the Holy C ity , or travelling through H ell, Purgatory, and 

Paradise. They are presented primarily in terms of the ir obligations

to  those with whom they liv e , in terms of personal re la tions, e s -

22pecially  marital re la tions. It is  an essen tia lly  domestic scene. 

The central sin  its e lf  is  not a th eo re tica l, or rather a theological 

one, but a very real violation of dom estic, and more than domestic 

t i e s . Tennyson does not present adultery simply as the symbol for 

the degeneration of the Round Table; he trea ts i t  essen tially  rea lis ti­

ca lly , climaxing his presentation with a scene between injured hus­

band and grovelling w ife. Such a presentation brings the  characters 

very c lose  to  the world we all know and invites us to bring our own
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sense of re a lity , developed and determined by precisely such ma­

te ria l, to bear on his treatm ent of i t .  To th is  extent, then , the  

characters and the  situations are not allegorical, are not native to 

pageant, and to th is  extent do we expect them to have a recogniza­

b le , if  not r ich , inner l i f e .  But th is Tennyson's commitment to 

type figures does not allow . He comes c lose to the rea l and a t  the 

same time draws back from i t .  The difficulty with type figures, a t 

le a s t as Tennyson uses them, is  tha t they do not change, and con­

sequently cannot grow and develop; and their manners reflec t the ir 

m orals, leaving no am biguities, com plexities, or depths.

As Hough says, the la rg e -sca le  fiction shows characters in 

the ac t of making choices and then shows the consequences of the 

choices and the way those consequences necessarily  a lte r the life  

of the character. Because the type figure cannot change, he can­

not make significant choices; his choice is  already determined by 

the nature of th e  quality he rep resen ts . In a work deeply  con­

cerned w ith morality, y e t significantly remote from the strong, co­

herent system  th a t informs true allegory, the absence of the p o ssi­

bility of choice i s ,  as we shall s e e , both revealing and devasta ting . 

The characters cannot try  to be better morally because they cannot 

be other than they are. Their moral natures are imposed upon them 

from w ithout, and consequently a  tapestry  replaces a m orality. 

Characters are sternly held responsible for that which, evidently , 

they could not help and cannot change; the poet does not allow him­

se lf to penetrate the surface and engage on the level of consciousness
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and moral struggle.

Furthermore, an excessive importance is  invested in mere 

manners. Since the behavior of Tennyson's type figure is  not the 

exact equivalent of the behavior of an allegorical one , tha t behav­

ior primarily expresses a code of manners and social po liteness.

We shall eventually see how inadequate to  a convincing representa­

tion of moral life  is  the equatipn between social manners and moral 

rea lity , but what essen tia lly  takes place is  tha t honor is made to 

stand for in tegrity . The s ta tu s  and public dignity of a figure is 

made to stand for the nature of his conscience and inner life .

There is no discrepancy, a s  we find in M aloiy, between public fa­

cade and inner reality; nor is  there the overwhelming concentration 

that we discover in Robinson on the  nature and quality  of individual 

consciousness. There is  no apparent and compelling reason in Ten­

nyson, as there is  in M alory, for the extraordinary importance of a 

code of m anners, and a t the same time there is  no recognition tha t 

such a code has a limited u se fu ln ess .

Tennyson concentrates on th e  domestic as  the essen tia l part 

of the real world that he w ill admit into his Arthurian court, while he 

omits most of the other asp ec ts  of real life  as we know it  and as 

it  was reflected in his source. H is am bivalence to the Morte is  

revealed by the fact that he attem pts to  make an entire kingdom de­

pend upon essen tia lly  dom estic concerns. He re jec ts  more of M al­

ory than he accep ts , and he u ses  what he does take in a  way that
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often does violence to  the  tenor of the original. He engages our 

moral sense by talking of h is characters in moral terms , but we are 

not gratified by the propriety of the characters ' actions in terms of 

the moral claim s the author makes for them. Significant action has 

largely been denied them because Tennyson has deprived himself of 

so much of the ordinary stuff of life  by means of which character 

is  developed and te s te d . Because of his preoccupation on the  re­

a l is tic  level with dom estic concerns, he demands too much of cer­

tain  admirable but lim ited moral qualities; he im plicitly attem pts to 

make such virtues as goodness, innocence, and inexperience count 

for more in the world a t large— even the large world of the imagina­

tion—than they are capable of sustain ing . Consequently there is  a 

moral substitution stead ily  at work, one tha t offers the domestic 

virtues for those of greater compass and significance. When we ex­

amine Arthur and Merlin in particu lar, we shall see  that Tennyson 

can label a figure w ise or good or powerful, but because most of 

the real world has been omitted from his poem s, he w ill frequently 

have difficulty showing these  characteristics a t wcrk and thereby 

convincing us of the appropriateness of the la b e ls . It is  not mere­

ly  that his world is  not so solid as M alory's; no one should expect 

such a thing from him. But he refuses to  sa tisfy  the rea lis tic  ex­

pectations he himself has raised; he fa ils  to  create', because of his 

various am bivalences, a strong fictional world that we might know— 

one with a coherent, persuasive , imaginative rea lity . The problem
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in the Idylls of the King is  finally  one of the confusion of genres. 

Tennyson tile s  to appropriate the virtues of several different kinds 

of lite ra tu re , but their incom patibility w ith one another leaves him 

with the virtues of neither.

b . Important character-types

When we examine some of the important and significantly  

placed figures in the Id y lls , we discover a predictable diminution 

of scope and concern, as w ell as  a considerable lo ss  in flex ib ili­

ty . The often w him sical, quixotic characters from the  Morte have 

become illustrations of an overwhelming moral ac tion . The way in 

which Tennyson uses  types requires him to  exclude ordinary human 

complexity and to assum e that each figure can minor a  certain uni­

tary and coherent collection of a ttribu tes . His good women are 

beautifu l, lo y a l, d e lica te , warm -hearted, and true; h is bad ones 

are d isloya l, deceitfu l, shrew ish, and crude. There are no funda­

mental am biguities, either human or moral. His "bad" women are 

beautifu l, but if  they had not been , he would have had difficulty 

in persuading us they are desirab le . Since the female ab ility  to  

entice and corrupt is  central to the Id y lls , he has to  admit th is su­

perficial inconsistency into, his p lan . Let us then see  how these  

female types are deployed in the Idylls and what are the im plica­

tions of their u se .
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The "Marriage of Geraint" and "Geraint and Enid" represent 

one-sixth  of the tit le s  in  the Id y lls . and together their lines total 

1,818—longer than any other story in th e  work. The space devoted 

to  them is  interesting particularly because th e  ta le  is  the only one 

Tennyson found outside Malory; i t  came from Lady Charlotte G uest's 

translation  of the  M abinogionf and Tennyson makes no essential 

changes in i t .  We can assum e therefore tha t i t  was especially  

striking to  the poet and expressed them es important to  him. This 

ta le is  crucial here because it  is  Tennyson's only example in the 

Idylls of a  relatively  successful m arriage, and it is  because of the 

failure of a m arriage, that of Arthur and Guinevere, that the Round 

Table civ ilization  is  destroyed. Tennyson's commitment to  type fig­

ures requires us to  read the Geraint-Enid story as his definition of 

what marriage should b e . The seriousness of his professed inten­

tions as w ell as the "parabolic drift" of the work as a whole put a 

terrib le burden of significance on th is ta le , which has ju stly  been 

called  Tennyson's patient G riselda s to r y .^  The successfu l marriage, 

then., is  depicted as depending upon the behavior of the w ife , irres­

pective of the husband 's w orthiness and conduct.

Enid i s ,  of course , Tennyson's type of the good woman. His 

use of the type figure assum es the identity  of behavior, intentions, 

and inner rea lity . Here he a s se rts  the essen tia l characteristics of

the "good" woman to be beauty, m eekness, obedience, and utter d e -

24votion. Enid is  what we would call a m an's projection of his own
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w ishes and n eed s , an utter fantasy , yet even for a, woman the pos­

sibility  of such a type figure has quite powerful a ttractions . Ten­

nyson's particular version probably seems insipid to  most readers 

now, bu t we should not allow what i s  essen tially  a change in fash ­

ion to obscure the very real merits of a type held up for em ulation. 

It offers a  beautiful and available model to  follow, a pattern in 

which there are no surprises or m ysteries, and it is  ac ce ss ib le  to 

the w ill. It is  a pattern that affords the gratification of seeming 

to be s e lf le s s , thereby inspiring the awe and admiration of family 

and friends; and by the very thoroughness and rigidity of its  pre­

scriptions it may m itigate, if not fend off the ravages of m etaphysi­

cal doubts and psychological torments.

Although there can be only a limited usefulness in  compar­

ing figures in different tforms of lite ra tu re , it is nonetheless re ­

vealing to compare Enid to Aggie in James's The Awkward Age.

Such a  comparison can demonstrate how little  Tennyson could sug­

gest a possib le discrepancy between appearance and rea lity , and 

consequently how thin his characters can seem. Aggie also  ep ito ­

mizes a  certain traditional style; she is  demure, d e lic a te , im pecca­

bly mannered, and submissive:

That young lady , in th is relation , was certainly  a fig­
ure to have offered a foundation for the h ighest hopes. 
As slight and w hite, as  delicately  lovely , a s  a ga th ­
ered garden lily , her admirable training appeared to  
hold her out to them all as  with precautionary finger­
t ip s .  She presumed, however, so little  on any in tro­
duction th a t, shyly and subm issively, w aiting for the
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word of d irection , she stopped short in the centre of 
the general friendliness t il l  M rs. Brookenham fairly  be­
came, to  meet h er, also  a shy little  girl . . . .  Lit­
tle  Aggie presented , up and down, an arrangement of 
dress exactly  in the key of her ag e , her complexion, 
her em phasized v irg in ity . She might have been pre­
pared fo r her v is it  by a cluster of doting n u n s , c lo is­
tered daughters of ancient houses and educators of 
sim ilar products, whose ta s te ,  hereditarily good, had 
grown, out of the world and most delightfully , so queer 
as  to leave on everything they touched a particular 
shade of d is tin c tio n .^5

Jam es, though he w as attracted  to th is  kind of figure, w as finally 

suspicious of its v iab ility . His Mr. Longdon makes the reluctant 

discovery th a t the a ttractive style may hide, if not encourage, ig ­

norance; and one of the book's most te lling  revelations is  tha t it 

may a lso  coex ist w ith vulgarity and even corruption of the heart. 

Tennyson's decision to  work with types and have behavior mirror 

some definite inner quality makes i t  im possible for him to  admit
i

any ambiguity, any hint of a discrepancy between appearance and 

reality . The unhappy effects of th is  choice are two-fold: the

"good" women in th e  Idylls are figures of fantasy and inherently 

unbelievable; and perhaps more important, they are alike and u tter­

ly predictable. The lengthy stories tha t te ll  of Enid and Elaine re­

main primarily ta le s .  They provide Tennyson with ample opportuni­

ty for elaboration and decoration, and some of th is is very w ell 

done. But they offer no unexpected revelations o f character, no 

subtle insights into motivation or strength of purpose. And the fig­

ures are not sufficiently substantial to susta in  the weight of i llu s ­

trating goodness in a world doomed because it includes too little  of 

i t .  Their goodness is  not transcendent but rather, dom estic.
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The following is  a fair example of the way th is works in the

poetry:

So Enid took his charger to  the  s ta ll .
And after went her way across the bridge,
And reach 'd  the tow n, and while the prince and earl 
Yet spoke together, came again with one 
A youth th a t, following with a co s tre l, bore 
The means of goodly welcome, flesh  and w ine.
And Enid brought sw eet cakes to make them cheer 
And, in  her veil enfolded, manchet bread.
And then , because their hall must a lso  serve
For k itchen , bo il'd  the flesh , and spread the board,
And stood behind, and waited on the three.
And, seeing her so  sweet and serv iceable,
Geraint had longing in him evermore 
To stoop and k iss the tender little  thumb 
That crost the trencher as she la id  it  down;
But after all had ea ten , then G eraint,
For now the wine made summer in his veins,
Let h is eye rove in following, or re s t 
On Enid, a t her lowly handmaid-work,
Now here , now there , about the dusky hall.

(382-401)

Tennyson im plicitly attem pts to make sw eetness, docility , and pa­

thos stand for greatness; inexperience and innocence for power. To 

use  a figure tha t would doubtless have horrified Tennyson, it  is  

like investing Amelia Sedley with the stature of T ess. There is 

lit tle  point in elaborately exposing the weakness of Tennyson's 

sw eet young th in g s , but it  should be legitim ate to take special 

note of their youth. The "good" represented in the women of the 

Idylls is  not a mature standard, much le ss : a rea lis tic  one. His 

good women show no self-consciousness; no particular need , d es ire , 

or ab ility  to understand and evaluate the circum stances in which

they find them selves; no needs tha t demand fulfillment apart from
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satisfying a man. The sexual fear that reveals its e lf  in the Idylls 

doubtless helped make i t  impossible for Tennyson to  create a 

strong, adult woman, and his commitment to types ruled out the 

possib ility  of individual complexity and growth through experience.

It can be maintained that the most commanding female figures in 

nineteenth century fiction acquire much of the ir stature through some 

kind of sexual experience. Tess and H ester Prynne would have been 

too offensive to Tennyson. But he made i t  im possible within the 

Idylls to realize  a figure like Dorothea Brooke, Isabel Archer, Mag­

gie Verver, or to mention a pair more sim ilar to h is own id ea l,

M illy Theale in The Wings of the Dove, or Pompilia in The Ring 

and the Book.

Perhaps these  very exam ples, remote as  they  are from any­

thing in the Idylls of the King, can suggest to  us that the type 

figure, uncom plicated, in stinc tive , and w ell-defined , is  no longer 

seriously vita l in the nineteenth century. It is no longer possible 

to believe in the unity of virtues and the soundness of abstrac­

tio n s . To be convincing, they have to be  tested  in the crucible 

of hard rea lity , a te s t  which Tennyson refuses to  make.

The tria ls to which Geraint submits Enid are not convincing­

ly real and serious. No adult reader could worry tha t her spirit 

might be broken by them; there is  never any serious possib ility  of 

fa ilu re , d isg race , or disillusionm ent. It is  e ssen tia l to Enid's de­

finition that she will remain loyal and loving; her suffering i
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finally  is  not truly serious because she is  incapable of doubt and 

d isobedience. When Dorothea Brooke, on the other hand, resolves 

to sustain  the husband she so mistakenly has m arried, we know 

that her suffering has changed her, her understanding of herself> 

and her attitude to  the world that surrounds her. It is  not blind 

obedience, but p ity , com passion, hum ility, and a strong sense of 

duty that d irect her behavior. Enid endures and survives as  the 

same innocent creature she was at th e  beginning; she does not 

change, primarily because as a type she cannot change. Dorothea 

undergoes a metamorphosis into a splendid woman.

No one in the Idylls gains stature through suffering. They 

either remain untouched by i t ,  like Enid, or they are ruined by i t .  

We are supposed to be able to  see Arthur ennobled by his suffer­

ing , but he is  never convincingly human until the la s t  idy ll. Guin­

evere professes repentance and we are told she briefly lives an ex­

emplary life  as a  nun; Lancelot w ill "die a holy m an." ("Lancelot 

and E laine," 1418) But these transformations occur, as it w ere, 

off stage; they apparently did not appeal to  Tennyson as essen tial 

m aterial in  his moral fab le . These are serious evasions on Tenny­

son 's  part, and they  suggest the polarities and rigidities that domi­

nate the Idy lls . Because everyone, except Lancelot and perhaps 

Guinevere, is  essen tia lly  a type , there can be no choice and con­

sequently no growth; because Tennyson w as committed to "good" and 

"bad" he cannot convincingly present the so lid , rea listic  middle
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ground between them that is characteristically  human; because "good" 

is youth and innocence, the "parabolic" drift is  n ecessarily  toward 

d isaste r.

The "good" women in the Idy lls, then , are essen tia lly  the 

sam e, and their goodness depends upon their relation to  a man. 

Among the remaining female ca s t of the Id y lls , the "bad" women are 

a lso  essen tia lly  the same and are defined as "bad" because of 

their behavior toward a man or men. E ttare, Vivien, and Isolt have 

at b es t a kind of crude vigor; their beauty is  merely a b a it, a 

co rpse-ligh t that inspires men to lust and betrayal. They have vir­

tually  no characte ris tic s ,o ther than h a te , c leverness, and the w ill­

ingness to  corrupt. The curious fac t, in th is collection of poems 

that demonstrate a horror of sexual promiscuity, is  tha t these  bad 

women do not even seem lustfu l.

Each is different from her counterpart in Malory. Vivien 

replaces Nimue, who, a t least in relation to Merlin in th e  M orte, 

had no particu lar character. Coincidentally, she reappears in M al­

ory 's pages after Pelleas learns of Gawaine's betrayal. She u se s  

her magical powers to punish Ettard by making her belatedly  fa ll 

desperately in love with P elleas, whose feelings she transforms 

in the reverse direction. The denouement is recorded in the fol­

lowing manner:

And now such grace God hath sent me (Pelleas), tha t 
I hate her as much as ever I loved her, thanked be 
our Lord Jesus! Thank me, said the damosel of the  
lak e . Anon Sir Pelleas armed him, and took his
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horse , and commanded his men to  bring after h is pa- 
villions and h is stuff where the dampsel of the lake 
would ass ig n . So the Lady Ettard died for sorrow# 
and th e  damosel of the lake rejoiced Sir Pelleas# 
and loved together during their life  d ay s .

(I# 123)

Tennyson’s Vivien has neither th is  rather nice sense of humor nor 

a modicum of sympathy for anyone except presumably Mark# who 

is th e  stereotype of the v illain  he eventually became about half 

way through the M orte. Tennyson's presentation of her depends 

on th e  repertoire of conventional poses# and we shall subsequently 

see how inadequate they are to reveal extraordinary w ickedness.

Ettare in the  Idyll s is  modeled on a very minor figure in  the

Morte# one who appears quite early in its  pages. She does not

lead Pelleas on in order to  get the  c irc le t a t the tournament; but

when he pursues her with unrequited devotion# she urges her

knights to trea t him shamefully "to cause him to leave th is  country#

and to leave his lov ing ."  (I# 119) Her sin is  pride:

but she was so proud that she had scorn of him# and 
said th a t she would never love him though he would 
die for her. Wherefore a ll lad ies and gentlewomen 
had ascom  of her tha t she was so proud.

(I# 118)

She is  neither sullen# spiteful# nor crude.

The tone of the figure in the Idylls is  very much like tha t 

of Vivien# and her motivation is  a sim ilar self-aggrandizem ent:

in her heart 
She mutter'd# 'I have lighted on a fool#
Raw# yet so stale 1' But since her mind was bent 
On hearing# after trumpet blown her name
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And t i t le ,  'Queen of Beauty,' in the lis ts  
Cried—and beholding him so strong she thought 
That peradventure he w ill fight for me,
And win the c irc le t—therefore flatter'd  him.

(107-114)

In M alory, the decorum and ritual of the court clearly gave i t  some 

order and beauty; it  afforded an elegant and graceful public mani­

festation of stab ility  and strength. This decorum, however, was 

not equated with moral quality . It was finally  violated by Agra- 

vaine and Mordred, w ho, because of the ir own hatred, refused to  

recognize the inevitable discrepancy between social form and moral 

rea lity . The following exchange between Ettare and Guinevere 

would have been completely out of place in  the Morte:

and , seeing Pelleas droop,
Said Guinevere, 'We marvel a t thee much,
O dam sel, wearing th is unsunny face 
To him who won thee glory!' And she sa id ,
'Had yet not held your Lancelot in your bower,
My Queen, he had not w on.'

(171-6)

Tennyson is  attempting to make impudence and disrespect stand for 

viciousness; the spitefulness of an unpleasant young woman is  to
* i

illu stra te  the moral decay of the court society . Manners in the 

Morte do not stand for m orals, though they tend to be le ss  churlish 

than Ettare*s retort to  Guinevere.

A final passage from his characterization of Ettare may show 

how Tennyson tries  to suggest a degree of complexity:

While thus he spake, she gazed upon the man 
Of princely bearing, tho ' in bonds, and thought:
'Why have I push 'd  him from me? this man lo v es,
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If love there be; yet him I love not. Why?
I deem'd him fpol? y ea , so? or tha t in  him
A something—w as it nQbler than myself? —
Seem'd my reproach? He is  not of my kind.
He could not love me, did he know me w ell.
N ay, le t him gp—and quickly.

(297-305)

The rhythm is  abrupt and chpppy, the dictipn ordinary . Nonethe­

le s s ,  there is  a certain vigor not always characteristic  of Tenny­

son 's  admirable figures. Tennyson does manage tp show a measure 

of self-doubt, although the moment p asses  quickly. Self-examina­

tion is  not often in evidence in the  Id y lls* and on the rare occa­

sions tha t we find i t ,  it bears no relation to any subsequent action .

In effec t, one can do nothing about one 's character except to  live

with i t ,  even when believing i t  to b e  pffensive.

The only major figure whom Tennyson took from the pages of 

Malory and made into a "bad" woman was Iso lt. The Tristram sec­

tion in  the Morte is  extremely long, comprising three books out of 

tw enty-one, or 285 pages out of 803. The material is  various, 

colorful, and generally h igh-sp irited . The love story is  almost as  

appealing as tha t of Launcelot and Guenever, although it is  a sim­

pler ta le  and a more youthful one. A crucial element in it is  the

lovers ' mistake in drinking a potion Iso lt's  mother had intended 

for Iso lt and Mark on their wedding night. The love is  therefore 

fa ted , although they had already begun to love each other when 

Tristram came to Ireland to be healed of a wound given him while 

fighting for the truage of Cornwall. Before he sends Tristram to
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bring Iso lt from Ireland, Mark has become villainous and m alicious. 

No one in  the Morte is  sympathetic to M ark's ouckoldry, and vir­

tually  everyone aids the lovers in the ir attem pts to escape his ty ­

ranny. It would be tedious to develop in full the various compo­

nents in the story , particularly since Tennyson changes them almost 

beyond recognition. Let us simply say tha t in Malory they are en­

tire ly  sympathetic figures; Tristram, along with Launcelot, is con­

sidered the flower of knighthood. The lovers endure a great deal 

of suffering for each other; and the story is  imbued with tenderness 

and pathos.

Tennyson's Tristram typifies the cynical young man whose 

carpe diem philosophy is  meant to indicate the degeneration of the 

Round Table. We are comparatively attracted to  such a figure, pro­

bably because he strikes a note of refreshing realism  which con­

trasts  to the wilful ignorance of those characters Tennyson meant 

to be a ttrac tive . After winning the prize in the Last Tournament, 

or the Tournament of the Dead Innocence, he complains to a  sullen 

Lancelot:

Let be thy fair Queen's fan tasy . Strength of heart 
And might of lim b, but mainly u se  and sk ill,
Are winners in th is  pastim e of our King.
My hand—belike the lance hath dript upon i t—
No Mood of mine, I trow; but O chief knight,
Right arm of Arthur in the b a ttle -f ie ld ,
Great brother, thou nor I have made the world;
Be happy in thy fair Queen as I in mine.

(197-204)

Tennyson would have disapproved our inclination to agree that "use 

and skill" count heavily in physical co n tests , because such an
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attitude would represent a  decline from idealism  to realism . Mal­

ory's Arthur/ because he well knows that physical prowess i s  not 

an accurate gauge of moral rectitude/ refuses to  allow Launcelot 

to continue being the Queen's champion. He la ter regrets th is  de­

c ision / because i t  abandons a comparatively workable judicial pro­

cedure for factionalism  and political chaos. His regret te lls  us 

which of h is two rea lis tic  conclusions he considers more important. 

The earlier decision is  based on a true assessm ent of the fac ts  but 

ignores a more important/ equally real truth: that a better means

of a ssess in g  guilt had not yet been evolved. In The Idylls of the 

King, Tristram 's inability  to believe that physical and moral strength 

are identical indicates for Tennyson a degeneration from the earlier 

nobility and high-thinking of the court. The procedure is  again the 

reverse of that in the M orte. where we go from the le s s  to the 

more comprehensive realism . It is  the inability to believe tha t 

Tennyson shows to be In itia lly  offensive/ although he clearly  can­

not offer any evidence to defend the content of that be lie f. This 

disdain for fact and evidence is  another example of how Tennyson's 

refusal to content himself with the problems of the real world 

leaves him with indefensible equations and empty abstractions.

The inability  to  believe that which is  not really  believable is  pre­

sented as degenerate/ and the inevitability of catastrophe is  certain .

As in the idyll "Pelleas and E ttare/" Tennyson in s is ts  on 

making bad manners stand for decadent morals. The Tristram of
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the Idylls v iolates the apparent code of the tournament by saying 

that hie Queen of Beauty is  not p resent. His prototype is  only 

once guilty of bad manners, and he is  obliged to  a c t ungraciously 

by the command of King Mark. In the Idylls Tristram 's rudeness 

comes not from discordant and irreconcilable obligations but from 

the erosion of moral fiber. He is  offensive Jtot because he has to 

choose between two difficult ways of behaving but because such 

offensiveness expresses him accurately.

In the following terms Tristram justifies his adultery to Da- 

gonet, the k ing 's fool:

Fool, I came la te , the heathen wars were o 'e r ,
The life  had flown, we sware but by the shell.

(269-70)

In effect, the activ ity  and certain usefulness of "the heathen wars" 

were admirable; one 's obligations were clear-cu t and unarguable.

But nothing has in  truth followed them that equally commands one's 

loyalty and dedication. Nothing can be done about i t ,  and one is 

necessarily  le ft with merely one's own sensual instincts to sa tisfy . 

And so Tristram takes advantage of the possib ility . He is se lf- 

sa tisfied  and unconcerned about the needs or feelings of o thers.

On meeting a woman in  the forest who weeps for the lo ss of her 

"man," he say s , "Yet weep not thou, l e s t ,  if  thy mate re tu rn ,/

He find they favor changed and love thee n o t."  (498-9) This kind 

of flippancy and crudeness, utterly remote from the source, resem­

bles that of Vivien and Ettare. It is a good example of the way



93

Tennyson makes unpleasant manners stand for v iciousness and deca­

dence .

The extraordinary thing about Tennyson's presentation of 

Tristram and Iso lt together is  the dearth of love shown. Iso lt has 

met Tristram not with love for him, so much as  hate for Mark:

Not Mark—not Mark, my soul 1 
The footstep flutter'd  me a t f irs t—not he!
Catlike thro ' his own castle  stea ls my Mark,
But w arrior-w ise thou stridest thro' his halls 
Who hates th ee , as I him—even to the death.
My soul, I felt my hatred for my Mark
Quicken within me, and knew that thou were nigh.

(512-18)

Iso lt almost lite ra lly  continues to rave in strident hatred of Mark 

and self-justification  for her affair with Tristram. These passages 

represent a radical change in emphasis: in the Morte Isolt simply

loved Tristram. The notion that she despised Mark would not vio­

la te  one 's sense of p o ssib ility , or even probability, but to Malory 

tha t was evidently beside the point. He dealt with love rather 

than hate , but Tennyson has to believe that since the love is  

adulterous it is  ugly and springs from ug liness. He reduces one 

of the two most famous women in romance to a bitchy shrew.

Tennyson makes a crucial change from the source in d iscard­

ing the love potion and blaming the adultery of Tristram and Isolt 

on the corrupting influence of Lancelot and Guinevere. The love 

is  not fated , but rather is  the offspring of corruption. Tennyson's 

version, ’then , assum es that choice is possib le , but in fact the 

lines describe an easy  acquiescence in a direction set by o thers.
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D espite the d istastefu lness of their bickering and our rea liza ­

tion tha t the famous lovers have been demeaned to  a mere fragment 

of their original sta tu re, they are not wholly unsym pathetic. Isolt*s 

conscious and deliberate refusal to  face the truth is  more attractive 

and human as we shall see  than M erlin's unconscious, yet stubborn 

ignorance. Self-knowledge and th e  ability  to fight for what one 

needs are more convincing and attractive than cultivated naivete , 

passiv ity , and vaporous innocence, though Tennyson would d isap­

prove our preference for re a lis tic  evaluation and presentation.

Isolt*s plea tha t Tristram fla tter her has se t the stage for Tristram 's 

repudiation of his vows, which he condescendingly ca lls  "the 

wholesome madness of an hour":

They served the ir u se , their time; for every knight 
Believed himself a  greater than him self.
And every follower eyed him as a God;
Till h e , being lifted  up beyond him self,
Did mightier deeds than elsew ise  he had done,
And so the realm w as made.

(670- 76)

The speech is a compendium of worldly wisdom, sceptical of the 

desirability  of rigid ideals or the virtues of repression:

W hence, then? a doubtful lord 
To bind them by inviolable vow s,
Which flesh and blood perforce would violate;
For feel this arm of mine—the tide  within 
Red with free chase and heather-scented  a ir ,
Pulsing full man. Can Arthur make me pure 
As any maiden child? lock up my tongue 
From uttering freely what I freely hear?
Bind me to  one? The wide world laughs at i t .
And wordling of the world am I ,  and know 
The ptarmigan tha t whitens ere his hour
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Woos his own end; we are not angels here,
Nor shall b e .

(682-94)

The fact that we believe th is and find it  much le s s  obnoxious than 

Tennyson hoped i t  would be reflec ts his unfortunate decision to 

hold up a standard that i s  inherently unattainable, to remove his 

fable too far from real concerns. His im plicit understanding that 

the standard is  unattainable allows him to give greater vividness 

and energy to characters whom he theoretically  disapproved.

A further passage in the Idylls can most clearly  reveal how 

Tennyson depends on manners to  reveal a moral condition as well 

as how minor is  the role of choice in his poems.

The difference between Lancelot in the Morte and in the 

Idylls after the Grail Quest is  the difference between a man who 

plays an active and decisive role and a man who has given up. 

Tennyson's portrait of Lancelot here reveals further the diminution 

of scope and possib ility  so characteristic of the Id y lls .

Lancelot at the Last Tournament is  the epitome of immobility

as he takes Arthur's p lace to  "arbitrate the f ie ld ."  He "Moved to

the l i s t s ,  and there , with slow sad s te p s / Ascending, f ill 'd  his

double-dragon'd cha ir."  (143-4) He demonstrates neither the desire

nor the ability  to  ac t or rule decisively:

The sudden trumpet sounded as  in a dream 
To ears but half-aw aked, then one low roll 
Of autumn thunder, and the jousts began;
And eyer the wind blew , and yellowing lea f,
And gloom and gleam, and shower and shorn plume 
Went down it . Sighing w eariedly, as one
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Who s its  and gazes on a faded fire ,
When all the goodlier guests are past away.
Sat their great umpire looking o 'e r the l is ts .
He saw the laws tha t ruled the tournament 
Broken/ but spake no t.

(151-61)

He looks unmoving on various abominations and seems only inspired

by the entrance of Tristram

Whom Lancelot knew, had held sometime with pain 
His own against him/ and now yearn 'd  to  shake 
The burthen off his heart in one full shock 
With Tristram eyen to  death . His strong hands gript 
And dint$# the gilt dragons right and le f t.
Until he groan'd for wrath—

(178-83)

The burden of Tennyson's presentation is  tha t sin has a corrupting 

effect and saps the w ill. It is  interesting to contrast th is  scene 

with the ones in Malory in which Launcelot was caught in a dilemma 

that made him for a time unwilling to  ac t decisively . When Ar­

thur, ru th lessly  pushed by Gawaine, warred on Launcelot before Joy­

ous Garde, Launcelot refused to end th e  war by killing either of 

the two. He reverenced Arthur and held himself deeply committed 

to the King who had knighted him. He knew he had wronged Gawaine 

in unwittingly killing two of his brothers and deliberately killing 

another. Consequently the war dragged on, and many innocent peo­

ple were k illed . His dilemma w as forced by real and conflicting 

obligations as well as a recognition of his own culpability , and his 

refusal to ac t to  end the war was in many ways a fine and noble 

refusal.
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In the Idylls Lancelot is  a  man unable to bring himself to

command the proper behavior because of a morbid sense of his own-

degradation and tha t of the court. It is  more like emotional p a s s i­

vity: in tensely  subjective and deeply moody. Tennyson's Lancelot

apparently can neither imagine nor command an alternative su ch as 

the penance tha t M alory's Launcelot offered for his unwitting murder 

of Gareth and Gaheris:

But thus much I shall offer me, said Sir Launcelot,
if it may p lease  the k ing 's good grace , and you,
my lord Sir Gawaine, I shall first begin a t Sand­
w ich, and there I shall go in my sh ir t, bare foot; 
and a t every ten m iles' end I will found and garmake 
an house of religion, of what order that ye w ill 
assign  me, w ith an whole convent, to  sing and read , 
day and n ight, in especial for Sir G areth 's sake 
and Sir G aheris. And th is shall I perform from 
Sandwich unto Carlisle; and every house shall have 
sufficient livelihood. And th is  shall I pefform 
while I have any livelihood in Christendom; and 
there nys none of a ll these religious p la ces , but 
they shall be performed, furnished and garnished 
in all things as an holy place ought to  be , I 
promise you faithfully. And th is , Sir Gawaine, 
methinketh were more fairer, holier, and more 
better to their sou ls , than y e , my most noble king, 
and you, Sir Gawaine, to war upon m e, for thereby 
shall ye get none av a il.

(n , 366-7)

Such penance is  no longer available to Tennyson's Lancelot, for 

whom the alternative to  passiv ity  is  something very like a death- 

wish: he yearns to "shake/ The burthen off his heart in one full

shock / With Tristram even to  d e a th ."

Tennyson's difficulties suggest that he was the victim of an 

historical phenomenon; he had an oppressive sense of id e a ls , as
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well as  a conviction of the guilt that proceeded from an inability  

to live fully according to them—both operating in the absence of a 

specific structure of belief. He is  le ft with the inevitability  of 

failu re, which he tries to mitigate with what the work itse lf  de­

monstrates to  be a merely verbal belief in redem ption.2® Tennyson 

knows he is  establishing a standard that w as incapable of achieve­

ment. It is  perhaps not insignificant tha t his most specific and 

lengthy catalogue of virtues comes after they have been proved im­

possib le . After a l l ,  he has taken England's most famous story of 

adultery as the material for an allegory that holds adultery to be 

the in itia l corrupting s i n . 2?  The fact tha t th is world is  doomed 

from the beginning is part of its  truth for Tennyson. But the practi­

cal implications of his choice are much more devastating than he 

could have understood. In the Idylls Tennyson refuses to  be con­

tent with the effort of human beings to approach perfection; he 

does not want to see the ideal as something toward which one 

hopefully struggles but which is  necessarily  incapable of human a t­

tainment. If he cannot have perfection, he has to in s is t on d isa s te r.

The inevitable destruction of the Round Table is  ensured by 

the excessive demands Tennyson makes of youthful goodness and 

idealism . We earlier observed the moral substitutions at work in 

the case  of Enid, in whom he tries to make domestic virtue of 

transcendent importance. Something very similar is true of Gareth 

and P elleas.
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In "Gareth and Lynette," the hero is  to represent young 

knighthood in a ll its  early strength and beauty and , by im plication, 

the Round Table a t its  most adm irable. Tennyson describes his sub­

mission to kitchen vassalage as  follows:

and Gareth bow'd himself 
With all obedience to  the King, and wrought 
All kind of service with a noble ease  
That graced the low liest ac t in doing i t .
And when the th ra lls  had talk  among them selves,
And one would praise the love tha t linkt the King 
And Lancelot—how th e  King had saved his life  
In battle  tw ice, and Lancelot once the King's—
For Lancelot was the firs t in tournament,
Bur Arthur m ightiest on the b a ttle -fie ld —
Gareth w as glad. Or if  some other told 
How once the wandering forester a t dawn.
Far over the blue tarns and hazy s e a s ,
On Caer-Eryri's highest found the King,
A naked babe, of whom the Prophet spake,
‘H e/p asses  to the Is le  Avilion,
He p asses  and is  h ea l'd  and cannot d ie '—
Gareth w as glad. But if the ir ta lk  were foul,
Then would he w histle  rapid a s  any la rk ,
Or carol some old roundelay, and so loud 
That first they m ock'd, but, a fte r, reverenced him. 

(477-97)

G areth 's behavior in undertaking Lynette*s quest sim ilarly re­

flects a single-m indedness, a natural dignity , and a refusal to be 

daunted or changed by the behavior of o thers. He is in effect 

good from the beginning and incorruptible; he has nothing essen tia l 

to learn but has merely to keep in tact the qualities he already 

p o sse sse s . The ta le  is  gay and ligh t-hearted . The reader never

doubts tha t G areth, like  Enid, w ill triumph in remaining his sterling

self.
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Tennyson's excessive expectations of the type are demon­

strated  in his handling of the  Pelleas and Ettare story , in which

his preoccupation with sexual fidelity  leads him further to  weaken

the overall structure of the Idy lls . Although th is story comes early 

in the Morte and is  quite minor, Tennyson crucially  p laces it after

the Holy Grail section and makes it stand for the way sexual l i ­

cense corrupts the innocent and id ea l. Pelleas i s ,  like G areth, 

young and good. The situation which he has to  confront is  more 

adult and unpleasant than anything in  the  second id y ll, yet Tenny­

son apparently feels th a t the same kind of response is  appropriate 

and equally commendable. He is  to  refuse to  be daunted by the 

words or actions of others and merely continue as the same noble- 

minded young knight. His persistence in submitting to the indigni­

tie s  Ettare heaps upon him is  made to stand for the admirable 

strength and exercise of virtue:

'These be the ways of la d ie s , ' Pelleas thought,
'To those who love them , tria ls of our fa ith .
Yea, le t her prove me to  the utterm ost,
For loyal to the utterm ost am I . '

(202-5)

Yet th is persistence becomes unpleasant because it  is  unintelligent, 

even stupid . And herein lie s  the inherent w eakness of Tennyson's 

conception. The Round Table w ill inevitably fail if  the only con­

duct or view of life that can be sanctioned is  so vulnerable to the 

harsher tones of rea lity . Tennyson tile s  to  make a virtual ch ild 's 

in itia l despair a t firs t learning of infidelity and deceit stand for
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th a t which can destroy a kingdom. The shattering of the unworldly 

illusions of a boy is  made to  substitu te for the hard, irrevocable 

rea litie s  of l ife , and the w riting, not surprisingly, becomes hyster­

ica lly  melodramatic:

I am wrath and shame and hate and evil fam e,
And like a poisonous wind I pass to b last 
And b laze the crime of Lancelot and the Queen.

(556-8)

c . Arthur

Much of the  criticism  of the Idylls has d ea lt, quite ju s tly , 

w ith the problems created by Tennyson's conception of A r th u r .

In the epilogue "To the Queen" the poet suggests that h is Arthur 

represents Soul and is  "Ideal manhood closed in real m an." He is  

apparently oblivious to the  fact that he is  indulging in a contradic­

tion in te rm s, in sisting  upon the embodiment of that which is  e s ­

sen tia lly  non-physical. The definition of "soul" depends upon its  

d istinction from body; i t  is  the spiritual part of man in contrast to 

the purely physical. In Tennyson's conception Guinevere represents 

S ense, which ultim ately destroys the good works of the pure and 

d isin terested  Soul. As Hallam Tennyson sa y s , whatever epic unity 

ex is ts  in  the Idylls shall be found "in the unending war of humanity 

in a ll a g e s ,—the world-wide war of Sense and Soul." The flesh is  

in Tennyson's own terms essen tia lly  corrupting, yet he refused to 

rea lize  tha t if  he gave a body as well as the Soul to Arthur he had
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necessarily  compromised his creation. His Arthur, then , is  not mere­

ly  id ea l, he i s —ultim ately—im possible and Tennyson thereby postu­

la te s  as a necessary  goal a standard that is  inherently unattainable. 

The necessity  of living up to  an im possible standard tends to pro­

duce a desperate p assiv ity , as we discover a t the most significant 

moments in the Idy lls.

Tennyson, however, incorporates yet another contradiction 

into h is picture of the king, and perhaps his uncertainty in handling 

the Arthur figure reflects his real d isbelief in the possib ility  of a t­

taining perfection. This uncertainty, in any c a se , suggests basic  

lim itations in his method; there is a considerable lo ss  of flexibility 

when a figure must represent only one basic  quality , or one definite 

and coherent set of q u a litie s . It is  consequently not surprising that 

there are incongruities and contradictions. Such difficulties do not 

necessarily  arise with a figure confined to the lim its of one ta le . 

G areth, for example, does not have to carry a more complex philo­

sophical burden than his youthful shoulders are able to  bear. How­

ever, a figure who must take part in several different situations 

w ill have difficulty expressing coherent yet unique and significant 

ac tions. Tennyson apparently found his conception of Arthur as 

Soul insufficient to his role as King. In the Grail section Arthur is 

presented as the practical-m inded, u tilitarian  ruler who has no right 

to indulge himself in spiritual excursions:
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And some among you held tha t if the King 
Had seen the sight he would haye sworn the vow.
Not ea s ily , seeing that the King must guard 
That which he ru le s , and is  but as  the hind 
To whom a space of land is  given to plow,
Who may not wander from the allo tted  field 
Before his work b e  done, but, being done,
Let visions of the night or of the day
Come a s  they will; and many a time they come.
Until th is earth he walks on seems not earth f 
This ligh t tha t strikes his eyeball is  not ligh t,
This a ir that sm ites his forehead is  not air 
But v ision—y ea , h is very hand and foot—
In moments when he fee ls  he cannot d ie ,
And knows him self no vision to him self,
Nor the high God a  v ision , nor that One 
Who rose again .

(899-915)

We discover here an im plicit and unrecognized dichotomy between

the life  of the mind or sp irit and the life  of the active man. Ar­

thur, who we are told "embodies" sou l, disclaim s any central rela­

tionship between spiritual experience and the direction of h is life . 

Spiritual experience has become vague, m ystic, suspect; it is  in­

triguing, yet unreliable. Arthur, then, doubts the value of the 

yery quality  he presumably rep resen ts , on the litera l grounds that 

it  is  "unworkable." The burden of his pronouncement is that the 

only valid occupation for serious men involves dedicating their major 

energies to practical labors. There is  an intensely suggestive jux­

taposition here between the lo ss  of a certain spiritual direction and 

the dedication to practical achievem ents. We can even suspect 

that we are tapping one of the forces behind that extraordinary Vic­

torian compulsion toward work. Those formidable accomplishments
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they made in virtually every field of public concern might be a ttr i­

buted to a reluctance to  face the lo ss  of a  firm belief in  a  d irect­

ing spiritual purpose. Without in any way belittling the value of 

such achievem ents, i t  is  s till incongruous that Tennyson has his 

representative of Soul urge h is men to  cultivate the public garden.

Let us move away, however, from the internal difficulties 

in Tennyson's conception of Arthur and try to see  how his attempt 

to idealize Arthur affects the texture of h is verse . In "Gareth and 

Lynette" we have a series of p ictures illustrating  Arthur's role as 

a d ispenser of justice; the sententious and pompous tone of his 

speeches is  a clear reflection of Tennyson's decision to make him 

an id e a l, rather than a real figure. To a woman claiming that 

Uther violently took a field from her la te  husband Arthur offers e i­

ther gold or the return of the property. When she chooses the 

la tte r he says,,

'Have thy p leasan t field again ,
And thrice the gold for Uther*s u se  thereof, 
According to the years . No boon is  here,
But ju s t ic e , so thy say be proven true .
Accursed, who from the wrongs his father did 
Would shape himself a rig h t! '

(336-41)

When a woman who openly proclaims herself his enemy asks a

knight to  avenge a wrong to  her, the response is  a s  follows:

But Arthur: 'We s it King, to  help the wrong'd
Thro' a ll our realm. The woman loves her lord. 
Peace to  th e e , woman, w ith thy loves and hates! 
The kings of old had doom'd thee to the flames; 
Aurelius Emrys would have scourged thee dead ,
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And Uther s lit thy tongue; but get thee hence—
Lest that rough humor of the kings of old 
Return upon me! Thou that a rt her k in ,
Go likew ise; lay-Jhim low  and slay  him no t,
But bring him here , tha t I may judge the right,
According to the Justice of the King.
Then, be he guilty , by that d ea th less King 
Who lived and died for men, the  man shall d ie .1

(363-75)

The s tilted , even stolid movement of the verse suggests how un­

convincing is  the character whom i t  defines. There i s ,  further­

more, an unpleasant conjunction between se lf-sa tisfac tio n  and "an 

eye for an  eye" morality. Why, we wonder, must he swear by 

C hrist, traditionally the exponent of mercy, while virtuously prom­

ising retribution in kind? Such a blatant incongruity mirrors a 

considerable uneasiness and an uncertain g rasp , and i t  suggests 

the absence of available traditional models. M alory's Arthur was 

more humane than th is , though not entirely from the most id ea lis ­

tic  motives. In trying to estab lish  Arthur as  an ideal figure, with

only formal reference to  historical ac tuality , Tennyson commits 

himself to description through postures and uneasy rhetoric.

When his Arthur is  finally portrayed as a human being, in "The 

Passing of Arthur," the quality of the poetry improves immeasura­

bly; his speeches come to have the appropriateness of dramatic u t­

terance and approach, if  not equal, the level of such fine poems 

as "U lysses" and "Tithonous."

Tennyson also  wrenches the original in making Arthur physi­

cally  superion "For Lancelot was the firs t in tournament,/B ut
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Arthur mightiest on the battle fie ld— " (485-6) In the Morte we are 

aware of a very particular social s ituation , constantly threatened 

by severe physical v iolence which makes their high esteem for 

physical prowess understandable. It is quite obviously crucial to 

survival. When Tennyson, however, perfunctorily in s is ts  in the 

Idylls that he who is  morally superior is  a lso  physically  superior, 

we have an example of an essen tia lly  mindless accumulation of 

arbitrary and not n ecessarily  related v irtues. In "Balin and Balan" 

Tennyson has invented an episode tha t contrasts predictably with 

the original. The brothers are sitting  outside Camelot, challeng­

ing and overthrowing any knight who p a sse s . Arthur arms himself 

and challenges them:

'but s e e , or proven or no t,
Whether me likew ise ye can overthrow .'
And Arthur lightly  smote the brethren down,
And lightly  so retu rn 'd , and no man knew.

(37-40)

In the original version of the Balin story Arthur has neither super­

lative virtue nor extraordinary strength. A woman comes to  the 

court "girt with a sword for to  find a man of such virtue to draw 

it out of the scabbard ." (I, 46) Arthur responds with a character­

is tic  dignity and lack of pompousness:

I will myself assay  to  draw out the sword, not 
presuming upon myself that I am the best knight, 
but that I w ill begin to draw a t your sword in 
giving example to a ll the barons tha t they shall 
assay  every each one after other when I have 
assayed i t .  Then Arthur took the sword by the
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sheath and by the girdle and pulled a t it  eagerly/ 
but the sword would not out. Sir, said the dam osel, 
you need not to  pull half so hard, for he that 
shall pull it out shall do i t  with little  might.
Ye say w ell, said Arthur; now assay  ye all my 
barons, but beware ye be not defiled with shame, 
treachery , nor gu ile . Then i t  w ill not av a il, 
said  the dam osel, for he must be a clean knight 
without v illa iny , and of a  gentle strain of father 
side and mother s id e . Most of all the barons of 
the Round Table that were there at that time assayed 
all by row, but there might none speed; wherefore 
the damosel made great sorrow out of m easure, and 
sa id , Alas! I weened in this Court had been the 
best knights without treachery or treason . By my 
faith , said Arthur, here are good knights as I deem, 
as any be in the world, but their grace is not to 
help you, wherefore I am d isp leased .

(I, 47)

The sword is  finally drawn by Balin, whom the King had imprisoned 

for half a year on the charge of slaying Arthur's cousin. We are 

left with the incongruity between Balin's history and the catalogue 

of virtues upon which the damsel had in s is ted . Such incongruities 

—and they are not infrequent in the Morte—serve to qualify Ma­

lory 's formal commitment to  a physical tr ia l as the appropriate and 

reliable te s t  of a man's spiritual dignity. On such a point, Ma­

lory is  more rea lis tic  and sophisticated than Tennyson.

It is  most interesting to discover what Tennyson willfully 

has rejected in the character of the king. His most important 

om issions, or changes, are sexual. Apart from various rather ca­

sual adulteries , Arthur in the Morte is guilty of unwitting incest

with h is h a lf-s is te r , M orgause, and the fruit of th is liason is
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Mordred. Clearly th is is  considered one of the most serious 

sins recorded in those pages; M erlin 's words to Arthur are severe 

for Malory:

ye have done a thing la te  that God is d isp leased  
with you, for ye have lain  by your s is te r , and on her 
ye have gotten a child tha t shall destroy you and a ll 
the knights of your realm . . .  it  is  God's w ill your 
body to be punished for your foul deeds.

(I# 37)

To try to escape such punishment, Arthur orders all the children 

bom on a certain day put into a ship and driven out to sea .

Mordred is  one of the few children to survive, and he does even­

tually  usurp the throne. Because of Arthur's actions King Lot, 

M orgause's husband, holds against Arthur:

Then King Arthur le t  send for all the children bom on 
M ay-day, begotten of lords and bom of lad ies; for 
Merlin told King Arthur tha t he that should destroy 
him should be bom on M ay-day, wherefore he sent 
for them a l l ,  upon pain of death; and so there were 
found many lords' sons, and a)l were sent unto the 
king, and so was Mordred sent by King Lot's w ife,
and a ll were put in a ship to the sea . . .  . So
many lords and barons of th is realm were d isp leased , 
for their children were so lo s t , and many put the 
wyte on Merlin more than on Arthur; so what for 
dread and for love , they held their peace.

(I# 45)
A las, he £LotJ might not endure, the which wras great 
p ity , that so worthy a knight as he was one should 
be overmatched, that of la te  time afore had been a 
knight of King Arthur's, and wedded the s is te r of King 
Arthur; and for King Arthur lay by King Lot's w ife, the 
which was Arthur's s is te r , and gat on her Mordred, 
therefore King Lot held against Arthur.

(1/ 58)

Lot's death inspires his son Gawaine to the blood feud that so
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substantially  contributes to  destroying the Round Table. C onse­

quently , M alory's Arthur is  clearly  responsible for particular 

deeds tha t eventually ensure his defeat. He is  no t, a s  in the 

Idy lls , a "blam eless" king destroyed by the sins of others.

Tennyson not only has rejected important incidents from the

original; he has the unfortunate tendency to call attention to  his

rev isions. Arthur says in his final speech to  Guinevere;

They summon me their King to lead mine hosts 
Far down to  that great battle  in the w est,
Where I must strike against the man they  call 
My s is te r 's  son—no kin of m ine, who leagues 
With Lords of the White H orse, heathen, and knights, 
Traitors—and strike him dead , and meet myself 
D eath, or I know not what mysterious doom.

(Gu, 567-73)

By even disclaim ing Mordred as a nephew, Tennyson's Arthur un­

w ittingly reminds us that he was originally Arthur's bastard son, 

and we may begin to suspect something compulsive and even un­

healthy about Tennyson's substantial changes. It is  no longer a 

simple matter of omitting what most of us would agree to be diffi­

cult material; Tennyson has tried to make his Arthur the reverse of 

what he traditionally w as. It is  not merely that he gives him ad­

ditional virtues; he in s is ts  on giving him virtues completely con­

tradictory to some of the most important facets of his legendary 

character. There are other relevant and perhaps more damaging 

rev isions.

Tennyson has omitted M erlin 's warning to Arthur tha t Guenever
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would not love him:

But Merlin warned the king covertly that Guenever 
was not wholesome for him to take to w ife, for he 
warned him tha t Launcelot should love her, and she 
him again; and so he turned his ta le  to  the adven­
tures of the Sangreal.

(I# 71)

The burden of th is  p a ssag e , as well as  the much la te r  one testify ­

ing that Arthur had "a deeming" of the adultery, is  tha t Arthur 

again bears considerable complicity in th e  sexual irregularities of 

his court, and of his w ife. He wanted her enough to  ta k e  her 

despite  h is knowledge tha t she would never belong entirely to 

him. Nor w as th is eagerness ju s t an impulsive and transitory 

whim. From what we can tell of the te x t, Arthur is  publicly 

willing for many years to pretend he knew nothing of Guenever's 

love for Launcelot. No reasons are given, except tha t he is  very 

grateful to  Launcelot and quite fond of him. By wholly rejecting 

Arthur's complicated affections and compromised moral position, 

Tennyson has se t the stage for a scene most critics now deplore 

on the grounds of cruelty and moral obtuseness; Harold Nicolson

29ca lls  these  speeches of Arthur's to Guinevere almost intolerable. 

We are a t first incredulous, of the assumptions behind the speech; 

we cannot believe in a relationship in which all the right is  on 

one side and a ll the wrong on the other.

Tennyson's allegorical intentions are of course largely re­

sponsible for the scene. We are supposed to be able to hear
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Reason chastizing the corrupt Senses. However, when Tennyson

gives flesh  to  Reason or Soul he significantly impairs his ability

to render abstract qualities of virtue or v ice . And when he tries  

to use as a vehicle for abstract considerations and conflicts Eng­

land 's most vivid and famous romance, he necessarily  and hope­

le ss ly  involves himself in human m aterial. Rather than hearing 

Reason judging Sense, we hear a man condemning a woman. And 

to those familiar with the old ta le s  comes the chilling realization 

that Tennyson's Arthur is  righteously  condemning Guinevere for a 

sin no different in kind from and actually  le ss  horrendous than , 

those of which he himself was traditionally  guilty.

'L iest thou here so low , the child of one 
I honor'd, happy, dead before thy shame?
Well is  i t  that no child is bom of thee .
The children bom of thee are sword and fire ,
Red ruin , and the breaking up of law s,
The craft of kindred and the godless hosts 
Of heathen swarming o 'e r the Northern Sea;

(419-25)
Thou h as t not made my life so sweet to me 
That I the King should greatly care to live;
For thou hast spoilt the purpose of my life .
Bear w ith me for the la s t time while I show,
Even for thy sak e , the sin which thou hast sinn 'd .

(448-52)
for indeed I knew 

Of no more subtle m aster under heaven 
Than is  the maiden passion for a m aid,
Not only to keep down the base in man,
But teach high thought, and amiable words 
And courtliness, and the desire of fame,
And love of tru th , and a ll tha t makes a man.
And all th is throve before I wedded thee,
Believing, "Lo, mine helpm ate, one to feel 
My purpose and rejoicing in my joy!"
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Then came thy shameful sin with Lancelot;
Then came the sin of Tristram and Isolt;
Then o thers, following these my mightiest k n igh ts ,
And drawing foul ensample from fair nam es,
Sinn'd a lso , till the loathsome opposite 
Of all my heart had destined did obtain,
And all thro ' thee .

(474-90)
For think no t, tho ' thou wouldst not love thy lord,
Thy lord has wholly lo s t his love for thee.
I am not made of so slight elem ents.
Yet must I leave th ee , woman, to thy shame.
I hold that man the worst of public foes 
Who either for his own or children 's sake.
To save his blood from scandal, le ts  the~wife 
Whom he knows fa lse  abide and rule the house:
For being thro' his cowardice allow 'd 
Her s ta tio n , taken everywhere for pu re ,
She like a new d ise ase , unknown to  men,
C reeps, no precaution u sed , among the crowd,
Makes wicked lightnings of her ey es , and saps 
The fealty  of our friends, and stirs the pulse 
With dev il's  le ap s , and poisons half the young.
Worst of the worst were that man he that reigns!
Better the King's w aste hearth and aching heart 
Than thou reseated in thy place of lig h t,
The mockery of my people and their bane!

(505-23)

This b latant misogyny and im plicit sexual fear are all the  more 

amazing when we recall the encomia awarded these  speeches; 

for they are the passages most praised by G ladstone, highly com­

plimented by George Eliot and Coventry Patmore; and they were 

among Tennyson's favorite repertoire for recitation to his friends. 

There i s ,  I think, something much more profound at issu e  than a 

mere change in literary  sensib ility . How is it  that some of the 

most serious and uncompromising critics of that day and th is have 

radically  different attitudes to these crucial speeches? The
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problem may be finally inso lub le , but we can at le a s t venture to 

describe the moral temper underlying Tennyson's writing in an a t­

tempt to approach the "Guinevere" with greater sympathy and un­

derstanding. We can ask what are the attractive and compelling 

assumptions informing Arthur's speeches.

Probably the most central belief im plicit here is  in individual 

responsibility . The poet imagines that an individual's actions are 

capable of having immense public influence and profound signifi­

cance. He has a positive attitude to suffering: one is  ennobled

by suffering voluntarily accepted for the sake of principle and in 

contradiction to the promptings of the sen ses . There is  the further 

gratification that one 's self-ennoblement is  in some sense directly 

connected to the public w eal. There are no serious and finally 

debilitating moral ambiguities; i t  is  not only n ecessary , it is  pos­

sible to place the finger of blame with utmost precision. In th is 

passage Tennyson assum es that will power and se lf-sac rifice , e s ­

pecially the sacrifice of one 's  sensual nature, are in effect the 

major n ecess itie s  of a worthwhile and meaningful ex istence. And 

he assumes tha t the moral life  may be learned by example and 

may be corrupted by example.

Tennyson's is  in many ways an encouraging set of b e liefs . 

The idea is  ultim ately consoling that there is a standard available 

to everyone which offers the satisfaction of essen tial needs a s  

well as  the unqualified approval of the moral nature. It would
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then be merely the frivolous and se lfish  who wilfully lim ited the 

scope of their lives to triv ial p leasu res. The serious-minded 

could , through discipline and the determined rejection of inferior 

deligh ts , devote the ir energies to higher concerns, thereby eleva­

ting not only them selves but also  the society in which they lived . 

Whatever suffering might be incurred would not significantly de­

b ilita te  or impoverish the individual, whose example would be 

all-im portant.

F inally , of course, our objections to the poetry cannot be 

based simply on our inability  to assen t fully to its  underlying a s ­

sumptions. This is  hardly the place to enter into the tortuous de­

bate on the function of belief in poetry, though it  is  legitim ate to 

note certain reservations one may have to the attitudes ju s t d es­

cribed. They tend to  underrate the ability  of suffering to damage, 

if  not to  destroy. Our post-Freudian era has an inclination , if 

not a right, to suspect tha t severe repressions may have d isa s ­

trous consequences, both to an individual and to those around him. 

We may further suspect tha t apparent right and wrong in actual 

human circum stances do not accurately reflect either moral or psy­

chological rea lity . And a way of thinking tha t emphasizes the 

transcendence of the individual over the circum stances which shape 

him reflects the impoverishment of communal sense so brilliantly  

and variously attacked bt Marx, Arnold, Ruskin, D ickens, C arlyle, 

and others. Essentially the W eltanschauung that informs Arthur's
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may suspect that it  im poses an order and pattern on things be­

cause of a fear of looking straightforwardly into suspected chaps. 

Furthermore, i t  puts upon the relatively  fragile shoulders of the 

individual a burden simply too great for him to  bear.

A major difficulty here lie s  in the way Tennyson's conception 

re la tes the individual to socie ty . Although Tennyson might not 

have subscribed to th is assumption when sta ted  ab strac tly , i t  is  

nonetheless crucial to the Idylls and a function of his decision to 

work with ty p e s , rather than re a l, complex, contradictory human 

beings. He postu lates a chain of cause and effect that works 

from the individual to the larger social u n it, individual vice 

spreading to contaminate a whole society . The in sistence  that 

there is  a relationship between public and private vice is  believ­

able enough, although the particular nature of that relationship i s , 

one would th ink , endlessly  debatable. We can grant Tennyson and 

his contemporaries the  right to  be horrified at adultery without 

going so far in suspension of judgment as  to agree with Tennyson's 

hypothesis in the Idylls tha t one private v ice , no matter a t what 

"heights" committed, can contaminate a whole society .

It i s  virtually indisputable tha t the corruption can spread in 

the reverse direction, from the public or social sphere to  the private 

or individual. Henry James has given us a number splendid novels 

analyzing what happens to innocence and inexperience when they
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come in contact with what people variously call sophistication/ 

knowledge, complexity/ and corruption. T .S . E liot's well-known 

and much-abused observation is  relevant here: Henry James "had
on

a mind so fine tha t no idea could violate i t . "  The crucial 

word of course is  "violate"; the confrontation itse lf  between inno­

cence and experience is  common to  many of Jam es's n o v e ls , but 

the perspectives, conclusions, perceptions t  and details of that 

confrontation are infinitely  various. And the most te lling  impact is  

th a t on the individual of the lafger social group. By con trast, 

Tennyson's mind was d istinctly  violated by his obsessive and un­

critical idea about adultery. He assum es tha t what happens between 

two or three individuals will necessarily  infect the social life  in 

which they play a minor, though exalted part.

Despite the obvious d ifficu lties, we must attempt to read 

these  speeches as though Arthur were Reason, preaching from a s ­

sumptions such as those outlined above. When we do so , however, 

a curious and important fact em erges. The im plicit testim ony of the 

situation is that Reason cannot function in conjunction w ith Sense, 

tha t mind can operate only apart from body. The basica lly  negative 

conception of Reason that has dominated the Idylls becomes more 

evident here. The relationship between soul and sen se , rather than 

being an inevitable blend according to the nature of th ings, is  a 

juxtaposition held together by w illed contract. Such a conception 

permits the contract to be broken, and Tennyson takes advantage of
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tha t possib ility . In the name of the highest moral and social 

p rincip les, Tennyson has allowed himself to express th e  most fe r ­

vent sexual re jections. The twentieth century is  of course in  no 

position to  quarrel with a preoccupation with sex; the difficulty 

here is  th a t it is  not faced squarely.

By making the marriage of two people stand for the  union be-
/

tween soul and se n se , Tennyson creates for himself an im possible 

dilemma. A human marriage necessarily  implies that two people, 

each of whom suffers the often contradictory and in tractable de­

mands of his nature, try  to find in each other a measure of sa tis ­

faction or re lease  from these com plications. Tennyson does not 

make what we could ca ll a useful sim plification but rather vulgar­

izes the eternal conflict between the demands of body and soul to 

the level of a social problem. Someone said of Thackeray'S novel 

that the scope of "vanity fair" has been narrowed from all of 

human life to  a particular social milieu in London. Tennyson even 

further reduces the scope of the fundamental conflict w ithin each 

individual to the level of marital fidelity . Even if we conceive 

Sense merely in terms of sexual d es ire , we have only to  think of 

Sidney's "Leave me o Love" or Shakespeare's "Th'expence of 

Spirit in a w aste  of Shame" to realize  how drastically  reduced is  

the significance of th is  conflict.

Tennyson further imposes upon marriage the  burden of su s­

taining an entire civ ilization . He adds to its  value a s  a social
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that it  is  equally the channel for spiritual health:

Not only to  keep down the base in man.
But teach high thought, and amiable words 
And courtliness, and the desire of fame,
And love of tru th , and a ll that makes a man.

(477-80)

M arriage, rather than the institu tion of the church or the rigid
/

discipline of the formal religious l ife ,  is  expected to inspire men 

to the highest.

A crucial change from Malory is  evident here, and th e  con­

tra s t may prove instructive . Love in  the Morte was also held to 

be d istinctly  elevating. Tristram and Lancelot periodically testified  

to its  inspiring quality , and a number of incidents showed them
I

spurred by a glimpse or thought of their lady to overcome otherwise 

hopelessly difficult odds. In one p assag e , Palomides, who has un­

fortunately been neglected by most modem redactors of the Arthurian 

m aterial, te lls  Tristram of his love for Isoui:

And now, Sir Tristram, I w ill tha t ye wit that I have 
loved La' Beale Isoud many a day , and she hath been 
the causer of my worship, and e lse  I had been the most 
sim plest knight in the world. For by her, and by cause 
of her, I have won the worship tha t I have; for when I 
remembered me of La Beale Isoud I won the worship 
wheresomever I came for the most part; and yet had I 
never reward nor bounte of her the days of my l if e ,  and 
yet have I been her knight guerdonless.

(E, 120-1)

Such high devotion, with its  tangible effec ts, is  inspired by erotic 

love, though in th is case i t  is  not even requited love. Such a 

passion is  so overwhelming and ennobling that it  almost approaches
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transcendence. Yet in  Malory i t  has nothing to  do with marriage 

but is  ex trasocia l. It bears no relation to  social institu tions and 

in no w ay functions as the cement of society . It is  an  individual 

concern w ith no relevance beyond the individual, except insofar as 

i t  spurs him to outstanding practical feats that others could emu­

la te .

Tennyson must have known that the burden he is  putting on 

marriage is  insupportable, but he does not face th a t fact squarely. 

His central hypothesis is  that the decay of society  proceeds from 

the violation of marital fidelity; and the  material he has chosen as 

vehicle abounds in tributes to extramarital love . He does not ex­

plore the moral or psychological possib ilities of the m aterial, but 

instead  contorts it  according to  preconceived b e lie fs .

One simple way of trying to understand Tennyson's preoccupa­

tion with marriage is  to ■. recognize that we s till have the terrible 

problems he d id , though perhaps in exacerbated form. We still try 

to  find in marriage a ll varie ties of spiritual sa lvation , and to admit 

th a t the attempt is  fu tile can be agonizing, if not im possible. D .H . 

Lawrence is  not so  far from Tennyson's assum ptions as  the ludicrous 

surfaces of the comparison might suggest. The decline of religious 

faith  left a void tha t has preoccupied major w riters for more than 

one hundred years. When is  it  conceivable before the nineteenth 

century th a t a personal relationship and a social institution might be 

expected to bear sqch heavy burdens? What is  frequently called
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available beliefs and institu tions to sa tisfy  deep human needs.

d . Merlin and Vivien

In the pages of M alory, Merlin is  considerably more than the

legendary mystic who predicts future even ts . He is  not only the

power behind Arthur's throne, he is  responsible for Arthur's very

ex istence. At the beginning of the Morte we are told how Uther

summons to his court the Duke of Cornwall, with whose w ife ,

Igraine, Uther proceeds to fall in love:

the king liked and loved th is lady w e ll, and he made 
them great cheer out of m easure, and desired to  have 
la in  by her. But she was a passing good woman, and 
would not assen t unto the king.

( I ,  5)

To protect her v irtue , Igraine successfu lly  urges her husband to 

flee with her, and they barricade them selves in separate c a s tle s .

One of U ther's knights, U lfius, seeks Merlin to discover a plan by 

which the king may win the lady . M erlin 's response is  the follow­

ing:

if King Uther will well reward me, and be sworn unto 
me to fulfil my d es ire , tha t shall I be his honour and 
profit more than mine, for I shall cause him to  have all 
his desire .

(I, 6)

After Uther has consented to M erlin 's conditions, Merlin becomes spe­

cific:
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the firs t night tha t ye  shall l ie  by Igraine ye shall get 
a child on her, and when tha t is  bom , tha t i t  shall be 
delivered to  me for to  nourish there a s  I w ill have it; 
for it  shall be your w orship, and the ch ild 's  avail as  
mickle as the child is  worth.

(I, 7)

Merlin then transforms Uther into the  semblance of the Duke of 

Cornwall, who is  killed in battle  three houtb ■ before Arthur is  con­

ceived. Uther subsequently marries Igraine ("and so in a ll haste  . 

they were married in a  morning with great mirth and jo y ."  (I, 8)) 

and confesses: M erlin 's strategem s to  her. "Then the queen made 

great joy when she knew who was the father of her c h i ld ." (I, 8) 

Merlin arranges for Sir Ector to ra ise  the child as though he were 

his own, and on Uther1 s deathbed, Merlin asks him before a ll his 

barons;

Sir, shall your son Arthur be king after your d ay s , of 
this realm with all the  appurtenances? Then Uther 
Pendragon turned him, and said in hearing of them a l l ,  
I give him God's b lessing  and mine, and bid him pray 
for my sou l, and righteously and worshipfully that he 
claim the crown upon forfeiture of my b lessing .

(I, 9-10)

The old mage then estab lishes a s  the te s t  of strength and

virtue sufficient to  merit the throne a sword embedded in a stone:

there was seen in the churchyard, against the high: 
a lta r , a great stone four square, lik e  unto a marble 
stone, and in midst thereof was like  an anvil of steel 
a foot on high, and therin stuck a fair sword naked by 
the poin t, and le tte rs  there were w ritten in gold about 
the sword that said thus:—Whoso pulleth out th is 
sword of th is stone and an v il, is  rightw ise king bom 
of all England.

(I,  10)
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For years no one is  able to  pull the sword from the stone, until

the time a t the feast of All Hallowmass when Arthur, alm ost by

acciden t, accom plishes the fea t. He is  required to  repeat i t

several tim es because of the barons' great d isbelief and d istrust:

And at the  feast of Pentecost a ll manner of men e s ­
sayed to pull a t the  sword that would e s sa y , but none 
might prevail but Arthur, and pulled it  out afore a ll 
the lords and commons tha t were th e re , wherefore all 
the common cried a t once. We will have Arthur unto 
our king, we will put him no more in delay , for we 
a ll see tha t it is  God's w ill that he shall be our 
king, and who th a t holdeth against i t ,  we w ill slay  
him. And therewith they a ll kneeled a t o n ce , both
rich and poor, and cried Arthur mercy because they
had delayed him so  long, and Arthur forgave them , and 
took the sword between both his hands, and offered it 
upon the a ltar where the Archbishop w as , and so was 
he made knight of the  best man tha t was th e re .

(I, 13-14)

Merlin assu res the d issident barons th a t Arthur is  the son of Uther 

and Igraine and warns them he cannot be defeated: "for ye shall

not here prevail though ye were ten tim es so m any." (I, 16) The 

barons, however, are undaunted by the "dream-reader" and hold 

against Arthur. In th e  subsequent few years Merlin designs the 

battle  strategy and alliances through which Arthur is  ultim ately suc­

cessfu l. The pages describing Arthur's military ac tiv ities  to secure

his throne are filled with such phrases as  "by counsel of M erlin,"

"as Merlin had d ev ised ,"  "and as thou hast dev ised , so shall it 

be d o n e ." The fact that M erlin 's strategies and deceptions are 

responsible for Arthur's success is most clearly indicated by the 

battle in which Lot is  k illed . Merlin deceives Lot with "a ta le  of
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prophecy" to keep him from ba ttle  until Arthur shall have defeated

most of Lot's a llies:

A las, said Ring Lot, I am ashamed for by my default 
there is  many a worshipful man slain  , for an  we had 
been together there had been none host under the 
heaven tha t had been able for to have matched with 
us; th is  fayter with his prophecy hath mocked me.
All th a t did M erlin, for he knew w ell that an King Lot 
had been with his body there a t the firs t ba ttle  King 
Arthur had been s la in , and a ll his people destroyed; 
and well Merlin knew that one of the kings should be 
dead that day, and loath w as Merlin that any of them 
both should be slain; but of th e  tw ain , he had liefer 
King Lot had been slain  than King Arthur.

(I, 58)

All of M erlin's enigmatic and oracular pronouncements on fu­

ture events are fu lfilled , but there are several passages that sug­

g es t, if not inep tness , a t le a s t fallib ility  in the magnificent and 

devious old man. He is  unnecessarily  responsible for some of the 

hostility  to Arthur. Ulfius accuses Igraine of treason before Arthur 

and a ll the court:

this Queen Igraine is  causer of your great dam age, and 
of your great w ar. For, an she would have uttered it  
in the life  of King Uther Pendragon, of the birth of 
you, and how ye were begotten, ye had never had the 
mortal wars tha t ye have had; for the most part of 
your barons of your realm knew never whose son ye 
w ere, nor of whom ye were begotten.

(I# 37)

When Igraine defends herself by claiming not to  know what has be­

come of her ch ild , Ulfius admits "Merlin is  more to blame than 

y e . " (I, 38) Later, Merlin te lls  Arthur to  destroy all children bom 

on M ay-day in an attempt to avert God's wrath in the form of Mor- 

dred, and considerable hostility  is earned for the king. D espite
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his knowledge that Guenever is  fated to  love Launcelot, Merlin 

consents to Arthur's desires and sues Leodegrance in the King's 

name for the hand of h is daughter.

M erlin 's la s t  significant ac ts  on Arthur's behalf appropriately 

concern the firm establishm ent of his court. Merlin finds tw enty- 

eight knights to  help fill the Round T able, which Leodegrance had 

given along with one hundred knights a s  a wedding present to  his 

son-in -law . With golden le tte rs  Merlin magically designates the 

seats appropriate to each knight/ reserving the Siege Perilous for 

the sta in le ss  knight who is  to achieve the G rail. He instructs Ar­

thur in knightly precedence and his obligations as ruler:

When she was gone the king was g lad , for she made 
such a n o ise . N ay, said M erlin, ye may not leave 
these adventures so ligh tly , for these  adventures must 
be brought again or e lse  i t  would be disworship to  you 
and to your feas t.

(1/ 76)

Immediately after Arthur's famous Round Table oath , M erlin 's work 

evidently is  fin ished , and he te lls  Arthur that he has to leave .

The passage immediately following the oath is  the only one

that describes Merlin and a woman, and it is  only slightly  longer

than one page. The following parts of i t  have specific reference

to his passion:

So after th ese  quests of Sir Gawaine, Sir Tor, and 
King Pellinore, it  fell so tha t Merlin fell in a dotage 
on the da mo s el tha t King Pellinore brought to  court, 
and she was one of the dam osels of the lak e , tha t 
hight Nimue. But Merlin would le t her have no r e s t ,  
but always he would be with her. And ever she made
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Merlin good cheer t il l  she had learned of him all man­
ner thing tha t she desired; and he w as asso tted  upon 
her, tha t he might not be from her. So on a time he 
told King Arthur th a t he should not dure long , but for 
all h is  crafts he should be put in the  earth quick . . . 
And within a w hile the damosel of the lake departed, 
and Merlin went w ith her evermore wheresomever she 
w ent. And offtimes Merlin would have had her privily 
away by h is  subtle crafts; then she made him to  swear 
that he should never do none enchantment upon her if  
he would have his w ill. And so he sware . . . .
And so soon after the lady and Merlin departed, and by 
the way Merlin showed her many w onders, and came 
into Cornwall, And always Merlin lay about the lady 
to have her maidenhood, and she was ever passing 
weary of him, and fain would have been delivered of 
him, for she was afeared of him because he was a 
dev il's  son, and she could not beskyfte him by no 
m eans. And so on a time it happed that Merlin showed 
to her a rock whereas was a great wonder, and wrought 
by enchantm ent, tha t went under a great stone. So by 
her subtle working she made Merlin to go under tha t 
stone to  le t her w it of the marvels th e re , but she 
wrought so there for him that he came never out for all 
the craft he could do. And so she departed and left 
M erlin.

(I, 90-1)

M erlin, th en , is  responsible in the most literal sense for Arthur's 

b irth , rearing, and ascen t to th e  throne. He uses  his military and 

political sagacity  to defeat Arthur's major enemies and secure the 

kingdom. And he instructs Arthur in the decorum, organization, and 

responsib ilities appropriate to his court. Having completed these  

Herculean ta s k s , Merlin succumbs to unrequited passion and con­

sen ts to his own dem ise.

In appropriating Merlin from the pages of M alory, Tennyson 

therefore is  committing himself to represent the w isest and most

31powerful man in the world. Such adjectives are not used in the
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Morte to characterize Merlin but rather are ones tha t we can appro­

priately attach  to  him on account of h is actions and influence as 

specifically  related th e re . Tennyson apparently fe e ls , in  accord 

with his commitment to  types , th a t he does not have to estab lish  

M erlin's superiority by showing i t ,  as i t  w ere, in ac tion . He a s ­

sumes that the name "Merlin" immediately conjures up a recogniza­

b le , substan tia l, and estab lished  figure. M erlin, th en , embodies 

supreme wisdom; but the serious inadequacy of Tennyson's method 

can be demonstrated in the multiple incongruities tha t characterize 

situations involving M erlin. Furthermore, Tennyson's morbid pre­

occupation with sexuality  can be further illum inated by examining 

M erlin's relationship with Vivien and the ways tha t relationship dif­

fers from the original in Malory.

He predictably removes M erlin 's com plicity in U ther's seduc­

tion of Igraine.. After slaying G orlois, Tennyson's version of the 

Duke of Cornwall, Uther storms Ygeme's c a s tle , and a ll  her men 

flee:

And there was none to  ca ll it but him self.
So, com pass'd by the power of the king,
Enforced she w as to wed him in her te a rs ,
And with a shameful sw iftness; afterward,
Not many moons, KLng Uther died him self,
Moaning and w ailing for an heir to rule 
After him, le s t  the realm should go to w rack.
And that same n ight, the night of the new year,
By reason of the b itterness and grief 
That vext h is mother, a ll before his time 
Was Arthur bom , and a ll as soon as  bom 
D eliver'd at a secret postem -gate  
To M erlin, to be holden far apart
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Until his hour should come, because the lords 
Of that fierce day were as the  lords of th is ,
Wild b e a s ts ,  and surely would have tom  th e  child 
Piecemeal among them , had they known.

("The Coming of A rthur," 201-17)

Tennyson makes sure that the couple are married firs t and tha t 

Ygeme is  a reluctant partner. M erlin 's briefly mentioned role 

amounts to the function of a kind of physical guardian, rather 

than to  the deliberate rearing and education of a prospective king.

Even th is  pale version is  undercut, however, by the fac t that 

it  is  only one of several different ta les  of Arthur's orig ins, and 

Tennyson does not express a preference for one over the o thers.

The additional stories are of course invented , and are quite ob­

scure and speculative in presentation. In "The Coming of Arthur" 

Bellicent te lls  Leodegran a story told her on h is deathbed by Bleys, 

"our M erlin's m aster."  It describes a phantom ship coming into a 

cove where Bleys and Merlin have wandered; the ninth wave comes 

and is in a flam e,

And down the wave and in the flame was borne 
A naked babe, and rode to M erlin 's fee t,
Who stoopt and caught the babe , and cried , "The King I 
Here is  an  heir for Uther 1"

(382-5)

Bleys died after te lling  Bellicent th is t a le ,  and when asked to  con­

firm i t ,  Merlin only laughs and ridd les , concluding "From the great 

deep to th e  great deep he g o es ."  (410) Apart from the fact that 

Merlin refuses to comment on th is fanciful sto ry , presumably a
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device to indicate that h is wisdom is too profound and enigmatic 

to be transmitted to  mere earth lings, his role is  presented as 

utterly passive: the child is  simply deposited a t his feet.

Although Tennyson may not feel it necessary  to demonstrate 

the workings of M erlin's superiority , he does cite certain accom­

plishments to  sanction h is  position at court. In the idyll "Merlin 

and Vivien" there are five brief lines:

Him, the most famous man of a ll those tim es,
M erlin, who knew the range of a ll their a r t s ,
Had built the King his havens, sh ip s , and halls;
Was also  bard , and kriew the starry  heavens;
The people c a ll 'd  him wizard.

(164-8)

His knowledge is  perfunctorily pictured as e ssen tia lly  sta tic  and 

abstract; and s in ce  we never see him using i t ,  his relationship to 

this knowledge appears fundamentally p assiv e . His one active  ac­

complishment is  tha t of a  builder, a role w hich bears the greatest 

sim ilarities to the  kinds of achievement Arthur preaches in th e  

Grail section. In that idyll Merlin is  again called responsible for 

"our mighty h a l l , /  Which Merlin built for Arthur long ago!" (226-7) 

although it should be noted that even these accomplishments are 

located in the d istan t p a s t—a fact that further m itigates w hat v ita l­

ity and vividness they might suggest.

Tennyson's method is  based on an assum ption tha t there is 

general and unquestioned agreement on what wisdom is  and how it 

a c ts . But the stolidness and vapidity of his Merlin belie such an
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assum ption. It seems obvious tha t Tennyson is  a t a lo ss to  know 

how to rea lize  the highest in te lligence , and to imagine what its  

proper uses are . His problems in doing so were hopelessly  magni­

fied when he decided to make h is court e ssen tia lly  Utopian, there­

by removing the action from the realm of the real w orld. It is  not 

surprising tha t he re jects M erlin 's bargain with Uther; Merlin as 

pimp would doubtless have been difficult for any poet to make cre­

d ib le . But v irtually  everything e lse  tha t in Malory ^establishes 

M erlin 's claim to our respect is  a lso  lacking. In the  Idylls Merlin 

shows no concern for political strategy and executes no military ma­

chinations on behalf of Arthur, and Tennyson's few vague references 

to  mystic knowledge and building feats are all the poet can credit 

as unobjectionable and n ecessary . Again Tennyson's decision to re­

move his moral fable from the p ractical problems of the real world 

resu lts in a disturbing impoverishment of presentation and conception.

The idyll "Merlin and Vivien" is  one of the two most objec­

tionable in the co llection , even when one considers it without refer­

ence to  its  source. Harold Nicolson has given an uncompromising 

judgment of the poems

It is  an abominable ta le  and confirms the impression 
that Tennyson could not describe physical passion with 
delicacy  or ta s te . I agree with those who regret that 
the Laureate refused to  follow the advice of those who 
urged him to elim inate "Merlin and Vivien" from the
collection . ̂  ̂

Yet when we consider it  in connection with Malory, we
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in the firs t riinety-one pages of the M orte, busy at the task s pre­

viously described of establishing Arthur in  power. His fixation on 

Nimue is  the la s t  incident narrated; it  occupies slightly  more than 

one page of the book. The proportions are completely reversed in 

the Id y lls . There are few allusions to  M erlin 's achievem ents, but 

"Merlin and Vivien," which is  the third longest idyll in the se rie s , 

elaborates a ta le  of Vivien's seduction of the old w izard. Tenny­

son contorts the relationship between Merlin and his lady even 

more than he does that between Arthur and Guenever, and his mis­

ogyny is  thereby allowed extraordinary la titude of expression. We 

must recall tha t in Malory Nimue is  the pursued and indeed has no 

particular character; Merlin is  simply "asso tted ."  Erotic feeling is 

quite definitely presen t, though cryptically  presented; th is 

feeling , however, is  M erlin 's , w hile Nimue "was ever passing 

weary of him, and fain would have been delivered of him ." Tenny­

son has not only made Vivien into the pursuer, he has made her 

into a harlo t. There is  no convincing erotic feeling in the idyll; 

Vivien is  grasping merely for prestige and revenge.

In his conception of Vivien, Tennyson is fulfilling his ex­

pressed intention of working with ty p es. StopfOrd Brooke describes 

Tennyson's plans regarding her. She is to  represent "the incarna­

tion of that impurity of sense which i s ,  in Tennyson's mind, the
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b itte rest enemy the soul can have , which more than all e lse

breaks up and ruins not only States but a lso  th e  powers by which

States are  made and held together . . £she i s j .  . close to  the

traditional symbolism of Luxuria. She is  bom of rebellion , that

i s ,  of disobedient pride . . . .  The firs t of sins in the mind of

the ancient Church is  p ride , and the second lu s t ,  and death is  

33their c h ild ."  Tennyson is  hardly the only poet who would have 

difficulty in  giving flesh  to  such ponderous abstractions , but the 

romantic material he has chosen as a vehicle is  particularly unsus­

ceptible to such inflation . U nless one can view Vivien in the a lle ­

gorical sense  Brooke su g g ests , the idyll is  peculiarly unpleasant.

And the w riting , for one th ing , is  simply too weak to sustain  such

a burden:

As lo v e , if love be p erfect, c a s ts  out fear,
So h a te , if hate be p erfect, c a s ts  out fear.
My father died in battle  against the King,
My mother on his corpse in open field;
She bore me th e re , for bom from death was I 
Among the dead and sown upon the wind—
And then on thee! and shown the truth betim es,
That old true filth , and bottom of the w ell,
Where truth is  hidden.

(40-48)

In the firs t two lines the  poet u ses the same constructions, and 

even the same language, with the exception of the two words he 

v aries. There is  an obvious and sluggish progression from "father" 

to "mother," from "bore" to  "bom ," from "death" to "dead," and

"sown" to "show n," "truth" to "true" and back to "Truth" again .
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Every line  but one i s  end-stopped/ and that one demands a voice 

pause, ^ u c h  facile  syntax and unsubtle rhythm characterize many 

of the passages dealing with Vivien, although they can have a 

certain crude vigor that is  a relief from excessive m ellifluousness.

Tennyson's presentation of her depends upon the stereotyped 

expressions and postures of th e  seductress; but i t  evokes, in ef­

fec t, a  Vivien who is  merely a flippant little  ta r t ,  and not a t a ll

a power significant enough to threaten the stab ility  of s ta te s .

First he shows her prostrate in adoration at M erlin 's feet and then

in at le a s t a s  stock a pose a s  tem ptress;

And lissom e Vivien, holding by his hee l.
Writhed toward him, slided up his knee and sa t,
Behind his ankle twined her hollow feet 
Together, curved an arm about his neck ,
Clung like a snake.

(236-40)

Further along there comes another w ell-te s ted  stance;

And Vivien, like th e  tenderest-hearted maid 
That ever bided try st at v illage s ti le ,
Made answ er, either eyelid wet with te a rs .

(375-7)

The overwhelming tendency of th is kind of scene-sketching to be

trite in  idea and language can be illustrated  a t random;

So tender was her vo ice, so fair her face .
So sw eetly gleam 'd her eyes behind her tears 
Like sunlight on the plain behind a shower.

(399-401)

The conversations which furnish the bulk of the idyll in no way 

illuminate the character of either Merlin or Vivien, nor do they
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Who can conceive a man who is  really  the  w ise s t and most 

powerful in the world susceptib le to th ese  kinds of enticem ents? 

True, it might happen in life? it certainly might happen and be be­

lievable in  D ostoevsky. But then we would be dealing with tangi­

b le , contradictory reality  and not theoretical possib ility . All we 

can do w ith "Merlin and Vivien" is  to abstract even further from 

the lines and say  tha t the w isest man in  the world is  a lso  suscep­

tib le to human tem ptations. This perception, however, w as a part, 

though a small part,,of, Tennyson's "g iven ," and his devotion to 

types allows him to  evade the responsibility  of making it  credible 

in human term s.

There are two other disturbing characteristics of Vivien's se ­

duction of M erlin. One is  M erlin's overwhelming passiv ity . He 

first leaves Arthur's court because he has sensed its  coming doom 

and the triumph of "dying f le sh ,"  with "The meanest having power 

upon the h ig h e s t ,/  And the high purpose broken by the worm." (193— 

4) Thus an emotional conviction of inevitable lo ss inspires him to 

escape , to  run aw ay. In M alory, of course , Merlin leaves to pur­

sue Nimue. He knows tha t fate has decreed the destruction of 

Arthur and his realm , and he te lls  th is  to  Arthur, although he also  

gives him considerable advice on how to  mitigate or delay the inevi­

tab le . He also  knows, and is  justified  in believing, tha t he has
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already done as  much for Arthur as one person well can .

In the Idylls Merlin is  pursued in h is flight by Vivien, who 

covets notoriety "As fancying that her glory would be g r e a t /  Ac­

cording to  his greatness whom she quench 'd ." The subsequent se­

quence of tableaux elaborates the wearing down of his d e fen ses , 

and neither love nor lu s t is  convincingly presen t. M erlin is  simply 

tenacious of h is "life and use  and name and fam e." (212) The ar­

bitrary and compulsive nature of th is  formula becomes obvious be­

cause it  is  repeated , w ith slight varia tions, s ix  tim es. Such 

abstract properties are Tennyson's substitu te for concrete human 

rea lity , and even so he can only conceive of Merlin as trying to 

"hold on" to them .

M erlin 's passiv ity  is  quite obviously, though unw ittingly, re­

vealed . He confesses to his pursuer,

for shall I te ll you truth?
You seem 'd tha t wave about to  break upon me 
And sweep me from my hold upon the  world,
My use and name and fame.

(299-302)

Again, a desperate tenacity  is  metaphorically presented as the only

content of wisdom. The image becomes even more vaporous:

But since you name yourself the summer fly ,
I w ell could w ish a cobweb for the gnat 
That se ttle s  beaten back , and beaten  back 
S e ttles , t il l one could yield for w eariness.
But since I w ill not yield to  give you power 
Upon my life  and use  and name and fame,
Why will ye never ask  some other boon?

(367-73)
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The w orld 's w ise man can apparently think of nothing to do to

turn away th is importunate little  harlo t, despite the fact tha t he is

understandably not in love with her.

But, Vivien, when you sang me that sw eet rhyme,
I felt as  tho ' you knew th is  cursed charm,
Were proving i t  on me, and that I lay 
And fe lt them slowly ebbing, name and fame.

(432-5)

Finally he does in fact yield for weariness:

For M erlin, overtalk 'd and overworn,
Had y ie lded , told her all the charm, and slept . . .

(963-4)
And in the hollow oak he lay  as dead .
And lo s t to life and use and name and fame.

(967-8)

There is  a certain irony in recalling again the comparatively 

straightforward passage from Malory: "And always Merlin lay

about the lady to have her maidenhood."

Tennyson's characterization of Merlin through his exchanges 

with Vivien displays even further an impoverished notion of what 

intelligence is .  Merlin has simply chanced upon the magic 

charm for which Vivien pesters him; neither in ten tion , calculation, 

nor untoward effort discovered it  to him. Its source is obscure, 

but primarily because the charm is  written in tiny  script in an 

antique, forgotten tongue. Mere d iligence, not extraordinary in­

sight and in tellectual power, made the marginal comments, though 

not the te x t, accessib le  to him:

I
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O, the re su lts  are simple; a mere child 
Might use  i t  to  the harm of any one,
And never could undo i t .

(682-4)

Wisdom becomes the ab ility  to  decipher a  puzzle. A measure of 

persistence and cleverness exercised on a forgotten book can 

e lic it a  formula that requires then no mental powers w hatsoever 

to  employ. M erlin 's genius is  essen tia lly  s ta tic , arbitrary , in ­

flex ib le , and m echanical—or a t best sc ien tific—not necessarily  

related to human or divine concerns, unaffected by changing cir­

cum stances or d iscoveries.

A major portion of the exchanges between th is  incongruous 

pair is marked by a culpable confusion between wisdom and wilful 

ignorance. Vivien scorns the Round Table's professions of chastity  

and challenges Merlin to  explain certain apparent sexual la p se s . 

Anyone even vaguely fam iliar with the old ta les would be well 

aware that they abound in love affairs; therefore M erlin 's indignant 

and automatic disclaim ers have a rather comic quality . The fact 

tha t the first two episodes Vivien used were invented for the 

Idylls cannot in any serious way mitigate our incredulity . M erlin's 

rebuttals are marked by excessive ingenuity and even simpleminded­

n e s s ,  and we are faced with the extraordinary dilemma tha t the 

harlo t's  analysis seems more credible than tha t of the w isest man 

in the world. The exchanges offer yet another example of Tenny­

son 's  compulsive distortion of a major aspect of the material he
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chose as a veh icle .

Merlin is finally  constrained to  admit the "commerce" be­

tween Lancelot and the  Queen/ but he explains tha t i t  happened 

when Guinevere saw Lancelot first and mistook him for Ring 

Arthur: "So fixt her fancy on him ." (775) So far as I have been

able to  d iscover/ Tennyson invented th is explanation of Guine­

v ere 's  love for Lancelot. It is  a t le a s t neither in Malory nor in 

Chretien de Troyes/ the best known Arthurian sources/ so if he 

did discover it elsew here he had to go rather far afie ld . The 

convention of love a t first sight is  then modified by the im plica­

tion tha t Guinevere w illed to fall in love with her future husband 

and w as thwarted in so doing by mere chance. Since this love 

is  held to be the central cause of the Round Table's disintegration/ 

the whimsy and superficiality  of such an explanation is  particularly 

damaging. We have neither love potion/ as  in the original 

Tristram -Isolt s to ry , or deep and permanent love, as in the re la­

tionship between Guenever and Launcelot. Our w ise man is  thus 

content to offer a mindless conventional notion of love , modified 

only by the curious im plication that love could be w illed.
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3 .

"The Holy Grail"

For some years Tennyson fe lt reluctant to attempt the Holy 

Grail theme, and he spoke of th is  reluctance with a characteris­

tic  seriousness and modesty: "I doubt whether such a subject as

the San Graal could be handled in these days without incurring a 

charge of irreverence. It would be too much like playing with 

sacred th in g s ."  (II, 126) When he actually  began writing the 

poem he felt insp ired , and the writing came quickly and to  his 

sa tisfac tion . (II, 57) He thought it "one of the most imaginative 

of my poem s," and Hallam recalled an exposition he made of it:

He pointed out the difference between the five visions 
of the G rail, a s  seen by the Holy Nun, Sir G alahad,
Sir Percivale, Sir Lancelot, Sir Bors, according to 
their d ifferent, their own peculiar natures and circum­
stan ces , and the perfection or imperfection of their 
C hristianity . He dwelt on the  m ystical treatment of 
every part of his su b jec t, and said the key is  to be 
found in a careful reading of Sir Percivale's vision 
and subsequent fall and nineteenth century tem ptations.

(H, 63)

Extensive comparisons with Malory will reveal Tennyson's changes 

and w ill suggest aspects and modes of the spiritual life that were 

perhaps no longer available to him.

We must in itially  confront another basic  confusion in the 

Idylls tha t throws a curious ambiguity over the Grail Q u e s t . T h e  

Memoir unwittingly suggests the difficulty:
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And in som e, a s  faith d ec lin es , religion turns from 
practical goodness and holiness to superstition: "This
madness has come on us for our s in s ."  These seek 
relief in  se lfish  spiritual excitem ent, not remembering 
tha t man's duty is  to forget se lf  in the  service of 
o thers, and to  le t visions come and go, and that so 
only w ill they see "The Holy Thing."

(H, 130)

Superstition and madness are  im plicitly linked here with the Q uest, 

which then can be called "selfish  spiritual excitem ent." Further­

more, there is  a significant and h istorically  unwarranted identifica­

tion of "practical goodness and h o lin ess ."  It seems tha t Tennyson 

has forgotten or lo s t the aspect of medieval C hristianity that lauded 

the mystic vision for its  own sake; that fasted  in the desert; tha t 

mortified the flesh; that even courted martyrdom in  the belief tha t 

the earth w as only a testing  ground for heaven.

The Q uest in M alory, as in traditional C hristianity , is clearly  

a pursuit of mystical participation v\ith God, for which earthly con­

cerns have to  be renounced; its  goals are different from and super-
or

ior to the characteristic ac tiv ities of the Round Table knights.

It is  tru e , certain ly , that Galahad is  called a man of surpassing 

strength and goodness and that along the way he battles against 

wicked custom s. However, the good deeds are not presented as 

the goal of the Q uest, which is on the contrary to  attain  a fuller 

vision of H oliness.

The different order of the Quest experiences is  indicated in  

a passage on Gawaine:
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When Sir Gawaine was departed from his fellowship he 
rode long without any adventure. For he found not 
the tenth part of adventure a s  he w as wont to  do.
For Sir Gawaine rode from W hitsuntide until Michael­
mas and found none adventure that p leased him. So 
on a  day it  befell Gawaine met with Sir Ector de 
M aris, and either made great joy of other tha t it were 
marvel to te l l .  And so they told every each other/ 
and complained them greatly that they  could find 
none adventure. Truly/ said Sir Gawaine unto Sir Ec­
tor/ I am nigh weary of th is quest, and loth I am to 
follow further in strange countries. One thing 
marvelled me, said Sir Ector, I have met w ith twenty 
knights, fellows of m ine, and all they complain as I 
do.

(H, 213)

A hermit subsequently explains why they have found so few adven­

tures:

the adventure of the Sangreal which ye and many other 
have undertaken the quest of it and find i t  no t, the 
cause is for it  appeareth not to sinners. Wherefore 
marvel not though ye fail thereof, and many other.
For ye be an untrue knight, and a great murderer, and 
to good men signifieth other things than murder. For 
I dare say  as sinful as Sir Launcelot hath been , sith 
that he went into the quest of the Sangreal he slew 
never man, nor nought sh a ll, t il l  th a t he come unto 
Camelot again , for he hath taken upon him for to 
forsake s in . And nere that he nys s ta b le , but by his 
thought he is  likely  to turn again, he should be next 
to achieve it  save G alahad, his son . But God know- 
eth his thought and his unstab leness, and yet shall 
he die right an holy man, and no doubt he hath no 
fellow of no earthly man. Sir, said Gawaine, it seem - 
eth me by your words that for our sins i t  w ill not
avail us to travel in th is quest. Truly, said the good
man, there be an hundred such as ye be that never
shall prevail, but to have shame.

(H, 219)

We shall deal la ter with Launcelot but one passage may help to

underline the difference between the ordinary knightly adventures
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and those relevant to the Q uest. A rec luse  interprets for Launcelot

his recent failure in a visionary tournament:

Ah, Launcelot, said sh e , a s  long as ye were knight of 
earthly knighthood ye were the most marvellous man of 
the w orld, and most adventurous. Now, said the lady , 
sithen ye be se t among the knights of heavenly adven­
tu re s , if  adventure fe ll thee contrary a t tha t tournament 
have thou no m arvel, for tha t tournament yesterday was 
but a tokening of Our Lord . . . anon thou tum est to
the sinners , and tha t caused thy misadventure tha t
thou should1 s t know good from evil and vain glory of 
the w orld, the which is  not worth a pear. And for 
great pride thou madest great sorrow that thou haddest 
not overcome a ll the white knights w ith the covering 
of white by whom w as betokeneth virginity and ch asti­
ty; and therefore God was wroth with you, for God 
loveth no such deeds in th is  quest.

(H, 212)

No longer can one be praised for defending the weak and battling 

valiantly; pride in accomplishment is  suddenly suspect because it  

can confuse one 's ab ility  to determine a  ju st cau se . The glory

of the w orld, which is  worth a great deal in the re s t of the

M orte, is now "not worth a p e a r ."

In the Morte Arthur is  p resen t and shares the experience

when the partial vision of the Grail comes into the hall:

Then there entered into the hall the Holy Greal 
covered with white sam ite , but there was none might 
see i t ,  nor who bare i t .  And there was all the hall 
fulfilled with good odours, and every knight had 
such meats and drinks as he b e s t loved in th is 
world. And when the Holy Greal had been borne 
through the h a ll, the Holy Vessel departed suddenly, 
tha t they w ist not where i t  became: then had they 
a ll breath to speak . And then the king yielded
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thankings to  Godf of his good grace that ho had sent 
them. C ertes/ said the king, we ought to  thank our 
Lord Jesu greatly for tha t he hath shewed us th is 
day , a t the reverence of th is  high feast of Pentecost.

(H, 171)

He never disapproves of the Q uest, though he is  saddened to

know he must lo se  h is knights. When he firs t meets G alahad, he

sa y s , "Sir, ye be welcom e, for ye shall move many good knights

to the quest of the Sangreal, and ye shall achieve tha t never

knights might bring to  an end ." ( n ,  168) And after many knights

have followed Gawaine in swearing to pursue the Grail in order to

see it  fully , Arthur responds:

Anon as King Arthur heard th is  he w as greatly d is ­
p leased , for he w ist well they might not again say 
their avow s. A las, said King Arthur unto Sir Gawaine, 
ye have nigh slain  me with the avow and promise tha t 
ye have madej for through you ye have bereft me the 
fairest fellowship and the  truest of knighthood that 
ever were seen together in any realm of the world; for 
when they depart from hence I am sure they all shall 
never meet more in th is  w orld, for they shall d ie many 
in the quest. And so i t  forthinketh me a l i t t le ,  for I 
have loved them as  w ell as  my l if e ,  wherefore it shall 
grieve me right sore, the departition of th is fellow ship.

(H, 172)

His sorrow has an in tensely  human note , but nowhere does he or 

anyone e lse  belittle  the worthiness of their undertaking.

Tennyson has d issocia ted  Arthur, his representative of the 

highest good, indeed of the Soul, from the  pursuit of the Grail— 

the only portion of the old ta les  that has a clear spiritual meaning. 

In the Id y lls , Arthur does not share the partial vision of the  Grail
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tha t inspires his knights ' vows. He is  returning from avenging "an 

outraged maiden" and sees  from the plain below "thunder smoke" 

enveloping Camelot. When Percivale te lls  him what has haippened,

his face
D arken'd, as  I have seen i t  more than once.
When some brave deed seem 'd to be  done in vain , 
Darken; and 'Woe is  me, my kn igh t,' he cried ,
'Had I been here , ye had not sworn the vow .'

("The Holy G ra il,"  272-6)

He questions the reality  of the quest: "have ye seen a  c lo u d ? /

What go ye into the w ilderness to se e ? "  (285-6) Tennyson can

believe the spiritual life  possib le  only to a few: "‘Ah, G alahad,

G alahad ,' said the King, 'for su ch / As thou art is  the  vision:, not

for th e s e . '"  (293-4) And he cannot believe th a t even the attempt

to  participate in i t  is  worthwhile for most of h is knights. ̂ 6 In an

entirely original p assag e , he expresses his firm conviction as to

their proper role:

'What are ye? G alahads?—no, nor P ercivales '—
For thus it  p leased the King to range me c lose  
After Sir Galahad;— 'n a y ,' said  he ,
With strength and w ill to right the w rong'd, of power 
To lay the sudden heads of violence f la t ,
Knights tha t in tw elve great battles spash 'd  and dyed 
The strong White Horse in his own heathen blood—
But one hath seen , and all the  blind will se e .
Go, since your vows are sacred , being made.
Yet—for ye know the  cries of all my realm 
Pass thro ' th is h a ll—how often, O my knights,
Your p laces being vacant a t my s id e ,
This chance of noble deeds will come and go 
Unchallenged, while ye follow wandering fires 
Lost in the quagm ire!'

(307-320)



144

They should, then, busy  them selves with good works essen tia lly  

unrelated to and uninspired by  m an's position as a son of God. We 

are here in Victorian England, concerned to  direct i ts  vast energies 

toward social am elioration, to  remedy obvious inequ ities , to  d e a n  

up palpable swamps.

It might be argued tha t only a few knights in Malory succeed 

in the Quest and tha t for most of them the  pursuit of the Grail is  

fu tile . I ea rlie r quoted a hermit telling Gawaine that because of 

his sinfulness he could not achieve the G rail, and such a passage 

might give a measure of credence to  the argument th a t Tennyson 

took the essen tia ls  from h is source and did not make significant 

changes. Gawaine in  the Morte is  sinful and incapable of spiritual 

experience, and so i s  his counterpart in the Idy lls . Such a posi­

tio n , however, would fail to  consider with sufficient seriousness 

Tennyson's changes in  em phasis.

Tennyson's overall allegorical purpose and his strong empha­

sis on practical achievements require us to  find in th e  Idylls a 

greater measure of coherence than we expect from Malory.

M alory's Arthur is not Soul, but a very human king, and knights 

such as Gawaine are accused of unworthiness only by religious 

rec lu ses , who cleaiiy  speak in the Morte for the spiritual life .

Tennysen's Arthur, unlike M alory 's, cannot believe tha t the Grail 

Quest is of i t s  kind superior to the ordinary Round Table pursuits;
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he can only say that i t  is  different. And since  Tennyson has spe­

cifically  told us to  consider Arthur as Soul or Reason, he inadver­

ten tly  reveals his own lo ss  of a sense of th e  availability  and re le­

vance of spiritual experience. At the end of "The Holy G rail,"  

there is  again an unresolved scepticism  about the rea lity  of the 

spiritual vision:

But if indeed there came a sign from heaven,
Blessed are Bors, Lancelot, and Percivale 
For these have seen according to their sigh t.

(869-71)

Arthur's reservations and his sense of priorities and even possib ili­

tie s  are further expressed:

And out of those to  whom the vision came 
My greatest hardly w ill believe he saw.
Another hath beheld i t  afar off,
And, leaving human wrongs to right them selves,
Cares but to  pass in to  the silen t life .
And one hath had the vision face to  face ,
And now his chair desires him here in va in ,
However they may crown him otherwhere.

(891-8)

The radical change in emphasis can most clearly  be seen when we

compare this passage with the first lines in Malory th a t follow the

section on the Quest:

So after the guest of the Sangreal was fu lfilled , and 
all knights tha t were left on live were come again 
unto the Table Round, as the book of the Sangreal 
maketh mention, then was there great joy in the 
court; and in especial King Arthur and Queen Guenever 
made great joy of the remnant th a t were come home, 
and passing glad was the king and the queen of Sir 
Launcelot and of Sir Bors, for they  had been passing 
long away in the quest of the Sangreal.

(H, 271)
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Arthur's response in Malory is  the merely human delight a t the 

return of many of the  men he lo v es. Tennyson's Arthur has to 

evaluate; he can no longer take for granted the possib ility  of 

spiritual experience. And the burden of his judgment is  a thor4- 

oughgoing d istrust of any morality that cannot be te sted  in the 

course of everyday experience.

Apart from Arthur's various reservations and d isc la im ers,

there are several narratives tha t we must read as descriptions of

spiritual ejqperience. There are important differences between

M alory's Quest and Tennyson's, and i t  is  important to  understand

those differences in order to be sympathetic to many of the po e t's

d ifficulties in the Id y lls . Since Tennyson him self said that "the

key is  to be found in  a careful reading of Sir Percivale 's vision

and subsequent fa l l ,"  I shall deal w ith i t  and its  counterpart in

Malory in considerable d e ta il. I shall reverse my earlier procedure

and deal first with Tennyson's Percivale w ho, it  should be noted, is

presented as narrating the whole to a fellow monk long after the

event. He describes how his in itia l elation at the beginning of

the quest gave w ay, upon recalling Arthur's warning and scepticism ,

to a sense of guilt:

Then every evil word I had spoken once,
And every evil thought I had thought of o ld ,
And every evil deed I ever d id ,
Awoke and cried , "This quest is  not for th e e ."

(371-4)
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This conviction of guilt and inadequacy is  followed by an experi­

ence tha t might easily  be  called suiy&alistic. He stops to re s t, 

drink from a stream and ea t "The goodly apples" he finds on the 

bankj but everything turns to d u s t, "and I was le ft a lo n e / And 

th irsting in a land of sand and tho rns."  (389-90) Subsequently he 

sees a motherly woman before a  modest home and a splendidly 

armored knight—both of whom turn to  dust a t his approach. Next 

he is  attracted by a  splendid city  at the top of a h ill , with a 

throng of people cheering and praising him. When he reaches i t ,  

i t  too is  ruined, and he can find only one old man who, before he 

too turns to d u s t, gasps "Whence and what art thou? " (435) This 

sequence of experiences has understandably le ft Percivale feeling 

morbid and poisonous: "Lo, if I find the Holy Grail i t s e l f /  And

touch i t ,  i t  w ill crumble into d u st!"  (438-9) And a  hermit then 

accuses him of lacking sufficient hum ility, which he ca lls  "The 

highest v irtue, mother of them a l l ."  (445)

Subsequently he meets G alahad, who te lls  him how he has 

directly  seen the "holy thing" which has ridden with him constantly 

and enabled him to  do good deeds:

And in the strength of th is I rode,
Shattering a ll evil customs everywhere,
And past thro* Pagan realm s, and made them mine,
And c lash 'd  with Pagan hordes, and bore them down, 
And broke thro1 a l l ,  and in the strength of th is 
Come victor.

(476-81)
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Galahad then invites Percivale to  go part of the way with him to

"the spiritual c i t y / '  promising that he too shall see  the vision  a t

la s t .  Tennyson described G alahad's influence over Percivale:

'While thus he spake , his ey e , dwelling on m ine, 
Drew me, with power upon me, til l I grew 
One with him, to believe as  he believed.

(485-7)

Then follows a  highly fanciful and melodramatic account of Perci­

vale following Galahad up a high h ill , w ith storm, fire , and death 

surrounding them , and then watching Galahad racing along a 

variety of bridges toward the sea: "And every bridge as quickly

as he c ro s t/ Sprang in to  fire and v an ish 'd , tho ' I y e a rn 'd / To

fo llo w ." (505-7) He finally sees the Grail a t a great d istance

with Galahad: "And o 'e r  his head the Holy Vessel h u n g / Redder

than any ro se , a joy to m e , /  For now I knew the veil had been

withdrawn." (520-2)

After th is lengthy description, he answ ers a question of the 

monk's by saying that for one on such a quest ordinary people 

seem as phantoms. He confesses how nearly he had abandoned 

the search because of an esqperience he has neglected to re la te  to 

the sequence of experiences previously recounted. He ta lks of 

coming upon a castle  and finding there his firs t love:

The princess of tha t castle  w as the One,
Brother, and that one only, who had ever
Made my heart leap; for when I moved of old
A slender page about her fa ther's  h a ll.
And she a slender maiden, a ll my heart
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Went after her with longing,, yet we twain 
Had never k is s 'd  a  k iss or vow’d a  vow.
And npw  I came upon her once again ,
And one had wedded her, and he was dead ,
And a ll his land and w ealth and s ta te  were hers.

(577-86)

He is  greatly tempted when she and her people so lic it him to 

become her husband and rule over them , "but one night my v o w / 

Burnt me w ith in , so  tha t I rose and fled ."  (606-7)

Before trying to describe and understand the nature of Perci- 

v a le 's  experience, le t us examine its  counterpart in  Malory. It 

is  considerably longer than the related narrative in  Tennyson,

and I shall omit what seems repetitive or inciden tal. Upon en­

countering an aunt who was a holy rec lu se , he discovers from 

her how to find Galahad and goes in deterhiined pursuit of him.

On the w ay, he hears mass and sees King Evelake, who reported­

ly came with Joseph of Aramathie to  England and had lived three 

hundred years until he might be healed by G alahad.

Next Percivale comes upon twenty armed men who try to  kill 

him and do succeed in killing his ho rse , but Galahad "by adven­

ture" rescues him , driving the attackers into the forest and follow­

ing them. Percivale laments the lack of a horse, and does not 

se ize  the chance to take one from a yeoman who claims tha t its  

owner would kill him if he lo st i t .  Next an armed knight p a s se s , 

riding the very horse Percivale has declined to  s te a l ,  and the 

frantic yeoman loans Percivale his own hackney to pursue the
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villain . However, the armed knight, when challenged, k ills

Percivale* s hackney and rides away:

When Sir Percivale saw  he would not turn he c a s t
away his helm and sword, and said: Now am I a very
w retch , cursed and most unhappy above a ll other 
knights. So in th is  sorrow he abode all tha t day till 
it w as night; and then he awaked and saw afore him a 
woman which said unto him right fiercely: Sir Perci­
v a le , what dost thou here? He answ ered, I do neither 
good nor great i l l .  If thou w ilt ensure me, said she , 
that thou w ilt fulfil my w ill when I summon th e e , I 
shall lend thee mine own horse which shall bear thee 
whither thou w ilt. Sir Percivale w as glad of her 
proffer, and ensured her to fulfil a ll her d es ire .

(H, 197-8)

The horse "within an hour and le s s  . . . bare him four d ay s1

journey th en ce ,"  (II, 198) and carries him to  the edge of a body

of roaring w ater. When Percivale rea lizes tha t the horse is going 

to plunge into the w ater, he makes the  sign of the cross on his 

forehead:

When the fiend felt him so charged he shook off Sir 
Percivale, and he went into the w ater crying and 
roaring, making great sorrow, and it  seemed unto him 
that the  water brent. Then Sir Percivale perceived it  
was a fiend , the which would have brought him unto 
his perdition. Then he commended himself unto God, 
and prayed Our Lord to keep him from all such 
tem ptations.

(H, 198)

His next encounter brings him to side with a lion battling a 

serpent, and after, the serpent is  killed the lion follows him 

about. He prays to God that "no temptation should bring him out 

of God's serv ice , but to  endure as his true champidn^1."" (II, 199) 

and then he has a dream, in which a young woman sitting  on a
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lion te lls  him that on the morrow he w ill fight

* the strongest champion of the world. And if thou be 
overcome thou shalt not be quit for losing of any of 
thy members, but thou shalt be shamed forever to the 
w orld 's end.

(H, 199)

An old woman riding a serpent complains tha t he has killed her

beast and warns that she will be after him:

I ensure you in what p lace I may find you without 
keeping I shall take you as he tha t sometime was 
my man.

(H, 200)

The dream is  interpreted by an old man who suddenly appears on 

board,a ship covered with white sam ite. According to  him the 

young woman "betokeneth the new law of holy church, tha t is  to 

understand, fa ith , good hope, be lie f, and bap tism ." The old wom­

an is  of course the old law , "and tha t serpent betokeneth a 

fiend ."  (13, 201)

This mystic ship departs and la te r in the day another com es, 

th is one covered with black s ilk . In it  is  a richly dressed  and

beautiful woman, who te lls  Percivale she w ill bring him to Galahad

if he promises to do her w ill, and he so prom ises. She also  te lls  

him that the holy man he had seen earlier in the day

is  an enchanter and a m ultiplier of w ords. For an
ye believe him ye shall plain be shamed, and die in 
th is rock for pure hunger, and be eaten with wild 
beasts; and ye be a young man and a goodly knight, 
and I shall help you an ye w ill.

(H, 202)



152

Claiming to have been d isinherited , she pleads for h is help in re­

establishing her rights and gives him lavish  food and drink:

Also he drank there the strongest wine tha t ever he 
drank, him thought, and therewith he was a lit tle  
chafed more than he ought to  be; with that he beheld 
the gentlewoman, and him thought she w as the fa irest 
creature that ever he saw.

(H, 203)

After provocations to arouse him further, she agrees to  make love

with him if  he promises in return "to do nothing but tha t I shall

command you." (II, 203) He promises:

And then Sir Percivale laid  him down by her naked; 
and by adventure and grace he saw  his sword lie  on 
the ground naked, in whose pommel w as a red cross 
and the sign of the crucifix therein , and bethought 
him on his knighthood and his promise made tofore 
hand unto the good man; then he made a sign of the 
cross in his forehead, and therewith the pavilion 
turned up so down, and then it changed unto a sm oke,
and a black cloud, and then he was adread and cried
aloud.

(n , 203-4)

He stabs himself in the thigh in penance for almost succumbing to

fleshly lu s ts  and ca lls himself a w retch. The old man on the ship

again appears and te lls  him who the woman was:

O good knight, said he , thou art a  fool, for the  gentle­
woman was the m aster fiend of h e ll, the which hath 
power above a ll devils , and that was the old lady tha t 
thou saw est in thine advision riding on the serpent.

(H, 204)

Much la ter in the Grail section Percivale reappears in  company 

with G alahad, who had been made king to take the place of Ring 

Estorause. The la tte r had imprisoned Bors, P ercivale , and Galahad
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for some tim e, during which period "Our Lord sen t them the 

Sangreal, through whose grace they were always fulfilled while 

tha t they were in p rison ."  (n , 268) After a year as king, Galahad 

at the mass is  confronted by Joseph of Arimathie, who claims to 

have been sent by God to  show Galahad the spiritual truths of 

things:

And then he began to tremble right hard when the 
deadly flesh  began to behold the spiritual th in g s .
Then he held up his hands toward heaven and said: 
Lord, I thank th e e , for now I see  tha t that hath been 
my desire many a day. Now, b lessed  Lord, would I
not longer l iv e , if i t  might p lease  th e e , Lord.

(H, 268)

And therewith he kneeled down tofore the table and 
made his p rayers, and then suddenly h is soul de­
parted to Jesu C hrist, and a great multitude of angels 
bare his soul up to heaven, tha t the two fellows 
might w ell behold i t .  Also the  two fellows saw  
come from heaven an hand, but they saw not the 
body. And then i t  came right to  the V essel, and took 
it  and th e  sp ear, and so bare i t  up to  heaven.
Sithen w as there never man so  hardy to  say  tha t he 
had seen the Sangreal . . . .  When Percivale and 
Bors saw Galahad dead , they made as much sorrow as
ever did two men. And if they  had not been good
men they might lightly have fallen in despair.

(H, 269)

Among the most striking characteristics of Percivale 's quest 

in Malory are its  astonishing vividness and concreteness. There 

is  nothing ab s trac t, obscure, or theoretical about Percivale 's 

tem ptations, and th e  reality  of the spiritual realm is  never ques­

tioned. Hitherto earthy, palpable figures may suddenly prove de­

cep tive , and he may realize  they had been fiends in human d is ­

guise; however, h is tr ia ls  always take the  form of having to
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decide how to deal with an apparently human o r actual situation .

The major temptation is  clearly  that of succumbing to  sexual en­

ticem ents. There can be found in the Morte a  dichotomy of soul 

and body such as the one Tennyson tried to work out in  the 

Idy lls. But in Malory the discordant demands of flesh  and spirit 

are not held reconcilable by means of social arrangements: mar­

riage i s  not at is s u e . The life  of the spirit demands the mortifi­

cation of the flesh; erotic urges cannot be temporized with by 

making them dom estic and respectab le . When Percivale realizes 

how nearly he had succumbed to lu st and lo st his chance for the 

highest spiritual experience/ he punishes himself violently. The 

dichotomy of soul and body i s ,  however, not pervasive in the 

pages of Malory. The v as t bulk of the Morte quite unashamedly 

re lishes the things of th is w orld, and even in the Sangreal sec­

tions the conflict is  on the whole presented as merely ultimately 

irreconcilable.

At the risk  of making i t  sound simpler and more comprehensi­

ble than it  i s ,  le t  us note tha t the Grail first attracts the knights 

by appealing to the senses and satisfy ing  physical needs: "every

knight had such meats and drinks a s  he best loved in th is w orld." 

(n , 171) When Bors, Percivale, and Galahad are im prisoned, the 

Grail provides physical sustenance for a year. Yet these are pre­

sented as only partial experiences of H oliness. Unlike his counter­

part in Tennyson, G alahad, though consistently  presented as the
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chosen of God, does not live  constantly  in the  full presence of 

the holy m ysteries. After coping successfu lly  with many tria ls  

and dangers, he is  granted the vision for which he has struggled, 

and the final incom patibility between body and soul is  clearly  indi­

cated: "And then he began to tremble right hard when the deadly

flesh  began to behold the spiritual th in g s ."

Percivale 's world i s ,  furthermore, enormously active and 

meaningful. There are forces a t work definitely  external to him. 

There is  a power actively trying to deceive and ruin him, and 

there is  a lso  a power working for his sa lvation . There is a  con­

stan t interplay between him and th ese  powers of the otherworld; 

and though i t  occasionally  seems th a t h is salvation is  due to  

chance, or more accurately to g race , s till he does a c t ,  and h is ac­

tions have decisive significance. He must choose, and he is  

held accountable for his cho ices . He fights and he tak es  chances. 

For something he believes he n eeds, he makes promises by which 

he apparently does not feel irrevocably bound. There are dreams 

th a t must be interpreted because they give valuable information 

about what is  threatening or what has happened. Experiences 

th a t seem innocuous, such as those involving the h o rses , become 

relevant because they can be used to trap him. He seeks counsel, 

but finally he must be able to evaluate the counsel; he must be 

able to decide whether the old man or the  beautiful woman is  more 

worthy of be lief.
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Furthermore, as Percivale struggles vigorously in his c au se , 

he has unquestioning acce ss  to traditional ways of confronting his 

temptations and tr ia ls . R itualistic observations work for him: the 

sign of the cross at le a s t tw ice routs the fiend. At virtually 

every crucial moment he prays for guidance or strength, and he 

daily observes the rituals and d isc ip lines of mass and confession. 

His world may be threatening, pecu liar, and quixotic, but the in ­

stitution and the dogma that interpret it  and prescribe the manner 

with which it should be treated are accessib le  to him and to all 

men.

In Tennyson's version of Percivale 's experience we are remote 

from the constan t, active struggle we find in M alory. The exper­

ience of urgency and immediacy is  technically  d istanced by a 

narrative device. Percivale te lls  the story considerably after the 

event to a monk in the clo ister to which he has re tired . Before 

the ta le  begins, we are tw ice told that the speaker has d ied . 

Tennyson substitu tes for the reader's vivid experience of watching 

an unresolved series of important encounters and tem ptations, an 

informal, relaxed conversation recalling  events concluded and emo­

tions long since d iss ipated . The monk to  whom Percivale speaks 

is  mildly curious about Percivale1 s quest, but h e , a member of a 

religious order, is  unabashed in feeling the reality  of the Grail 

irrelevant to him. Unlike the monks and hermits in the M orte,
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Ambroslus contents him self with participating in the homely affairs 

of simple people:

'O b ro ther,' ask 'd  Ambrosius,— 'for in sooth 
These ancient books—and they would win thee—teem , 
Only I find not there th is  Holy G rail,
With m iracles and marvels like  to th e se ,
Not a ll unlike; which oftentime I read .
Who read but on my breviary with ea se ,
Till my head swims, and then go forth and pass 
Down to the little  thorpe tha t lie s  so c lo se ,
And alm ost p laster'd  like a  m artin 's nest 
To these old w alls—and mingle with our folk;
And knowing every honest face of theirs 
As well a s  ever shepherd knew his sheep,
And every homely secret in their hearts ,
Delight myself with gossip and old w ives,
And ills  and ach es, and tee th ings, ly in g s-in ,
And mirthful sayings, children of the p lace ,
That have no meaning half a league away;
Or lulling random squabbles when they r is e ,
Chafferings and chatterings a t the m arket-cross,
Rejoice, small man, in this small world of mine,
Yea, even in their hens and in their eggs— 1

(540-560)

The monk's explicit disregard for the mystic vision and the tempo­

ral removal from the exigencies of the quest itse lf  combine to

mute one 's sense of its  reality  and to render questionable its  real

importance.

Tennyson could not seriously imagine that salvation or damna­

tion could be determined through encounters with otherworldly beings 

in human form. A belief in ghosts may not- have died with Dr. 

Johnson, but Tennyson apparently felt he could not make credible 

the d irect, tangible intervention of the spiritual world. We rea lize , 

by means of the contrast with M alory, that Percivale's experiences
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have become highly subjective; h is dilemmas a rise  from within 

him self, rather than from the challenge of another being, be he 

human or sp irit. The firs t "experience" he re la tes  is  in  fact a 

recollection: that of Arthur warning "That most of us would follow 

wandering f ire s ."  (369) T his, I should assum e, is  an experience 

of doubt, and the doubt victim izes Percivale. He apparently has

no way to cope with i t ,  no way to determine either the truth or

relevance for him of Arthur's warning. The doubt then turns to  an 

oppressive sense of guilt: "Then every evil word . . . every

evil thought . . . "  e tc . And guilt leads to a sense of inadequacy, 

im potence, and perhaps despair: "This quest is  not for th e e ."  It

might be helpful to  recall here tha t Percivale in the M orte. after 

losing several h o rses , ca lls  himself a  "wretch" and "most unhappy 

kn igh t,"  but such imprecations do not inspire a morbid preoccupa­

tion with him self. He retains a healthy sense of proportion, and 

when the woman asks what he is  doing there he sensibly remarks,

"I do neither good nor great i l l ."  And he immediately, even rash ly ,

se izes the opportunity to do something.

In the Id y lls . however, action seems suspect; Percivale 's 

experience is  characterized by a deep p assiv ity . His apparent 

action is in fact only re s tle ssn e ss  and forward motion. He wants 

to stop: " ‘ I will res t h e r e , ' /  I sa id , 'I am not worthy of the 

q u e s t ," 1 (385-6) but he cannot. He is  not denied some activity; 

he is  only denied meaningful activ ity . All he can do is  keep



159

moving. The remainder of his account, which I have characterized 

as su rrea lis tic , may be an hallucination or may be a dream; it  has 

none of the tangible features of Malory.

It is  true that the scenes which presumably represent tempta­

tions for Percivale prove ephemeral and crumble, as those in 

Malory disappear. But Tennyson's Percivale does nothing to make 

th is happen; he has no exchanges with the people in them , and he 

seems to have no access to rituals or traditional beliefs which can 

affect or evaluate them. Things happen to him, but he can appar­

ently do nothing to  engage himself with these happenings, and he 

too questions their reality  by referring to them as "phantoms."  (444)

There is  a curious irony here. "The Passing of Arthur" in­

cludes one of the most often-quoted lines in Victorian poetry: "More

things are wrought by p ray e r/ Than this world dreams o f."  (415-16) 

We should accordingly expect prayer to play a  major role in the 

section of the Idylls most concerned with the spiritual l i f e . There 

are references to the efficacy of prayer. The nun, Percivale's 

s is te r , "pray'd and fasted" in order to see the Grail and believed 

that she had seen i t .  There are several other allusions of a formu­

lary nature to fasting and prayer. But in the actual experiences 

described, no one prays. Never does a knight pray for help in re­

sisting temptation or judging rightly. Divine guidance, it  would 

seem , is  no longer so accessib le  as Tennyson would have liked to 

believe.
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After P ercivale 's series of frustrating experiences a hermit 

te lls  him he lacks "true h u m ility / The highest v irtue, mother of 

them a l l ."  (445-6) One is  somewhat baffled to  understand th is 

charge; Percivale has previously shown no particular symptoms of 

excessive pride or self-im portance. And I think the accusation 

makes sense only if we in s is t tha t Percivale 's dilemmas are se lf­

c rea ted , that he is  preoccupied with his own w eaknesses and im­

perfections. Furthermore, his self-absorption betrays no necessar­

ily  wilful refusal to dedicate himself to more important concerns 

but rather reflects a lo ss of certainty about what th ese  concerns 

are and what to  do about them. Again an erosion of belief seems 

evident. The hermit can say to Percivale that he lacks humility, 

but he cannot even suggest, much le ss  p rescribe , steps by which 

i t  can be acquired. No longer can one believe in  hair sh ir ts , 

bread and w ater, physical deprivations or tortures as  legitim ate 

means to a spiritual end. Humility is all-im portant but the path to 

it  unclear.

The major person in Percivale 's story who clearly  ex ists  apart 

from him is the rich young woman whom he declines to marry—or 

rather from whom he runs. The "temptation" she represents is  as 

different as can be from that in Malory. Rather than offering illic it 

sexual d e lig h ts , she represents the promise of domestic affection 

and social u se fu ln ess. The combination is  essen tia lly  that which



161

Tennyson exalts throughout the Idy lls . The several incongruities 

in Tennyson's position combine to make Percivale 's renunciation 

ambiguous. Surely th is  is  not the "fall" to which Hallam referred. 

On the other hand, what was Percivale 's fa ll?  He succeeded in 

seeing the Grail a t  a great d is tan ce , so that in terms of the Quest 

its e lf  he did not fa il. However one may attempt to  reconcile such 

apparent d iscrepancies, the relevant fact is  tha t Tennyson has been 

unable to u tilize a clear and coherent scheme of values in terms 

of which we can measure the relative achievements of his knights.

Let us turn then to  Lancelot, who is  after a ll the only major 

figure in both the Grail section and the bulk of the Arthurian 

ta le s . In Malory he is  clearly  the most admirable human being re­

presented; and in Tennyson the  central importance of his adultery 

with Guinevere requires us to pay special attention to what happens 

to  him in the Q uest. In the Idylls we hear of his experiences in 

pursuit of the Grail primarily when he te lls  them to Arthur upon his 

return. There is  or-- earlier passage tha t shows Bors telling Perci­

vale of seeing Lancelot:

he dash 'd  across me—mad 
And maddening what he rode; and when I cried ,
'Ridest thou then so hotly on a quest 
So h o ly .' Lancelot shouted, 'Stay me not!
I have been the sluggard, and I ride apace,
For now there is  a lion in the w ay!'
So van ished ."

(638-44)

Bors grieves that Lancelot's madness has returned, and Percivale



162

la ter says "methought I s p ie d /  A dying fire of madness in  h is 

ey e s ."  (764-5)

Lancelot began by te lling  Arthur that he is  different from 

those who "welter in their sin" and describes his dilemma in 

terms of intertwined flowers:

in me lived a sin 
So strange, of such a kind, that a ll of pure,
Noble, and knightly in me twined and clung 
Round that one s in , until the wholesome flower 
And poisonous grew together, each as each ,
Not to be pluck'd asunder.

(769-74)

He has vowed to seek the Grail only in the hope tha t the vision 

might cause them to be "pluck'd asunder," and a saint has told 

him his quest would be in vain unless indeed they were "pluck'd 

a su n d er."

to whom I vow'd 
That I would work according as he w ill'd .
And forth I w ent, and while I yearn'd and strove 
To tear the twain asunder in my heart,
My madness came upon me as of old,
And whipt me into w aste  fields far away.

(780-85)

In the Id y lls . then, Lancelot's madness returns as a d irect resu lt 

of an ill-defined  struggle with his guilt.

The long passage tha t follows is  highly pictorial and again 

almost su rrealistic . It resem bles vision or hallucination more than 

actual event, especially  since Lancelot has described himself as 

victim ized, in effect, by m adness. After being beaten by "mean 

kn igh ts,"  he "came" to a desolate shore, where he hears a loud
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b last and sees an anchored boat:

And in my madness I sa id ,
'I w ill embark and I w ill lose myself.
And in the great sea wash away my s in . '

(801-3)
The boat takes him after seven days to  "the enchanted towers of 

Carbonek." He climbs the steps to the castle  with much difficulty ,

after passing  two lions whom a  voice commands him not to  fear.

He hears

A sw eet voice singing in the topmost tower 
To the eastw ard. Up I clim b'd a thousand steps 
With pain; as  in a dream I seem'd to climb 
For ever; a t the la s t  I reach 'd  a door,
A light was in the crannies, and I heard,
'Glory and joy and honor to our Lord 
And to the Holy Vessel of the G ra il!i 
Then in  my madness I e ssay 'd  the door;
It gave, and thro' a stormy g lare , a heat 
As from a seven-tim es-heated furnace, I ,
Blasted and burnt, and blinded as I w as .
With such a fierceness that I swoon'd away—
O, yet methought I saw the Holy G rail,
All pall'd  in crimson sam ite, and around 
Great angels , awful shapes and wings and eyesl 
And but for a ll my madness and my s in ,
And then my swooning, I had sworn I saw 
That which I saw; but what I saw w as veil'd  
And cover'd , and th is  quest w as not for m e."

(831-49)

Launcelot's adventures in the Morte are much longer than the com­

parable passages in Tennyson, and they are ro t sufficiently difffer- 

ent in kind from those of Percivale to merit elaboration. Let us

then examine only those passages that illuninate changes Tennyson 

made.
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M alory's Launcelot vows to seek the Grail for the same 

reasons that inspire the other knights, and not in th e  hopes of 

disentangling himself from s in . Early in th e  quest he has to  face 

the fac t, however, tha t his sinfulness will seriously impair his 

chances of attaining the v ision . He has an experience in which, 

while sleepling , he seems to see another knight cured of some 

malady by k issing the holy vessel; Launcelot tries  but finds him­

se lf  unable to move toward it: "for he was overtaken with sin that

he had no power to rise ageyne the holy v e s se l."  (II, 188) When 

he wakes he hears a voice commanding him because of his unworthi­

n ess  to  leave holy ground. In misery and repentance he leaves 

and seeks out a hermit: "And then Launcelot kneeled down and

cried on Our Lord mercy for his wicked w orks." (n, 189) He begs 

the hermit to  hear h is  confession, and the old man te lls  him again 

tha t his sin and presumption have angered the Lord. There follows 

a passage that suggests , in i ts  lucid ity  and particularity , how 

different M alory's possib ilities and emphases are from Tennyson's:

Sir, said the good man, hide none old sin from me. 
Truly, said Sir Launcelot, that were me full loth to 
discover. For th is fourteen year I never discovered 
one thing that I have u se d , and tha t may I now wyte 
my shame and my misadventure. And then he told 
there that good man all his life . And how he had 
loved a queen immeasurably and out of measure long.
And all my great deeds of arms that I have done, I 
did for the most part for the queen's sak e , and for 
her sake would I do battle  were it right or wrong; 
and never did I battle  a ll only for God's sake , but 
for to win worship and to  cause me to be the better
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beloved, and lit tle  or nought I thanked God of it.
Then Sir Launcelot said: I pray you counsel m e. I 
w ill counsel you, said  the hermit, if ye w ill ensure 
me that ye w ill never come in th a t queen 's fellowship 
as much as ye may forbear. And then Sir Launcelot 
promised him h e n o ld , by the faith  of his body.

(H, 190-91)

In a subsequent passage the injunctions of the holy man are even

more specific:

I require you to take th is  hair tha t was th is holy 
m an's and put i t  next thy sk in , and i t  shall prevail 
thee greatly . Sir, and I w ill do i t ,  said Sir Launcelot. 
Also I charge you that ye eat no flesh as long as ye 
be in the quest of the Sangreal, nor ye shall drink no 
w ine, and tha t ye hear mass daily and ye may do i t .
So he took the hair and put i t  upon him, and so 
departed a t evensongtime.

(H, 207)

The ship that brings Lancelot to Carbonek presumably has its

origin in the one in which Launcelot and Galahad lived for half a

year, while they "served God daily and nightly with all their

pow er." (EC, 255) After Galahad has le f t, Launcelot hears a voice

telling him to "go out of th is  ship and enter into the c a s tle , where

thou shalt see  a great part of thy d es ire ."  ( n ,  256) The passage

which describes him passing the lions is essen tia lly  the same as

that in Tennyson, although it  does not speak of great physical

w eariness. He comes to a closed door,that seems to be his goal.

Then he enforced.him mickle to undo the door. Then he 
lis ten e d  and heard a voice which sang so sweetly tha t 
i t  seemed none earthly thing; and him thought the 
voice said: Joy and honour be to  the Father of Heaven. 
Then Launcelot kneeled down tofore the chamber, for 
w ell w ist he tha t there was the Sangreal w ithin that 
chamber. Then said he: Fair sw eet Father, Jesu C hrist,
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if ever I did thing tha t p leased Thee, Lord for Thy 
pity never have me not in  despite for my sins done 
aforetim e, and that Thou show" me something of that 
I seek . And with tha t he saw the chamber door open, 
and there came out a great c le ren ess , that the house 
was as bright as  all the torches of the world had 
been there.

(H, 257)

When he starts to en ter, a voice warns him to leave. Sadly he

stops and sees inside what seem s to be the celebration of the

mass with the Grail:

And it seemed to Launcelot that above the p rie s t 's  
hands were three men, whereof the two put the 
youngest by likeness between the p rie s t 's  hands; and 
so he lif t it  up right high, and i t  seemed to show so 
to the people. And then Launcelot marvelled not a 
l i t t le ,  for him thought the priest was so greatly 
charged of the figure that him seemed that h e  should 
fall to the earth . And when he saw none about him 
that would help him, then came he to the door a 
great pace , and said: Fair Father Jesu C hristf ne 
take i t  for no sin though I help the good man which 
hath great need of help . Right so entered he into 
the chamber, and came toward the tab le  of silver; 
and when he came nigh he felt a breath , that him 
thought i t  w as intermeddled with fire , which smote 
him so sore in the visage that him thought it brent 
his visage; and therewith he fell to the earth , and 
had no power to a r ise , as he that was so araged, 
that had lo st the power of his body, and his hearing, 
and his seeing .

(H, 257-8)

He is  awakened after twenty-four days and said:

Why have ye awaked me, for I was more at ease  than 
I am now. O Jesu C hrist, who might be so b lessed  
that might see openly thy  great marvels of secretness 
there where no sinner may bel What have ye seen? 
said they about him. I have seen , said he, so great 
marvels tha t no tongue may te l l ,  and more than any 
heart can th ink , and had not my son been here afore 
me I had seen much more. Then they told him how
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he had la in  there four and twenty days and n igh ts .
Then him thought it  was punishment for the four 
and twenty years tha t he had been a sinner# where­
fore Our Lord put him in penance four and twenty 
days and n ights.

(II# 258)

Like Percivale 's in  the Id y lls . Lancelot's Q uest experiences 

do not seem to  involve anyone outside him self. He is  preoccupied 

by a sense of sin tha t seems to him more important than anything 

else# and he claim s to have entered upon the Grail quest# the 

pursuit of the spiritual life# hoping to be strengthened in battle  

with his sin . Priorities have become reversed# so that instead  of 

the ethical life subserving the spiritual# now the  spiritual ex ists  

to bulwark the e th ica l. Like Percivale# Lancelot is obsessed with 

his own unworthiness# but he clearly has no adequate means either 

to face or to struggle with his s in . He speaks only in the most 

general# categorical terms of "a sin" and "my s in ."  The fact tha t 

Lancelot is  talking to  Arthur does not adequately explain his in­

ability to be more concrete and explicit# though one wonders why 

Tennyson needed to foist th is  gratuitous burden on Lancelot; he 

could easily  have shown him as in Malory talking to a hermit in 

trying to come to grips with h is dilemma. Nonetheless# every 

reader knows he refers to his adultery with Guenevere# but the 

comparison w ith Malory shows how little  Tennyson's Lancelot is  

able to handle guilt. In the  Morte he confesses—and incidentally  

not to adultery—that he has "loved a queen unmeasurably and out
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of measure long ." The sin is  excessive love for an earthly 

creature, whom he has honored more than he has honored God.

He has not merely violated a  social arrangement o r even a sacred 

trust but rather has confounded the proper relations between man', 

and h is God. After confessing, Launcelot prays to  the hermit for 

counsel and promises on demand to try  to keep away from Guene- 

ver. The hermit charges him to  put on a  hair sh ir t, renounce 

wine and m eat, and hear mass daily .

In the Idylls Lancelot "spake" (not confessed) to a hermit,

"to whom I v o w 'd / That I would work according a s  he w ill 'd ."

Again, the unnamed sin is described as coexisting with good quali­

tie s  in such interdependence tha t the image used to describe them 

is  that of intertwined flow ers. Lancelot claims tha t he follows the 

herm it's advice, but the nature of tha t advice is  not ind icated . All 

he knows is  that the "flowers" must be "pluck'd asunder," but how 

this might be  done remains a mystery. The verbs "yearn'd and 

strove" have no ob jec t, an absence which betrays Tennyson's un­

certainty about what Lancelot can seek . Again w e see that the 

r itu a ls , in stitu tions, and penances so crucial in Malory are no longer 

a cce ss ib le , whereas the guilt i s ,  perhaps accordingly, exacerbated. 

The combination of oppressive guilt and spiritual or moral impotence 

is  not unlikely to produce m adness.

The allusions within, the Quest ta le  to  Lancelot's madness are 

original with Tennyson. In the Morte Launcelot'a madness precedes
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his experiences on the Quest; he is cured before he vows to pursue

the G rail, and his madness never recurs. It is  inspired by Guene-

v er 's  jealousy of Elaine—the other Elaine in the Morte whose story

Tennyson chose not to te ll .  This Elaine is  the daughter of King

P elles , and Launcelot rescues her from enchantment:

Ah, fair knight/ said they a l l ,  here is  w ithin this 
tower a dolorous lady that hath been there in pains, 
many winters and days, for ever she boileth  in scald ­
ing water; . . . And so Sir Launcelot went into the 
chamber that was as hot as  any stew . And there 
Sir Launcelot took the fairest lady by the hand that 
ever he saw , and she was naked as a needle; and by 
enchantment Queen Morgan le Fay and the Queen of 
Northgalis had put her there in that p a in s , by cause 
she was called the  fa irest lady of that country; and 
there she had been five y ea rs , and never might she 
be delivered out of her pains unto the time the best 
knight of the world had taken her by the hand.

(n , 125)

King Pelles unaccountably knows that Launcelot is  destined to 

sleep with Elaine and father G alahad, "by whom all the foreign 

country should be brought out of danger, and by him the Holy 

Greal should be ach ieved." (H, 126) A woman called  Dame 

Brisen undertakes to enchant Launcelot so that he would sleep 

with Elaine, believing her to be Guinevere. Enraged on discover­

ing the deception, Launcelot exclaims "Alas . . . th a t I have lived 

so long; now I am sham ed," (n , 127) but he pardons the girl when 

she begs forgiveness. Elaine so loves the father of her son that 

several years la ter she com es,to  Camelot to see him. Again Dame

Brisen cas ts  an enchantment over Launcelot so that he mistakes
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Elaine's room for G ueiever's, which is  next door. Sounds carry / 

and in a towering rage Guenever banishes Launcelot from the 

court; because of her anger he goes mad and stays so for two 

y ea rs .

By interjecting Lancelot's madness into "The Holy Grail" 

Tennyson does two unfortunate things: he ca lls  our attention to

his omission of th is  rather important ta le  in the M orte. underlining 

his preference for the sligh ter, le s s  ad u lt, and le s s  complicated 

Elaine story. More important, he adds to the ambiguities already 

surrounding the Grail quest by wondering, in effec t, if spiritual 

experience is  tantamount to m adness. Furthermore, he does not 

allow us to consider th is  possib ility  ligh tly . Apart from comments 

by other knights, four tim es in  his speech Lancelot himself refers 

to h is actions or visions as inspired by m adness. The difficulty 

here , as with so many other w eaknesses in the Id y lls , is  that 

Tennyson does not squarely face the possib le  equation between 

madness and spiritual exalta tion . He uses the suggestion of mad­

ness to  c a s t an ambiguity or a doubt on the q u est, but he can not 

straightforwardly disavow  a belief in spiritual e x p e r i e n c e . H e  

can neither live with i t  nor live  without it .

The Launcelot of the Morte succeeds in great part in partic i­

pating in H oliness; the Lancelot of the Idylls fa ils . It is  a crucial 

con trast. The la tte r may seem to  be an overstatem ent, but le t us 

examine more carefully the pertinent lines;
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Blasted and burnt, and blinded as  I w as ,
With such a fierceness that I swoon'd away—
O, yet methought I saw the Holy G rail,
All pall'd  in  crimson sam ite, and around 
Great an g e ls , awful shapes, and wings and eye is!
And but for a ll my madness and my s in ,
And then my swooning, I had sworn I saw 
That which I sawj but what I saw  was v e il'd  
And cover'd , and th is quest w as not for me.

(841-9)

The description of him seeing the holy celebration is  so undercut 

and qualified that the possib ility  of even minimal success is 

hopelessly  ambiguous. The lines might be slightly  paraphrased: 

had I not been mad-*, sin fu l, and in a fa in t, I might have been 

able to  commit myself about my vision; as it  w as I saw only 

through a g lass darkly “and th is quest was not for m e ." Instead 

of "yet methought I saw the Holy G ra il,"  we have in Malory "wel 

w ist he tha t there was the Sangreal within tha t cham ber." The 

certainty and clear conviction of the old ta les  is  no longer possi­

ble for Tennyson, nor can he consider prayers, devotions, and 

rituals truly efficacious. M alory's Launcelot is  fully as  humble 

as Tennyson's but he does not despair. Tennyson's Lancelot is 

overcome with a sense of sinfulness and unw orthiness, about which 

he can do nothing. He cannot act to help him self, nor is  he sure 

of anyone or anything e lse  tha t can help him. M alory's Launcelot 

can be made unconscious for twenty-four days of symbolic penance 

for his twenty-four years of willing sin; the Lancelot of the Idylls 

can only doubt that he has had any experience undetermined and
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unqualified by his own inner turmoil.

It is  in teresting to see how completely remote Tennyson was 

from the world Of the great C hristian , St. Augustine, who com­

plained to  God that He had counselled better than  He had perm itted. 

Such a pi6a assum es a world of vigorous conflict and moral strug­

g le , while the story of A ugustine's life  te s tif ied  tha t triumph w as 

possib le . Tennyson apparently feels he can use  the C hristian 

vocabulary without incongruity. He virtually  equates the cause of 

the Round Table w ith that of the Church: "The King w ill follow

Christ and we the King." ("The Coming of Arthur," 499) In Malory 

there was an explicit d istinction between the C hristian portion of 

his ta le  and the po litical and worldly reality  of the  Round Table:

for by the Round Table is  the  world signified by righ t, 
for all th e  w orld, Christian and heathen, repair unto 
the Round Table.

(H, 193)

In the Idylls the enemy is  always referred to  a s  heathen. The 

difficulty of course is  tha t C hristianity  has become essen tia lly  a 

rhe to ric ;it has been deprived of its  un iqueness, i ts  specific ity , 

above all i ts  ways of coping with human rea lity , which i t  funda­

mentally recognizes as im perfect. It can of course be argued tha t 

Tennyson would not have wanted his occasional references to  be 

taken so seriously and that he did not presume to be writing a 

great Christian poem. This is  partly true . But i t  would be 

evasive to  d ism iss so casually  a problem in the  poem th a t we know 

to have been a major problem of the ag e . After a l l ,  Tennyson was
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a great friend of Jowett and M aurice, but without presuming to

introduce and interpret biographical m aterial, the Idylls them selves

show that h is  sympathies would have lain  with the Broad Church

movement, rather than w ith Newman and the T ractarians. The

perfunctory use of Christian references in the  Idylls makes u s

question how much doctrine one can d ispense with and s till have

a right to the  terminology. The major burdens and themes of the

poem—of inevitable defeat and inexorable corruption—run counter

to the Christian m essage of hope and salvation . The occasional

allusions to the hereafter ring hollow even when not so offensive

as Arthur's self-righteous and vapid command to Guinevere:

Perchance, and so thou purify thy soul,
And so thou lean on our fair father C hrist,
Hereafter in tha t world where a ll are pure 
We two may meet before high God, and thou 
Wilt spring to  me, and claim me th ine , and know 
I am thine husband—not a sm aller sou l,
Nor Lancelot, nor another.

(558-64)

Such an outrageous passage  reminds u s ,  to Tennyson's considerable 

d iscred it, of the story of Christ and Mary Magdalene; and it  

further adds to one's doubt that the C hristianity  of h is times was 

seriously available to  him.

Tennyson obviously feels a  desperate need for the ethical 

life , but it seems he can no longer truly believe in the religious 

institution tha t in his culture had traditionally  defined i t  and offered 

the discip lines for achieving i t .  He seem s, however, unable to
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face his dilemma squarely. He does not understand the incongruity 

of Christian references in an allegory not essen tia lly  C hristian , 

imposed on material traditionally referred to  a s  romance, or "the 

matter of Britain." The Arthurian legends were sto ry -te lling , and 

they had historical implications; they can , as  I think I have shown, 

afford a description of a society in the comparatively early stages 

of its  development. But they were not primarily about transcendent 

id e a ls , although certain  ideals were clearly  important to most of 

the people whom they describe. Tennyson's failure suggests tha t 

they were not susceptible to philosophical inflation.

4.

"The Passing of Arthur"

Tennyson was a great poet, and,consequently , I have felt 

justified in taking the Idylls seriously . There are any number of 

beautiful passages in the Idylls tha t show Tennyson's remarkable 

technical sk ill and his d istinctive sensib ility . Rather than catalogue 

such p assag es , I should like to examine in some detail the idyll 

that is  the most successfu l. As Harold Nicholson sa y s , "The 

Passing of Arthur" is "a fine poem, w ell-constructed and written in 

the most m ajestic of Tennyson's many m a n n e r s . I t  should be 

fruitful, then , to  try to discover why and in what ways th is  poem
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is  so successfu l, to examine the circum stances tha t liberate the 

po e t's  peculiar genius.

"The Passing of Arthur" is  sto ry -te lling , unimpaired by overt 

moralizing or the imposition of meanings external to the material 

its e lf . In retelling  Bedivere's ta le  of Arthur's la s t d ays, the 

return of Excalibur to the  Lady of the Lake, and the mystic ship 

tha t sa iled  away with the dying Arthur, the poet has exploited 

legitim ate anb igu ities, those basic  to  the m ysteriousness in  human 

ex istence. The method of the poem is  essen tia lly  pictorial; in a 

literal sen se , its  content is  what its  title  would ind icate , but the 

brilliance of the poem lie s  in representing a sta te  or condition of 

mind. The lines often have the m ellifluous, incantatory quality 

so recognizably Tennysonian. The diction i s  simple but not trite  

because of its  control, understatem ent, and appropriateness as 

dramatic u tterance.

One reason for the success of the poem lie s  in  its  concep­

tion of Arthur. Rather than Soul, Reason, or "Ideal manhood closed 

in real m an," in  "The Passing of Arthur" the central figure is  more 

akin to  "that gray king whose nam e, a g h o s t , /  Streams like a 

cloud, m an-shaped." ("To the Q ueen," 39-40) The reality  Tenny­

son gives Arthur in  th is  poem is  not ab s trac t, but deeply human. 

The king is a man who has fa iled , who doubts, and who d ie s .

The elegiac mode is one Tennyson can most deeply imagine and 

as a poet most effectively present.
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The poem begins with a device frequently used in the Id y lls ,

one noted in the d iscussion of "The Holy G rail."  In the first

five lines Tennyson places the story to  come in the d istan t p a s t,

as  told by Bedivere, the sole survivor of Arthur's la s t  day , when

he himself is  "In the white w inter of his a g e ." In the Grail

poem the device tends to v itia te  the reality  and relevance of the

spiritual experiences here it  is  mere in  keeping with the mood and

burden of the whole idyll. I t instantly  strikes the notes of lo ee ,

decay , and change, establishing the poignant tone so brilliantly

maintained in  the poem. Then Tennyson begins his ta le ,  quickly

introducing us to Arthur, mourning and alone:

I found Him in the shining of the s ta rs ,
I mark'd Him in the  flowering of His fie ld s ,
But in His ways with men I find Him not.
I waged His w ars, and now I pass and d ie .
O me! for why is  all around us here 
As if some le sse r  god had made the world,
But had not force to shape it  as he would,
Till the High God behold i t  from beyond,
And enter i t ,  and make i t  beautiful?
Or e lse  as  if the world were wholly fair,
But that these eyes of men are dense and dim.
And have not power to  see it  as it  i s —
Perchance, because we see not to the c lo se .

(9-21)

In the "Guinevere" Arthur claim s, unconvincingly, to  feel lonely 

and deso la te . In the passage ju st quoted, he d isp lay s, rather 

than d isc u sse s , regret. The sentiment comes with appropriate 

dramatic force from a man confronted a t the close of his life with

the ambiguities his experience has forced upon him. In trying to
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come to terms with these  am biguities, he suggests to  himself two 

alternative explanations, or descrip tions, for the evident pain and 

suffering in the world. The second, in lines 18 to  21, is  e ssen ­

tia lly  a traditional Christian explanation; but he has sta ted  i t  

conjecturally and preceded it  with a le ss  conventional suggestion. 

The former description re jec ts  the discrepancy between the felt 

lim itation of the world as it  ex ists and the  belief tha t i t  was 

created by an omnipotent God. In the remainder of th is  monologue 

Arthur makes the double recognition that people have broken faith 

with him and tha t h is own perception of the is su e s  may have been 

inadequate ("For I , being sim ple, thought to work h is w i l l , /  And 

have but stricken with the sword in  v a in .')  (22-3) The passage 

has no inflated philosophical pretensions; it is  simply and beau ti­

fully the dramatic expression of a sen sitiv e , undoctrinal soul in 

his gropings for understanding.

No longer must Tennyson's Arthur expound authoritative 

tru th , and the flexibility  and s ta te lin ess  of the poetry te stify  to 

the conviction with which Tennyson could handle such a figure.

An illuminating contrast can be made with a brief passage from 

"Gareth and L ynette," in which Arthur w as supposedly a t the 

height of his powers:

And the King:
'But wherefore would ye men should wonder at you?
Nay, rather for the sake of me, their King,
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And the deed 's  sake my knighthood do the  deed ,
Than to  be noised o f . '

(556-60)

It is  awkward, turg id , and thoroughly life le s s , and although other 

le s s  objectionable passages might be found in the earlier speeches 

of Arthur, I am convinced th a t the poetic quality of any of them 

would be markedly inferior to most in th is  la s t  idy ll.

There are several instances in which Tennyson's considerable 

c la ss ica l and literary  culture appears in allusions tha t strengthen 

and enrich the  poem. We most often hear echoes from Virgil, 

surely the c la ss ica l poet whom Tennyson most loved and em ulated. 

The passage following the one d iscussed  above contains Arthur's 

dream of G aw aine's ghost, and I do not think it  far-fetched to  

hear in the following lines a recollection from the Aeneid:

but in going mingled with dim cries 
Far in the moonlit haze among the h ills ,
As of some lonely city  sack 'd  by n ight,
When a ll is  lo s t ,  and wife and child with w ail 
Pass to  new lo rds.

(41-45)

A few lines earlier Tennyson has d iscreetly  and effectively alluded 

to the conception Dante exploited that in hell one received the 

punishment particularly appropriate to  the nature of one 's  s in . In 

the "Inferno," the lustful were buffeted eternally  by the dark 

whirlwind, symbolic of their earthly surrender of reason to  immoder­

ate passion . So Gawaine, who has been traditionally  conceived as 

the fickle d ile ttan te , is forced to recognize in death the poverty of
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the standards by which he had lived . Tennyson portrays his 

ghost blown by a "wandering wind" and echoing "Hollow, hollow 

all delight I" (33) Such allusions give substance to the poetry by 

subtly suggesting traditional connections and affilia tions without 

trying to impose upon the story incongruous meanings and exces­

sive weight.

Another speech of Arthur's to Bedlvere further illu stra tes  the 

essen tia lly  slow, meditative movement of much of Tennyson's 

verse:

Far other is  th is ba ttle  in the w est
Whereto we move than when we strove in youth,
And brake th e  petty k ings, and fought with Rome,
Or thrust the heathen from the Roman w all.
And shook him thro' the north. Ill doom is  mine 
To war against my people and my knights.
The king who fights his people fights him self.
And they my knights, who loved me once, the stroke 
That strikes them dead is  as my death to me.
Yet le t u s  hence, and find or feel a way 
Thro' this blind haze which, ever since I saw 
One lying in the dust a t Almesbury,
Hath folded in the p asses of the world.

(66-78)

Most of the lines are either end-stopped or require for grammatical 

reasons a substantial voice pause. Repetition, which Tennyson 

often uses in sluggish and fac ile  poetry, here is  used d iscree tly , 

calling attention to what is  most im pressive in the statem ent. The 

repetition of variant forms in the words "stroke" and "s tr ik e s ,"  

and "dead" and "death ,"  legitim ately embodies the gropings of 

meditation. The mind moves slowly and tentatively from that which
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it knows to that which i t  tries  either to understand or to face .

As in Arthur's previously quoted speech in his te n t, the most 

im pressive aspect of th is  statem ent is  the wondering perception of 

felt complexity expressed in clear and simple d iction . One 

yearns in the re s t of the Idylls for th is  lack of se lf-righ teousness, 

th is  presentation of Arthur as a man whose efforts and good inten­

tions h av e , in the nature of th ings, been thw arted. Furthermore, 

there is  the suggestion in lines 72 to  74 that goodness triumphant 

but alone is  perhaps not a motally satisfying reward for a sensitive 

soul.

The description of the battle  between Arthur and his disloyal

knights is  a particularly good example of characteristically  Tenny-

sonian in te re s ts , em phases, techniques, and lim itations.

Then rose the King and moved his host by n igh t,
And ever push'd Sir Modred, league by league,
Back to  the sunset bound of Lyonnesse—
A land of old upheaven from the abyss 
By fire , to sink into the abyss again;
Where fragments of forgotten peoples dw elt,
And the long mountains ended in a coast 
Of ever-shifting sand , and far away 
The phantom circ le  of a moaning sea .
There the pursuer could pursue no more,
And he that fled no further fly the King;
And th e re , that day when the great light of heaven 
Bum'd his low est in the rolling year,
On the w aste  sand by the w aste sea they  closed .
Nor ever yet had Arthur fought a fight 
Like th is  la s t ,  dim, weird battle  of the w est.
A death-w hite m ist slep t over sand and se a ,
Whereof the ch ill, to him who breathed i t ,  drew 
Down with his blood, t il l  all his heart was cold 
With formless fear; and even on Arthur fell
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Confusion/ since he saw not whom he fought.
For friend and foe were shadows in  the m ist.
And friend slew  friend not knowing whom he slew;
And some had visions out of golden youth,
And some beheld the faces of old ghosts 
Look in  upon the  battle; and in th e  mist 
Was many a noble deed , many a  b a se ,
And chance and craft and strength in single fights ,
And ever and anon with host to host
Shocks, and the splintering spear, the hard mail hewn.
Shield-breakings, and the clash  of brands, the crash
Of ba ttle -axes on shatter 'd  helm s, and shrieks
After th e  C hrist, of those who fa llin g  down
Look'd up for heaven, and only saw the mist;
And shouts of heathen and the traitor knights,
Oaths, in su lt, f ilth , and monstrous blasphem ies.
Sweat, w rithings, anguish, laboring of th e  lungs 
In that close m ist, and cryings for the lig h t,
Moans of the dying, and voices of the dead.

(79-117)

One of the most striking aspects  of the description is  i ts  lack  of 

narrative or dramatic power . • There is  little  verbal impetus , but 

rather the poetry is  heavily substantive and ad jectival. Very 

seldom in Tennyson, even in descriptions of ba ttles  and jo u s ts , 

does one have the sense of vigorous conflict, but here the absence 

of energy is  not out of keeping with the general tone of the poem 

or the purpose of these lin e s . Tennyson's approach in th is  passage 

is  typically p ic to rial, and the technique is  to use physical descrip­

tion to create mood and indicate a condition of mind. The poet is 

evidently concerned with a sense of fata lity  and seeks to emphasize 

the elusive and insubstan tia l. He dwells upon such words as 

"abyss,"  "fragm ents," "forgotten," "ever-sh ifting ," "phantom," and 

"moaning," and the dominant tone is  again susta ined , meditative
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melancholy. The final physical picture su g g ests , if not describ es, 

the la s t hopeless, undirected gropings of a man lo s t ,  and the 

diction in the subsequent lines further em phasizes th is  condition: 

" low est,"  "w aste ,"  " la s t, dim b a ttle ,"  "ch ill,"  "co ld ,"  "formless 

f e a r ."

In line 95 , Tennyson uses "white" in a more ambiguous 

sense than is  typical of most of the id y lls . He tends to make it 

stand for purity, goodness, or youth. The mist tha t envelops, ob­

scu re s , and ch ills Arthur and h is men is  "death-w hite ." This 

can be understood in a purely rea lis tic  se n se , but since the p as­

sage its e lf  is  far from re a lis tic , I think we are warranted in a 

more imaginative in terpretation. It partakes in trinsica lly  of that 

ambiguity which Frost deliberately  exploits in "D esign ," or, more 

obviously, M elville in Moby Dick: "not so much a  color as  the

v isib le absence of color . . .  a  co lo rle ss , a ll-co lo r of atheism ." 

At le a s t Tennyson no longer makes the trite  and sim plistic equation 

tha t can become so w earisom e.

Tennyson's verse a t its  b e s t can be highly affecting , and 

"The Passing of Arthur" dem onstrates th is  quality . The major im­

pact of the battle  p assag e , managed with numerous caesuras and 

the predominance of noun and ad jectival forms, is  that of suffoca­

tion and general claustrophobia; it is  the representing of a sen sa­

tion rather than a perception or judgment. But the sensation is
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not only a physical but a lso  a  moral and psychological one, and 

the ab ility  to  make th is  extension of significance is  one of 

Tennyson's most im pressive sk ills .

Arthur subsequently k ills  Modred, is  fatally  wounded, and

is  carried by Bedivere to  a nearby chapel:

A broken chancel w ith a broken c ro ss ,
That stood on a dark stra it of barren land.
On one side lay  the O cean, and on one 
Lay a great w ater, and the moon was fu ll.

(177-180)

Arthur's well-known speech which follows is  particularly effective 

and dram atically appropriate in i t s  context because i t  is  recorded 

nostalgia:

The sequel of to -day  unsolders all 
The goodliest fellowship of famous knights 
Whereof th is world holds record. Such a sleep 
They sleep—the men I loved. I think tha t we 
Shall never more, a t any future tim e,
Delight our souls w ith ta lk  of knightly d eeds,
Walking about the gardens and the halls 
Of Camelot, as in the days tha t w ere.
I perish by th is  people which I m ade,----

(182-90)

There is  a generality  of diction and a lack of specification that 

elsewhere can , and do, contribute to a Vagueness and emptiness 

in the poetry: "goodliest fellow ship ," "famous kn igh ts ,"  "so u ls ,"

"loved," "knightly d eed s ,"  "gardens and h a lls ."  Tennyson's 

treatment here , however, is  effective because Arthur is  recalling 

that which is  irretrievably past, and in the memory scenes and 

events tend to  become idealized  and void of particularity . The
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la s t  line quoted, suggesting both p ride , h o p e lessn ess , and 

saddened dignity , makes even more poignant the preceding descrip­

tion .

With Arthur's injunction to Bedivere to  take Excalibur and 

throw it into th e  la k e , Tennyson has begun to exploit the m ystical 

elements of the legend. He allows us to  remain in the realm of 

romance and keep to  the essen tia l elements of his source. He 

plays with the ritu a l, mystic three; and there is  a frequent repeti­

tion of lin es or phrases as  though he were rehearsing magic 

charms. To impose a heavy allegorical meaning upon the re s t of 

the poem would be to  d istort its  surface texture a s  well a s  to ob­

scure some of the mythic or archetypal patterns to be found there; 

such resonances are characteristic  of romance a t i ts  b es t and 

come from the configuration and depths of th e  material to give i t  

substance and more profound im plication. The m ystical elements 

do not v itia te  the reality  Tennyson has established  of Arthur as the 

defeated and dying king, partly because Arthur is  only interm ittently 

present in the next 150 lin e s , so that the focus is  either upon the 

simple m ystification or upon Bedivere*s struggle with the discordant 

demands of lo ss  and loyalty . Tennyson continues to  refer to 

Arthur's suffering and his waning strength , and the end of the poem 

is  ambiguous enough to mitigate any conviction of Arthur's apotheosis.

There is  in th is  section of th e  poem a large element of 

s ta te liness and ceremony, which is  appropriate for the seriousness
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of the occasion . We can see th is in the slow , measured ex­

changes; in the repetition of inc iden t, phrase , and line; in the 

prevalence of th e  descriptive passages which give it such an e le ­

gant texture; in  the  actual ritual of returning Excalibur to  the 

Lady of the Lake; and in the  fulfillment of the prophecy of Arthur's 

going to Avilion. In th ese  p a ssag e s , we have a relevant and 

important combination of ritual and the essen tia l m ystetlousness 

of th ings. Ritual can seem empty or frivolous primarily when i t  

is  merely decorative; but when i t  represents a patterned response 

to  the terrible unknown, i t  both suggests and embodies one of the 

basic  sustaining functions of civ ilized behavior in confronting what 

i t  can neither understand nor ignore. Similarly, Bedivere's h es ita ­

tion in following Arthur's command to throw Excalibur in to  the lake 

can be taken to suggest m an's reluctance to surrender to  mystery. 

He rationalizes in an attempt to  avoid direct confrontation with the 

unknown and unknowable, and he is  tenacious in grasping for 

support a b rillian t and sustaining facade. More lite ra lly , Bedivere 

w ants,, like all men, to have the actual proof of the ex istence of 

something finer than ordinary life , of a tangible connection between 

the natural and the supernatural:

What record or what relic  of my lord 
Should be to aftertim e, but empty breath 
And rumors of a doubt? But were th is  kept,
Stored in some treasure-house of mighty k ings,
Some one might show it a t a joust of arms,
Saying: "King Arthur's sword, Excalibur,
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Wrought by the lonely Maiden of the Lake.
Nine years she wrought i t ,  sitting in the  deeps 
Upon the hidden bases of the h il ls ."
So might some old man speak in the aftertime 
To. a ll the people, winning reverence.
But now much honor and much fame were lo s t.

(266-77)

When Tennyson refuses to impose nineteenth century needs or

meanings on the medieval m aterial, he is a ll the more capable of

molding the legend to  bring forth its  inherent and more profound,

because more un iversa l, im plications.

In the portion leading up to Arthur's departure in the sh ip ,

Tennyson has effectively used natural and local descriptions to

counterbalance or contrast the elegance and mystery of much of the

re s t. One such passage is  the following:

But the other swiftly strode from ridge to ridge,
Clothed with his b reath , and looking, as he w alk 'd , 
Larger than human on th e  frozen h ills .
He heard the deep behind him, and a cry 
Before. His own thought drove him like  a goad.
Dry c lash 'd  his harness in the icy  caves 
And bairen chasm s, and a ll to  le ft and right 
The bare black cliff clang 'd  round him, as  he based 
His feet on juts of slippery crag that rang 
Sharp-smitten with the dint of armed h ee ls—
And on a sudden, lo , the  level la k e ,
And the long glories of the w inter moon!

(349-60)

He describes and em phasizes the harshness of rea lity , using such 

words as "tortuous," "dry," "barren," "cold ," "black c liff,"

"place of tom bs," "juts of pointed rock ,"  "m any-knotted," and 

"frozen h ills ."  In effect he suggests with such language the
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crudeness and ugliness of the raw human material which c iv iliz a ­

tion and ritual have to  mold and to some extent obscure.

The poet benefits  from a  d iscreet u se  of the legend in the 

associations of w ater and the lake with rebirth and etern ity . The 

h arshness, b a ren ess , and angularity of man and the earthen world 

contrasts effectively with the calm of "the level la k e r /  And the 

long glories of the w inter m oon." We can say of the w ater tha t 

it  has symbolic resonance without a stultifyingly precise o n e-to - 

one relationship  with what it  suggests. Its more positive signifi­

cations are qualified by the solemn occasion and by the mystery 

and ambiguity deliberately exploited; even the figures on the ship 

mourn rather than rejoice on seeing Arthur.

Some of the language is  particularly effective; and the follow­

ing passage reminds us of E lio t's compliment to  Tennyson's extra­

ordinary ear.

and from them rose 
A cry that shiver'd  to  the tingling s ta rs ,
And, as it were one vo ice , an agony
Of lam entation, like a  wind that shrills
All night in a w aste  land , where no one com es,
Or hath com e, since the making of the world.

(266-71)

Both "agony" and "lamentation" are w ell p laced , the la tte r  being 

followed by a mid-foot caesura which gives it additional em phasis. 

They are po lysy llab ic , and each receives two major s tre sses  which 

are further em phasized by the slow movement of the verse . The 

m etrics here are particu larly  im pressive and show Tennyson bringing
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to  bear a ll h is  technical ab ilities  as  a poet. The third foot of 

line 369 is  minor and consequently demands a very heavy/ accumu­

lated  accent on the  succeeding "wind. " The assonance of the 

" i 's "  in "sh iv er 'd ,"  "tingling ," "w ind," " sh rills ,"  and "night," 

in  addition to the movement of lin es 369 to 370, c rea tes an ono- 

matopoetic effect. The enjambement of lines 369 to 370 puts parti­

cular emphasis on the firs t foot of the second lin e , in w h ic h  "all" 

receives a secondary accen t, and since i t  follows an insignificant 

second foot, it receives additional s tre s s .

Such an ana lysis  is  adm ittedly tortuous, but i t  is  important to 

realize the purely technical virtuosity tha t Tennyson has at his 

disposal and tha t allows him to render with extraordinary effective­

ness  a particular sensation . Here the combined influence of 

rhythm, a llite ra tion , assonance , s tre s s , and diction create the im­

pression of a h igh, hopeless, and sustained scream , tinged with 

the nightmarish because somehow insubstantial and elusive; the 

passage ends with the stunned and bewildered silence that the 

rhythm and repetition of the la s t line and one-half effect. It sug­

gests  the ju stice  of M iss P itt's  comment that Tennyson characteris­

tica lly  manages "the suggestion of spiritual sta tes and moods by 

the evocation of physical imagery.

Arthur's final speech shows him for the la s t  time as king and 

man, resigned to his defeat and accepting finally the ambiguities 

of his experience. Lines 408 to 413 are extraordinarily powerful
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as dramatic utterance:

The old order changeth# yielding place to new.
And God fulfils himself in many ways#
Lest one good custom should corrupt the world.
Comfort thyself; what comfort is  in me?
I have lived my life# and th a t which I have done 
May He within himself make pure!

The dignity and control of the statem ent is  consonant with the 

human grandeur Tennyson envisioned for Arthur but successfully  

rendered only in th is  id y ll. Here again the context requires simple 

language and keeps i t  from being tr ite . On the other hand# the 

following lines are something of a potpourri of "appropriate" sen ti­

ments that seem demanded le ss  by the dying Arthur than by the 

om niscient poet:

More things are wrought by prayer 
Than th is  world dreams of. W herefore, le t thy voice 
Rise like  a fountain for me night and day.
For what are men b e tte r than sheep or goats 
That nourish a  blind life  within the brain#
If# knowing God# they lift not hands of prayer 
Both for them selves and those who ca ll them friend?
For so the whole round earth is  every way 
Bound by gold chains about the fee t of God.

(415-23)

Perhaps the familiarity of the passage makes i t  difficult to  read 

without a jaundiced eye , although the same difficulty does not 

arise  with the equally fam iliar passage quoted immediately before. 

In any case# a general disquisition upon the distinction between 

men and beasts# and the relation of the whole to God is  dramati­

cally  inappropriate here# particularly for one about to  go# not to 

Heaven# but to Avilion. This incongruity echoes some of the
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difficulties Tennyson has had in using romantic material w ith u lte­

rior m otives.

The image following, which resem bles the haunting and w ell- 

known lines from "Tithonous," is  extraordinarily beautiful:

So said h e , and the barge with oar and sail 
Moved from the brink, like some fu ll-breasted  swan 
That, fluting a wild caro l, ere her death ,
Ruffles her pure cold plume, and takes the flood 
With swarthy w ebs. Long stood Sir Bedivere 
Revolving many memories, ti l l  the hull 
Look'd one black dot against the verge of dawn,
And on the mere the wailing died away.

(433-400)

The technical variations here are many and su b tle , while the d ic­

tion is  both appropriate and p rec ise . The swan its e lf  is  perfectly 

described as a sw an, and the symbolic resonance of the  lin es  can 

be explored more fruitfully than can many in the Idy lls. The swan 

of course suggests noted and ephemeral beauty; perhaps it  has 

a lso  the connotations both of richness and purity. The "wild 

carol" parallels the death lament of the queens, telling a t once of 

exotic beauty and poignant death . The same mystery aw aits both

the swan and Arthur, and their confrontation of it  has comparable

dignity.

The end of the poem preserves the am biguities of meaning 

and death upon which it  has on the  whole in s is ted . Tennyson 

focuses on Bedivere's experience of lo ss and continues to use 

natural and local imagery to embody the qualities of spiritual 

desolation:
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But when tha t moan had past for evermore.
The s tilln ess  of the dead world's w inter dawn 
Amazed him, and he groan'd, 'The King is  gone."
And therewithal came on him the weird rhyme,
'From the great deep to the great deep he g o es . '

Whereat he slowly turn 'd and slowly clomb 
The la s t  hard footstep of that iron crag ,
Thence mark'd the black hull moving y e t, and cried:

(441-8)

In showing Bedivere watching to the la s t the gradual disappearance 

of the boat and Arthur, he effectively represents a sense of the 

slow and agonizing defeat of the ideal. All affirmations are quali­

fied by such words and phrases as "seem 'd ," "fa in t,"  "as i f ,"  

and "or thought he saw":

Then from the dawn it  seem'd there came, but faint 
As from beyond the limit of the world,
Like the la s t echo bom of a great cry ,
Sounds, as if some fair city were one voice
Around a  king returning from his w ars.

Thereat once mare he moved about, and clomb 
Even to  the highest he could clim b, and saw ,
Straining his eyes beneath an arch of hand,
Or thought he saw , the speck tha t bare the King,
Down that long w ater opening on the deep 
Somewhere far off, pass on and on, and go 
From le s s  to le ss  and vanish into ligh t.
And the new sun rose bringing the new year.

(457-69)

The affirmations are not denied, bu t, in th e  effective tension of

the v erse , they are called into question so that the statement of

the la s t line is made almost ironic by the lo ss described in the 

preceding ones. The la s t line partakes of that fundamental recog­

nition that the universe continues, oblivious to a ll man's aspirations 

and suffering.
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from the daily work of the world into cloistered seclusion or in 

pursuit of a supernatural spiritualism , a re , save for a few excep­

tional characters, entirely ev il."  (p. 323) But if ,  as i t  has been
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traditionally conceived, the Grail represents a Holy Vision sent by 

God, it must be potentially accessib le  to a ll His children and 

equally relevant to  them a ll .  It is  not a topic on which ambiguity 

is possib le .

37
Pitt: "What was true of the Romantics was even truer of

the Victorians. Every right-minded Victorian was engaged in 

making h is own soul. He had to work hard at the highly individual­

is tic  task  of absorbing the new sc ience , the new philosophies, the 

new social conditions, and achieving, against the continued flux 

of th ings, an inward integrity . Every good Victorian was in one 

sense an eccentric: he was outside the central tradition because

there w as, in fac t, no central tradition to  be inside. Arnold pleads 

in vain fo ra  central criticism , for authority; the tide of the tim es, 

and indeed h is own preconceptions, made such a thing im possible . . . 

Tennyson . . . would have responded eagerly to an acceptable 

authority. Yet he was open to every wind of the Victorian w eather.

He could not find an acceptable and authoritative tradition in which 

to she lter, and he found no comfort in outright scepticism . He 

suffered the difficulties in relig ion , in in tellectual and social 

development, which afflicted his generation, and he made an honest 

attempt to deal with matters of public moment, but like everyone 

e ls e , he could only offer private answers to public dilem mas."

(p. 251)
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38
In fa c t, Tennyson spoke of spiritual experience as. central 

to the Idylls: '"The Holy Grail' is one of the most imaginative of 

my poems. I have expressed there my strong feeling as to  the 

Reality of the Unseen. The end, when the king speaks of his 

work and of his v isio n s, is  intended to  be the summing up of a ll 

in the highest note by the highest of human m e n .' These three 

lines in Arthur's speech are the spiritually central lines of the 

Idylls:

In moments when he feels he cannot d ie ,
And knows himself no vision to him self,
Nor the High God a v is io n ."

Such a statem ent bears a fundamentally ironic relationship to what

he actually implies in the Idylls in general, and in "The Holy

Grail" in particular.

39N icolson, p . 329.

40
P itt, p . 212.
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Chapter III

EDWIN ARLINGTON ROBINSON'S MERLIN AND LANCELOT
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"The golden horoscope of imperfection"

1. Introduction

Tennyson w a s , of cou rse , not the only nineteenth century 

English poet who used th e  Arthur legends in his own work.

Arnold, M orris, Hardy, and Swinburne also  wrote on Arthurian 

them es, and surely the charm and frequent loveliness of all 

these poems persuaded the American, Edwin Arlington Robinson, 

to try  his own hand with them. Since the outlines of Robinson's 

life , at leas t as compared with Tennyson's, are not well-known,

I shall briefly record them.

He was born in  H ead-of-the-T ide, M aine, in 1869, but 

moved with his family shortly thereafter to Gardiner, where he 

spent his youth and early m aturity .1 For two rather desultory 

years he was a special student a t Harvard; he had not further 

academic experience or formal training. When he was tw enty-eight 

he moved to New York C ity, where his life continued to .be a re­

markably lonely and uneventful one; he seems to have lived only

to write poetry, for which he received little  acclaim  until he was
o

well into m iddle-age. In 1896 he had the not wholly atypical 

experience of paying for the first private edition of his poem s,

The Torrent and the Night Before, published by the Riverside Press. 

It was not until 1910, with The Town Down the River, that he
3

enjoyed an "independent, commercial publication." In 1919, his
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fiftieth birthday was celebrated by an issu e  of the New York Times 

Book Review; in 1921 the first collected edition of his poems re­

ceived the Pulitzer prize for poetry.

For a good part of his adult life  he was dependent financially 

upon his friends, and clearly  one of the most important events in 

his life  was his discovery in 1911 of the MacDowell colony, a t 

Peterborough, New Hampshire. His gratitude for the opportunity 

to spend his summers there expressed itse lf  in a decision to give 

up alcohol, to  which he had been seriously addicted for several 

years . In 1927, Macmillan published Tristram, which won his 

third Pulitzer prize and w as , am azingly, a. popular su ccess . For 

the first time in his life , his poetry began to bring him an income 

sufficient to his modest needs. In 1935 he died of cancer in 

New York H ospital.

Robinson's early work is either short or of medium length , and 

he is  perhaps best known for his short poems celebrating "Tilbury 

Town," the Gardiner of his youth. Poems such as "Bewick F inzer," 

"Luke H avergal," "Eros Turannos," "Richard Cory," "Aaron S tark," 

and "Reuben Bright" deal with obscure v illagers, usually  lonely 

failures and o u tcas ts . His penchant for writing about the exper­

iences of o thers, rather than his own, is equally evident in the 

medium-length poems such as  "Ben Jonson Entertains a Man from 

Stratford," "Rembrandt to Rembrandt," "The Three Taverns," "The
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Wandering Jew ," and "John Brown," In these he imagines a  w ell- 

known historical figure, usually  a t a critical moment in his life , 

when his earlier power and success seem to  be lost forever; when 

he must confront and evaluate the  moral texture of his life  and

the nature of his choices.

the 'irony and pity ' with which he regarded his 
victims of fate struck the new note of the novelists 
as well as of the poets. His probing, questioning, 
doubting mind was the mind of the new generation; 
and his portra its, even his sonnets, were novels 
in l i t t le .  His longer psychological poems continued 
the line of Howells and James . . .  He had sought 
for the spoken phrasd, for the neat and plain; and , if 
his style was too p rosaic , if it was too bare and 
co ld , it was hard, it was clear and i t  was honest 
. . . Robinson eschewed the nebulous, the  blurred 
and the vague, as he abhorred the fatuous and the 
stereotyped. In short, in a poetical world of baker's 
bread and confectionary, Robinson brought forth real 
bread again .^

It would be inaccurate to  say  tha t Robinson has been neglec­

te d , but the major energies of twentieth century readers and 

critics have been dedicated to the study of other men. In 1937, 

Morton Zabel wrote perceptively about Robinson's differences 

from his various contemporaries and implicitly predicted that his

enthusiasts would be comparatively few:

There is  too little  in his work of 'growth' or variety 
to make him a creative force like Yeats or Pound; 
too little  invention to  make him a discoverer like 
Eliot or Auden; too little  journalistic tact to give 
him the popular following of Sandburg or Millay;
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only a  small part of the proverbial Americanism 
that endears Frost; and of course none of the 
spasmodic brilliance and sentiment that divide 
him, a s  by a  polar d is tan ce , from the expert 
sleights and trade tricks of the average ta len ts 
who outbid him in esteem . ̂

Since Zabel w rote, Robinson's characteristic work has come to

seem even more a lien  to  current modes and in te re s ts . While

Denis Donoghue ca lls  him "relen tlessly  unfashionable," James

Dickey observes:

The course of poetry has to  a certain extent turned 
away from him, making his g reatest virtues appear 
mediocre ones and directing public scrutiny from his 
in trospective, in te llec tua l, and ironic verse toward 
poetry in which more things seem to  be taking place 
in a sm aller area— poetry in w h ic h  the poetic line 
is  compressed and packed to the point of explosion 
and the bedazzlem ent of the reader is considered 
synonymous with his rew ard.^

It seems unlikely, in our increasingly frenetic modem w orld, that 

Robinson w ill ever again be a  popular poet; it  is  all the more 

challenging to discover in his work th a t which deserves the atten­

tion i t  w ill rarely receive.

Robinson's Arthurian poems are the first of the long ones 

tha t increasingly occupied his energies . Merlin w as published 

in 1917; Lancelot, in 1920. Before he published Tristram, in 

1927, he had done three other lengthy narratives, "Avon's 

H arvest,"  (1921) Roman Bartholow, (1923) and The Man Who Died 

Twice (1924). The Arthurian narratives are unique among the long 

poems in having been inspired by well-known material; they deal
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with and draw from a story very much a part of the W estern lite r­

ary inheritance. In the other poem s, the plot and situation are 

invented, and they a te  the most ju stly  neglected of Robinson's 

work.®

There is  little  material to te ll  us about the writing of the

poems. Hagedom 's biography includes the following brief account:

[Merlin] seemed to  Robinson, as he wrote I s a a c s , "the 
le a s t bad thing tha t I have done, with perhaps the ex­
ception of Ben Jonson." He overworked himself on i t  
and had a bad winter— "pretty much in  h e ll ,"  he wrote 
Ledoux—trying to begin i ts  sequel, Lancelot. But a t 
Peterborough, the new narrative came with a rush; over 
600 lines the firs t fortnight, and 1500, the first 
month . . • M acm illan 's, with a world war to compete 
w ith, balked a t Lancelot. Robinson, chagrined and 
humiliated tha t he must once more become a  supplicant 
for publication, le t i t  l ie  for a year. He rewrote much 
of the poem, "taking out more of the colloquialism s,"  
he wrote Isa a c s , "and a large part of the bilious come­
d y ,"  and won a prize of $500 with it  in a competition 
organized by the Lyric Society, a  more or le s s  mythical 
entity incarnated in Samuel Roth, editor of a magazine 
called The Lyric. The publisher, Thomas Seltzer, 
brought out the book . . . Lancelot, like i ts  companion 
p iece , had what Robinson ca lled , in a le tte r to  Arthur 
DavisOn Ficke, a "refrigerating effect on the c r it ic s ."  
They did not know what to  make of either poem.^

Robinson clearly fe lt pleased with h is achievement in the two poems.

In a le tte r to  M rs. Louis Ledoux on July 30 , 1916 s Robinson wrote

of Merlin: "The thing seems to me interesting and, on the w hole,

entirely moral. It a ll depends on the point of view. You may

still call me an evangelist of ruin when you have read it but you

musn't forget the redemption—even if you don 't see it."*® On

August 25 of the following year he wrote h is friend Isaacs: "What
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^Lancelot's fate will be is  more than I can say . All I can say i s

that it  seems to  me rather the best thing that I have done, if that

means anything."  * *

Unlike Tennyson, Robinson said  little  about what he intended

his Arthurian poems to  mean. Winfield Scott records an amusingly

laconic comment of Robinson's: "Merlin and Lancelot were 'World

War poems. If you read them with tha t in mind you 'll get more

out of them. The passing of an old order and the  beginning of a 

12n ew ." Ellsworth Barnard does probably as much with th is comment

as can be done when he w rites of Merlin:

The crash of kingdoms and the anguished voices of 
dying men and of a dying social order (less a matter 
of course to  h is generation, than to  ours) were in the 
ears of the poet as he wrote; and the  sickening sense 
of w aste and folly tha t M erlin's foreknowledge cannot 
prevent him from feeling as he sees the lights going 
out in Arthur's kingdom is  what Robinson himself was 
feeling as he watched World War I pursue i ts  ruinous 
course. °

The somewhat fuller comments in Robinson's le tte rs  or in the recol­

lections of friends te ll us little  more of his intentions than we 

can find in the poems them selves. According to Chard Powers 

Smith,

The double epic Merlin and Lancelot w as planned in the
summer of 1915 as  a comment on the World War and
the necessary destruction of nineteenth-century culture
because , like Camelot, it  was bu ilt on rotten founda- * •  \

tions of self . . . Robinson wrote Hagedom . . . that 
Lancelot may, "if one in s is ts  . . .  be taken as a 
rather d istan t symbol of Germany." . . . But when it 
came to composition, these  social sources faded out of 
importance . . . .  In the summer of 1915 the two
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poems were planned as a u n it, Lancelot to carry and 
resolve the main them e, with Merlin to  b e  "written 
in anticipation of" i t ,  "to complement its  various in­
com pletenesses ."

To my knowledge, no one has been able to make anything of th e

bizarre idea tha t Lancelot is  "a rather d istan t symbol of Germany."

The comment deserves to  stand among the many suggesting tha t a

w riter'& conscious intention often has lit tle  beating on his actual

achievement.

In a le tte r  to  Hagedom, Robinson resta ted  ideas developed

more elaborately in  the poems; the ir adequacy and relevance w ill be

dealt with subsequently:

I have made [JvIerlinJ , without any legendary authority, 
such a lover of the world as to  use  Arthur and his
empire as an object lesson  to prove to  coming genera­
tions th a t nothing can stand on a rotten foundation . . . 
G alahad's "light" is  simply the light of the G rail, in­
terpreted universally as a  spiritual realization of things 
and their significance. I don 't see how th is can be 
made mere concrete , for i t  is  not the same thing to 
any two individuals . . . the most significant line  in 
the  two poem s, considered from a purely practical 
point of view , i s ,  perhaps, "the world has paid enough 
for Camelot"—in Lancelot and Guinevere. ^

Much la te r , Robinson w as alm ost w illing to renounce the "larger

significances" to which he had before alluded. In a le tte r  to

Helen Grace Adams on January 1, 1930, he wrote:

There is  no symbolic significance in  fforlstram}, although 
there is  a  certain  amount in Merlin and Lancelot, which 
were suggested by the world war—Camelot representing 
in  a way the going of a world tha t is  now pretty much 
gone. But possibly these  two poems may be read just 
as  w ell as  narrative poems with no inner significance
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beyond an implication of an ordered universe and a 
sort of determ inistic negation of the general fu tility  
that appears to be the basis  of "rational” thought.'®

Even Robinson's earlier comments te ll us more about the atmos­

phere, the mood of the poems; they do not in s is t on a philosophi­

cal interpretation without which the poems cannot be considered 

valid and coherent. They leave u s , on the w hole, to  understand 

and interpret as we may.

Even by those who admire his achievem ents, Robinson's Ar­

thurian poems have received little  serious critical atten tion , and 

they have been generally considered inferior to his shorter work.

In a 1927 review of Tristram. Edmund Wilson trenchantly observed,

With a ll respect for a fine poet and for one of the few  
really  honorably won American reputations of our tim e,
I would s till give the whole of Mr. Robinson's Ar­
thurian cy c le , with its  conventional romantic stage 
properties of unrecreated c a s t le s ,  seas and wars and 
its  fa lse  starts at passionate expression always foun­
dering in "before we knew what we were yet to  see" 
and "until we saw as far as  we should know,"  for a 
single one of his New England e l e g i e s .  17

For Louise Bogan,

Mr. Robinson's Arthurian poems and the nonlegendary 
narratives of his la te r period mark a d istinc t lap se  in 
power: a  lessen ing  of grasp not only on techn ical,
but on psychological e ssen tia ls . M erlin, Lancelot, 
and Tristram are tragedies at a fourth remove. Mr. 
Robinson's temper lacks dramatic depth. He i s  in­
capable , technically , of effects adequate to the  great 
m atters in  hand, and he is  emotionally lim ited. He 
was betrayed , no doubt, into h is choices of th e  Morte 
d 'Arthur legends by the temerity of nineteenth-century 
poets. His success with them is  certainly greater than 
Tennyson's. He did not rea liz e , however, that the 
lu s t ,  barbarity and agony inherent in these  ta le s  could



211

not bfe tamed to  Tilbury Town's m easure. Their flavor 
and power, under such treatm ent, thins out to the 
back-chat of gaffers around the stove of a country 
store . . . .  The sty le  fa ils  th e  m atter. The 
philosophy breaks down and a kind of d isp irited  mys­
ticism  is  the re su lt.

Yvor W inters, who has w ritten a t some length about the poem s, be­

lieves tha t "Merlin and Lancelot . . • contain the b e s t poetry to  

be found in Robinson's longer w orks, regardless of structure; Lance­

lo t . moreover, is  the b e s t constructed of Robinson's longer poems 

and strikes me as one of the most powerfully constructed long poems 

in English.

It would be foolish to d ispute or try to  ignore the virtually 

unanimous critical judgment th a t ranks Robinson's Arthurian poems 

below the achievements of his shorter w orks. A long poem, by 

its  very nature, cannot be so perfectly executed and finely imagined 

as a shorter p iece. As in a novel, there w ill be du ll, second- 

rate p assag es , le s s  distinguished lin e s , failures of conception.

20These works of Robinson's have justly  been called "verse no v els ,"  

and the criteria by which they are judged must be le ss  exacting 

than and indeed different from those appropriate to the lyric poem. 

Although Merlin and Lancelot are quite uneven, they have virtues 

im possible in poems of briefer com pass. The Arthurian material 

released  strengths in Robinson that we can only suspect in his 

other work; and they are quite superior in conception and general 

coherence to the Idylls of the King.
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The sections that follow are primarily an attempt to  under­

stand and to explain the firs t two of the three Arthurian poem s, 

and to point out those  virtues tha t have been unjustly  overlooked.

Tristram, unusually popular when i t  w as firs t published , has come

21to be regarded as decidedly inferior to  the earlier poems. Robin­

son himself said "I didn 't intend to w rite Tristram, but somehow it

22couldn't be den ied ." In the le tte r , earlier quoted, to  Helen

Grace Adams, he admitted that Tristram w as different from the

23earlier two poems. He had more difficulty in writing i t  ; and a 

le tte r to  M rs. Louis Ledoux makes us suspect he wrote i t  to  prove 

something about himself: "The key and color of the thing are alto ­

gether different from those of Merlin and Lancelot and may cause 

some readers to  suspect th a t I'm getting a  lit t le  tired of hearing

too much about my New England re ticence—which may be pretty 

24tru e ."  The poem is  forced and frequently off-key. It has the

same virtues and defects th a t the other two sh a re , but the prolixity

to which Robinson was prone virtually overwhelms its  strengths.

As Ellsworth Barnard says,

Passion is  vaporized into speech , and although th is 
is  periodically interrupted by breath less em braces, we 
begin to  question whether a love tha t is  so much 
talked about but so. rarely evident in real action is  
as overpowering as i t  is  declared to  b e .25

The lovers talk so endlessly  that our sense of probability, as well 

as our literary patience, is  flagrantly violated. Tristram suggests 

the way a writer can lose his particular tension and become, as
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i t  w ere, a parody of himself.

I shall begin by exploring Robinson’s two most successful 

Arthurian poems by examining the ir structure in  crder to  see both 

how th is  aspect differs from those of Tennyson and M alory, and 

how well suited i t  is  to  Robinson's peculiar artis tic  and imagina­

tive ta le n ts . The poems are not equally successfu l, but they are 

equally characteristic  products of a highly distinctive and compara­

tively narrow sensib ility . Although i t  is  le ss  coherently planned 

than Lancelot, Merlin can be shown to reveal Robinson's typical 

subject m atter, as well as his method of introducing and develop­

ing i t .  Lancelot, th en , can be most fruitfully examined to discover 

what has become of the narrative line  and the abundant action of 

Le Morte D*Arthur. It w ill be illuminating to examine further 

Robinson's curious relation to  Malory and Tennyson, discovering 

the material and the themes he takes from his predecessors and 

the way he works with them to  make them distinctively  his own; 

it  will be necessary  to locate the  in te llectual w eaknesses in Robin­

son 's  poems and to determine how much they damage the work as 

a w hole. By examining the way Robinson presents and understands 

King Arthur, we can evaluate the poet's  relationship to traditional 

ethical understanding and see how his pervasive emphasis upon 

conscious choice mitigates or counterbalances his tendency to 

moral relativ ism . By studying Robinson's M erlin, we can see how 

subjective and complex are both his technique of character presenta­

tion and his mode of understanding human nature. F inally , we
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shall carefully look at several different but characteristic  passages

that embody Robinson's strengths as a  poet and a few more that

suggest the aesthetic  w eaknesses of these  poems.

In the course of my d iscussion  I shall have occasion to

compare Robinson both to  poets and to n ovelis ts . Although a t

first glance it may seem inappropriate to compare a poet to a

novelist or w riter in p rose , Robinson's work virtually demands to

be considered by criteria other than those traditionally  applied to

poetry. I haye said tha t his poems have been called  "verse

novels" and quoted Van Wyck Brooks, who named his poems

"novels in  l i t t le ."  Yvor W inters has made th is  point a t greater

length and with considerable historical insight:

i t  has long appeared to me that his c lo sest spiritual 
re la tiv es , a t le a s t in America, are to be found in the 
w riters of fiction and of history in his generation 
and the  two or three generations preceding. I have 
called attention to  his having certain more or le s s  
Jamesian vices as a narrator, but I am thinking now 
of his virtues: of the plain s ty le , the rational 
statem ent, the  psychological in sigh t, the subdued 
irony, the high seriousness and the stubborn per­
s is ten ce . In respect to one or another of these  
qualities , one may find him related to  such a mind 
as tha t of Henry Jam es, but perhaps mere obviously 
to Edith Wharton and Motley and Francis Parkman, 
and perhaps even at times to  Henry Adams. He i s ,  it  
seems to m e, th e  la s t great American writer of their 
tradition and not the  first of a la ter one; and the  fact 
that he w rites verse is  incidental.^®

The novel, more often than the  poem, is concerned with character

creation and development, but th is concern is  also central to
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differs in th is from most contemporary poets and has justly

pleaded that th is preoccupation in his poetry be given its  due:

M ost tw entieth century poets are concerned primarily 
with either them selves or the universe; with their 
private experiences, which they often seem to  offer 
as  unique, or with tra its ,  tendencies, "problem s," 
which somehow seem more important than the fate of 
the individual persons in whose liv e s  they are exem­
plified; in short, w ith either the singular or the 
symbolic. The creation of characters who have a 
sort of objective ex istence and an identity of the ir 
own, and whose main appeal is  simply that they are 
people, has been le ft largely to th e  w riter of prose . 
there seems no reason why the poet should surrender 
his in terest in human character a s  such.^7
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2.
The Structure of Merlin

The structure of Robinson's Arthurian poems conforms signifi­

cantly with the bent of his mind, so tha t his is  a fruitful form for

28his particular excellence. When we compare th is structure with 

those of Malory and Tennyson, we can see not only a. radically 

different technique a t work, but also  a  different attitude to  and 

use of the m aterial. Robinson's choice of form reveals the specula­

tive cast of his. mind; and though Lancelot is  more coherently ar­

ranged than M erlin, the la tte r  poem can reveal, when examined in

some d e ta il, Robinson's unique development of his legendary sub- 
99jec t m atter.

M alory's Le Morte D'Arthur h as , if not an open-ended form, 

a middle with virtually lim itless possib ilities for extension and 

addition. Almost any liv e ly , or even ted ious, material can  be and 

is included between the se t beginning and end. Again, it  is a 

s to ry -te lle r 's  form, a  narrative. It reveals a great deal that 

Malory does not specifically  d iscuss; but since he makes little  

attempt to d iscuss or evaluate his m aterial, he does not arouse 

expectations that he cannot sa tisfy . He provides u s , as it  w ere, 

with the raw material of speculation and judgment.

Tennyson gives the Idylls a "parabolic d rift."  The beginning 

and end are prescribed, and the stories in  between are supposed 

to have exemplary value. It is  a much more controlled, deliberate
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structure than M alory 's/ and, as I have tried  to show# there is  

an imperfect relation between the moral and the m atter. Unlike 

M alory, he needs to give meaning to the s to rie s , but the meaning 

he gives is  imposed upon incongruous material and hence, too often 

a violation of i t .

With Robinson, both the narrative and exemplary elements 

have been reduced to a minimum. His poems are comprised of 

several sec tio n s , almost all of them presenting two or more people 

in in tense , though restrained conversation. Sometimes these  sec­

tions are merely juxtaposed to  one another? sometimes they are 

linked by  a brief narrative passage . They exploit the relationships 

between these people and their somewhat different views of the 

situation in which they find them selves. Each of the two poems I 

am discussing is  finally concerned with the consciousness of a 

highly sophisticated and in telligent man, and the somewhat le ss  

comprehensive aw areness of several others among whom he liv e s . 

Robinson's poems render in sometimes baffling complexity the re la­

tionship between this man and several o thers, most powerfully and

30particularly between th is man and a woman. Each begins when 

the protagonists have begun to realize that the end of their 

exciting lives is  near, and each ends when they have been able 

to accept this fac t. It is thus a reflec tive, speculative form, 

and i t  reveals the c a s t of Robinson's mind. The discrepancy in 

Tennyson between the moral and the matter of the poems has been
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reduced to a minimum, if not entirely elim inated, by virtue of the 

fact tha t the poems represent people who are them selves reflecting 

upon the significance of the drama in which they participate.

There is  lit tle  evidence of an "omniscient narrator" who can manip­

ulate them a t will; we realize not only that they te ll their own 

story but tha t they are their own story .

Lancelot is  more coherently arranged than M erlin, mainly 

because it  has a single action and traces it  from what we might 

call the beginning of the end almost to the end. Merlin has two 

"actions" or subjects: the love of Merlin and Vivien, and the 

awareness of the great in Camelot of its  incipient co llapse . The 

two themes are linked only by the figure of M erlin, and the rela­

tionship between them is  not defined so that we are quite sure 

there is  one. In Lancelot the relationship between the love affair 

and the fall of Camelot is  roughly as clear a s  these terribly com­

plicated human situations can b e . The love affair is  one among 

several causes of the final catastrophe; the destruction of the 

society ensures the end of the love affair. Robinson observes the 

personal relationship and the society moving together to the end.

In the other poem M erlin, unlike Lancelot, is  no longer a part of 

Arthur's kingdom and can only comment, as it w ere, from a 

d istance . N eedless to say , he does participate in the love affair, 

and his experience of i t  is  one of the great strengths of the poem. 

There is  no causal relationship between the two them es, nor does
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Merlin play the same kind of role in  both; and consequently 

there is  a different perspective at work in  each . In the one theme 

he is  emotionally at several removes from the action; in the  other, 

his emotion .is the action . Perhaps one can finally  accept the 

discrepancy with the same attitude th a t one accepts the d iscrep­

ancy in Jam es's The American, between the part tha t is  polished, 

comic social commentary and the part that is  about an in tense per­

sonal experience. Each part has very real v irtues , though they 

are not entirely consistent with one another. A detailed description 

of Merlin will reveal the way the structure in part discovers the 

content.

Merlin has seven sections of irregular length: the firs t two 

are seven pages each; the next two are nine and ten pages respec­

tively; section five is  fifteen pages; and the la s t two are sixteen 

pages each . Sections 1, 2 , 3 , and 7 are about the ruin of 

Camelot; sections 4 , 5, and 6 deal with th e  love affair. In bulk 

each theme is  treated at roughly the same leng th , though one is  

unconvinced that th is parity was quite in tentional. Robinson seems 

to have responded to what he felt to be the demands of the  

situation a t hand, and probably th is flexibility  brought forth many 

of his great strengths. S till, the absence of more rigorous formal 

requirements must surely have fostered the prolixity that mars the 

poem.

Section I works through the dialogue between Gawaine and
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Dagonet about each one 's  sensb of the significance of "M erlin's 

rumor-laden resurrection ." It is  highly e llip tica l/ introducing 

elements of the story in an alm ost offhand fashion. There is a  

considerable—and to an extent unfathomable—tension between the 

two men. In th ese  poem s, as  so often in Jam es's la te  novels, 

there are hovering significances, im plications, intim ations; and 

each man, in h is own w ay, is  trying to come to terms with them. 

The sub jec t, in its  deepest sen se , can be understood as  the prob­

lem of knowledge. How do we know, and what does knowing 

signify? The subject i s ,  further, the complication of that problem 

by the hazards and ambiguities of a personal rela tionsh ip . Dago­

n e t, to  G awaine's discom fort, seems to know the more, but both 

his mood and his utterances are enigm atic. Whether or not 

Robinson thought himself in control of the ambiguities here, I can­

not say. I do not think he was entirely in control of them, be­

cause there is something that remains unnecessarily  baffling about

the way they react to one another. We can perhaps accept th is  

as an inevitable function of an in tensely  subjective mode of pre­

sentation, but it  is  nonetheless annoying tha t no amount of research 

or pondering can make fully comprehensible such lines as the 

following:

A twitch of an impatient w eariness 
Played for a moment over the lean face 
Of Dagonet, who reasoned inwardly:
"The friendly zeal of this, inquiring knight
Will overtake his tac t and leave it squealing.
One of these  d ay s ."

(p. 238, 11. 11-16)
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This w eakness m anifests its e lf  in terms of the poetry in words 

tha t are only apparently precise and in some tedious circumlocu­

tio n s . But th is  w eakness does not pertain to , and hence does 

not damage, the function of the section its e lf , which is  both to 

introduce Merlin and to begin to suggest his sta tu re . Robinson's 

method is  thus essen tia lly  oblique: we are in effect told that 

Merlin must be extraordinary because two obviously intelligent 

men, and according to them all of Camelot, are preoccupied with 

him.

Section II employs the same dev ices, presenting Lamorak, 

Bedivere, and Kay talking together of Merlin and of the sta te  of 

Arthur's kingdom. The relationship between the three is  strained 

and uncertain; the fact tha t Robinson simply presen ts them in th is 

way suggests that for him the inadequacy of people to one another 

approaches being a permanent human fa c t. The constant threat of 

violence that we find in Malory has been transmuted into a con­

stan t aw areness of vulnerability to o thers. Each has a different 

point of view and what appears to be a t le a s t a measure of truth. 

Robinson thus structures his poem on the relativ ity  and imperfection

of knowledge, the inevitability  of subjectivity and partisanship . He

31further assum es the im possibility of overt action . These three 

speakers have an im plicit need to act dec isive ly , and they know 

they cannot do i t .  Here again the form of Robinson's poem is  a 

reflection of his narrow sense of l ife 's  possib ilities; conversation,
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discus s io n , dialogue have quite taken the place of action/ and 

this conversation is  the more highly' charged because the protago­

n is ts  know it is  their only means of coming to  terms with their 

situation. Robinson/ unlike Tennyson/ was extremely clever in be­

ginning to  appropriate from Le Morte D'Arthur a t a point where the 

m aterial was most congenial to  h is own ta len t and sensib ility . I 

observed earlier tha t in the la s t sections of M alory's book prior to 

Arthur's dea th , every action or decision contributes in som ew ay to 

the general d isa s te r, suggesting the pathetic inadequacy of con­

scious individual intention or action to  stem the forceful movement 

of h istory. This is  where Robinson, in effect, begins his poems, 

and since action is no longer efficacious, speculation necessarily  

takes its  p lace.

We can a lso  notice tha t in Robinson's poems there is  a con­

tinuing tension and interplay between emotion and reason. Emotions 

play an often overwhelming, though incalculable part. The first 

four lines can briefly suggest how much account Robinson takes of 

feelings:

Sir Lamorak, the man of oak and iron,
Had with him now, a s  a care-laden guest,
Sir Bedivere, a man whom Arthur loved,
As he had loved no man save Lancelot.

(p. 241, 11. 26-29)

His simple introduction of Bedivere depends upon Bedivere*s emo­

tional sta te  a t the moment and upon his capacity to inspire love. 

And Robinson, with an irony that is  both structural and native to
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Ms thought, proceeds to  challenge the happy efficacy of love.

Arthur has best loved Lancelot/ but/ as we a ll know, Lancelot has 

betrayed him. This kind of qualification works structurally in that 

a statem ent of sorts is  often made, and a various number of subse­

quent lines are devoted either to qualifying or challenging i t .  In 

the section as a whole th is  penchant for alternation and qualifica­

tion works itse lf  out in the three men's differing loyalties and 

judgments: to Lamorak, "The Ring, if one may say  i t ,  set the 

p ace ."  (p. 243, 1. 18)j for Bedivere, "L ancelo t/ Has wrought a 

potent wrong upon the King, /  And all who serve and recognize the 

King" (p. 244, 11. 14-16); to Sir Kay, G uinevere's "e s ta te , /  Is 

one for le s s  complacent execration /  Than quips and innuendoes of 

the city  /  Would augur for her sin—if there be sin— " (p. 245, 1. 

33, p . 246, 11. 1-3). Each i s ,  in effec t, trying to explain and 

understand what has happened, but because of inevitable emotional 

inclination and a  lim ited perspective , each is partia l.

Section 3 firs t shows us Arthur and M erlin, then Arthur and 

Dagonet. It includes ethical evaluations that are both more stem  

and more comprehensive than anything tha t preceded them, though 

it  is  s till significant that the actions being evaluated are in the 

p as t. The present relationships which Robinson renders have their 

own distinctive dynam ics. The pattern of the section , as of the 

relationships,, is  tha t of a request for help , followed by a 

response that is  unavoidably inadequate to the need; each person
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is  then le ft a lone, trying to accept th is insufficiency. Neither 

Merlin nor Dagonet is  or can be adequate to give the help for 

which Arthur a sk s . This pattern of need—expressed and unfulfilled— 

is  dominant in both poems.

Furthermore, in the passages describing Arthur and Merlin we 

discover again a powerful d ialectic  between reason and emotion.

Such a statem ent risks a terrible over-sim plification, because the 

goal of both the protagonists and the poet is  to  achieve some s a tis ­

factory fusion between the two. S till, i t  is  useful to  realize that 

the goal has not yet been achieved. There is no tranquility and no 

full acceptance. Each man is  deeply affectionate toward the other, 

and each is uncompromisingly hard on the other. And the grounds 

for their mutual criticism  is  that each has surrendered to emotions 

and that the surrender has been demeaning or corrupting. Arthur 

says that th is is  a  world

where you yourself—God save u s !—
Have gone down smiling to the smaller life  
That you and your incongruous laughter called 
Your living grave. God save us a l l ,  M erlin,
When you, the seer, the  founder, and the prophet,
May throw the gold of your immortal treasure 
Back to the God that gave i t ,  and then laugh 
Because a woman has you in her arms . . .

(p. 251, 11. 9-16)

However, one measure of M erlin's superiority to Arthur is that he

seems better able to understand and accept his own fa llib ility , as

w ell as  that of o thers. Of the prospect of the Grail experience he

says
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Once I dreamed of i t ,
But I was buried. I shall see no G rail,
Nor would I have it  otherw ise. I saw
Too much, and tha t was never good for man.
The man who goes alone, too far goes mad—
In one way or another. God knew b e s t.
And he knows w hat is  coming yet for me.
I do not a sk . Like you, I have enough.

(p. 254, 11. 1-8)

The remainder of the section shows tha t Arthur, though he has

claimed tha t he has "enough," has not yet learned to  accept

necessity ; and the remainder of the poem shows th a t Merlin too

has a great deal of emotional torment yet to survive.

Thus we begin to see tha t the dynamics of each section are

somewhat different; there is  no necessary  and inevitable pattern

that Robinson requires his material to reveal. In stead , he structures 

each section on what seem to  him the psychological rea lities  tha t 

the given situation might convincingly reveal. His scope is  there­

fore lim ited, but true to  its  p o ssib ilitie s .

Sections 4 through 6 deal with the love affair between Merlin 

and Vivian. They contain a few passages tha t beautifully describe 

a powerful and present love. This represents the only real attempt 

in Robinson's poem s, apart from Tristram, to  render a love relation­

ship w hile it  is  in  full flower; the sections are maiTed by the pro­

lix ity  that overwhelms the other poem, but they are im pressive 

nonetheless. It is  most noteworthy that in terms of the overall 

structure of the three sections Robinson firs t describes the situation 

that is  the beginning of the end of the love affair. Section 4 begins
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with apprehension on Vivian's part and a statem ent of M erlin 's tha t

has a decidedly ominous resonance:

"He said he would come back , and so he w ill,
He w ill becausb he m ust, and he is  M erlin,
The m aster of the world—or so he was;
And he is  coming back again to me 
Because he must and I am Vivian.
I t 's  a ll as  easy  a s  two added numbers:
Some day I 'l l  hear him ringing a t the g a te .
As he rang on tha t morning in the spring,
Ten years ago; and I shall have him then
For ever. He shall never go away
Though kings come walking on th e ir  hands and knees
To take him on their b a c k s ."  When Merlin cam e,
She told him th a t, and laughed; and he said strangely:
"Be glad or sorry, but no kings are coming.
Not Arthur, surely; for now Arthur knows
That I am le s s  than F a te ."

(p. 259, 11. 20-35)

This can be considered merely a framework, but it  can a lso  seem to  

reflect Robinson's characteristic  habit of seeing the happy, positive 

periods of life  through a perspective of lo ss and m ortality. He 

seems to be almost incapable of a quite straightforward approach,

though perhaps th is  framework or qualification allows him to re lease

for once those powerful emotional depths we usually  see more 

obliquely. The portion of section 4 tha t describes M erlin 's first 

going to Broceliande has more of a narrative line than any other 

part of the poem. His firs t conversations with Vivian display 

Robinson's awkwardness with such material in an excessive depen­

dence on g a te s , f ish e s , co lo rs, and M erlin 's beard. The awkward­

n ess is  very understandable in human term s, but the poetry, for all

th a t, is  not up to Robinson's standard. We can perhaps accept the
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tedium for the sake of those occasional passages that brilliantly

and poignantly render the relationship Robinson understands:

Said I ,  'When th is great Merlin comes to me,
My task  and avocation for some time 
Will be to  make him w illing, if I can .
To teach and feed me with an ounce of w isdom .'
For I have eaten to an empty sh e ll,
After a  weary feas t of observatibn 
Among the g lories of a tin sel world 
That had for me no glory till  you came ,
A life  tha t is  no life . Would you go back 
To C am elo t? '—Merlin shook his head again,
And the two smiled together in the sunset.

(p. 267, 11. 1-11)

Section 5 begins with the consummation of their love and ends 

with the event tha t forebodes its  end: M erlin's return with Dagonet

to  Camelot. It has more successful narrative than any other sec­

tion of the poem, and a t its  best it is  a thoroughly convincing des­

cription of two people briefly a t one with each other, sa tisfied  with 

defining each in terms of the other.

With a long-kindling gaze tha t caught from hers 
A laughing flam e, and with a  hand that shook 
Like Arthur’s kingdom, Merlin slowly raised 
A golden cup tha t for a golden moment 
Was twinned in air with hers; and Vivian,
Who smiled at him across the ir gleaming rim s,
From eyes that made a fuel of the night
Surrounding her, shot tflory over gold
At M erlin, while their cups touched and his trembled.

(p. 276, 11. 4-12)

We must perhaps realize how diminished has become the scope of

significant action; the only positive action Robinson has been able

to imagine and render is  that between two people. The descriptions

are warm, almost relaxed , occasionally approaching a gentle
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playfulness that Robinson seldom manages elsewhere:

She looked up a t him til l  his way was lo s t
Again in the familiar w ilderness
Of night tha t love made for him in her ey e s .
And there he wandered as he said he would;
He wandered a lso  in his p rison-yard ,
And, when he found her coming after him,
Beguiled her with her own admonishing 
And frowned upon her with a fierce reproof 
That many a  time in the old world outside 
Had se t the mark of silence on strong men—
Whereat she laughed, not always wholly su re .
Nor always wholly g lad , tha t he who played 
So lightly w as the wizard of her dreams:

(p. 281, 11. 22-34)

The section is  marred by pseudo-profundity; Robinson evidently is  

unable to re s is t inflating his m aterial. Perhaps simply the subject 

is  not one that can sustain  a more extensive treatment; neither 

ecstasy  nor fulfillment lend them selves readily  to verbal expression . 

And Robinson simply indicates that the w holeness of the ir relation­

ship endured for a long time—an indication immediately followed by 

the fatal impingement of the outside world.

And so for y ea rs , t i l l  ten  of them were g o n e ,—
Ten y ea rs , ten  sea so n s , or ten  flying ages—
Fate made Broceliande a parad ise ,
By none invaded, until Dagonet,
Like a discordant, awkward bird of doom,
Flew in with Arthur's m essage.

(p. 282, 11. 4-9)

The la s t lines of the section ring with the somber tones so charac­

te ris tic  of Robinson and depend upon his sense of the in terrelated­

ness of his lovers' sensib ilities:

She had not even asked him not to  go; 
For i t  was then tha t in h is lonely gaze
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Of help less love and sad authority
She found the  gleam of his Imprisoned power
That Fate withheld; and , pitying herse lf,
She pitied the fond Merlin she had changed,
And saw  the Merlin who had changed the world.

(p. 282, 11. 31-32; 
p. 283, 11. 1-5)

Section 6 d escrib es , not the degeneration of the ir love , but 

their recognition tha t forces beyond them have so fundamentally in­

truded tha t they can no longer believe their love w ill answer and 

endure. The situation is  of course Robinson's invention; he ima­

gines a two year period between M erlin 's return from Camelot and 

the time he leaves Broceliande. Section 6 represents h is growing 

aw areness during th is period of time tha t the end of h is life  is  near 

and tha t he must leave Vivian. The relationship between the two 

becomes similar to  the other relationships Robinson has described , 

but i t  is  more poignant because he has shown it as such a differ­

ent sort of thing. They suspect and hurt each other, not deliberate­

ly but in the nature of th ings. D oubts, se lf-doub ts, and loneliness 

possess them, inspired by a new aw areness of m ortality. Robinson 

develops th is section primarily by means of conversations tha t re ­

flect his considerable psychological understanding. Such passages 

reveal their fear tha t to ta l candor would be disrupting; they in stin c­

tively  retreat from admitting to  one another what they feel to be the 

full tru th . The pattern of the section is  a movement from flawed 

solidarity to separation; a t another level i t  is  a movement toward 

an acceptance not yet achieved. A few simple lines can suggest
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the poignance tha t Robinson achieves:

He drew her slowly into h is embrace
And held her th e re , but when he k issed  her lip s
They were a s  cold a s  leaves and had no answer;
For Time had given him then;, to  prove h is w ords,
A frozen moment of a woman’s life .

(p. 297, 11. 26-30)

The firs t part of section 7 describes an encounter between

Gawaine and Bedivere, who are joined briefly by Dagonet. Bedivere

unsuccessfully  urges Gawaine to  change his course of action; Ga­

waine is  failing Bedivere, and both are failing Arthur. These p as­

sages again reveal that the counsel of reason is  constantly  inade­

quate to the demands of the em otions. Human re la tionsh ips, which 

are all they have, are perilous and incomplete. Dagonet the fool 

describes the dilemma of Arthur's kingdom in  a way most faithful to 

the tenor of the legend, although Robinson has narrowed the p ossi­

ble causes of collapse essen tia lly  to personal responsibility:

Then Dagonet said o n to  Bedivere,
As if  his tongue would make a je s t of sorrow:
"Sometime I 'l l  te ll you what I might have done 
Had I been Lancelot and you King Arthur—
Each having in himself the vicious essence 
That now lives in the other and makes war.
When all men are lik e  you and m e, my lo rd ,
When all are rational or rickety ,
There may be no more w ar. But w hat's  here now? 
Lancelot loves the Queen, and he makes war
Of love; the King, being bitten  to  the soul
By love and hate tha t work in him together,
Makes war of madness; Gawaine hates Lancelot,
And h e , to be in tune , makes war of hate;
Modred hates everything, yet he can see 
With one damned illegitim ate small eye 
His father's crown, and with another like it 
He sees the beauty of the Queen herself;
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He needs the two for his ambitious p leasu re .
And therefore he makes war Of h is ambition;
And somewhere in the middle of a ll th is
There's a squeezed world tha t elbows for atten tion .

(p. 301, 11. 25-33; 
p . 302, 11. 1-13)

And Bedivere, with philosophic detachm ent, suggests th a t it  is  only

by submission to experience tha t understanding can be achieved:

The doctor, like ou rse lves, may now be learning;
And Merlin may have gauged his enterprise 
Whatever the cost he may have paid for knowing.
We p a s s , but many are to follow u s ,
And what they build may stay;

(p. 302, 11. 22-26)

The second part of the section , and the la s t  part of the poem, 

shows us Dagonet with M erlin, and they speculate together about 

the Camelot that lie s  a t their fee t. Again Robinson dw ells upon 

their peculiar rela tionsh ip , their sense of each other, and the 

slender p o ssib ilities  for them . The overwhelming em phasis, though, 

is  on the past and the ir personal attem pts to  come to  terms with i t .  

A number of passages are damaged by M erlin 's dubious and ponder­

ous interpretations of the Round Table's co llapse , but when Robinson 

comes to the passages informed by the acceptance of n ecess ity , the 

commitment to renunciation, the writing is  again a t his best:

Merlin sm iled,
Faintly, and for the moment: "Dagonet,
I need your word as one of Arthur's knights 
That you w ill go with me to the end 
Of my short w ay, and say unto no man 
Or woman that you found or saw  me here.
No good would follow , for a doubt would live 
Unstifled of my loyalty  to him
Whose deeds are wrought for those who are to come;
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And many who see not what I havfe seen ,
Or what you see tonight, would prattle on 
For ever, and their children after them ,
Of what might once have been had I gone down 
With you to  Camelot to see the Ring.

(p. 312, 11. 30-32; 
p . 313, 11. 1-11)

Merlin and Dagonet have hurt each other—Merlin by speaking in

ways. Dagonet cannot understand, and Dagonet by alm ost taunting

Merlin with Vivian. S till, they need each o ther's h e lp , fragile as

it i s ,  and they can accept that fac t. The c lose of the poem is

highly effective:

They a ro se ,
And, saying nothing, found a groping way 
Down through the gloom together. Fiercer now,
The wind w as like a flying animal 
That beat the two of them' incessan tly  
With icy w ings, and bit them as they w ent.
The rock above them was an empty place 
Where neither seer nor fool should view again 
The stricken city . Colder blew the wind 
Across the w orld, and on i t  heavier lay 
The shadow and the burden of the night;
And there w as darkness over Camelot.

(p. 314, 11. 10-21)

3.

The Role of Narrative in Lancelot

D espite Robinson's close adherence to the "facts" he derives 

from .Le Morte D'Arthur, his poems are virtually polar opposites to 

M alory's work in several fundamental re sp ec ts . One of these is  

the extraordinary diminution of the proportion of narrative. Merlin
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and Lancelot are not uniform in the amount of narrative they include; 

but they are essen tia lly  a lik e , and a line  count to  determine the 

exact role narrative plays would be tedious and unprofitable. It 

would a lso  be difficult to  iso la te  i t ,  because in Robinson1 s work 

narrative always tends quickly to become something else; the under­

stated narrative elements often are handled so as to describe the 

psychological or moral s ta te  of the pro tagonists. By examining the 

relevant parts in Lancelot of sections 6 through 9 ,  we can see  that 

Robinson is  not really  in terested  in action and event but rather his 

protagonists' consciousness of th a t action and i ts  resonance in 

their l iv e s . And after examining the two sections of Lancelot that 

come close  to being very bad indeed, we shall rea lize  that Robinson 

has to be a t a considerable d istance from action and raw fact in 

order to  write satisfactory  poetry.

Section 6 of Lancelot begins with the following lines:

The dark of M odred's hour not yet availing,
Gawaine it  was who gave the King no peace;
Gawaine it w as who goaded him and drove him 
To Joyous G ard, where now for long his army, 
Disheartened with unprofitable slaughter,
Fought for the ir weary King and wearily 
Died fighting. Only G aw aine's hate i t  was 
That held the King's knights and his warrior slaves 
C lose-hived in ex ile , dreaming of old scenes 
Where Sorrow, and her demon s is te r  Fear,
Now shared the dusty food of lone liness,
From Orkney to Cornwall. There was no peace ,
Nor could there b e , so Gawaine told the King,
And so the King in anguish told him self,
Until there was an end of one of them—
Of Gawaine or the King, or Lancelot,
Who might have had an end, as either knew,
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Long since of Arthur and of Gawaine with him.
One evening in the moonlight Lancelot 
And Bors . . . .

(p. 401, 11. 13-32)

The section goes on to  present Borh' plea to Lancelot to  end the 

war by killing Gawaine and Arthur, and G uinevere's subsequent 

conversation with him on the  same sub ject. The lin es quoted 

above represent no more than one-seventeenth of the whole sec tio n , 

though nothing e lse  in  i t  comes so close to telling the story that 

is  happening. But i t  is  important to  rea lize  how much action has 

been either not mentioned a t all or alluded to only e llip tica lly . In 

the period of tim e, a s  i t  w ere, between sections 5 and 6 , Lancelot 

and Guinevere, with many of L ancelot's men, have escaped to  Joy­

ous Gard; Gawaine and Arthur have levied an army, le ft Modred in 

charge of the kingdom, and pursued them to  France; they have la id  

w aste the  land and besieged the castle ; the war has continued for 

long enough to be at a stalem ate and for a ll of them to know that 

Lancelot a t w ill could end i t  by killing the two leaders; and, as  we 

learn near the end of the sec tion , the Pope has been asked to  in­

tervene and end an "endless" w ar.

Furthermore, even the lin es  quoted above aria highly interpre­

tive and evaluative; they are not a straightforward account of an 

event. Robinson immediately em phasizes the responsib ility  for a c ­

tio n , not the action itse lf  ("Gawaine it  was . . ."); he character­

izes  the brutal and ru th less quality of G aw aine's determination by 

using such verbs as "goaded" and "drove." Lines 17-19
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("Disheartened . . . Died fighting") evoke an emotional situa tion , 

a sense of im passe and fu tility , while "unprofitable slaughter" 

constitu tes a  brief though very powerful indictment of what is  

happening. The subsequent lin es  brilliantly  and d iscreetly  describe 

the lo t of Arthur's men: ex iled , m anipulated, forced to  fight a

battle not the ir own. And they a lso , w ith profound humanity, re ­

cord the further co s ts  of war; the  men dream of homes and a past 

tha t have been changed, perhaps irreparably, b y  fear and desola­

tion . The lin es th a t follow the melancholy statem ent, "There was 

no peac'e," subtly reveal Robinson's great psychological understand­

ing and build up to  Lancelot's eth ical dilemma. Arthur "in anguish 

told himself" that one of them had to die; the expression reveals 

his tormented aw areness that he is  deluding himself—that he is  

following someone e ls e 's  commands rather than his own better judg­

ment. The lines are extraordinarily powerful, and they depend for 

much of that power on a story far in the background. Robinson 

may be narrow in scope; but no story te lle r could do so much in 

anything like so brief a space.

Section 7 is  almost entirely comprised of the tortured d is ­

cussion between Lancelot and Guinevere about whether she has an 

alternative to  returning to Camelot. There are a few scattered 

passages that are in  the poet's  vo ice , but they primarily describe 

the way one or the other of them fee ls . Only a t the end do we 

find another brief passage that is  almost narrative; i t  is  le s s  than



236

one-thirtieth  of the entire section:

At some strange hour 
It ce ase d , and there w as ligh t. And seven days a fte r, 
With a cavalcade of silen t men and women.
The Queen rode into Cam elot, where the King w as,
And Lancelot rode grimly a t her s id e .

When he rode home: again to  Joyous G ard,
The storm in G aw aine's eyes and the  King's word 
Of banishment attended him. "Gawaine 
Will g ive th e  King no p ea ce ,"  Lionel said;
And Lancelot said after him, "Therefore
The King w ill have np p e a c e ."  And so i t  w as
That Lancelot, w ith many of Arthur's knights 
That were not Arthur's now , sa iled  out one day 
From Cardiff to Bayonne, where soon Gawaine,
The King, and the King's army followed them ,
For longer sorrow and for longer w ar.

(p. 427, 11. 8-23)

M alory's account of th e ir  return re lishes the physical spectacle  ,

with their attendants in green velvet, on horses "trapped to their

h e e ls ,"  w hile Launcelot and Gueriever w ear "white cloth of gold

tis s u e ."  M alory's Launcelot has hopes of being readmitted to

Arthur's fellow ship , e lse  he would not have returned th e  Queen.

He makes lav ish  offers to Gawain in reparation for the fact th a t he

has inadvertently killed Gaw aine's brothers. Malory takes five

chapters to te ll what Launcelot said and how the people reacted to

it .  He dwells upon the exchanges between Gawaine and Launcelot;

the parting of Launcelot and Guenever; and Launcelot's departure

with a swollen retinue to France.

In Robinson, as u su a l, we have virtually no idea what any 

of these  people look lik e . The mood is uniformly somber, and 

this is  underlined by such words a s  "silen t" and "grimly." There
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is  little  sense of a  community of which th ese  people are th e  lead ­

e rs . Robinson's lines are concerned essen tia lly  with th e  psycholog­

ica l and emotional climate tha t the action s ig n ifies . And he does 

manage, especially  in the la s t few lin e s , to evoke an atmosphere 

of dread and doom.

Even more revealing , however, are the f irs t lines of section

8 ,  which immediately follow those quoted above:

For longer war they cam e, and with a fury 
That only Modred's opportunity,
Seized in the dark of Britain, could have hushed 
And ended in a night. For Lancelot,
When he was hurried amazed out of his rest 
Of a g ray ,morning to th e  scarred gray wall 
Of Benwick, where he slept and fought, and saw 
Not yet the termination of a  strife 
That irked him out of u tterance , found again 
Before him a s till plain without an array.

(p. 427, 11. 24-31; 
p . 428, 11. 1-2)

In this instance the events tha t have occured, as  it were between 

the sections are equally vast in seriousness and magnitude. The 

second war has dragged on; Lancelot has reluctantly  battled  Ga­

w aine, refusing to k ill him, but unwittingly giving him a  fatal 

wound; Modred has usurped the throne and tried to  many Guinevere, 

who hastened to  barricade herself in the Tower; Arthur has been 

informed of Modred's treason , withdrawn his army from the siege 

against Lancelot, and set out to reconquer his own kingdom. Robin­

son alludes only e llip tically  to  these  events and quickly concen­

trates on their effect upon Lancelot.
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Finally / le t us examine the first lines of section 9 , which 

reveal many of the obvious and radical differences between Robin­

son and Tennyson. The lin e s  are a  brief and excellent statem ent
r—

of the catastrophic end of Arthur's reign.

So Lancelot, with a w orld 's weight upon him,
Went heavily  to  th a t heaviest of a ll to il .
Which of itse lf  te l ls  hard in  the beginning 
Of what the  end shall b e . He found an army 
That would have razed all Britain, and found kings 
For generals; and they all w ent to  Dover,
Where th e  white c lif fs  were ghostlike in the  dawn,
And after dawn w ere death like. For the word 
Of the dead King's la s t  ba ttle  chilled the sea 
Before a sa il was down; and a ll who came 
With Lancelot heard soon from l i t t le  men.
Who clambered overside with larger new s,
How ill had fared the g reat. Arthur w as dead .
And Modred with him, each by the other slain;
And there was no knight le ft of all who fought 
On Salisbury field save o n e , Sir Bedivere,
Of whom the ta le  was told tha t he had gone 
Darkly away to some far herm itage,
To think and. d ie . There w ere ta le s  told of a ship .

(p. 435, 11. 22-31;
p . 436, 11. 1-9)

Before he begins to  describe "that la s t  weird b a ttle  in  the W est,"

Tennyson has dispensed with Lancelot, w hose sense of the final

catastrophe is  evidently uninteresting to  him. His la s t  and b es t

id y ll, "The Passing of Arthur," elaborates the  story of the ba ttle

and the s ta te  of mind of the dying King Arthur. The la s t  sentence

in Robinson's passage bald ly , and rather awkwardly, refers to the

scene Tennyson describes beautifully and at length: the scene in

which Bedivere w atches while Arthur is  taken upon a "dusky barge"

which then disappears over the horizon .
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Robinson is  characteristically  in te rested , not in  what happens, 

but in what i t  means to  L ancelot, who has "a w orld 's weight upon 

him ." He u se s  physical d e ta il , not for i ts  own sak e , but for what 

i t  can convey in emotional and psychological term s. The white 

cliffs are firs t "ghostlike,"  suggesting apprehension; they  become 

"deathlike" in a stroke tha t te lls  us the news of the catastrophe. 

Robinson's sense of irony shows its e lf  a s  he plays off " little  men" 

against "larger n ew s."  The most devasta ting  information, the fact 

tha t Arthur and Modred have killed each o ther, is  quietly  conveyed 

in slightly  more than  one lin e . The passage is  more straightforward 

and lite ra l than the  ones d iscussed  earlie r. But by beginning with 

Lancelot, Robinson in effect ensures tha t we hear th is  news with 

Lancelot's ears; we participate in  h is w eary, unutterably sad sense 

of the tragedy.

The narrative passages we have ju st observed are not uniform­

ly  great poetry, but they are undoubtedly quite good. The fact that 

they represent a  re la tively  small proportion of the poem ind icates 

tha t Robinson is  not really  comfortable with overt ac tion . His con­

siderable skill a t succinct and highly se lective narrative summary 

suggests a lso  that he is  most congenial w ith fact and event a t a 

marked d is tan ce . Tennyson is  not sim ilarly constricted . His 

second id y ll, "Gareth and Lynette," i s  a narrative poem, a s , in ­

deed , are a number of the o thers. He te lls  stories in v erse , and 

they  are frequently charming. We may object to the philosophical
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burden he puts upon them; but when we can overlook th ese  preten­

sions, the poems are good enough.

Robinson cannot merely te ll a  ta le ,  and on the whole he does 

not try to  do so . However, there are tim es when he comes too 

close to  the actual story tha t inspired Lancelot. He does not allow  

him self to  preserve the d istance he needs betw een raw  fact and 

w hat, through th e  prisms of time and speculation , tha t fact may 

come to  signify. The material can b e , after a l l ,  extremely difficu lt. 

Tennyson avoids much in i t  tha t is  inherently b ru ta l, though his 

own method has i ts  severe p itfa lls . Robinson tr ie s  to be more 

faithful to  i t ,  but there are p laces where we must recognize that 

he handles it  poorly. Two parts of Lancelot# by their fa ilu re , con­

firm o n e 's  suspicion tha t he cannot w rite w ell of an event unless 

he is  a t several removes from i t .

The la s t  half of section 4 is  Arthur's nearly hysterical speech

assuming that Guinevere i s , a t th a t moment and by his order, being

burned a t the s tak e . It is  essen tia lly  a monologue, though he is

in the presence of Gawaine and Bedivere. A p assage  selected

virtually at random reveals i ts  w eaknesses:

What? Hark! Whose crass insanity  is  that!
If I be King, go find the fellow and hang him 
Who b ea ts  into the morning on that bell 
Before there is  a morning! This is  dawn!
What! Bedivere? Gawaine? You shake your heads 
I te ll you th is  is  dawn! . . . What have I done?
What have I said so la te ly  tha t I flinch
To think on! What have I sent th o se  boys to see?
I 'l l  put clouts on my ey es , and I 'l l  not see it!
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Her face , and hands, and l i t t le  small w hite f e e t ,
And a ll her shining hair and her warm body—
No—for the love of God, n o l—it 's  a llye l 
She 's a ll a liv e , and they  are burning her—
The Queen—the love—the love that never w as!
Gawaine! Bedivere! . . .

(p. 392, 11. 11-25)

I doubt tha t any good poetry is  ab le to  render emotional torment; 

when Lear is  m ad, he speaks mainly in p rose. Of th is  passage in 

Robinson, Yvar W inters trenchantly observes, "one fee ls tha t if 

the King could have done no b e tte r , the poet should have done s o . " 

(p. 75) From a somewhat le s s  form alistic point of v iew , we can 

see that the poet is  simply too c lose  to  the experience of the bru­

ta l event. The content and moral tone of the speech a re :■ not offen­

s iv e , as they are in Arthur's la s t  speech to  Guinevere in th e  

Id y lls . But there is  an apparent and extremely unpleasant d iscrep­

ancy between th e  possib ilities  of the form and the demands of th e  

emotional situation . Robinson's m easured, urbane, sadly ironic style 

is  most appropriate for sophisticated  d iscou rse , an a ly s is , and sympa­

thetic  judgment, but not a t a ll for the rendering of hyste ria . He 

does not attempt here to  te ll the story of G uinevere's being led to 

the stak e , but he does try to  describe Arthur's reaction to  what he 

assum es i s  happening a t the  moment. He thus attem pts to  put him­

self a t some remove from the  even t, but the d istance is  insufficien t. 

The poetry is  so obviously bad th a t its  w eaknesses need not be 

pointed out in d e ta il . Why Robinson did not see th is  remains a 

mystery to  me. I t is  only when Guinevere is a t Joyous Gard, far
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in time and d istance from th is even t, that Robinson can write of 

it  successfu lly . The Queen says to  Lancelot: "Am I ,  because you

saw death touch me o n ce , /  Too gross a  trifle  to be longer prized? " 

The allusion is  so quiet and modest tha t the real barbarity of th e  

fact has disappeared, and the lines are  b rillian t.

The other objectionable part of the poem is  even longer, a s  

i t  occupies most of section 5, The m essenger Lucan te lls  Arthur, 

Gawaine, and Bedivere th a t Lancelot has rescued Guinevere and , 

in the p rocess, killed many knights—most significantly  Gareth and 

Q aheris, brothers to Gawaine and friends to Lancelot, Robinson 

presumably u ses  the device of the messenger to  put some d istance 

between the terrib le events and his lis ten e rs ' sense of thbm. Some 

writers may have been ab le to handle this; Sophocles and Shake­

speare come firs t to mind. But Robinson simply cannot render the  

immediate impact of dreadful pain. He seem s to have mistaken lo ­

quaciousness and circumlocution for adequate perspectives on bru­

ta lity , and the resu lt is  almost parody:

"Sir, w ill your patience with a  clement e a r.
Attend the confirmation of events,
I w ill, with a ll available precision,
Say what th is  morning has inaugurated.
No preface or prolonged exordium 
Need aggravate the narrative , I venture.
The man of God, requiring of the Queen 
A la s t  as soiling prayer for her salvation ,
Heard what none e lse  did hear save God the Father.

(p. 394, 11. 17-25)

There are a number of indications tha t Robinson is  doing this

deliberately; one example is Arthur's command: "Be s t i l l ,  or publish
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with a shorter tongue /  The names of our companions who are 

dead ."  (p. 396, 11. 10-11) There a re , sim ilarly , passages tha t 

show he understands the  barbarity of the material:

a hewing down of heroes,
Not like to any In its  harsh , profound,
Unholy, and uneven execution.

(p. 395, 11. 11-13)

Not even in the legendary m ist 
Of wars tha t none today may verify ,
Did ever men annihilate their kind 
With a more vicious inhumanity,
Or a more skilful frenzy.

(p. 395, 11. 28-32)

S till, he somehow fa ils  to sense the terrib le discrepancy between 

either the loquaciousness or the judicious appraisal of what has 

happened, and the demands of the situation he has estab lished . 

Lucan is  talk ing to  those whom th is news w ill lite ra lly  shatter.

The device of the m essenger by no means puts fac t a t a  d istance 

sufficiently great for Robinson to be able to  deal with i t .  Subse­

quently Gawaine becomes h yste rica l, as Arthur does before him, 

and the poetic resu lts  are equally unfortunate.

There are of course several la te r references to these  barbaric 

even ts , references made at a time remote enough from the c a ta s ­

trophe its e lf  to  permit expression in Robinson's characteristic  note. 

One of them fundamentally resem bles Guinevere's lines to Lancelot 

alluding to her experience at the stake . In thinking of the Queen 

Lancelot reca lls  the events of tha t day "Where blood paid irretrieva­

bly the to ll /  Of her re le a se ."  (p. 415, 11. 27-8) The immediacy
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has van ished , and the context has u tterly  changed. The poet is  

finally  a t a sufficient d istance from the brutality of the  material 

so tha t he can dwell upon i ts  significance for the character in 

whom he is  most in te rested .

4 .

Robinson's Inadequate Ideas

At the risk  of some repetition , le t us examine further Robin­

son 's  curious relation  to  the two earlier w riters we have been d is­

cussing . It seems paradoxical that he i s  c loser in sp irit and em­

phasis to  Tennyson, while h is attitude to  Malory is  virtually the 

opposite of Tennyson's: he shows a  determined w illingness to  ac­

cept the  essen tia ls  of Le. Morte D 'Arthur and a stem  refusal to 

change Or omit tha t which seems harsh and offensive. Yet the 

diminution in  scope tha t characterizes the  Idylls of the  King a lso  

characterizes Robinson's poems. Neither gives us the sense that 

we are observing a functioning soc ie ty , w ith i ts  peculiar th re a ts , 

n eed s , in stitu tions, and r itu a ls . The social problems revealed in 

the pages of Malory—problems concerning the administration of 

ju stice  and the tenuous maintenance of social stab ility—are no 

more present in Robinson than in Tennyson. The disastrous war be­

tween Arthur and Lancelot, with all the events and them es related 

to i t ,  serves Robinson primarily as a vehicle for rendering his
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characters ' conscious need to  come to terms with th e  fac ts  of lo ss  

and death .

In  M alory, Gawaine is  a  figure who can be described as 

ch arac te ristic  of a recognizable period in social and political 

history; a  period in which th e  transition  from clan lo y a lties  to 

alleg iances of a more comprehensive and stable nature has been 

imperfectly made. In the Idylls he i s  a type of the worldly d isso ­

lute; his minor function is  to  represent certain varie ties of spiritual 

blindness and sensual corruption. Robinson's figure bears the 

responsib ility  he has in M alory for re len tlessly  pushing Arthur to 

war on Lancelot/ b u t, like  Tennyson, Robinson concentrates on his 

personal w eaknesses. Personal responsibility  p lays the la rg e s t ,  

if  not the entire role in Robinson's account of the reasons for the 

collapse of Camelot. Robinson's reduction is  ju st a s  great as 

Tennyson 's, and he is  equally su scep tib le  to  the charge of over­

emphasizing certain  asp ec ts  of human life  to. the exclusion of other 

perhaps equally important ones. N onetheless there is  an overwhelm­

ing reality  in  Robinson's poems that we cannot find in Tennyson's.

It is  primarily a  rea lity  of the inner l i f e , of spiritual and moral 

conflict as i t  is  felt by the individual. Perhaps we can say  that 

Robinson is  w illing to  submit himself to the reduction, to explore 

i t ,  to live  with i t .  Robinson brings to  conscious realization  several 

of the most important underlying assum ptions in Tennyson and sub­

jec ts  them to  deliberate scrutiny and ana lysis . Although Robinson,
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like Tennyson, is  preoccupied with individual responsib ility , he 

knows th a t personal morality cannot susta in  the burden of supporting 

an entire c iv ilization . He knows no more than Tennyson, or most 

of u s ,  what can sustain  one; b u t, unlike the earlier poet, he does 

not pretend to  know. He seems to  have appreciated his own lim ita­

tions and strengths better than the Tennyson of the Idylls d id . He

almost certainly knew a  good deal le s s  than Tennyson, who Jewett

32said w as "very much of a  scholar, but w as not a t a ll a  p e d a n t."

But in the Arthurian poems he clearly  understands himself and his

33subject better than  Tennyson d oes. Tennyson does not seem to  

realize tha t if the d isa s te r  is  inev itab le , as  the "parabolic drift" 

of the Idylls makes certa in , then the m assive moral denunciation 

Arthur heaps on Guinevere is shockingly irrelevant and out of p lace . 

For Robinson, fate has become something like inevitable human 

w eakness, and he se ts  him self to  imagining and rendering the char­

ac te rs ' aw areness and experience of the ir l iv e s . His poems become 

attem pts to  imagine what it  might be like to see  the world and 

them selves a s  the legendary Arthurian figures could have done. His 

in te rest is  primarily in understanding, rather than in judging.

Like Tennyson's Id y lls , Robinson's Arthurian poems overwhelm­

ingly concern them selves with the relations between men and 

women; each of th e  three poems is  about a great love. Like Tenny­

son, Robinson is  more concerned with M erlin 's romantic compulsions 

than with his particular qualifications for establishing Arthur in
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power. But aga in , the poems are about lovej the love is  not a 

sign of depravity or corruption but i s  instead  a profound experience 

to be understood. Robinson, very much unlike Tennyson, makes u s  

believe he knows and sympathizes with women, and h is  women are 

thoroughly adult. They are unquestionably seen from a  m an's point 

of view , but they  are not mere projections of his needs or fan ta s ie s . 

Vivian is  not so successful a  creation as Guinevere; the fact tha t 

she is  entirely invented may have something to do with her tenden­

cy to  sound periodically off-key . She is  an exo tic , and there are 

incongruous elem ents in her tha t suggest someone rather like  Cleo­

patra ("I'm  cruel and I'm co ld , and I lik e  sn ak es ."  (p. 264, 1.

33)) A figure of such direct power and overwhelming magnificence 

is  of course quite beyond Robinson's restric ted  New England sen s i­

b ility . N onetheless this objection is  a relatively  minor one, and 

the idea "behind her" is  brilliant: to  create a woman so marvelous­

ly attractive tha t we can believe that the most powerful man in the

world would give up everything in order to  go to  her.

But soon she turned and found him, now alone,
And held him w hile her beauty  and her grace 
Made passing trash  of em pires, and his eyes 
Told hers of what a splendid emptiness 
Her tedious world had been without him in it
Whose love and serv ice were to  be her schoo l,
Her triumph, and her history.

(p. 263, 11. 8-14)

In realizing her powerful attraction for M erlin, in rendering the

effect she has on him, Robinson is  entirely successfu l.
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In another and mutually unfortunate w ay, Robinson and Tenny­

son are alike in the inadequacy of the theoretical ideas that find 

expression in th e  poems. If we had only th ese  two poets , we 

should have to question the possib ility  th a t serious and defensible 

id eas  are accessib le  to  poetry. This conceptual inadequacy is  

severely damaging to the Idylls of the Ktnq, but the comparable as­

pec ts  in Robinson are not so destructive of the poems because they 

are not central to  their m eanings. A responsible editor could have 

cut the damaging passages in Robinson's poems and thereby im - • 

proved them considerably; Tennyson's theoretical w eaknesses are 

inextricably expressed in  the structure and fabric of his pQems.

The strength and substance of Robinson's poems lie  in the render­

ing of love , lo s s ,  frustration and doubt. These are not philosophi­

cal or theoretical issu es  b u t, ra th er, human experiences. S till, we 

must locate  the passages tha t reveal Robinson's in tellectual insuffi­

ciencies , if  for no other reason than not to  be t  aken in by them 

and spend a disproportionate amount of time trying to  decipher that 

which w ill not reward the effort. We can always sympathize with 

a poet or with any man who tr ie s  to  go beyond perceptual awareness 

to find principles and ideas that can make general sense of h is ex­

perience. N onetheless, in Robinson's case  the effort is  more com­

mendable than the achievem ent. Certain bad sty lis tic  habits of his 

can often warn us of these dubious, inflated pronouncements which 

those habits doubtless allowed his intelligence to leave undetected.
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Let me dem onstrate, beginning with M erlin.

M a n y  of the philosophically and poetically  objectionable pas­

sages in  Merlin depend upon the capitalized abstrac tion ,  "Time” 

and "F ate ."  A fair and brief example of th e  characteristic  quality 

of such passages can be found in M erlin's la s t  speech to  Vivian:

I saw too much when I saw  Qamelot;
And I saw  farther backward in to  Time,
And forward, than a  man may see and live*
When I made Arthur king. I saw  too fa r .
But not so  far as th is . Fate played with me 
As I have played with Time; and Time, like m e,
Being le s s  than Fate , w ill have on me h is vengeance.
On Fate there is  no vengeance, even fo r God.

(p. 297, 11. 18-25)

This frequent repetition of w ords, particularly when they are arranged 

and; rearranged in such a w ay as to claim a clever paradox, is  often 

a clue to Robinson's pretentious p assag es . The content of the ex­

perience to which the passage a lludes is  hopelessly  vague. We 

not only do not know what Merlin "saw ,"  we do not know why it  

was "too far" or "too m uch." Again, the fact in Robinson is  seldom 

important; but here w e do not know sufficiently what the  fact signi­

fies * and that vagueness is  damaging to him. In such p a ssag e s ,

we can usually  get some general idea of what he is  trying to say ,

but th is  general id ea  comes more from what seems to  be appropriate 

in the context than what the lines specifically  te ll u s .

The theme of Time, and the relationship of Broceliande to  i t ,  

begins in the fourth section , and i t  is  thoroughly confusing. In 

their f irs t m eeting, Merlin says to Vivian, "Whatever I am /  I have
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npt Uved in Time until to d a y ." (p. 265, 11. 14-15) Later, when 

their love is  apparently a t its  fu lle s t, Vivian makes th§ following
1 1 ■ i

speech to Merlin:

You are the w ises t man that ever w as ,
And I 'v e  a prayer to make: May a ll you say
To Vivian be a part of what you knew 
Before the curse of her unquiet head 
Was on your shoulder, as you have i t  now,
To punish you for knowing beyond knowledge.
You are the only one who se e s  enough
To make me see how far away I am
From all that I have seen and have not been;
You are the only thing there is  alive 
Between me as I am and as I w as 
When Merlin was a dream. You are to  lis ten  
When I say now to you that I'm alone.
Like you, I saw too much; arid unlike you 
I made no kingdom out of what I saw—
Or none save th is  one here that you must ru le ,
Believing you,are ruled. I see too far
To rule m yself. Time's way w ith you and me
Is our w ay, in that we are out of Time
And out of tune with Time. We have th is p lace ,
And you must hold us in it of we d ie .
Look a t me now and say  if what I say
Be folly or not; for my unquiet head
Is no conceit of mine. I had it  first
When I was bom; and I shall have it  with me
Till my unquiet soul is on its  way
To b e , I hope, where souls are  quieter.
So le t the f irs t and la s t  activ ity
Of what you say so often is  your love
Be always to  remember that our lyres
Are not strung for Today. On you it  falls
To keep them in  accord here with each other.
For you have wisdom , I have only sight 
For d istan t th ings—and' you. And you are M erlin. 
Foor wizard! Vivian is  your punishment 
For making kings of men who are not kings;
And you are m ine, by the same reasoning,
For living out of Time and out of tune 
With anything but' you.

(p. 280, 11. 16-35;
’p . 281, 11. 1-19)
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I quote v irtually  the whole speech to indicate how ineptly  he 

handles ab strac tio n s, how prone he is  to circum locution, how 

forced is h is w ill to be profound, and how he can play with words 

to such a degree that he thoroughly sacrifices precision ("You are
t  1

the only one who sees enough /  To make me see  how far away I< •
am /  From a ll tha t I have seen and have not b e e n ." ) . Why, for

i • i

example, should Vivian want Merlin to  ta lk  to  her only of things
i «

he knew before h e  knew her? How are we to understand that they
I

are each o ther's  punishment? How is  she alone yet to ta lly  depen-
I

dent upon him? (If we understand th is in th e  basic  human sense  

that everyone is  finally alone, what is  th e  point of the uniqueness 

she c la im s, the peculiarity of their situation?) Does she regret 

her p a s t, and if so why? Merlin says he had not lived in "Time"
« i

until he came to Broceliande, and we can perhaps b es t understand
I

this as  stating that when one submits to  the demands of a  deep 

human relationship one inevitably experiences one's human fa llib ili­

ty , knows joys and sorrows that w ill come to  an end. S till, th is 

seems ponderous, and Vivian's statem ent is  the opposite: according
i •

to h e r , they are "living out of Time."

The theme recurs after Merlin has returned from Camelot.

When Vivian asks him what is  disturbing him, he replies
• i

Whatever you or I may choose to  name i t ,
The name, of it is  F ate , who played with me 
And gave me eyes to read of the unwritten 
More lines than I have read . I see  no more 
Today than yesterday , but I remember.
My ways are not the ways of other men;
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My memories go forward. It was you
Who said tha t we were not in tune with Time;
It w as not I who said i t . " — "But you knew it;
What matter1 then who said  it ." '— "It w as you 
Who said tha t Merlin was your punishment 
For being in tuhe with him and not w ith Time—
With Time or with the world; and i t  was ‘you 
Who said you were a lone, even here with Merlin;

(p. 287, 11. 14-27)
t

When M erlin, our w ise man, says th is , i t  makes no better sense
i •

than i t  did coming from the w ilfu l, whimsical Vivian. And in 

M erlin's la s t  exchange with D agonet, the writing becomes even 

more vague and tenuous;

All th is that was to be 
Might show to man how vain i t  were to  wreck 
The world for self if it  w ere all in vain.
When I began with Arthur I could see 
In each bewildered man who dots the earth 
A moment with his days a groping thought 
Of an eternal w ill, strangely endowed 
With merciful illusions whereby self 
Becomes the w ill its e lf  and each man sw ells 
In fond accordance with his agency.
Now Arthur, Modred, Lancelot, and Gawaine 
Are swollen thoughts of th is eternal w ill 
Which have no other way to find the way 
That leads them on to  their inheritance 
Than by the tim e-infuriating flame 
Of a wrecked empire, lighted by the torch 
Of woman, who, together with the light 
That Galahad found, is  yet to  light the world.

(p. 307, 11. 4-21)

Robinson is  apparently suspicious enough of such awkward ponder­

ousness that he allows Dagonet to play sa tirica lly  with these  

"ideas"; but Merlin after all is the greater man, and he la te r  says 

to Dagonet; "I do not ask  /  Of you to  say that you see  what I 

s e e , /  Where you see nothing; nor do I require /  Of any man more
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vision tha t is  h is ."  (p. 309, 11. 29-32) We might detect here
• i

some influence from Tennyson, in  the allusion to the " to rc h / Of 

woman" th a t wrecked the em pire, though mercifully Robinson 

claims tha t it  affords some future salvation . But w hat, after a l l ,  

is  he talking about? A subsequent and almost equally undecipher­

ab le passage may suggest the way he tries  to in flate  m aterial that 

cannot sustain  the inflation:

I see  no more for me to  do 
Than to  leave her and Arthur and the world 
Behind me, and to pray that a ll be w ell 
With Vivian, whose unquiet heart is  hungry 
For what is  no t, and what shall never be 
Without her, in a world tha t man are making,
Knowing not how, nor caring yet to know 
How slow ly,and how grievously they do  i t , —
Though Vivian, in her golden shell of ex ile ,
Knows and c a re s , not knowing that she ca re s ,
Nor caring th a t she knows. In time to  be,
The likes of her shall have another name 
Than Vivian, and her laugh sha ll be a  fire ,
Not shining only to consume itse lf
With what it  bum s. She knows not y e t the name
Of w hat she i s ,  for now, there is no name?
Some day there shall be . Time has many nam es. 
Unwritten y e t, for what we say  is  old 
Because we are so young that it seems old.

(p. 310, 11. 34-35; 
p . 311, 11. 1-17)

The passage begins with prom ise, on the entirely human note that

Robinson can do so well; but th e  quality of the writing degenerates

drastically  as  we see Robinson trying to make the  woman Vivian

into something of a life-p rincip le , necessary  to  th e  world of the

future. Tennyson had tried  to  make a woman into an abstraction:

"the incarnation of that impurity of sense which . . . more than
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a ll e lse  breaks up and ruins not only s ta tes  but a lso  the pow ers 

by which States are made and held together. Robinson's 

attempt is  not objectionable on moral grounds, and since  for the 

most part his Vivian i s  a very real woman there is much to  appre­

ciate about his conception of her. But w hen, as in the passages 

quoted above, he tries to make her into something other than a 

woman, his poetic and philosophical pretensions are no more sub­

stantial than Tennyson's.

Robinson's dubious use  of abstractions and inflated rhetoric 

need lessly  confuses what at his best he renders as a profound 

human experience. If we subtract "Time," F a te ,"  and their like 

from Robinson's conception, the sojourn of Merlin and Vivian in 

Broceliande becomes quite understandable. To neither of them are 

the recognizable ways of the world worth a lifetim e's effort and 

devotion—Merlin because he is  so great as to  be able to manipu­

la te  them, and Vivian because she is  essen tia lly  a so lita ry , an 

asocia l being, hi a fine passage near the end Robinson d ivests 

himself of preten tions, and we hear again the  true note of the poet. 

Merlin is  speaking, and we may incidentally note that he does not 

bemoan the tim e, in te lligence, or imagination he has w asted in 

Broceliande:

But I shall see 
No more the lady Vivian. Let her love 
What man she may, no other love than mine 
Shall be an index of her memories.
I fear no man who may come after me,
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And I see none. I see  her, s till in green.
Beside the  fountain. I shall not go back.
We pay for going back; and all we get 
Is one more needless ounce of weary wisdom 
To bring away with u s .

(p. 311, 11. 22-31)

The major in te llectual w eakness in Lancelot is  Robinson's 

use of the term , "Light" to stand for spiritual experience. As we 

observed in the case  of Tennyson, there is  no longer available to 

Robinson a firm belief in a  religious institu tion  or even in a coher­

en t, stable faith to the authority of which he could refer for details 

of tha t spiritual experience. Everything has become highly subjec­

tive , and one can never be sure; yet Robinson, like Tennyson, be­

lieves that there is  something higher than earthly life . He ca lls  

L ancelo t's experience of it  the "Light." To Gawaine Lancelot sa y s ,

The way tha t we have gone so long together 
Has underneath our fe e t, without our w ill,
Become a twofold faring. Yours, I tru s t,
May lead you always on, as it has led  you,
To praise and to much joy. M ine, I be lieve ,
Leads off to b a ttle s  tha t are not yet fought,
And to the Light tha t once had blinded me.
When I came back from seeing what I saw , .
I saw no place for me in Camelot.
There is  no place for me save where the Light 
May lead me; and to that p lace I shall go.

(p. 368, 11. 32-34; 
p . 369, 11. 1-9)

We shall observe in Robinson's handling of Merlin that he saves

him self from Tennyson's vapidness by refusing to try  to define

M erlin 's knowledge and power; he convinces us of those  qualities

by means of the impression they left on evidently intelligent men.

Here too he refuses to try to define Lancelot's spiritual experiencer
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concentrating on Lancelot's sense of its  relevance to the  re s t of 

h is life . He a lso  saves himself from the suggestion so  marked in 

Tennyson that the experience may have been a m anifestation of in­

san ity . There is  a fair amount of incidental reference to the 

"L ig h t/1 but i t  is  in the  laist section tha t i t  again becomes impor­

tan t. Robinson shows Lancelot going to see Guinevere for the la s t  

time before fin a lly  pursuing the "Light." He m editates to  himself:

The Light cam e/ and I did not follow it;
Then she cam e, knowing not what thing she d id ,
And she it  w as I followed. The gods play 
Like th a t, sometimes; and when the gods are playing 
Great men are not so great as the  great gods 
Had led them once to  dream.

(p. 439, 11. 3-8)

After they have parted , Robinson gives vent to  the mysticism that

underlay his notion of the  Light:

a Voice w ithin him said:
"Where the Light f a l ls ,  death falls; a world has died 
For you, th a t a world may liv e . There is  no p e a c e ."  

(p. 448, 11. 14-16)

But the Voice within him said: "You are not free.
You have come to the w orld 's end , and i t  is  best 
You are not free. Where the Light fa lls , death fa lls ; 
And in the darkness comes the L ig h t." He turned 
Again; and he rode on , under the s ta rs ,
Out of the w orld, into he knew not w hat,
Until a v ision chilled him and he saw ,
Now as in  Cam elot, long ago in the  garden,
The face of Galahad who had seen  and d ied ,
And was a liv e , now in a mist of gold.
He rode on into the dark, under the s ta rs .
And there were no more faces . There w as nothing.
But always in the darkness he rode on,
Alone; and in the darkness came the Light.

(p. 449, 11. 10-23)
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The passage is  not without its  power, but i t  is  primarily a rhetori­

cal power Insufficiently informed by genuine conviction. It depends 

upon such Biblical paradoxes as the notion of losing one 's life  to 

save i t ,  but what does i t  mean for the "Voice" to say  "a world 

has died /  For you, tha t a world may l iv e ." ?  It is  a curious and 

indefensible inversion of the  idea of C h ris t 's  dying th a t a ll may 

have life . Robinson's u se  of "Light" is  weak because i t  i s  a kind 

of shorthand that points to  something he cannot describe.

But further, there is  a weakening ambiguity about whether he 

should really  have pursued i t ,  and the ambiguity comes probably 

from an absence of to ta l and positive conviction tha t there is truly 

a higher form of experience. The absence of M alory's very solid 

world here takes its  to ll . Robinson puts such a strong emphasis 

on the p rac tica l, the essen tia lly  negative reasons why their love 

must be renounced that one tends to  credit them as the over-riding 

considerations. In Lancelot's firs t encounter with Guinevere he 

dwells upon the dangers of Modred:

It is  yourself 
That I see now; and if  I saw you only,
I might forego again a ll other serv ice ,
And leave to  Time, who is  Love's alm oner,
The benefaction of what years or days 
Remaining might be found unchronicled 
For two that have not always watched or seen 
The sands of gold that flow for golden hours.
If I saw you alone I But I know now 
That you are never more to be alone.

(p. 377, 11. 25-34)

To Guinevere a t Joyous Gard he says;
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Do you not see that I go from you only 
Because you go from m e?—because our path 
Led where a t la s t  it had an end in havoc,
As long we knew it must—as Arthur too ,
And Merlin knew i t  m ust?—a s  God knew it must?

(p. 420, 11. 30-34)

Guinevere, for personal and quite feminine reaso n s, questions the

reality  and valid ity  of h is v ision , and we are inclined , because of

the vaporous references to the experience, to  believe that Lancelot

may well have been simply weary of the world he knew:

You told yourself.
When first th a t wild light came to make men mad 
Round Arthur's Table—as Gawaine told him self,
And many another tired man told him self—
That i t  was God, not something new , that ca lled  you.

(p. 379, 11. 25-29)

It is  of course easy  enough,, and somewhat defensib le, to  say 

about such am biguities th a t they are reflections of the personal 

lim itations of th e  speaker, tha t they represent a certain s ta g e  in 

his or her "spiritual" or intellectual growth rather than convictions 

or even inclinations of an omniscient author. Furthermore, Lance­

lo t 's  vacillations are part of the "given ," and Robinson can be 

understood merely to have made them credib le. But finally such 

explanations are not quite good enough, and perhaps a  passage 

from Malory w ill sharpen our aw areness of the radical change that 

has occurred. After he has left Guevever a t Almesbury Launcelot 

comes upon an hermitage and a chapel:

and then he heard a little  bell ring to m ass, and 
thither he rode and a l i t ,  and tied  h is horse to the g a te , 
and heard m ass. And he tha t sang mass was the 
Bishop of Canterbury. Both the Bishop and Sir Bedivere
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knew Sir Launcelot# and they spake together after m ass. 
But when Sir Bedivere had told h is ta le  a ll w hole, Sir 
Launcelot threw his arms abroad, and said: A las, who 
may trust th is  world. And when he kneeled down on 
his knee, and prayed the Bishop to shrive him and 
as soil him. And then he besought the Bishop th a t he 
might be his brother. Then the Bishop said: I w ill 
gladly; and there he served God day and night with 
prayers and fastings . . . and then Sir Launcelot took 
the habit of priesthood of the Bishop, and a twelvemonth 
he sang m ass. And there w as none of th ese  other 
knights but they read in books, and help for to  sing 
m ass, and rang b e l ls ,  and did bodily all manner of 
serv ice. And so their horses went where they w ould, 
for they took no regard of no worldly rich es . For 
when they saw Sir Launcelot,endure such penances, in 
prayers, and fa s tin g s , they took no force what pain 
they endured, for to  see the noblest knight of the world 
take such abstinence that he waxed full lean .

(H, pp. 295-6)

Such a passage reveals the tangible modes of worship available to 

the original protagonists of the Arthurian story. The faith and the 

institu tion  of the Catholic Church were there for them—prescribed, 

organized, and wholly resp ec ted . There w as not even a competing 

Protestant fa ith , much le s s  a scepticism  about the claim s of re li­

gious authority in general. These people evidently did not co n sis­

ten tly  feel the need to  submit them selves to  the austere demands of 

the faith; but when they d id , there w as no question about the manner 

of doing i t .

The contrast makes c lear the abstractness and w eakness of 

Robinson's treatm ent. There is  too much vagueness , combined with 

vacillation and am biguity, to make us thoroughly convinced of the 

reality  of th is  spiritual quest to which Lancelot devotes him self in 

the end. There is  not enough substance and clarity  to counter our
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sense tha t Robinson is  simply getting him off stage; in both the 

aesthe tic  and moral senses i t  is  too much like an escap e . We 

could of course go to great length describing the h isto rical situation 

tha t le ft Robinson with a dearth of dogma and ritual of which his 

use of the "Light" is  a r e f le c t io n .^  Nineteenth century New 

England had w itnessed  the spread of U nitailanism , and its  empha­

sis  upon m orals, to the neglect of theological dogma, inspired that 

marvellous quip: "Unitarians believe tha t there i s —at most—one

G od." It is no surprise to  rea lize  tha t Robinson is  clearly  a son 

of his era and his region. The "Light" passages of Lancelot suggest 

one of their w eaknesses.

5.

Traditional Ethical Wisdom v s . Moral Relativism

E.A. Robinson's overwhelming preoccupation w ith human beings 

is  largely responsible both for his greatness and for his narrow ness. 

He had the habit of mind that sees and depicts everything in terms 

of its  human re levance , and he pays his characters the highest 

possible compliment of trying to understand them. Robinson is  the 

man who at le a s t started a poem on Modred, a villain  par excellence; 

and in the completed Arthurian poems the references to Modred are 

always informed by an unsentim ental sympathy and understanding.
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It is  in  h is concern to  create believable and sym pathetic characters 

that Robinson is  most like a novelist. His debt to  Malory in th is  

is  profound, because  from the  man who "reduced" the Arthurian 

legends into English he takes a ll the  essen tia l character tra its  of 

the major figures with whom he d ea ls . While in Malory th ese  

tra its  seem alm ost incidental to the narrative/ in Robinson they  are 

crucially im portant. His poems are alm ost m editations/ both by the 

poet and by the characters them selves / on the ir responsib ility  for 

the events of the story and on the moral quality of that responsi­

b ility . The tension  in Robinson's poems between a commitment to 

traditional eth ical standards and a mode of presentation tha t is  sub­

jective and re la tiv is tic  crea tes am biguities d ifficu lt/ if not im possi­

b le / to  reso lv e . A careful study of Robinson's Arthur can discover 

to us the com plexities of his approach/ w hile an examination of 

the role choice plays in his poems can illum inate his preoccupation 

with ethical questions.

In th is undeviating em phasis on the individual/ Robinson is  

d istinctly  a son both of the 19th century and the great/ though 

by his time attenuated / tradition of New England Puritanism . His 

characters can have the solid ity  of those in fiction—no minor ac ­

complishment for a  poet; and they are likely  to  insp ire  the reader 

to think of fictional counterparts. V ivian , who is  the le a s t su ccess­

ful of the major Arthurian ch a rac te rs , is nonetheless strong enough 

to ca ll to  mind Charlotte S tant. Like Jam es's young woman/ she
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is  m agnificent, se lfish , w ilfu l, gracefully and ru th lessly  oblivious 

to tru ths that seem too unpleasant to  face . She is  highly in te lli­

gent, no le ss  com passionate than  m ost, and genuinely capable of 

love. Robinson's characte rs , th en , are seldom mouthpieces and 

their actions convincingly spring from the ir natures a s  Robinson 

portrays *them.

Robinson w rites about h is characters as  neither Malory nor 

Tennyson had any inclination to  do. While Malory is  primarily 

in terested  in event and movement, Tennyson dwells most fondly 

upon scene , decoration , physical descrip tion . For th e  most part, 

Robinson's poems are creations of his own quite d istinctive imagina­

tion and sen sib ility , devoted primarily to  creating and analyzing 

character, to  understanding experience. Lancelot, for exam ple, 

can be said to  derive alm ost wholly from the following passages 

in the M orte. In the f irs t, Malory is  te lling  us what happened 

after Lancelot returned to  Camelot from the  Quest of the Sangreal.

Then, as the book sa ith , Sir Launcelot began to  resort 
unto Queen Guenever aga in , and forgat th e  promise 
and perfection that he made in  the quest. For, a s  the 
book sa ith , had not Sir Launcelot been in his privy 
thoughts and in h is  mind so  set inwardly to the queen 
a s  he w as in seeming outward to  God, there had no 
knight passed  him in the q u es t,o f  the Sangreal; but ever 
h is thoughts were privily on the queen, and so they 
loved together more hotter than they did tofore-hand, 
and had such privy draughts together, th a t many in the 
court spake of i t ,  and in especial Sir Agravaine, Sir 
G aw aine's brother, for he w as ever open-mouthed. So 
befel that Sir Launcelot had many resorts of lad ies and 
dam osels tha t daily  resorted unto him, th a t besought 
him to be their champion, and in a ll such matters of 
right Sir Launcelot applied him daily  to do for the pleasure
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of Our Lord, Jesu C hrist. And ever a s  much as  he 
might he withdrew him from the  company and fellow ship 
of Queen Guenever, for to  eschew  the slander and 
noise; wherefore the queen waxed wroth with Sir Laun­
ce lo t. And upon a day sh e  called Sir Launcelot unto 
her chamber, and said thus: Sir Launcelot, I see and
feel daily tha t thy love beginneth to  s la k e , for thou 
hast no joy to be in  my p resen ce , but ever art out of 
th is court, and quarrels and m atters thou h as t nowadays 
for lad ies and gentlewomen more than ever thou were 
wont to  have beforehand. Ah madam, said Launcelot, in 
th is ye must hold me excused for d ivers causes; one i s ,  
I w as but la te  in the quest of the Sangreal; and I thank 
God of H is great mercy, and never of my d e se rt, tha t I 
saw  in tha t my q uest as much as ever saw any sinful 
man, and so w as it told m e. And if  I had not had my 
privy thoughts to  return to  your love again a s  I do , I 
had seen as great m ysteries a s  ever saw my son G ala- 
had , outher Percivale, or Sir Bors; and therefore, 
madam, I w as but la te  in th a t qu est. Wit ye w e ll, 
madam, i t  may not be yet lightly forgotten the  high 
service in whom I did my diligent labour. A lso, madam, 
w it ye w ell that there be many men speak of our love 
in th is  court, and have you and me greatly  in a w a it, 
as Sir Agravaine and Sir Mordred; and madam, w it ye 
w ell I dread them more for your sake than for any fear 
I have of them m yself, for I may happen to escape and 
rid myself in a great n eed , where ye must abide all 
tha t w ill be sa id  unto you. And then  if tha t ye fall in 
any d is tre ss  through wilful fo lly , then  is  there none 
other remedy or help but by  me and my blood. And w it 
ye w ell, madam, the boldness of you and me will bring 
us to great shame and slander; and th a t were me loth to  
see you dishonoured.

(H, 271-2)

After Launcelot has been discovered in  G uenever's room and killed

the men who tried  to betray them , he says to Gufenever:

Madam, now wit you w ell all our true love is  brought 
to an end, for now will King Arthur ever be my foe; and 
therefore, madam, an it like  you th a t I may have you 
with me, I shall save you from all manner adventures 
dangerous. That is  not b e s t ,  said the queen; meseem- 
eth now ye have dene so  much harm, it  w ill be best ye 
hold you s till w ith th is . And if ye see  tha t a s  tomom
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they w ill put me unto the dea th , then may ye rescue 
me as ye think b e s t. I w ill w ell, sa id  Sir Launcelot, 
for have no doubt, w hile I am living I shall rescue 
you. And then he k issed  h er, and e ither gave other a 
ring; and so there he le ft the  queen, and went until h is  
lodging.

(H, 345)

Launcelot asks his supporters what he should do if Arthur condemns

Guenever to  the f ire , and when they answer tha t he should rescue

h er, he replies:

My fair lo rd s , w it you w ell I would be loath to do tha t 
thing tha t should dishonour you or my blood, and w it 
you w ell I would be loath th a t my lad y , the queen, 
should die a shameful death; but an i t  be so  tha t ye 
w ill counsel me to. rescu e  her, I must do much harm or 
I rescue her; and peradyenture I shall there destroy 
some of my b es t frien d s, tha t should much repent me; 
and peradventure there  be som e, an they  could well 
bring i t  about, or disobey my lord King Arthur, they 
would soon come to m e, th e  which I were loath  to 
hurt.

(H, 352)

There is  a  considerable amount about the w ar, which continues be­

cause Launcelot refuses to kill either Gawaine or Arthur; and the 

king is  shown to be victim ized by G aw aine's h a te . In the  Morte 

Gawaine does not see Launcelot before dying but instead  w rites a 

le tte r to  him. The following portion of it is  the most relevant to  

Robinson's treatment:

Unto Sir Launcelot, flower of all noble knights tha t 
ever I heard of or saw by my d ay s , I Sir G aw aine,
King L ot's son of Orkney, s is te r 's  son unto the noble 
King Arthur, send thee greeting, and le t  thee have 
knowledge tha t the tenth  day of May I was smitten 
upon the  old wound that thou gavest me afore the city  
of Benwick, and through the same wound th a t thou 
gavest m e, I am come to my death day . And I w ill
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tha t a ll the  world w it, tha t I ,  Sir Gaw aine, knight of 
the Table Round, sought my d ea th , and not through thy 
deserv ing , but i t  w as my own seeking; wherefore I be­
seech th e e , Sir Launcelot, to return again unto th is  
realm and see my tom b, and pray some prayer more or 
le s s  for my soul . . . .  Also Sir Launcelot, for a ll 
the love tha t ever w as betw ixt u s ,  make no tarrying, 
but come over the s e a  in a ll h a s te , tha t thou mayst 
with thy noble knights rescue that noble king tha t made 
thee knight, th a t is  my lord Arthur, for he is  full 
s tra itly  bestad  w ith a fa lse  tra ito r, tha t is  my h a lf- 
bro ther, Sir Mordred; and he hath le t  crown him k ing , 
and would have wedded my lady Queen Guenever, and 
so had h e  done had she not put herself in  the  Tower of 
London.

(E, 382-3)

When Guenever and Launcelot see each other for the la s t time i t  

is  in  the presence of a number of "ladies and gentlewomen," and 

G uenever's words are intended a s  much for them as for Launcelot. 

Although part of th is scene has already been quoted, I should like 

to quote i t  again in order to  have the major elem ents of the story 

together:

There, Sir Launcelot, w it thou well I am se t in  such a 
plight to  get my soul heal . . . .  Therefore, Sir 
Launcelot, I require thee and beseech thee heartily , 
for all the  love tha t ever was betwixt u s ,  that thou 
never see  mb' more in  the visage; and I command th e e , 
on God's behalf, tha t thou forsake my company, and 
to  thy kingdom thou turn ag a in , and keep well thy 
realm from war and wrake; for as  w ell ,, a s  I have love 
th e e , mine heart w ill not serve me to  see  th e e , for 
through thee and me is  the flower of kings and knights 
destroyed . . . {Launcelot saysj . . . sithen ye have 
taken you to perfection , I must needs take me to per­
fection , of right. For I take record of God, in you I 
have had my earthly joy; and if I had found you now 
so d isposed , I had c a s t to have had you into mine own 
realm . . . .  But sithen I find you thus d isp o sed , I 
ensure you fa ith fu lly , I w ill ever take me to penance, 
and pray while my life  la s te th , if I may find any herm it,
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either gray or w hite , that w ill receive me. W herefore, 
madam, I pray you k iss  me and never no more. N ay, 
sa id  the queen, tha t shall I never do , but abstain  you 
from such works; and they departed . But there w as 
never so hard an hearted man but he would have wept 
to  see the dolour th a t they made; for there w as lam enta­
tion  as  they had been stung with spears; and many 
tim es they sw ooned, and the lad ies bare the queen to  
her chamber. And Sir Launcelot aw oke, and went and 
took h is ho rse , and rode a ll tha t day and a ll night in 
a fo re s t, w eeping.

(H, 394-5)

Obviously there are more suggestions th a t Robinson found in the 

pages of M alory. There a re , e sp ec ia lly , passages dealing with 

Gawaine and with Arthur which describe the occasions that inspire 

their dilemmas and fee lin g s. But the passages quoted above are 

those most relevant to Lancelot; they are sufficient to illum inate 

how differently Robinson used the m aterial.

The firs t thing to notice about th e se  passages is  the bare 

fraction they represent of Le Morte D*Arthur. The love story does 

not assum e special importance until M alory's narrative is  th ree- 

fourths done. Even th en , between the passages quoted there are 

a substantial number of pages devoted to  the events and action 

tha t th e  Morte is about. There i s ,  furtherm ore, a certain public 

quality about even the most private conversations. There may be 

an occasional phrase or sentence tha t reveals the human being that 

we know is th e re , but the rhetoric of high chivalry subordinates 

the sense of individuality to the sense of s ty le . We can never 

forget that th e se  are in tensely  public figures.
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These qualifications are extremely important and w ill allow 

us to  see how different from M alory's arfe Robinson's in te re s ts . 

N onetheless/ w e must a lso  observe that what Robinson takes from 

Malory he tak es seriously . He not only does no violence to his 

source—he changes i t  very lit tle  indeed. Of course there are a few 

omissions and shifts in  em phasis. Robinson's Lancelot, for example, 

has never been mad; h is Guinevere neither banishes Lancelot from 

the court because of her jealousy nor la ter suggests tha t he marry 

someone e lse . Perhaps Robinson's major shift in emphasis is  tha t 

L ancelot's Grail experience remains more vivid and important to him, 

so th a t, although he wavers a t the la s t when he sees G uinevere, 

we know their parting is  consisten t with his own deepest convic­

tio n s . This is  im portant, but it is  s till lit t le  more than a shift in 

em phasis. The core of Robinson's poem is  almost entirely in 

M alory, and Robinson has se t him self to rea lize  i t  in human term s. 

C learly , what I have quoted is  no more than a very rich suggestion; 

but it provides, as i t  w ere, the framework and the background for 

Robinson's poem. Without th is  hard core of fac t, th is lucid story 

lin e , Robinson is  capable of lapsing into a  tenuousness and vague­

n e ss  tha t can overwhelm his very real v irtues.

In his other long poems the characters and the plots are en­

tire ly  invented, and we consequently have no recourse outside of 

the poem itse lf  to what it is  about. In the Arthurian poems Robin­

son can be highly a llu s iv e , yet we know where to  find out what he
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is  referring to . He does not threaten to  bewilder us to the point of

exasperation with an essen tia lly  subjective and oblique presentation

of an action about which we can d iscover little  or nothing. Yvor

Winters describes C avendar's House as "the most nearly perfect

example of Robinson's w orst v ices as  a narra to r."  His description

and judgment of i t  may suggest for us w hat Robinson avoided in

using w ell-known material:

The poem is  thus a study in conscience; but i t  is  not 
until we have got to about page 990— n o t, th a t i s ,  till 
we have read about th irty  pages and are  about seven­
teen pages from the end—that we know enough about the 
action to understand the poem as  it progresses; and
when we have arrived a t that point, th e  portion which
we have read is  not remembered as a c lear sustaining 
structure, but is  remembered as a confused emotional 
haze from which we have a t la s t  managed to disentangle 
a few sim ple but necessary  fa c ts . The greater part of 
the poem is  devoted to  d iscussing  the  emotions arising 
from a very particular s itua tion , but from a situation to 
which we are given no clues until th ree-fifth s of the d is ­
cussion is  past; to  understand the  greater part of the. 
poem, we must reread i t  after we have once read it  to 
the end. A poet has a  right to expect us to read his 
work tw ice or even many tim es , but n o t, I th ink , for 
this reason; the poem is  defective in structu re , for the 
rhetoric of emotion is  unsupported e ither by narrative 
or by expository structure and the emotion remains n ec es­
sarily as indefinite as  everything e ls e . When we have 
mastered the  poem, we have no understanding either of 
Cavendar or of Laramie. We have a man, in th e  ab s trac t, 
who has murdered h is  w ife , in  the a b s tra c t, because he 
suspected her of in fidelity , in the ab s tra c t, and who
repents. The poem is  merely a s h e l l . 36

Robinson's habit of dealing a t length w ith a character's  sense of an

event is  a  great strength in the Arthurian poems because he pre­

serves a. minimum but firm narrative structure and because he already 

has availab le so fam iliar a part of the W estern literary  heritage.
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The old story elem ents must have appealed to  Robinson's 

characteristic  sense  of the way life  presents u s with intolerable 

dilemmas , but they a lso  assumed a previous history of g race , 

p o ssessio n , joy , and glory , about which Robinson knew very much 

le s s .  He comes closer in these  Arthurian poems to  dem onstrating, 

even if  obliquely, tha t he knows what happiness i s — clo ser to  

realizing the pathos o£ lo ss  because we can believe in the fu llness 

of joy tha t preceded i t .  ^7 The authority and glamor of th e  ta le  per­

haps save Robinson from the  charge of romantic pessim ism , of a 

merely psychological bent to  lo s s . The material provided him w ith 

the attributions of guilt and responsibility; he accep ts e ssen tia lly  

all of them and then w rites his poems about h is ch a rac te rs1 aware­

ness of th is  culpability .

The critic  of Robinson can become tormented w hile trying to 

determine how to p lace him in relation  to trad itional e th ica l w isdom . 

The question is  whether or not he is  e ssen tia lly  a moral re la tiv is t. 

There are powerful voices in literary  critic ism  that say i t  is  not 

necessary  to ask  tha t question , since Robinson is  not a  philosopher 

but a poet. However, our dilemma cannot be so easily  evaded by 

a scornful refusal to consider a m an's eth ical sense relevant to  his 

poetry, especially  when his subjects almost always concern a;.human 

being and his relation to  o thers. Unlike the work o f, sa y , Frost or 

Stevens, Robinson's poems in effect ra ise  the question them selves, 

but they do not provide us with a c lea r and- unequivocal answ er.
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Here one finds Robinson's spiritual and literary  ancesto rs again in 

his New England: the  devious Hawthorne, whose great book, The 

Scarlet L etter, has se t i ts  c ritics  a t virtually irreconcilable odds:

and the la te  Jam es, renowned and damned for his myriad ambigui-

38t ie s .  We can say tha t there is  in Robinson's Arthurian poems a 

tension between traditional and accepted ethical standards and a 

sub jective , re la tiv is tic  mode of understanding. But "tension" is  

such a critical shibboleth th a t, before resorting to  i t ,  we must a t 

le a s t examine in detail the way Robinson proceeds in  rendering his 

characte rs .

Let me then dem onstrate, in the case of Arthur, the ways 

Robinson characteristically  estab lishes his characte rs . We have 

seen how Arthur w as handled both by Malory and by Tennyson and 

Robinson's treatm ent of him can be studied more briefly  than tha t of 

his other two major male figures. There are numerous incidental 

references to  Arthur, and though they do not deserve to be quoted 

they te s tify  to his stature and dignity in his world. In Merlin 

Robinson firs t records the evidence of Arthur's guilt through the 

words of Lamorak, "the man of oak and iron"; the judgment is  ex­

pressed in tones tha t are w orldly, rather cyn ical, and somewhat 

callous:

The King had eyes; and Lancelot 
Won't ride home to his mother, for sh e 's  dead.
The story is  tha t Merlin warned the King 
Of w hat's  come now to pass; and I believe it 
And Arthur, he being Arthur and a k ing,



271

Has made a more pernicious mess than one.
W e're to ld , for being so great and amorous:
I t 's  th a t unwholesome and inclem ent cub 
Young Modred I'd  see firs t in hell before 
I 'd  hang too high the Queen or Lancelot;
The King, if  one may say  i t ,  se t the pace ,
And w e've two strapping bastards here to prove i t .
Young Borre, h e 's  w ell enough; but as for Modred,
I squirm as often as I look a t  him.
And there again did Merlin warn the King,
The story goes abroad; and I believe i t .

(p. 243, 11. 8-23)

Bedivere, to  whom Lamorak makes th is  accu sa tio n , does not quarrel

with its  accuracy but believes there is a superior or more rea lis tic

way to evaluate th e  c ris is  in Camelot. He in s is ts  tha t n ecess itie s

of s ta te  and pity for the king demand tha t one consider Lancelot

the more culpable. And he ends by expressing the utmost sympathy

for Arthur in recognition of the  terrible price he has paid:

W hatever the  stormy faults he may have had.
To look on him today is  to forget them;
And if  i t  be too la te  for sorrow now 
To save him—for it  w as n  broken man 
I saw th is morning, and a broken king—
The God who se ts  a day for desolation 
Will not forsake him in  Avilion,
Or w hatsoever shadowy land there be
Where peace aw aits him on i ts  healing shores.

(p. 244, 11. 18-26)

Robinson apparently is  not content with to ta l sympathy and gives

Lamorak another chance to express himself on th is particular subject:

As for the King, I say the King, no doubt,
Is angry, sorry, and a ll sorts of th in g s ,
For L ancelot, and for h is easy  Queen,
Whom he took knowing she 'd  thrown sparks already 
On th a t same p iece of tinder, Lancelot,
Who fetched her with him from Leodegran 
Because the King—God save poor human reason! —
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Would prove to M erlin, who knew everything 
Worth knowing in those d ay s , that he was wrong.

(p. 245, 11. 3-11)

Yet Robinson w ants us to  understand th a t life  i s  too complicated

for such an easy  and stem  assessm ent of responsib ility . His

Lamorak continues by claiming tha t Arthur's w ilfulness is  a  present

danger as w e ll, but Bedivere fellows with a  convincing claim that

Lamorak is  imperceptive about the overwhelming power of a m an's

emotions: _____

"Is the  King blind—with Modred watching him?
Does he forget the crown for Lancelot?
Does he forget that every woman mewing 
Shall some day be a handful of small a sh e s? "

"You speak as one for whom the god of Love 
Has yet a mighty trap in preparation.
We know you, Lamorak, sa id  Bedivere:
"We know you for a short man, Lamorak,—
In deeds, if not in inches or in words;
But there are fens and heights and distances 
That your capricious ranging has not yet 
Essayed in th is  weird region of m an's love.
Forgive m e, Lamorak, but your words are w ords."

(p. 247, 11. 18-30)

Thus Robinson has typ ica lly  begun to characterize a man by means

of the sub jective , inevitably partia l, and disparate evaluations of two

observers.

Section III presents-'Arthur, first with M erlin, next with Dagonet, 

and finally  alone. It i s  the only section in Merlin where we a c ­

tually  see Arthur. It typically  begins with a further qualification , 

th is time in the  poet's  vo ice , of the attitude Lamorak has expressed 

in the previous section . He refers to "Sir Lamorak's apathetic
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disregard /  Of w hat F ate 's  knocking made so m anifest /  And ominous 

to  others near the King." (p. 249, 9-11) I am unable to understand 

w hat Robinson means by Lamorak's "apathetic d isregard ,"  or w hat 

he refers to  with "what F a te 's  knocking." Lamorak is  hardly apa­

thetic  about the dangers threatening Cam elot, and something like  

"d isb e lie f,"  rather than "d isregard ," would seem more appropriate if 

the line refers to  his unw illingness to  consider Arthur a ruined man. 

Whatever i t  m eans, however, i t  has the obvious purpose of under­

cutting the authority of Lamorak's s tem  judgment of Arthur's culpa­

b ility , and Robinson's presentation of Arthur himself d isplays the 

poet's  characteristic  deep compassion for a suffering man. This 

com passion can be suggested by a single word in the  firs t line: 

"King Arthur, as  he paced a  lonely floor," (p. 249) It is  of 

course the king , rather than the floor, that is  lonely; and we can 

incidentally  note how Robinson uses  physical detail to indicate 

emotional rea lity . He subsequently describes Arthur's perception 

of Merlin in a way that renders both the k ing 's  in telligence and 

his capacity  for sympathy. M erlin 's face showed

for the King's remembering ey e s ,
A pathos of a lo s t authority
Long faded and unconscionably gone;
And on the King's heart lay  a sudden co ld .

(p. 249, 28-31)

M erlin 's advice to  Arthur is  stem  ad v ice , addressed to him as  King, 

adjuring him to give up the hope of satisfying his personal needs 

and desires and instead  live only for his ro le  as leader. This
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sobering revelation of the terrib le demands that are made of Arthur

enhances h is bid for our sympathy while mitigating the impulse to

judgment. There follows a description of h is suffering tha t even

further reduces the relevance of blaming him:

The King, who sa t with folded arm s, now bowed 
His head and fe l t ,  unfought and a ll aflame 
Like immanent h e ll-f ire , the w retchedness 
That only those who are to lead may fee l—
And only they when they are maimed and worn 
Too sore to  covet without shuddering 
The fixed impending eminence where death 
Itse lf were v ictory , could they but lead 
Unbitten by the serpents they had fed.

(p. 250, 23-31)

In his reply to M erlin, which includes a brilliant analysis of

M erlin's own ch o ices , he shows tha t he is  to ta lly  aware of his

own frailties:

We are alone, and I shall be alone 
As long a s  Time shall hide a reason here 
For me to stay in th is infested world 
Where I have sinned and erred and heeded not 
Your counsel;

(p. 251, 5-9)

I am still
A k in g ,—who thought him self a lit tle  le s s
Than God; a king who built him palaces
On sand and mud, and hears them crumbling now,
And sees them to ttering , a s  he knew they must.

(p. 251, 25-29)

In M erlin 's next long speech of advice to Arthur, advice even 

sterner than what had preceded i t ,  there occurs a beautiful yet 

morally ambiguous consolation to Arthur:

But say not you have lo s t , or failed in  aught 
Your golden horoscope of imperfection
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Has held in starry words that I have read.
I see no farther now than I saw then ,
For no man shall be given of everything 
Together in one life .

(p. 252, 14-19)

The fatalism  so pronounced in Malory has not been in  any sense 

transformed in Robinson, but it is far more self-conscious in its  

recognition of inevitable human frailty; M erlin 's insight into events 

is that of a man who deeply understands himself and o thers, ground­

ing his sense of what is  to  come on his knowledge of human nature: 

"For no man shall be given of everything /  Together in one l i f e . "

The passages that follow give even stronger emphasis to  the 

power of fa te , the ironic inevitability  of b lindness, self-m utilation , 

and the betrayal of tru s t. Merlin describes what is coming and 

speaks of Galahad:

The son of him you trusted—Lancelot,
Of all who ever jeopardized a throne 
Sure the most ev il-fa ted , saving one,
Your son, begotten, though you knew not then 
Your leman w as your s is te r , of Morgause;

(p. 252, 31-35)

But Lancelot
Will have you first; and you need starve no more 
For the Queen's love , the love that never w as.

(p. 253, 14-16)

Arthur's response , while demonstrating his acceptance of his fa te ,

s till recognizes that his own actions have compromised h is capacity

for experience:

Yet I 'l l  not ask for more. I have enough—
Until my new knight comes to prove and find 
The promise and the glory of the G rail,
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Though I shall see no G rail. For I have built 
On sand and mud, and I shall see no G rail.

(p. 253, 30-34)

Robinson then shows us Arthur, suffering and alone, disappointed

of company and relief even by D agonet, whom Arthur nonetheless

trea ts  with gentle k indness. We la s t  see Arthur in h is torment.

Since most of this passage is  quoted elsew here, I shall se lec t only

a few poignant lines:

The King was long awake. No covenant 
With peace w as his tonight; and he knew sleep 
As he knew the cold eyes of Guinevere 
That yesterday had stabbed him, having first 
On Lancelot's name struck fire , and le ft him then 
As now they left him—with a wounded heart,
A wounded pride, and a sickening pang worse yet 
Of lo s t p o ssessio n .

(p. 256, 29-30; p . 257, 1-6)

No spoken doom 
That ever chilled the la s t  night of a felon 
Prepared a dragging anguish more profound 
And absolute than Arthur, in these  hours,
Made out of darkness and of M erlin 's words;
No tide that ever crashed on Lyonnesse 
Drove echoes inland that were lonelier 
For widowed ears among the fisher-fo lk ,
Than for the King were memories tonight 
Of old illusions that were dead forever.

(p. 257, 26-35)

We can se e , then , in Robinson the extraordinary complexity of such 

a presentation , and the subjectivity by means of which a character 

is  both described and evaluated. The reader of Robinson begins to 

sense that the impulse to moral judgment is  mitigated by strong 

and com passionate emphases on the texture of experience, esp ec ia l­

ly  the experience of suffering.
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The la s t long passage evaluating Arthur's role would a t first 

seem to belie  a morally ambiguous emphasis on experience, and 

its  tone is  sim ilar to tha t in  Robinson's le tte rs  when he te lls  what 

he intended the poems to mean. I t  is  the most trenchant, the most

"s in -o rien ted ,” but a t the same time its  purpose and d isin terestness

are most dubious. It comes when M erlin, knowing that he must 

soon leave Broceliande, te lls  Vivian the story of a king. Robinson 

describes his impulse to te ll it as  desperate and rash: "something

in him that was not himself /  Compelled an utterance tha t his 

tongue obeyed, /  As an unwilling child obeys a fa th e r /  Who might 

be richer for obedience /  If he had obeyed the ch ild ."  (p. 288, 25- 

29) It is  clearly  the story of Arthur and Camelot:

There was a king 
Who would have made his reign a monument 
For kings and peoples of the waiting ages 
To reverence and remember, and to  th is end 
He coveted and won, with no ad©
To make a story of, a neighbor queen
Who limed him with her smile and had of him,
In token of the ir s in , what he found s$©n 
To be a  sort of mongrel son and nephew—
And a most precious rep tile  in addition—
To ornament h is court and carry arm s,
And latterly  to be the darker half
Of ruin . Also the k ing, who made of love
More than he made of life  and death together,
Forgot the world and his example in it 
For yet another woman—one of many—
And th is one he made Queen; albeit he knew 
That her unsworn allegiance to  th e  knight 
That he had loved the b e s t of a ll his order 
Must one day bring along the coming end 
Of love and honor and of everything;
And with a kingdom builded on two pits 
Of living s in ,—so founded by the will
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Of one w ise counsellor who loved the king.
And loved the world and therefore made him king 
To be a mirror for i t , —the king reigned well 
For certain years , awaiting a sure doom;
For certain years he waved across the world
A royal banner with a Dragon on it;
And men of every land fell worshipping 
The Dragon as it  were the living God,
And not the living s in .

(p. 288, 29-34; p . 289, 1-26)

The parable does not d istort Arthur's story , but Merlin is  inter­

preting it  in th is  way for reasons of h is own—reasons tha t remain 

obscure. Furthermore, the fatalism  we noticed before is  a t  work 

even here. Merlin is  "Compelled" to te ll  the sto ry , and in it he 

says he consented tha t the kingdom be founded "on two p i t s , /  Of 

living s in ."  Arthur is  never accused of malice or d ece it, and the

fatalism  undercuts the categorical nature of the descrip tion . Ob­

v iously , an adequate and specific generalization is  extremely diffi­

cu lt. Arthur is  clearly  a guilty man, and we know precisely  those 

ac ts  for which he is  considered most culpable. So too is  everyone 

e lse  in Robinson's pages lim ited, gu ilty , and suffering. How is  it  

then th a t Robinson avoids a kind of flaccid relativ ity? Whence 

comes the conviction we have that Robinson's is  an extremely firm 

and sensitive moral nature? We might begin to answer such ques­

tions by examining the role of choice in Robinson's poems.

Unlike the works of his predecessors in the Arthurian vineyard, 

they are permeated with the problems of choice and dominated by 

the vocabulary of the ethical life . Unlike M alory, Robinson shows 

"a pervasive and consisten t concern w ith issu es  of moral choice";
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unlike Tennyson, he makes us understand tha t choice is  p o ssib le , 

even though extremely d ifficu lt. Such claims for Robinson may 

seem perverse in view of the fac t tha t his poems begin very close 

in time to the  final catastrophe; th a t i s ,  the range of possible 

courses of action is  no longer w ide. By the time we see them , his 

characters in  effect can acquiesce in d isaste r or w illingly accept 

renunciation; as  a matter of fa c t, they usually  do both. Nor can 

we overlook the role of fatalism  in qualifying our sense that the 

characters have freedom of choice. Lancelot s ta tes  in fa ta lis tic  

terms his "decision" to sa tis fy  his love for Guinevere, thereby mock­

ing his loyalty  and obligation to Arthur. Guinevere has claimed that 

she should have d ied , rather than inspire a  war in which so many 

men have died for her. Lancelot re p lie s ,

They died because Gawaine went mad with hate 
For lo ss of his two brothers and se t the King 
On fire with fear, the two of them believing 
His fear was vengeance when i t  was in fact 
A royal desperation. They died because 
Your w orld, my w orld, and Arthur's world is  dying,
As Merlin sa id  i t  would. No blame is  yours;
For it was I who led you from the King—
By flowery w ays, tha t always end somewhere,
To fire and fright and ex ile , and re lea se .

(p. 416, 21-31; p . 417, 1)

Merlin has a t le a s t as strong an element of fa tefu lness. The great

wizard is several times described in  language suggesting that he is

overpowered:

cherry-boughs 
Above him snowed white petals down upon him,
And under their slow falling Merlin smiled
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Contentedly/ a s  one who contemplates 
No longer fea r , confusion, or regret.
May smile a t ruin or a t revelation .

(p. 261, 8-13)

Embroidering doom with many le v itie s ,
Till now the fountain 's crystal s ilv er, fading,
Became a sp lash and a mere ch illin ess ,
They mocked their fa te  w ith easy  p leasan tries 
That ware too fa lse  and small to be forgotten,
And with ingenious insincerities 
That had no repetition or rev ival.

(p. 265, 18-24)

Yet despite the strong element of determinism, his characters ' 

speculations on events and the ir own role in them , along with 

their meditations on alternatives are the  very stuff of the  poems.

They think about what they have done and should do; they ta lk  about 

i t ,  agonize together and alone about i t .  And even if  neither they 

nor we can ever unambiguously believe they could have acted in a 

significantly different w ay, s till the questions of choice and 

responsibility  remain of the utmost importance. In making such 

issu es the very matter of the poems, Robinson brings into exp lic it .. 

consideration what had been on the whole im plicit in Malory.

M alory's characters show contemplation and self-aw areness only fit­

fully and suggestively . Robinson's characters are essen tia lly  

speculative and se lf-co n sc io u s, determined to  understand and inter­

pret the actions that involve them.

The poems are about inevitable human conflic t, almost always 

between those whose ea rlies t relationship has been either close 

friendship or lo v e . More than two people are always involved, and
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Robinson is  a t his most powerful when he renders h is  characte rs ' 

aw areness of the conflic t/ and of the lo ss  they face . Robinson's 

Lancelot is  not rad ically  different from T ennyson 's/ in that neither 

has the ac tiv e / aggressive orientation of his prototype in M alory.

Yet we do not think of Robinson's Lancelot as essen tia lly  passive  

or hopelessly  deb ilita ted  by conflicting lo y a ltie s . This fac t is  

doubtless explained by Robinson's concern w ith rendering Lancelot's 

aw areness of his dilemma/ w ith presenting his own understanding 

and analysis of the conflict within him, and between him and o thers. 

There is  a vigor and richness in his emotional life  tha t serve a s  

counterweights to our d isbelief in him as an active man. In 

Robinson's poems the activ ity  of the Arthurian world has become an 

inner rea lity .

Furthermore, Robinson derives from Malory a lucid chain of 

cause and effect tha t a lso  counterbalances any ruinous sense of 

moral confusion. Arthur, at the end of section V in  Lancelot, un­

derstands the human factors that w ill shape the future:

With Modred here ,
And Agravaine with G areth, who is  dead 
With G aheris, Gawaine w ill have no peace.
Gawaine or Modred—Gawaine with his h a te ,
Or Modred with h is anger for his b irth .
And the black malady of h is  ambition—
Will make of my Round Table, where was drawn 
The circle of a w orld, a  thing of wreck 
And yesterday—a furniture forgotten;
And I , who loved the world as Merlin d id ,
May lose  i t  as he lo st i t ,  for a love
That w as not peace , and therefore was not love.

(p. 4 -1 , 1-12)
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Robinson's poem s, then , are based on his imagining how the charac­

te rs might understand and cope with the ir own responsib ility . And 

there are is su e s  rem aining, alternatives never to  be wholly d is ­

counted.

Let us briefly note in Lancelot the questions tha t the charac­

ters s till feel to be alive and valid a t the time they are d iscu ssed . 

In section I ,  the protagonists e llip tically  d iscuss whether or not 

Lancelot must leave Arthur's kingdom; what in the past or present 

makes his departure seem advisable; and what he might an ticipate in 

the future. In section II, Lancelot and Guinevere disagree on why 

he is planning to leave: has he greater understanding and a more 

exalted goal, or has he wearied of Camelot and the queen, yearning 

for something new? Section HI describes his pained aw areness of 

the two pulls upon him, represented by Galahad and Guinevere, 

concluding with his realization that he cannot wrench himself from 

the known and loved.

Sections IV and V are le ss  yielding to th is kind of inquiry, 

and th is may well be one of the reasons they are markedly inferior 

to the re s t of the poem; perhaps Robinson needs a scene in which

the speakers are subtly at odds concerning the problem they d is -

39cu ss . In section IV, the protagonists wonder, after the event, 

whether the d isaste r could have been avoided, and whether Arthur 

could have evaded the law , refusing to  condemn Guinevere to the 

fire . Section V depends le ss  upon recognizing alternative
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possib ilities for acting than upon the discrepancy between the 

various degrees of knowledge among the p ro tagonists, and between 

fearful anticipation and horrified revelation .

Section VI represen ts Robinson's dram atization, through in­

dividuals , of Lancelot's moral dilemma when Joyous Gard is  under 

sieg e . The two people c lo ses t to him, his kinsman and the woman 

he lo v es , challenge him to kill Gawaine and Arthur in  order to  end 

the w ar. As Bors puts the case:

Why carve a compost of a m ultitude,
When only tw o, discrim inately despatched .
Would sum the end of what you know is  ending 
And leave to  you the scorch of no more blood 
Upon your b listered  soul?

(p. 403, 5-9)

Guinevere makes an essen tia lly  feminine and highly personal appeal:

Is Arthur, a t w hose word I w as dragged out
To wear for you the fiery crown itse lf
Of human torture, more to you than I am?
Am I , because you saw death touch me once,
Too gross a trifle  to be longer prized?

(p. 406, 10-14)

Robinson structures section VII on his lovers’ different attitudes 

to the crucial question: do the ir public responsib ilities and other 

private obligations now require them to renounce each other? Must

Guinevere go back to Camelot? Let us recall tha t in  Malory there

is  never a question that Guenever should or would return when her 

physical safety is guaranteed. The c lo ses t Malory comes to sug­

gesting the possib ility  tha t she might have remained with Launcelot 

occurs after Launcelot has taken her back and been banished from
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Arthur's kingdom. He say s to  h is followers:

My fair fe llow s, said Sir Launcelot, I must depart out of 
th is  most noble realm , and now I shall depart i t  grleveth 
me so re , for I shall depart with no w orship, for a 
flemyd man departed never out of a realm with no wor­
ship . . . and e ls e , my fair lo rd s , be ye su re , an I 
had not dread shame, my lady , Queen Guenever, and I 
should never have departed.

(H, 369)

When d iscussing  Malory I noted his great and legitim ate concern 

with fame and honor. In the passage ju st quoted Launcelot admits 

their value for him and in effect says that Guenever is  le s s  impor­

tan t. Furthermore, we must observe tha t th is  confession comes 

after the possib ility  for keeping her has p assed . The extraordinary 

power of section VII in Robinson's poem largely derives from the 

complexity of the ir dilemma brought forth by Robinson into conscious 

realization; he fully renders the terrible burden of aw areness and of 

lo s s ,  the conflict between reason and n ecess ity  on the one hand, 

and desire  and human need on the other. Although they d iffer, 

they are deeply involved with each o ther's  sensib ilitie s  and judg­

m ents. They cannot claim to be guided positively by any absolute 

certain ties but rather must proceed by understanding the co sts  of 

ac tion , the burden of the p a s t . Lancelot knows what they cannot 

do and why. He argues that Guinevere cannot escape to France be­

cause she is  the "Queen of the Christian world" and cannot have 

anonymity even if she were w ilfully to choose i t .  He knows fur­

ther tha t she could not long survive, iso lated  and abstracted  from
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the world which nourished and defined her; tha t iff, she could not 

become a non-social creature:

You are a Queen,
And you may be no o ther. You are too brave 
And kind and fair for men to  cheer with l ie s .
We cannot make one world of tw o, nor may we 
Count one life  more than one. Could we go back 
To the old garden, we should not stay  long;
The fruit tha t we should find would a ll be fa llen ,
And have the ta s te  of earth .

(p. 425, 30-34; p . 426, 1-3)

Robinson brings M alory's h ints to  full development in  Lancelot's 

conscious aw areness. His Lancelot knows that h is experience of 

the "Light" and the war brought on by the ir love have made i t  im­

possible to find again the joy they have known. But he must con­

vince Guinevere and remain convinced him self, w hile condemning 

th is woman he loves to a lonely fate tha t terrifies her. Robinson's 

Guinevere, unlike either M alory's or T ennyson 's, has tried to per­

suade Leodegran, her fa ther, not to  marry her to Arthur:

I wronged him, but he bought me with a name 
Too large for my king-father to relinquish—
Though I prayed him, and I prayed God aloud.
To spare that crown.

(p. 424, 4-7)

She is  a lso  the only Guinevere who lives with the horror of having

been rescued a t the la s t moment from a gruesome death:

Go home, you say?
Home? —where I saw the black post w aiting for me 
That morning?— saw those good men d ie  for me—
Gareth and G aheris, Lamorak's brother Tor,
And all the re s t?

(p. 422, 26-30)
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If we find it  hard to  believe tha t th e se  are the people who have 

lived out th is  hard, sometimes barbaric ta le ,  nonetheless we must 

realize  tha t in the other versions we often find it  hard to believe 

that the characters are so  much as human beings.

Section VIII deals le s s  with choice than a  recognition that 

past choices have led  to  d isa s te r . It works with a constant aware­

ness tha t a deep and fatal antagonism has been , even if a t dea th 's  

door, overcome. To be su re , Lancelot knows th a t Gawaine might 

entrap him and chooses to gamble yet again with his l i f e 0 The 

final encounter between the two is  original in Robinson and allows 

him to  exploit characteristically  the discrepancy between an appar­

ently calm exchange, and the inner torments tha t have lit tle  superfi­

cial m anifestation.

Section IX depends, finally , upon the ultim ate choice between 

life as i t  has been understood and lived , and an unknown life  

pointed toward by an inscrutable spiritual experience. It is  a 

choice between a person—the person—and a life  that denies the 

se lf for the sake of a higher tru th . This final section can be over­

whelmingly powerful, and the reader is  never absolutely  sure which 

of the lovers has been the stronger in making his renunciation.

Thus Robinson takes M alory's "facts" in the sp irit of some­

thing very like M alory's tolerance and expresses them through his 

own d istinctive concentration on the individual sen sib ility . The 

choices he illum inates are never simply between good and ev il, or
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right and wrong. They inevitably have to  do with deep conflicts 

in loyalty to other human beings.

Robinson is  preoccupied with the individual sen sib ility , but 

he is  utterly  remote from the almost enviably naive belief tha t "I 

am the m aster of my f a t e . /  I am the captain of my so u l."  The 

glorification we observed in  Tennyson of the powers of the individ­

ual has vanished, even though in Robinson we find- ju st a s  little  

evidence tha t the poet i s  writing of a so lid , functioning society 

with particular institu tions and an h isto rically  explicable structure.

In Robinson's world the individual is  inevitably and profoundly af­

fected by other individuals , and they mutually shape and determine 

each o ther's  w orlds. Robinson apparently considers th is  interdepen­

dence both necessary  and , on the w hole, good; h is Merlin claim s, 

"The man who goes alone too far goes mad—/  In one way or anoth­

e r ."  (p. 254, 5-6) There is  both pathos and poignance in these  

relationships a s  Robinson creates them; his characters have great 

needs, but they are seldom able to find in each other something 

approaching complete sa tisfac tion . His famous lovers have known 

th is com pleteness, but we are made aware 6f i t  for the most part 

obliquely. The "I-Thou" lurks in the background, most often as a 

lo s t rea lity . We sense in all the dialogues the tension , conflict, 

and frustration that reveal their anguished realization of eternal 

sep ara ten ess .

In Tennyson human relationships tend to be crudely, even
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schem atically handled, probably because they are manipulated in the 

in te rests  of preconceived id eas . Robinson, however, renders them 

in suggestive d e ta il. He can develop extraordinarily complex re la­

tionships at le a s t  partly because he can assum e and refer allusively  

to traditionally  understood events and friendships; he does not have 

to estab lish  them entirely from h is own resou rces. But the old ta les  

reflected a particular social structure tha t allow ed, m itigated, 

shaped th ese  personal re la tionsh ip s. Robinson is  unconcerned with 

broad social rea litie s  and their power over individuals; he wants to 

interpret these  legendary figures in such a way th a t they will become 

thoroughly human and highly personal. In M alory, when Gawaine 

spurs Arthur to war with Launcelot, the s tress  is on the d isin tegra­

tion of a  tenuous social structure by the reversion to  a more primi­

tive mode of securing " ju s tice ."  Gawaine in Malory is  a so c ia l-  

political type. Robinson interprets him psychologically; the s tress 

is  on those personal w eaknesses or habits tha t may be channeled to 

d isastrous ends. Guinevere refers to  his power over her and Lance­

lot; "He knows and laughs /  And we are a t the mercy of a m a n /  

Who, if the sta rs went out, would only laugh ."  (p. 372, 5-7); and 

Lancelot, speaking of G aw aine's "gay com placency," says they 

need not fear him "Till I have crossed him in some enterprise /  Un­

likely  and unbom ." (p. 372, 27-28). And much la te r  Arthur's in ­

terpretation of the future s tre sse s  the entirely personal; "Gawaine 

with h is h a te , /  Or Modred with his anger for his b irth , /  And the
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black malady of his ambition . . (p. 401, 4-6) This represents

both a reduction in scope and a  gain in in tensity . Unlike their 

prototypes in M alory, Robinson's characters are not preoccupied by 

the need to maintain a social facade. In the M orte. the most ad­

mirable people l ie ,  and the fact that they are lying is  often obvious. 

In Robinson everyone is  speaking his own kind of tru th , and we con­

sequently understand th is  truth to  have become sub jective , complex, 

re la tiv e , and vulnerable. Robinson, as opposed to  M alory, i s  con­

cerned more with integrity than with honor. Let me again quote 

Irving Howe:

Honor points to what one is  in  the w orld, in tegrity  to  
what one i s  in oneself. Honor involves a public re la ­
tion to o th ers , a standard of pride and d ign ity , a 
level of sta tus and reputation; in tegrity , an ease  of 
being and security of conscience. Honor requires an 
ac t of the w ill, in tegrity  is  a condition th a t cannot be 
summoned. Honor depends upon an assertion  of one 's  
worth, integrity  upon a read iness to face the full burden 
of one 's ex istence .

Perhaps i t  would be more accurate to  say tha t "integrity" is  essen ­

tia lly  the goal of these  people, because we cannot claim  for them 

"an ease  of being and security of co n sc ie n c e ." They are too 

tormented in their se lf-consciousness to be at ea se—too aware of 

the in juries they have given o thers , even if without m alice, to have 

security of conscience. The major characters are never sta tic ; in 

each poem the major figure changes, if not from what he i s  a t the

beginning of the poem, a t le a s t from what we understand him to

40have been a t some earlier d a te . H e, and the other characters
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as w ell, must come to terms with these  changes, and perhaps we 

can ca ll th is  the process of attaining in tegrity . Unlike those who 

have spiritual grace a s ,  in e ffec t, a  b irthright, for th e se  people 

i t  is  won a t very great co s t.

In Robinson, even the fool Dagonet and the d ile ttan te  Gawaine 

have considerable self-knowledge; i t  is  no longer enough to  fill a 

traditional role: the person must know th a t he is  filling i t .  The 

major figures are even more se lf-consc ious. M erlin , for exam ple, 

"knew himself immune /  To no le a s t whispered lit tle  w ish of hers /  

That might afflic t his ear with e x ta s y ." (p. 258, 16-18) And 

Vivian, in M erlin 's ab sen ce , might have entertained "a few brave 

fea rs , /  And a few more, she knew, tha t were not b rave, /  Or long 

to be disowned, or m anageable." (p. 258, 31-33) These are of 

course only psychological no ta tions, but Robinson develops his 

poems from an im aginative understanding of how each of th ese

people might have reac ted , what they might have experienced, in

the face of the important events of the story . After Merlin has re­

turned from Cam elot, Robinson begins to describe the change that 

becomes a part of his experience:

Although he wandered rather more than ever 
Since he had come again to  Brittany 
From Cam elot, Merlin found eternally  
Before him a new  loneliness tha t made
Of garden, park, and w oodland, a ll a lik e ,
A desolation and a  changelessness
Defying reason , without Vivian
Beside him, like a child with a black head,
Or moving on before him, or somewhere 
So near him th a t, although he saw it not 
With e y e s , he fe lt the picture of her beauty
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And shivered a t the nearness of her being*
Without her now there was no past or fu ture,
And a vague, soul-consum ing premonition 
He found the only tenant of the present;

(p. 285, 13-27)

The fu lness of their love , when a disagreem ent would be merely 

playful, is  over; the ir emotional strength and w holeness are no 

longer invulnerable. And Merlin begins to  apprehend the change, 

although he cannot yet candidly admit i t  to h im self. The passage 

I quoted suggests th a t he m ust have Vivian, as some kind of sensa­

tion and constant d istrac tio n , to keep him from admitting wholly his 

judgment of himself: that he has thrown away his g rea tes t g ift, 

tha t he has become a mere portion of him self. Furthermore, he 

senses tha t to do so , to admit th is ,  w ill destroy the lo v e , which 

he therefore cherishes more desperate ly  than ever.

Robinson furthermore com plicates h is portrait by seeing Merlin 

not only with V ivian's e y e s , but with Vivian's feelings:

In V ivian's ey e .
There w as a quiet k in d n ess , and a t times
A smoky flash  of incredulity
That faded into pain . Was th is the Merlin—
This incarnation of idolatry
And all but supplicating deference—
This bowed and reverential contradiction 
Of all her dreams and her re a litie s—
Was th is  the M erlin who for years and years 
Before she found him had so made her love him 
That kings and p rinces, thrones and diadem s,
And honorable men who drowned them selves 
For lo v e , were le s s  to her than m elon-shells?
Was th is  the M erlin whom her fate had sent 
One spring day to  come ringing a t her g a te ,
Bewildering her love with happy terror 
That la te r  was to be a ll happiness?
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Was th is the Merlin who had made the  world 
Half over, and then le ft it w ith a laugh 
To be the youngest, o ld es t, w eirdest, g ay est,
And w is e s t, and sometimes th e  foolishest 
Of all the men of her consideration?

(p. 296, 11-32)

We come to  realize  in such quotes that Robinson is  portraying a 

rela tionsh ip , and not simply two people in juxtaposition. The 

experience of love is  central to these  poem s, and the notion of

"unrequited love" is  evidently m eaningless to th is  poet. The

extraordinary complexity of emotional experience is  even better 

rendered in Lancelot, and we can get some sense of i t  even in the 

only section where we see Lancelot a lone. In three brief lines 

Robinson manages to  suggest th a t Lancelot is  unsure of the authori­

ty  of whatever spiritual experience he has had , and tha t he rea lize s

h is going will prove the destruction of the  woman he loves:

What am I?
What have I seen th a t I must leave behind 
So much of heaven and earth to bum itse lf  
Away in w hite and gold.

(p. 383, 9-12)

for I am he 
That shall have hastened it  and hurried on 
To dissolution all th a t wonderment—
That envy of all women who have said 
She was a child of ic e  and ivory;
And of a ll men save one. And who is  he?
Who is  th is  Lancelot that has betrayed
His King, and served him with a cankered honor:
Who is  th is  Lancelot that sees  the Light
And w aits now in the shadow for the  dark?
Who is  th is King, th is Arthur, who believes
That what he has b een , and i s ,  w ill be for e v e r ,—
Who has no eye for what he will not s e e ,
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And will see  nothing but w hat's passing here 
In Cam elot, which is  passing?

(p. 383, 15-29)

Robinson is  thus concerned to reveal both L ancelo t's characteristic  

fault and h is aw areness of i t .  In the Morte a hermit te lls  Gawaine 

of Lancelot:

for he nys not s tab le , but by his thought he i s  likely 
to turn again , he should be next to achieve i t  JJhe 
Grailjf save G alahad, his son. But God knoweth his 
thought and his u n stab len ess , and yet shall he die 
right an  holy man, and no doubt he hath no fellow of 
no earthly sinful man.

(n, 219)
By the time we get to Robinson, the commands and judgments of 

the hermits have become to ta lly  internalized; i t  is through the 

characters ' se lf-consciousness and their relations w ith others tha t 

we understand their natu res. In Malory the narrative makes us re ­

currently aware of the vulnerability of even the noblest in Arthur's 

kingdom; in Robinson we discover th is by means of the ir own aw are­

ness of vulnerability . Robinson's approach is  the far mere in tense 

one. In Lancelot the first scene introduces the two friends whose 

violent separation w ill ensure the destruction of Arthur's w orld, and 

each of them is  aware of the d istance that has developed between 

them. In Merlin we firs t hear troubled speculations about the 

untoward return of the man who founded Arthur's kingdom and 

whose reappearance forebodes its  end.

Robinson portrays his characte rs ' fatal and necessary  depen­

dence upon others in a mode that is  e ssen tia lly  ironic; he reveals
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tha t they know they cannot live fully in accordance with either 

their reason or their d es ire . And his poems exploit th a t d iscrepan­

cy . Robinson's perception of the power of w ilfu lness, of the 

triumph of passion  and need over reason , is  fundamental to  him? 

it  is  basic  to  h is sense of tragedy and can perhaps be understood 

as a counterweight in  an emotional sense to renunciation* He 

makes us understand the  intolerable strain  tha t human affection 

puts on judgment. Lancelot's love and pity for Guinevere exert 

the most powerful influence over him, despite h is knowledge of 

wrong and danger; and it  i s  only a t the most devastating  pergonal 

cost th a t reason finally  trium phs. Robinson's poems depend upon 

his characters ' aw areness of tragic ten sio n s , of each o thers ' 

dilemmas and suffering. It is  th is  terrib le  burden of aw areness that 

is  the informing experience for Robinson's poems: the experience 

upon which they depend, from which they spring , to which they 

refer, and which they illum inate. It is  a  highly charged experience, 

primarily emotional and e th ica l. And it  is  from th is  kind of exper­

ience that Robinson views traditional e th ica l understanding. He 

cannot justify  the la tte r  theoretically , but he can render its  power 

when i t  has been violated by sensitive and in telligent people. He 

cannot make a  forthright confession of faith  in the commandments, 

to exhort to virtue in big w ords, as Tennyson does; but he under­

s tan d s , in  a deeper w ay, a ll there is  to understand about the 

Erinyes. In th is  he resem bles Thomas Hardy, of whom Katherine
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Ann Porter w rites: "he did not need the Greeks to  teach  him that

the Furies do a n lv e  punctually , and that neither a c t ,  nor w ill, nor 

intention w ill serve to  deflect a m an's destiny  from him, once he 

has taken the step which decides i t .  "4*

6 .

The Subjective Presentation of Character

In M alory, Tennyson, and Robinson, the figure of M erlin is  

extremely important because he represen ts the h ighest level of in ­

te lligence and power. The way an author imagines him may reveal 

his sense of human duty and p o ssib ility , and the way he tries  to  

convince u s of h is stature may te ll us a great deal about how he 

fee ls we learn , about how he thinks we are compelled to  believe .

In Malory we see Merlin in  action—conniving, advising , and 

arranging for the kingdom. From his performance we imply his 

stature; w e are not told in d escrip tive , evaluative term s what kind 

of man he i s .  In Tennyson the procedure has been reversed. We 

are told tha t Merlin is  "the most famous man of a ll those tim es ,"  

but Tennyson is  unable to imagine an action  that gives credence to 

tha t descrip tion . Nor can he convince us that he knows how great 

in te lligence is  most properly and powerfully exercised . Again 

Robinson i s  c lo ser to Tennyson than to  M alory, but his method
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does not reveal the  w eakness or vagueness of his notion about how 

wisdom should be u sed . Robinson thoroughly convinces us of M er­

lin 's  power and supreme in te llig en ce , and we must briefly examine 

how he does i t .

We are not surprised to  discover tha t his f irs t device is  

essen tia lly  sub jective. He depends upon the sophisticated  conver­

sation of obviously in telligent men to  suggest e llip tica lly  M erlin 's 

importance to  th e  world of Camelot. The fact th a t th ese  evidently 

im pressive men are so preoccupied about Merlin in itia lly  e s tab lish es  

his claim to our re sp ec t. There is  some usefu lness in imagining 

th ese  men to  be Robinson's equivalent of th e  Greek chorus. If 

we think of them in such a w ay we must conclude tha t common 

s e n se , or communal wisdom , is  no longer seen as  unitary , coherent, 

and ac ce ss ib le . They are n ecessarily  lim ited and p a rtisan . We 

may incidentally  note an aes th e tic  problem that frequently occurs 

in works that seem predicated on such a view of the world: the 

knights ' lengthy speculations can become as  tedious as S trether's 

many d isquisitions to Jam es's " f ic e lle ,"  Maria G ostrey.

The poem firs t presents Gawaine overlooking the  c ity  from 

the vantage point of M erlin 's rock, consumed w ith foreboding 

about what M erlin 's return might mean. He

had thought himself alone,
Had there been in him thought of anything 
Save what w as murmured now in  Camelot 
Of M erlin 's hushed and a l l  but unconfirmed 
Appearance out of Brittany.

(p. 235, 11. 14-18)
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All of section I Is devoted to h is guarded speculation w ith  Dagonet 

about M erlin, his "gay grave" in  Brittany, and h is  purpose in re ­

turning to  Camelot. Section II sim ilarly represen ts a  conversation , 

th is  time between Lamorak, Bedivere, and Kay which they begin by 

drinking in  tribute to M erlin. While arguing about who i s  more 

greatly to  blame for the catastrophe tha t hangs over Cam elot, 

Lamorak suggests a reason  for Arthur's having taken Guinevere a s  

a bride; i t  implies a firm tribute to  M erlin. According to  Lamorak, 

Arthur wanted Guinevere

Because the King—God save poor human reason! —
Would prove to  M erlin, who knew everything 
Worth knowing in those  d ay s , tha t he w as wrong.

(p. 245, 11. 9-11)

What Merlin knew is  h ere , if anything, vaguer than i t  w as in

Tennyson, but Robinson makes no attem pt to define i t .  He typ ically

assum es that i t  finds ultim ate expression in a human relationship:

here i t  is  an insight into human behavior that prompts Arthur to

doomed defiance. In subsequent l in e s , Kay suggests M erlin 's

power by claiming how much other people need him; he says

That Merlin has come out of Brittany—
Out of his g rave, as  he would say i t  for u s—
Because the King has now a desperation 
More strong upon him than a woman's net 
Was over M erlin—for now M erlin 's here.
And two of us who knew him know how well 
His wisdom, if  he have it any longer,
Will by th is  hour have sounded and appraised 
The grief and wrath and anguish of the  King,
Requiring mercy and inspiring fear 
Lest he forego the vigil now most urgent.
And leave unwatched a cranny where some worm
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Or serpent may come in to  specu la te .
(p. 246, 11. 9-21)

The passage  suggests a further complexity in  Robinson's conception 

of M erlin. His commanding wisdom w as primarily exercised in  the 

p a s t, and one of the questions th a t provides much of the substance 

of the poem is  whether or not he s till  p o ssesses  i t .  For the 

moment, we are only interested in  examining how Robinson makes 

us believe th a t Merlin has been supremely powerful. We are given 

lit tle  specific information about what Merlin ever did; but we believe 

that he did i t—whatever it i s —because th e se  people testify  to  i t .  

Even " te s t ify ,” in th is  contex t, is  too forthright; th a t Merlin had 

supreme intelligence and power is  an assumption upon which they 

proceed, and we are given to  understand that they assum e it  be­

cause they have experienced i t ,  seen it a t work. Kay's lin e s  fur­

ther suggest M erlin 's capacity  to  view him self with d isin terestedness 

("Out of his grave, as he would say  it for u s" ) , his capacity  to 

respond to  human n ee d s , and his firm perspective on priorities be­

tween the public and private spheres. We must observe tha t the 

emphasis s till is  heavily subjective and dependent upon human re­

la tionsh ips. W hereas in Malory we would have been told in  detail 

the strategy Merlin devised  to  help Arthur, here we are only oblique­

ly told tha t there is a need for strategy—a need th a t demands con­

siderable personal sacrifice .

The first part of section HI describes Arthur's confrontation 

'with M erlin, and we rea lize  tha t Robinson, almost a s  a m atter of
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decorum, has led up to  the tribute of the most important man in 

Camelot. There are brief p a ssag e s , quoted elsew here, th a t 

describe Merlin a s  a diminished man, but they are followed by a 

jealous adm ission on Arthur's part tha t stands as  a  backhanded com­

pliment to  Merlin:

This Merlin is not m ine.
But V ivian 's. My crown is  le s s  than h e rs ,
And I am le s s  than woman to th is  man.

(p. 250, 11. 3-5)

The power, dignity and perspective revealed In M erlin 's subsequent

speech to Arthur estab lish  his stature in i ts  own right.

For you are King,
And if you starve yourself, you starve the sta te ;
And then by sundry looks and silences 
Of those you loved , and by the  lax  regard 
Q£ those you knew for fawning enem ies,
You may learn soon tha t you are King no more,
But a s la ck , b la s te d , and sad-fronted man,
Made sadder with a crown.

(p. 250, 11. 13-20)

Robinson's Merlin shows no fear of being "stained" or "so iled ,"  

no horror of being corrupted by experience, hi fa c t , Merlin sug­

gests  to Arthur that he may have to evaluate his position by means 

of a  certain kind of experience; that i s ,  he w ill learn to under­

stand himself through other peop le 's responses to  him.

Again Arthur pays a tribute to Merlin that partia lly  mitigates 

the earlier allusions to his diminished power.

M erlin, you say the truth:
There is no man who could say  more to  me 
Today, or say so much to m e, and liv e .
But you are Merlin s t i l l ,  or part of him;
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I did you wrong when I thought o therw ise ,
And I am sony  now. Say what you w ill.

(p. 250, 11. 32-3; 
p . 251, 11. 1-4)

The remainder of the ir ta lk  is  simply more o f the  same; i t  provides 

further evidence of M erlin 's own in te lligence and Arthur's depen­

dence, p as t and p resen t, upon him: "You are  the man who made 

me to be King—/  Therefore, say anyth ing ." (p. 251, 11. 30-1) The 

in telligence is  characterized by an ironic aw areness, sim ilar to 

what we find in M alory, of the lim its of w ill and good intentions; 

an understanding of the personal co sts  of public achievement; and 

a fateful knowledge of the future apparently derived from a profound 

insight in to  human nature.

For i t  is  Modred now, not Lancelot,
Whose native hate plans your annihilation—
Though he may smile t i l l  he be sick , and sw ear 
Allegiance to  an unforgiven father 
Until a t la s t  he shake an empty tongue 
Talked out w ith too much lying—though his lie s  
Will have a truth to s te e r  them.

(p. 253, 11. 1-7)

Section IV begins w ith another oblique testam ent to  M erlin 's 

command over o thers. It describes the jealousy Arthur and Vivian 

feel for one another, each fearing th a t the other is  more important 

to M erlin. There are charming lin es  that express V ivian's sense 

of M erlin 's stature and make some reference to the  "facts" in  the 

legend:

She had not even asked him not to go;
She might a s  w e ll, she thought, have bid the wind 
Throw no more clouds across a lonely sky 
Between her and the m oon,—so great he seemed
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In his oppressed solem nity, and sh e ,
In her excess of wrong im agining.
So triv ia l in an hour, an d , after a ll
A creature of a sm aller consequence
Than kings to  M erlin, who made kings and kingdoms
And had them a s  a  father;

(p. 259, 11. 7-16)

Subsequent passages reveal M erlin 's self-know ledge, a s  w ell as

his understanding of others and of c ircum stances, and they convince

us th a t he w as "the m aster of the w o rld ." By the time we anrlve

a t the following l in e s , his grandeur has been fu lly  established:

cherry-boughs 
Above him snowed white peta ls down upon him,
And under the ir slow falling M erlin smiled 
Contentedly, a s  one who contem plates 
No longer fear, confusion, or regret.
May sm ile a t ruin or a t revelation .

(p. 261, 11. 8-13)

Such a passage  suggests Olympian understanding and accep tance.

It stands as one answer—the negative one—to a question the poem 

re len tle ss ly  asks: has M erlin, in abandoning Cam elot, abandoned

his responsib ility  and demeaned him self? This question , like other 

important o n es , is  never unambiguously answered;, perhaps it  cannot 

b e . I earlier d iscussed  the role of choice in Robinson's poem s, 

suggesting tha t the  em phasis on aw areness and experience subsumes 

the n ecess ity  for moral judgment. M erlin 's story can be as  u se ­

fully examined as L ancelo t's or Arthur's for seemingly lim itless  and 

irreconcilable a ttitudes to the eth ical dilemmas the story rev ea ls .

But such speculations are the stuff of the poem s, and we may 

rea lize  more about Robinson's emphases if  we pay brief attention to
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their conclusions.

Unlike Tennyson o r M alory, Robinson is  not in te rested  even 

in making a footnote of h is pro tagonists ' d ea th s. Such an om ission 

suggests how li t t le  he is  in terested  in the story for i ts  own sake.

He em phasizes hard-won understanding brought to bear so strongly 

upon conduct tha t i t  resu lts  in  renunciation, but the anguish of 

the renunciation is  b rillian tly  captured.

But I shall see 
No more the lady Vivian. Let her love 
What man she may, no other love than mine 
Shall be an index of her memories.
I fear no man who may come after me,
And I see none. I see her, s till in green ,
Beside the fountain. I shall not go back .
We pay for going back; and a ll we get 
Is one more need less ounce of weary wisdom 
To bring away with u s .

(p. 311, 11. 22-31)

It may seem disingenuous to claim that death does not conclude 

these poem s. In Merlin i t  is  unquestionably imminent. For Lance­

lot an undefined spiritual quest is  to  follow h is rejecting all the 

known and loved , w hile Guinevere appears an essen tia lly  unreligious 

novice;

When the bell r in g s , it  rings for you to  go,
But not for me to go. It rings for me
To stay—and pray. I ,  who have not prayed much,
May as w ell pray now. I have not what you have 
To make me se e , though I shall have, sometime,
A new light of my own. I saw in  the Tower,
When all w as darkest and I may have dream ed,
A light tha t gave to men the  eyes of Time 
To read them selves in silen ce . Then i t  faded,
And the men faded. I w as there alone.
I shall not have what you have, or much e lse —
In this p lace . I shall see in other p laces



303

What is  not here. I shall not be alone.
And I shall te ll m yself tha t you are seeing 
All th a t I cannot se e . For th e  time now,
What most I see is  th a t I had no cho ice,
And that you came to  me.

(p. 445, 11. 15-31)

We are not convinced tha t there is  really  anything in th e  future for 

them; there seems to  be too much w ishful thinking at w ork. Yet 

Robinson's heav iest emphasis fa lls  upon their understanding of the 

p a s t, rather than their illusions about the  future. It is  not the 

fact of the. story tha t Robinson reveals to  be important but rather 

the person 's recognition of the fac t and willed acceptance of i t .

In writing of Henry Jam es, Yvor W inters describes his particular 

goal a s  a w riter in  terms that are quite relevant to  these  poems of 

Robinson's. Mr. Winters has been  d iscussing  the  elem ents tha t 

re s tric t Isabel Archer's to tal freedom in the  conduct of her life . 

These include the  facts tha t she is  human; that she has a certain 

temperamental bent of which she is  insufficiently  aware; and that 

she has had particular experiences "which resu lt in certain  forms 

of knowledge and certain  forms of ignorance, and which may conse­

quently lead her to judge a situation on the b a s is  of imperfect 

knowledge1, "

Elements of th is  sort are w hat we ca ll the given facts 
of the plot: they are the inelim inable facts of charac­
te r and of in itia l s itua tion . We have a certain  group 
of particularized individuals in  juxtaposition; the 
particularity  is  destiny , the juxtaposition chance.
But the understanding and the will may rise  in some 
measure superior to destiny  and to chance , and when 
they do s o , we have human victory; or they may make 
the effort and fa il ,  in  which case we have tragedy; or
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the failure having occurred/ there may be a comprehen­
sion of the failure and a w illed adjustment to i t ,  in 
which ca se  we have the combination of tragedy and 
victory. It i s  th is  com bination, the representation of 
which Henry James especially  strives to a c h ie v e .^

G uinevere's renunciation, like M erlin 's and to some extent Lance­

lot* s , is inspired by her determined realization of the inevitable 

lim its of her life . Theirs w ill seem to  many a grey triumph, but it 

is  a  triumph nevertheless. And it  is  essen tia lly  on th is note that 

Robinson ends his poems.

7 .

The A esthetic Q ualities of Merlin and Lancelot

Finally we must examine several passages from Merlin and 

Lancelot to  discover their essen tia lly  "poetic" ch a rac te ris tic s , to 

see how Robinson typically  u ses  metaphor, and to iso la te  the 

aesthe tic  w eaknesses of the  poems. It would be both unjust and 

inaccurate to  accuse Robinson of having only one "manner," but 

the sim ilarities among his good passages are more marked than 

the differences. They tend to  be restra ined , if  not somber; imbued 

w ith pathos; inspired by humaneness; and disciplined by great though 

comparatively unobtrusive suffering. They seem to  be the product 

of a com passionate, though firm-minded and disin terested  spectator 

who both must and can live  his life  in contemplating the liv e s  of
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o thers . They frequently employ the ironic mode in  juxtaposing a s ­

piration with achievement; the lim ited p o ssib ilities  of expression 

w ith the v as t and anguished emotions tha t demand expression; the  

discrepancy between what people need from one another and w hat 

they  can afford to g ive. They are em inently controlled and , given 

w hat we know of Robinson's l i f e ,  curiously urbane. They have 

very little  verbal excitement and even le ss  variety  and change of 

pace . His characters do not speak in a recognizably d istinc t 

personal idiom; tha t i s ,  apart from the content of their sp eech es, 

there is  l i t t le  in th e ir respective lines to d istingu ish , sa y , Guine­

vere from G aw aine.^3 Robinson's poetry is  virtually  devoid of 

decoration re lished  for its  own sake; i t  has nothing of Tennyson's 

om ateness or Stevens's d azz le . And he can seldom , if  ever, 

manage a p assage  approaching the symbolic power of tha t which 

c lo ses "Sunday Morning" or th a t which informs the  whole of 

F rost's  "The Most of I t ."  One has the sense in Robinson's poetry 

tha t every picture and image have been carefu lly , sometimes too 

carefully , chosen to  fit into the re flec tiv e , speculative texture of 

the verse . At its  b es t the poetry is  characterized by straightfor­

ward syntax , plain and often abstract diction tending a t moments 

of emphasis to the po lysy llab ic , unobtrusive a llite ra tio n , and ad­

jectival or adverbial qualification devoted to  ethical and emotional 

defin ition. Let us then look more specifically  at several passages 

from the two poems we are considering here.
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Few of the successfu l speeches in these  poems—and they far 

outnumber the poor ones—have le s s  urbanity and control than the 

following one from M erlin. Arthur is  speaking to M erlin, whom he 

has brought back from Broceliande to  Camelot after a ten  year ab­

sence:

But you are M erlin s t i l l ,  or part of him;
I did you wrong when I thought o therw ise,
And I am sorry now. Say what you w ill.
We cure a lone, and I shall be alone
As long as Time shall hide a  reason here 5
For me to  stay  in th is  infested  world
Where I have sinned and erred and heeded not
Your counsel; and where you yourself—God save us I —
Have gone down smiling to  the sm aller life
That you and your incongruous laughter called  10
Your living grave. God save us a l l ,  M erlin,
When you, the  se e r , the founder, and th e  prophet.
May throw the  gold of your immortal treasure 
Back to  the God that gave i t , and then laugh 
Because a woman has you in her arms . . .  15

(p. 251, 11. 2-16)

There is  no lite ra l physical descrip tion in th is  passage; we are

given l i t t le  indication of what we might see  if we were w itnesses

to th is  scene . Virtually every d e ta il , every adjective and adverb

are evaluative. The vocabulary of the eth ical life  is  dom inant, and

th is is  evident in the f irs t line: "You are Merlin s t i l l , or part of

h im ." We observe it  not ju s t in  such obvious in stances as Arthur's

confession: "I have sinned and erred and heeded not /  Your counsel"

but a lso  in his description of M erlin 's going "down smiling to  the

sm aller life  /  That you and your incongruous laughter called  /  Your

living grave. 11 The syntax is  quite straightforw ard, and th is  is

probably necessary  to  a reasonably convincing rendering of
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conversation. There are four lines tha t have feminine endings 

(lines 9 , 12, 13, and 14), and these  contribute a  sligh t degree of 

informality th a t further enhances the conversational tone. There is  

no unusual or exotic d ic tion , though the  placing of such words a s  

"infested" and "incongruous" is  particularly sk illfu l. The passage 

is  essen tia lly  ironic in th a t i t  p lays off th e  past against the p resen t, 

an abstract standard of conduct against the  re a lis tic  fact of behavior^ 

Arthur's w illingness to  hear w hat he im plicitly knows cannot assuage 

the great sorrow or f ill the great need he h a s . I t  expresses Robin­

son 's characteristic  view of life  as something that people in the 

nature of things are likely  to  mess up. Its  poignance derives in 

great part from the emotional situation Robinson has imagined: a 

relationship once extremely c lo se  and now flawed beyond repair. I 

wonder it  there has ever been a  more moving, tan taliz ing ly  brief 

description of choice made on the basis of emotion and desire  

rather than reaso n , flouting both common sense and a sen se  of 

duty. And i t  is  expressed through someone e ls e 's  perturbed and 

rather envious recognition tha t Merlin has inscrutably  disregarded 

the standards by which he him self h as , if  not liv ed , a t le a s t judged 

him self.

Another p assag e , le ss  succinct but even more moving, occurs 

in the firs t scene between Lancelot and G uinevere. The Queen 

has asked him , with great apprehension, why th a t day is  different 

from any o ther, and Lancelot rep lies as follows:
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"For me today is not as other d ay s ,"
He sa id , "because i t  is  the  f irs t ,  I find ,
That has empowered my w ill to say to  you 
What most i t  is  th a t you must hear and heed.
When Arthur, with a  faith unfortified,
Sent me a lo n e , of a l l  he might have se n t,
That M ay-day to Leodogran your father,
I went away from him with a sore heart;
For in my heart I knew th a t I should fail 
My King, who trusted me too far beyond 
The mortal outpost of experience.
And th is  w as after M erlin 's adm onition.
Which Arthur, in h is p assio n , took for le s s  
Than his inviolable m ajesty.
When I rode in between your fa ther's  guards 
And heard h is  trumpets blown for my loud honor,
I sent my-memory back to Camelot,
And said once to m yself, 'God save the k ing!'
But the words tore my throat and were like  blood 
Upon my tongue. Then a  great shout went up 
From shining men around me everywhere;
And I remember more fair women's eyes 
Than there are stars in autumn, all of them 
Thrown on me for a  glim pse of tha t high knight 
Sir Lancelot—Sir Lancelot of the Lake.
I saw the ir faces and I saw not one 
To sever a  tendril of my integrity;
But I thought once aga in , to make myself 
Believe a silen t l i e ,  'God save the King* . . .
I saw your fa c e , and there were no more k ings."

(p. 376, 11. 1-30)

Again the context qualifies and gives to the passage an extra­

ordinary though subdued complexity of feeling . Lancelot speaks, 

a t a time of deep sorrow and fe a r , of the prelude to h is g reatest 

joy. He is  speaking to  the woman who has earlier been called 

"his inventory of the world /  That he must lo se , or suffer to be 

lo s t /  For love of h e r."  (p. 371, 11. 30-32); and he is  preparing 

to te ll her they must part. Robinson's sense of irony is  pervasive. 

The first lines imply th a t Lancelot has recognized earlier what
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only now he is ab le  to admit to her; the poet is  telling u s ,  as 

he frequently d o e s , that knowledge and the ab ility  to ac t on that 

knowledge are different th ings. Lancelot says to  the woman he 

loves that his loving her has been the violation of his m ost sacred 

tru s t. He says he had th e  awareness of incipient d isloyalty  but 

could not prevent himself from acting it  ou t, w hile a t th e  same 

time he recognizes the human frailty  and culpability of th e  man to 

whom he owed th a t loya lty . ("I knew that I should f a i l /  My King, 

who trusted me too  far beyond /  The mortal outpost of ex p e rien ce .")

There is more narrative in th is  passage than we usua lly  find 

in Robinson, though it is  quite obviously narrative in the service 

of something e ls e .  The story is important only insofar a s  it  re ­

flec ts an action th a t is  crucial in the life of both the speaker and 

the lis ten e r, and it  is  colored by a sense of i ts  significance then 

and its  significance at the time i t  is  reca lled . Robinson is  con­

cerned to  define in  ironic terms how i t  came about that Lancelot 

"alone" went "with a sore heart" to  sue Leodogran on Arthur's be­

half for G uinevere's hand. Again we find the vocabulary markedly 

ethical in its  nature . Arthur, "with a faith unfortified ," "trusted" 

Lancelot but only because he had passionately  assumed "his invio­

lab le  majesty" superior to  M erlin's wisdom. Like the story its e lf , 

the physical se tting  is useful to Robinson only insofar a s  i t  reflec ts 

Lancelot's emotional s ta te . There is  something essen tia lly  abstract 

about "more fair women's eyes /  Than there are stars in  autum n."
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Robinson wants to give the sen se  of an exciting situa tion , and he 

succeeds in doing so . Even G uinevere's appearance serves only 

to stand for the temptation th a t finally proves too much for Lance­

lo t.

There is  nothing in  the passage tha t is  dazzling or e levated , 

but i t  is in the sty le that can sustain  a long poem, even if the 

emotional complexity i t  reflects cannot be  m aintained. There are 

two in stances of Robinson's particularly  deft handling of metaphori­

cal language. His u se  of metaphor not as ornament but a s  a mode 

of perception can be seen in the  lines "My Ring, who trusted  me 

too far beyond /  The mortal outpost of experience." Here "outpost" 

is  a metaphor that stands for the farthest lim its of the known, the 

sa fe , the reasonab le . In th is  context the simple words "too far 

beyond" take on suggestions and meanings which they would as a 

rule rarely y ie ld . The other example is  in the line  "To sever a 

tendril of my in teg rity ."  In appropriating the word "tendril" from 

the world of nature Robinson in s is ts  th a t the e th ical sen se  is  organ­

ic  to  man, an inevitable and healthy part of him. His unobtrusive 

use of such language is  quite characteristic  and highly effective.

Let us finally notice the  lin es  "Which Arthur, in his p assio n , 

took for le s s  /  Than his inviolable m a je s ty ." They exemplify 

Robinson's unrivalled ability  at succinct moral and psychological 

definition. The "passion" is  both sexual passion  and arrogance; 

the word is  simple and common, but Robinson has used i t  w ith such



311

precision th a t one cannot imagine another word in its  p lace . 

Similarly, what combination could be more acu te than "inviolable 

m ajesty"? The polysyllabic quality of the line  suggests the way 

he manipulates language for the sake of special em phasis. For 

a ll its  apparent sim plicity , the passage  is  very skillfully managed.

Another p a ssag e , th is  one in Robinson's vo ice , may suggest 

the ways he characteristically  handles descrip tion . His subject 

here is  the  lonely Arthur, whom Merlin has le f t to return to  Broce- 

liande:

The King w as long aw ake. No covenant 
With peace w as h is tonight; and he knew sleep  
As he knew the cold eyes of Guinevere 
That yesterday had stabbed him, having firs t 
On L ancelot's name struck fire , and le ft him then 
As now they le ft him—w ith a wounded heart,
A wounded pride, and a sickening pang worse yet 
Of lo s t p o ssessio n . He thought wearily 
Of w atchers by the dead , la te  w ayfarers,
Rough-handed mariners on ships a t se a ,
Lone-yawning se n trie s , w as tre ls , and all others 
Who might be saying somewhere to  them selves,
"The King is  now asleep in Oamelot;
God save the King."— "God save the King, indeed,
If there be now a king to  sav e ,"  he sa id .
Then he saw  giants rising  in the dark,
Bom horribly of memories and new fears 
That in  the g ray -lit irony of dawn 
Were partly to fade out and be forgotten;
And then there might be s le ep , and for a time 
There might be peace . His head was hot 
And throbbing; but the re s t of him w as co ld ,
As he lay staring hard where nothing stood,
And hearing what w as n o t, even while he saw 
And heard, like  dust and thunder far away,
The coming confirmation of the words 
Of him who saw so much and feared so lit tle  
Of all that was to b e . No spoken doom 
That ever chilled the la s t  night of a felon
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Prepared a dragging anguish more profound 
And absolute than Arthur, in th e se  hours,
Made out of darkness and of M erlin 's words;
No tide  th a t ever crashed on Lyonnesse 
Drove echoes inland that w ere lonelier 
For widowed ears among the fish er-fo lk ,
Than for the. Ring w ere memories tonight 
Of old illu sions th a t were dead for ever.

(p. 256, 11. 29-30; 
p . 257, 11. 1-35)

Partly by means of comparison and contrast Robinson succeeds in 

rendering th e  experience of suffering, both extending and sharpening 

our sense of its  universality: he goes from the king to felons-to- 

fisherm en, and back to the k ing . The passage is  essen tia lly  com­

parative and ironic; i t  plays off sleep against w akefu lness, cold 

against f ire , dead illusions aga inst new fe a rs , hallucinations against 

foresigh t, the  humble against th e  proud. It tends rhetorically  to 

negation: "No covenant . . . , "  "No spoken doom . . . , "  "No

tide . . . ."  By using the same word in slightly  different senses 

Robinson can suggest paralle ls tha t are s ta rtling  and effective; the 

com parison, "he knew sleep /  As he knew the cold eyes of Guine­

vere" says both tha t he did not p o ssess sleep and that its  uncom- 

forting aloofness taunted him. His particular sk ill w ith sequences 

can be seen in "a wounded h ea rt, /  A wounded p ride , and a sicken­

ing pang worse yet /  Of lo s t p o s s e s s io n ." Here he proceeds from 

the obvious to the unusual and penetrating , calling  special attention 

to the la s t of the three both by choice of diction and by metrical 

em phasis. "Sickening" is  so much more powerful a word than 

"wounded"; and w hereas each of the firs t two items is  contained
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in two iambic f e e t ,  the third takes up 5 -1 /2  fe e t, the s tre ss  tend­

ing to be both stronger and le s s  regular (the firs t foot i s  an an ap est).

Let us make a partial l i s t  of ad jectives and adverbs Robinson 

u s e s , the ones th a t noticeably  qualify the lin es in  w hich they 

occur, "long aw ake,"  "co ld ,"  "wounded," "sickening ," "w orse," 

" lo s t,"  "w earily ," " la te ,"  "horribly," "g ray^lit,"  "partly ," "hot 

and throbbing," "profound and ab so lu te ."  This language, we 

rea liz e , is  highly emotional; the qualifications Robinson is  typically  

in terested  to make are pertinent to feelings and changes in them .

This particular passage  is  perhaps more concerned with emotion as 

a subject than many other passages in the poem s, but th e  difference 

is  more one of degree than of kind. We can also  see in th is  p as­

sage the  effective use of a device Robinson tends to overuse—that 

of repeating words w hose second application is  ironically different 

from th e  first: "As he lay  staring hard where nothing s to o d ,/  And

hearing what w as not, even w hile he saw / And heard . . . ."  The 

firs t two lines suggest hallucinations, waking nightm ares, products 

of a tormented brain. The second "saw / And heard" pertain to his 

apprehensive recognition of the  truth tha t Merlin has prophesized. 

F inally , in  the la s t  lin e s  of the passage we can see again Robin­

son 's typical u s e  of detail: "No tide  tha t ever crashed on L yonnesse/

Drove echoes inland th a t were lonelier /  For widowed ears among the 

fisher-fo lk  . . . ." Instead of describing "echoes" so as to  suggest 

what they  sound lik e , Robinson makes them "lonelier,"  focussing
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on the Impression they  make on those who hear them . The phrase 

"widowed ears" is another such example. There is  nothing physi­

cal or v isual about the combination? the poet uniquely, w ith one 

word, te lls  us why a certain physical sensation , the sound of the 

tid e , inspires the emotional s ta te  of lo n e lin ess .

One passage somewhat different from these  three is  neither

conversation, narrative , nor relatively  straightforward descrip tion.

In it  Robinson renders L ancelot's experience of Guinevere, a t a

time when he is  fully  aware th a t they must part.

Once more he frowned away a threatening sm ile.
But soon forgot the  memory of a ll smiling 
While he gazed on the glimmering face and hair 
Of Guinevere—the glory of w hite and gold 
That had been h is ,  and w ere, for taking of i t .
Still h is , to cloud, with an insidious gleam 
Of earth , another that w as not of earth ,
And so to  make of him a thing of night----
A moth between a  window and a  s ta r,
Not wholly lured by one or led by the other.
The more he gazed upon her beauty th e re ,
The longer was he living in two kingdoms,
Not owning in h is heart the king of e ither,
And ruling not him self. There w as an end 
Of hours, he told her silen t face aga in ,
In s ilen ce . On the morning when his fury 
Wrenched her from that foul fire in  Cam elot,
Where blood paid irretrievably th e  toll 
Of her re le a se , th e  whips of Time had fallen 
Upon them both. All th is  to Guinevere 
He told in  silence and he told in vain.

(p. 415, 11. 10-30)

The beauty of the woman and the extent of his love are not des­

cribed in fulsome d e ta il. The "glory of w hite and gold" is  an 

epithet Robinson frequently u se s  for Guinevere, but we see  her

much le s s  than we feel her, through Lancelot. There is  an almost
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simultaneous rendering of Lancelot's experience of her and his 

aw areness of what tha t means to him—the way his love leaves his 

w ill infirm/ his intentions unrealized. In Robinson’s m easured, con­

trolled way he is  highly dramatic; the passage implies a physical 

situation , a very emotional confrontation between two people, and 

it  renders the dramatic conflicts w ithin Lancelot. Furthermore, we 

know tha t the resolution of the drama must come from w ithin the 

protagonists—there can be no deus ex machina—and th is fact makes 

the drama a ll the more in tense . There is  an interplay between the 

implied physical scene and Lancelot's thoughts and memories, and 

Robinson manages th is  simply by te lling  us repeatedly tha t Lancelot 

is  looking a t Guinevere: "While he gazed . . . "  (1„ 12), "The

more he gazed . , ."  (1* 20), "he told her silen t face . .

(1. 24), "All th is to Guinevere /  He told . . ."  (11. 29-30) The 

accumulation of such simple fa c ts  effectively embodies his in­

firmity of w ill where she is  concerned, h is actual preoccupation 

w ith her contrasting, as i t  d o es , with what he is  thinking at the  

tim e. Instead of giving us ab s trac t, theoretical tem ptation, Robin­

son has been remarkably able to make us feel i t  a t work.

We should note the particularly careful placing of such words 

as " insid ious,"  "threatening," and "irretrievably ," each so pre­

cise ly  chosen tha t equally satisfactory  substitu tes would be exceed­

ingly difficult to find. The metaphor tha t likens Lancelot to a 

moth is  sim ilarly successfu l. Again, characte ristica lly , it  has
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l it tle  visual quality; It is  appropriate in suggesting the eth ical 

qualities of whimsy and indecisiveness. The sentence beginning 

in line 25 ("On the morning . . ." )  and continuing to  line  29 

shows Robinson's ability  to p lace and order experience a t several 

removes from the event its e lf . The language is  vivid and accu­

rate (" fu ry /1 "W renched," "foul f ire "), and the movement of the 

passage slows so. that alm ost every word receives heavier than 

usual s tre s s , particularly calling attention to  th e  all-im portant 

word "irretrievably ." The rhetorical device in the la s t  line i s  one 

that Robinson occasionally  em ploys, often with considerable effect; 

the structure of each half of the line is  the sam e, the language 

insisting  upon a grammatical parallel between "in silence" and 

"in v a in ."  But "in silence" is  primarily a physical descrip tion , 

while "in vain" has emotional and eth ical resonance. The pseudo- 

parallelism  is  clever and ultim ately yields a note approaching 

tragic irony.

I have already called attention to  Robinson's use of meta­

phor and lite ra l d e ta il, showing how th ese  are almost never 

relished for the ir physical properties but are instead  subordinate to 

the idea being expressed. His imagination is  essen tia lly  non­

v isu a l, and his metaphors are never obtrusive. The metaphors one 

discovers in Robinson do not "speak for them selves" or stand 

a lone, nor do th ey , as do the pigeons a t the end of W allace 

S tevens's "Sunday M orning," have a haunting resonance and almost
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endless suggestiveness.

A few more brief passages can illu stra te  Robinson's charac­

te ris tic  treatm ent of metaphor. The firs t two examples occur when 

Guinevere i s  speaking to  Lancelot a t Joyous Gard.

What was it  made you save me from the  fire ,
If only out of memories and forebodings 
To build around my life  another fire 
Of slower faggots?

(p. 413, 11. 24-7)

Guinevere refers firs t to  L ancelo t's h istoric rescue of h e r, and pro­

ceeds to use  the  idea of death by fire to make a metaphor—if 

metaphor i t  be—of her current s ta te  of emotional torment. The 

"faggots,"  the crude fuel for the actual f ire , are transmuted into 

the more insidious "memories and forebodings" th a t resu lt in poten­

tia lly  deadly mental anguish. Later on , Guinevere says she knows 

the ir world is  "going" but p leads to  Lancelot for a l it t le  more life:

Why not before it  g o es , and I go w ith i t ,
Have yet one morsel more of life  together,
Before death sweeps the tab le  and our few crumbs 
Of love are a few la s t  ashes on a fire 
That cannot hurt your v ision or bum long?

(p. 419, 11. 1-5)

The resu lts  of trying to imagine such a metaphor in v isual terms

would be ludicrous. The lines assum e that the idea of ea tin g , of

physical consumption, can stand for perilous earthly pleasure tha t

ultim ately returns to dust. This assum ption is  revealed in only a

few words tha t effectively bring the tangible world into a highly

emotional statem ent; there is  a poignance in "morsel" and "crumbs"
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tha t more abstract words could only with great difficulty convey. 

The temporal fire im plicitly contrasts to the  "fires of G od," the 

spiritual pursuit which the earthly cannot deflect. The power of 

the statem ent depends ultim ately on i ts  contex t, and th is ability  

of Robinson's to  imagine everything in terms of its  appropriateness 

to the situation he has imagined is  one of the great strengths of 

these  Arthurian poems.

It might be useful to compare two p a ssag e s , one from Robin­

son and one from Tennyson, using essen tia lly  the same metaphorj 

the ir very different a ttitudes and poetic techniques can thereby be 

illuminated further. After Lancelot has le ft Guinevere for the la s t 

time he trie s  in the field  outside the convent to co llect himself:

"No man w as ever alone like th a t,"  he thought,
Not knowing what la s t  havoc pity and love 
Had s till to  wreak on wisdom. Gradually,
In one long wave it  whelmed him, and then broke— 
Leaving him like a lone man on a ree f,
Staring for what had been with him , but now 
Was gone and was a white face under the se a ,
Alive th e re , and alone—always alone.

(p. 447, 11. 22-9)

Robinson calls upon our sense of the irresistib le  and unalterable

motion of w aves. The effect on Lancelot of his equally natural

and powerful feelings of "pity and love" parallels that of a man at

the mercy of the se a . His emotions overwhelm him and then leave

him d eso la te , "a lone man on a ree f ."  He is  separated forever

from what he has loved. Again the metaphor is  not v isu a l, but

i t  is  effective. These lines are doubtless not Robinson's best
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poetry, but they are an adequate portion of a long poem. One 

would never think of removing them from their con tex t, except for 

purposes of an a ly sis .

On the o ther hand, the following lines from th e  Idylls are fre ­

quently cited  alone; indeed, Hallam Tennyson te lls  u s  where the 

lines were w ritten: "I can find no further account of th is v is it to

Ireland, except th a t my father then made the following lin e s , which 

occur in "Merlin and Vivien," w ithin one of the  caves of Bally- 

bunion"44:

So dark a forethought ro ll’d about his b rain ,
As on a dull day in an ocean cave
The blind wave feeling round his long sea-h a ll
In silence .

("Merlin and V ivien," 11. 228-31)

As descriptive poetry th is is  indeed lovely. The notion th a t the 

w ave-is blind and feeling gives i t  extraordinary concre teness. The 

retarded rhythm, especially  of line  230, with its  long vowels and 

juxtaposed consonants, ind icates Tennyson's im pressive technical 

sk ill. The difficulty comes with what the passage i s  supposed to  

indicate. It is in a description of Merlin and evidently is  meant 

to suggest the thought process of the w isest man in  the world.

But Tennyson's inability  to imagine convincingly the u se s  and work­

ings of supreme intelligence v itia tes  the beauty of the lin e s . Even 

if one expects only that th e  metaphor describe premonition, i t  is 

still inadequate. It suggests none of those elusive flashes of 

revelation or the interaction betw een the grasping, penetrating,
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analy tic in telligence and w hatever one might c a ll—perhaps imagina­

tion—the faculty  that apprehends essen tia lly  in tu itive ly . Here 

Tennyson is  c learly  responding to  a physical scen e , as his son 's  

note on the lines makes quite c lear. He does not submit him self 

to the  demands of the  poem 's context th a t would largely determine 

how appropriate are d e ta ils  th a t he thinks of including.

In each poem there are metaphors that Robinson uses  several 

tim es in such a way as to give them more than  local significance. 

They are more flex ib le , le s s  binding than the pervasive image in 

the Idylls of the  waning year; Robinson prefers something more su s­

ceptible to his own manipulation. In Lancelot he u s e s ,  perhaps 

ov er-u ses , the light /  dark /  Light imagery, th e  fundamental mean­

ing of which is  too obvious—or too vague—to need lengthy interpre­

ta tion . The firs t two terms come of course from the natural phe­

nomenon of day and night; "light" a lso  stands for the  attractiveness 

of the earthly, the known, the things of th is world. "Dark" stands 

both for the destruction of a ll tha t had been valued in  Camelot and 

for the "dark night of the soul" that must precede any true spiritual 

commitment. "Light" is  Robinson's shorthand for spiritual experi­

ence , and I have already d iscussed  the w eaknesses inherent in his 

use of i t .

In Merlin there is  a more in teresting metaphor, used in a 

way not typical in Robinson's poetry, and i t  is  very difficult to 

describe precisely  the way it works or what i t  is about. It is
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more suggestive than Robinson’s imagery usually  is ; the poem "Luke 

Havergal" is  the only other one in which the imagery is  so  little  

subordinate to a dominant statem ent qr an a ly s is . There are four 

passages tha t reflect th is  metaphor, and I should lik e  to quote all 

of them before trying to describe what he is  doing. The firs t pas­

sage occurs when Merlin is  in itia lly  led by Vivian to  her manor in 

Broceliande:

He did not say tha t he was glad or sorry;
For suddenly came flashing in to  vision 
A thing tha t was a manor and a c a s tle ,
With w alls and roofs that had a flaming sky 
Behind them , like a sky tha t he remembered,
And one tha t had from his rock-sheltered haunt
Above the roofs of his forsaken city
Made flame as if  all Camelot were on fire .
The glow brought w ith i t  a brief memory 
Of Arthur as he le ft him, and the pain 
That fought in Arthur's eyes for losing him,
And must have overflowed when he had vanished.

(p. 266, 11. 7-18)

The second describes th e  lovers ' meeting before dinner on the firs t

evening they are together:

It seemed
A flower of wonder with a crimson stem 
Came leaning slowly and regretfully 
To meet h is w ill—a flower of change and peril 
That had a clinging blossom of warm olive 
Half stifled  with a tyranny of b lack ,
And held the wayward fragrance of a rose 
Made woman by delirious alchemy.

(p. 271, 11. 12-19)

For the c lose  of dinner Robinson w rites the following extraordinary

lines:

He stared a long time a t the cup of gold 
Before him but he drank no more. There came
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Between him and the world a crumbling sky 
Of black and crim son, w ith a crimson cloud 
That held a far off town of many tow ers.
All swayed and shaken, till  a t  la s t  they fe ll ,
And there w as nothing but a crimson cloud 
That crumbled into nothing, like the sky 
That vanished with i t ,  carrying away 
The w orld, the woman, and all memory of them ,
Until a slow  light . . .

(p. 277, 11. 9-19)

Finally , in the la s t  section when Merlin is  with Dagonet overlooking

Cam elot, we find the following passage:

The w izard shivered as he spoke, and stared
Away into the sunset where he saw
Once more, as  through a  cracked and cloudy g la s s ,
A crumbling sky tha t held a crimson cloud
Wherein there was a town of many towers
All swayed and shaken, in a woman's hand
This tim e, t il l  out of i t  there spilled  and flashed
And tum bled, like loose jew e ls , town, tow ers, and w a lls ,
And there w as nothing but a crumbling sky
That made anon of black and red and ruin
A wild and final rain  on Camelot.
He bowed, and pressed  his eyes: "Now by my so u l,
I have seen th is before—all b lack and red—
Like th a t—like  th a t—lik e  Vivian—black and red;
Across the cups of gold. A flute w as playing—
Then a ll w as b lack and red.

(p. 308, 11. 24-34; 
p . 209, 11. 1-6)

At a certain  level the references and substitutions are quite 

obvious and typical for th is  poet. In the firs t passage the actual 

sight of the manor instan tly  reca lls  for Merlin the town of Cam elot, 

as he w as wont to  see it from his favorite spot of seclusion . The 

lines move quickly from physical fact to his own experience of 

another human being. They im plicitly suggest that a substitution 

is  being made, tha t Broceliande is  taking the place of Camelot in
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M erlin 's life . The two details  th a t w ill be significantly  picked up 

in the subsequent passages are the "flaming sky" and the outline 

of the town or manor, which we assume would be very dark against 

i ts  brillian t background.

The second passage is  not in fact a  modulation of the earlier 

one, but a uniquely evocative description of Vivian. We can imme­

diately realize the non-visual quality of the description by trying to 

see Vivian a s  the flower he describ es. The stem would be red , 

the blossom  black—an utter reversal of a natural phenomenon. But 

these  d e ta ils , especially  th ese  co lo rs , suggestively recall those in
i

the firs t passage quoted; and M erlin 's d istance from what he sees 

has markedly changed. He is  now involved, whereas before he had 

been an almost d isin terested  specta tor. The colors a lso  are the 

traditional signs of passion  and death , which in a sense Vivian 

represents for M erlin.

In the third passage the imagery reverts to that of the  town 

and the sky behind i t ,  but the second passage has decisively  in ter­

vened. The "black and crimson" of Vivian have replaced the 

"flaming sky" and the dark outline of Camelot. And the activ ity  

of the verb forms, "crumbling”' "swayed and shaken ," and "fell" 

emulates tha t of the sexual a c t ,  progressing even to the sense  of 

satiation and obliteration tha t follows i t .  Both th e  discretion and 

the effectiveness of the passage are extraordinary, and i t  is 

managed by substitutions tha t are only apparently sim ple.
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In the la s t passage Merlin is even further removed from the 

scene he contemplates than he was in  the f irs t ,  though h is experi­

ence in  Broceliande has changed his way of seeing Camelot. In 

a lite ra l sense th is  represents a kind of hallucination , but i t  is  

really  c loser to an im aginative recreation and blending of the two 

major experiences of h is l if e .  It renders h is sense  of the imminent 

destruction of Arthur's kingdom; it speaks of the fu lness of life  

that finally  and inevitably  accom plishes its  own defeat. And the 

two sc en es , the one looked upon and the one remembered, are seen 

no longer in their original b rilliance and immediacy; they are seen 

"as through a cracked and cloudy g la s s ,"  that i s ,  through the  per­

spective of lo s s .

A few la s t words about the aesth e tic  w eaknesses in these  

poems of Robinson's. Both poems are uneven, and both are marred 

by p ro lix ity  and an excessive sam eness of tone; but the extent to 

which these  faults damage the  poems can only be subjectively  

gauged while reading each of them through. Of course we cannot 

expect a long poem to support consisten tly  the meticulous analysis 

of i ts  poetic texture characteristic  of what we loosely  term "new- 

criticism . " N onetheless, the prolixity and sam eness of tone in 

Robinson's Arthurian poems are not, I th ink , necessarily  characte ris- 

tic  of the long poem but ra th e r, typical of this particular poet.

The Robinson en thusiast must finally  accep t the too frequent dreari­

ness  for the sake of those portions of the poems that are incompara­

b le .
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When I d iscussed  the in te llectual w eaknesses revealed in  the 

Arthurian poem s, I called attention to  the fact tha t the dubious pas­

sages were frequently characterized by a  kind of playing with words , 

sluggish rhythm, and a merely apparent precision of language. 

Robinson at his b es t arouses expectations of uniquely p recise  ex­

pression; when he inevitably  falls from th is high standard, h is d ic­

tion is s till capable of seeming to be lucid without truly being so.

A minor exam ple, among several in which Robinson's proclivity for

repeating words resu lts  in a  specious appearance of profundity, in­

volves the  several references to M erlin 's "gay grave" in Brittany.

In the firs t section of Merlin Gawaine says th a t, according to  rumor, 

M erlin 's beard is  gone and he is  "Crowned w ith a glory of eternal 

p eace ."  (p. 238, 1. 24) Dagonet replies:

I look not to Merlin
For p eace , when out of his peculiar tomb
He comes again to  Camelot.

(p. 238, 11. 30-32)

No, it  is  not for peace tha t Merlin com es.
(p. 239, 1. 3)

Gawaine replies:

W ell, Dagonet, if Merlin would have peace .
Let M erlin stay away from Brittany.

(p. 239, 11. 11-12)

Dagonet answers w ith an exotic description of the sensual paradise

that is  Broceliande and ends by saying:

And you say  to  me,
'If Merlin would have peace , le t Merlin stay
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Away from Brittany. 1 G aw aine, you are young,
And M erlin 's in his grave.

(p. 240, 11. 12-15)

There is  subsequently some dubious banter about graves and being 

buried a liv e . The difficulty resides in the repetition of th e  word 

"peace ."  There is  f irs t the claim that Merlin has achieved peace; 

next Dagonet questions the suggestion th a t he might bring peace to 

share with others and then the possib ility  that he might be  returning 

in  order to  find i t .  F inally, Gawaine and Dagonet quibble over whe­

ther Merlin can find the peace he presumably sought in Broceliande.

Without great effort or undue attention to what he actually  

say s , one can grasp the general idea Robinson is  probably trying to  

express: that tranquility  based on surrender and p assiv ity  is  ques­

tionable and th reatened , that there is a real equation between peace 

and death . Robinson's interpretation of the ancient prediction tha t 

Merlin was shamefully to be buried alive is original and , as a 

general conception, b rillian t. But the passages I cited above leave 

a great deal to be desired in the way of clarity . He is  trying to  

impose excessive aneanings on m aterial that cannot susta in  it and 

does not need it; he is  straining for in ten sity . This w eakness is  

related to  another one to which I alluded earlier: Robinson's capa­

city to w rite so obliquely and with such multiple qualifications th a t 

he creates to  a disturbing degree an atmosphere of unfathomable 

complexity.

There is  a t tim es a tremulous hovering of obscure significances;
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the  fundamental clarity  of line is  muddied. Even a careful student 

of Malory and Tennyson w ill find it difficult to fathom th e  rela tion­

ship Robinson presents in the firs t section of Lancelot between 

Lancelot and Gawaine, and a lso  one aspec t of tha t relationship  as 

i t  re la te s  to Guinevere. Robinson takes from Tennyson the idea 

th a t the lovers were fata lly  discovered together the night before 

Lancelot w as to leave the court forever. Lancelot and Gawaine 

frequently refer to his imminent departure; it is  in  the light of th is 

departure th a t everything e lse  they ta lk  about is  understood. Lance­

lo t s a y s , "Yes, Gawaine /  I go tomorrow, and I w ish you w e ll."

(p. 366, 11. 15-15) Yet when Guinevere comes in  she does not be­

have as though the day were a critical one in her life . She asks 

him

Why do you set th is day—
This golden day , when a ll are not so golden—
To te ll me, w ith your eyes upon the ground,
That id le  words have been for id le tongues 
And ears a moment's id le  entertainm ent?

(p. 373, 11. 13-17)

Our sense of what people- are saying depends upon what we assume

them to know, but Guinevere would surely know Lancelot's plan to

le a v e .

I cannot find an adequate , convincing explanation, either 

w ithin Robinson's poem or in  his sources, of why Lancelot is  so 

guarded and even rude to Gawaine. One possib ility  is  tha t Robinson 

takes from Tennyson the quality in Lancelot of a surly p ass iv ity , 

and th is is  Robinson's expression of i t—whereas Tennyson displayed 

it  in his physical and moral lethargy at the Last Tournament. But
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such an explanation, though it  may be correct, does not help us 

understand why i t  takes the particular forms i t  does between these  

very important m en, and it does not help us in the local instances 

to understand specific  w ords. For example, there  is an in itia l d e s­

cription of Lancelot looking a t Gawaine with "Hard e y e s , where 

doubts a t war with memories /  Fanned a sad w rath ."  (p. 365, 11. 

5-6) We have no way of knowing whether his "doubts" and "memor­

ie s"  are of Gawaine or of the situation in general, and i t  is  import 

tan t tha t we know th is so as to understand what is  going on be­

tween them. Lancelot la ter te lls  Guinevere tha t he does not fear or 

d istrust Gawaine any more than he does G areth, and th is is  high 

p ra ise . But if th is  is  tru e , why is  he so defensive toward him? 

What is  the full meaning of lin es  such as the following?

Still w ith a frown that had no faith in i t ,
Lancelot, pitying Gawaine*s lo st endeavour 
To make an evil je s t of evidence.
Sat fronting him with a remote forbearance—
Whether for Gawaine blind or Gawaine; f a ls e ,
Or bo th , or neither, he could not say y e t,
If ever.

(p. 368, 11. 20-27)

Later Lancelot says to  Guinevere of Gawaine:

Sometimes a random shaft of his w ill hit 
Nearer the mark than one a w ise man aims 
With infinite address and reservation;
So has i t  come to pass th is afternoon 

(p. 374, 11. 5-8)

This claim  predictably frightens Guinevere, who in s is ts  on being

told what has happened between the two man. But a painstaking

search of both the firs t and second sections has not discovered to
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me anything that would warrant the description Lancelot gives or 

th a t answers G uinevere's question . U nless what seemed common 

knowledge, the fact tha t Lancelot planned to  leave the next day was 

actually  something Gawaine g uessed . It then might have been un­

known to Guinevere and therefore a fact capable of causing her the 

g reatest anguish . S till, th is  is  a possib ility  that the quality of 

the ir love and re la tionsh ip , as  Robinson has imagined i t ,  renders 

highly unlikely . In general, th en , the situation is  understandable, 

but such passages a s  those I quoted have a particularity  and preci­

sion that I think examination proves m isleading.

One other minor fault in Robinson remains to  be noted: a 

certain awkwardness in dealing w ith concrete th in g s , physical de­

ta i l ,  colloquialism —in short, the mundane. When he trie s  to 

handle these th ings he often d isp lays a lack of ta s te ,  even a kind 

of crudeness; his poetry suddenly h its  on fa lse  notes and the tone 

becomes d iscordant. We find an example near the beginning of 

M erlin, when Dagonet s a y s , "though I know no more than any 

churl /  Who pinches any chambermaid soever /  In the King's p a lace , 

I look not , . ."  (p. 238, 11. 28-30) It is  a dubious note in a 

portentous situation and revea ls  Robinson trying to  do something 

not really congenial to h is ta len t. Later Merlin tries  to  talk  about 

Vivian’s green d ress:

If I were young, God knows if  I were safe
Concerning you in g reen , like a slim  cedar,
As you are now, to say my life  w as mine;



330

Were you to say to me th a t I should end i t ,
Longevity for me were jeopardized.
Have you your green on always and a ll over?

(p. 264, 11. 6-11)

The circumlocution alm ost succeeds in  being humorous; but th e  la s t  

two w ords, "all o v er,"  along with th e  earlier "Concerning," under­

line a heaviness in  Robinson tha t such subjects tend to ca ll forth.

Another example o f Robinson’s awkwardness with physical fact oc­

curs in Vivian's f irs t references to M erlin 's beard , an  object which 

is  the subject of several quite ted ious, though understandable, 

passages;

"O, tha t hair!"
She moaned, as  if  in sorrow: "Must it be?
Must every prophet and important wizard 
Be clouded so tha t nothing but his nose 
And e y e s , and intim ations of his e a rs ,
Are there to  make us know him when we see him?
Praise heaven I'm not a prophet! Are you g lad?"

(p. 265, 1. 32; p . 266, 11. 1-6)

Later, when he appears at dinner without the beard she ca lls  him

her lion and speaks as follows;

"Are you to le t me go again som etim e,"
She sa id , — "before I starve to  d ea th , I wonder?
If n o t. I 'l l  have to  b ite the lio n 's  paw s,
And .shake him roar. He cannot shake his mane,
For now the lion has no mane to shake;
The lion hardly knows him self w ithout i t ,
And thinks he has no face , but th e re 's  a lady 
Who says he had no face until he lo st i t .
So there we are.

(p. 272, 11. 1-10)

What is  intended as sophisticated coquetry has a decidedly adoles­

cent ring to i t ,  but fortunately such passages are relatively  infre­

quent for th is "great and austere" poet.
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FOOTNOTES: CHAPTER HI

1
Biographical m aterial on Robinson can be found in  the follow­

ing works: ELLesworth Barnard/ Edwin Arlington Robinson: A C ritical 

Study (New York, 1952); Hermann H aaedom , Edwin Arlington Robin­

son: A. Biography (New York, 1938); Emery N eff, Edwin Arlington 

Robinson (New York, 1948); Chard Powers Smith, Where the 

Light F a lls : A Portrait of Edwin Arlington Robinson (New York, 1965); 

Yvor W inters, Edwin Arlington Robinson (Norfolk, 1946).

2
On his deathbed, he said to  Chard Powers Smith, "I never 

could have done anything but w rite poetry ." Smith, p . 367.

^Ebid., p . 389 .

4Van Wyck Brooks, New England: Indian Summer (New York, 

1940), p . 497.

^Morton Zabel, "Robinson: The Ironic D isc ip lin e ,"  The N ation , 

August 28, 1937, p . 222.

0
Denis Donoghue, Connoisseurs of Chaos (New York, 1965), 

p . 129.

7
James D ickey, "Edwin Arlington Robinson: The Many Truths," 

Selected Poems of Edwin Arlington Robinson, ed . Morton Zabel 

(New York, 1965), p . x i.
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g
See W inters, pp. 97-130, and Alan T ate , "Edwin Arlington 

Robinson," Collected Essays (Denver, 1959), pp . 358-364.

g
Hermann H agedom , Edwin Arlington Robinson: A Biography 

(New York, 1938), p . 320.

Edwin Arlington Robinson, Selected Letters (New York, 1940),

p . 97.

U Ibid . . p . 106.

12Winfield Scott, "To See Robinson," New Mexico Quarterly 

Review, XXVI, p . 168.

13
Barnard, p . 118.

Smith, p . 243.

15
L etters, pp. 112-113.

16Ib id . , p . 160.

^Edm und W ilson, "The M uses Out of W ork," The New Republic. 

May 11, 1927, p . 319.

18Louise Bogan, "Tilbury Town and Beyond," Poetry/ January, 

1931, pp. 219-220.
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W inters, p . 61 .

2 0 Ellsworth Barnard, p . 109.

21W inters, pp. 62, 86-94; D ickey, p . xviii; Barnard, pp.

95-96, 150ff.; Donoghue, p . 133; Conrad Aiken, A Reviewer's ABC 

(New Haven, 1956), p . 345. For a  sympathetic and, indeed, enthu­

s ia s tic  descrip tion , see Charles C estre , Introduction to  Edwin Arling­

ton Robinson (New York, 1930), pp . 98-118.

22 Scott, p . 168.

22L ette rs , p . 146 ff.

24Ib id . , p . 146.

25Barnard, p . 151.

t

26W inters, p . 146.

^B arn ard , p . 122.

28For an excellen t summary of the two poem s, see W inters, 

p . 62 ff.

29Edwin Arlington Robinson, Collected Poems (New York, 1954). 

All subsequent references to this edition are parenthesized by page 

and line number within the tex t of the d iscussion .
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30 "([Robinson's narrative? i s ,  like the narrative of Henry 

Jam es, an affair pre-em inently of relations: a  narrative , i t  would 

be more exact to  say , of rela tions and contacts (between character 

and character) always extraordinarily conscious. 11 Aiken, p . 342.

31Denis Donoghue makes th is  point in a  somewhat different 

way: "Robinson's characters s till cling to  the metaphor of action

because they  have nothing e lse  to  do. Their suffering is  caused  

by the fact th a t, for them , the  reality  upon which the dramatic meta­

phor depends is  dead . Such words as "decision ,"  "cho ice ,"  "do ," 

"even t,"  or "act" are their only terms of reference, and these  

terms are—for th ese  people—d ead ."  Donoghue, pp. 136-7.

32Hallam Tennyson, Alfred Lord Tennyson: A Memoir. H (New 

York, 1897), p . 463.

33Quite unlike Tennyson, he was unconcerned with any know­

ledge not immediately relevant to  poetry. "After the failure of 

'Captain Craig*. . . he seems to  have lo s t most of his in te llectual 

curiosity . He continued to  admire the authors he had first read at 

Harvard in  1891-93 and he showed no in terest in the  new ideas that 

were sweeping over the w orld ." Malcolm Cowley, "Edwin Arlington 

Robinson: Defeat and Triumph," The New Republic, December 6 , 1948, 

p . 29.
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34 Stopford Brooke, Tennyson: His Art and Relation to Modem 

Life (London, 1929), p . 301.

^ W in te r s ,  pp. 14-19.

36Ib id ., pp. 110-111.

37 "In M erlin , however, where Mr. Robinson's romantic alter 

ego , so long frustra ted , speaks ou t, we cannot for long doubt tha t 

he  reaches his zenith as  a poet. The sense of scene and portraiture 

are as acute h ere , certa in ly , but the fine actuality  with which they 

are  rendered i s ,  as  in the b es t poetry, synonymous with the beauti­

ful; and the poem, though long , is  admirably, and beyond any other 

American narrative poem, su sta in ed ."  Aiken, pp. 339-340.

38Conrad Aiken noted th e  kinship between these  three w riters: 

"We can see the  "texture" of Mr. Robinson's poetry , if we lik e , 

a s  we can see the subtle texture of Henry James, or of Hawthorne, 

a s  a product peculiarly American—the over-sensitiveness of the 

sensitive  soul in an environment where sensitiveness is  ra re ."  

p . 343.

39 "Robinson is  perhaps the greatest m aster of the speculative 

or conjectural approach to the writing of poetry. Uncertainty was 

the air he breathed , and speculation w as not so much a device 

with him—though at i ts  best it  is  a surpassingly effective technique—
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as i t  was a habit of mind, an  integral part of the se lf . As w ith 

most powerful poets, the writing proceeded from the way Robinson 

naturally thought, the way he naturally  w a s , and so w as inextricably  

rooted in h is re ticen t, slightly  morbid, profoundly contem plative, 

so lita ry , com passionate, and sto ical personality  and w as not the 

product of a  conscious search for a literary  "w ay," an unusual man­

ner of speaking which w as invented or discovered and in which the 

w ill had a major p a rt."  D ickey, p . xv.

^ " w e  find tha t the feature tha t differentiates them most 

decisively  from the medieval versions of the same stories is  tha t 

the characters change." Barnard, p . 109.

41Katherine Ann Porter, "On a Criticism  of Thomas H ardy," 

Modem Literary C riticism , ed . Irving Howe (New York, 1961), 

p . 308.

42
Yvor W inters, In D efense of Reason (Denver, 1947), p . 307.

43 " One might expect th a t in dialogue even more than in d es­

cription the characters would come alive through the sound as well 

as the sense  of what they say; but Robinson apparently lacks the 

power to stamp the u tterance of a character with a d is tin c tiv e , 

unique accent and rhythm. His people do not all ta lk  the sam e, 

to  be sure, for the poems vary greatly in form and tone. But w ithin
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each poem, no m atter how many speakers may appear, all the 

spoken passages seem much alike in vocabulary, imagery, and 

sentence structu re ." Barnard, p . 58.

44Hallam Tennyson, I ,  p . 218.

45 "In the d ialogue, esp ec ia lly , M r. Robinson too often gives 

himself up to  a sort of overwrought verbalistic  playing w ith an 

idea . . . .  Sometimes th e se  tortuous passages conceal a  subtlety  

worth the pain of extracting— and sometimes they do n o t."  ALken, 

p . 346.
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, CONCLUSION

By comparing major works of Arthurian literature from different 

eras and p laces , we in itia lly  dem onstrate the process of change. 

Tennyson's and Robinson's poems may reveal th is either straight­

forwardly or im plicitly , and the ways the poets them selves recognize 

such change and reflec t tha t recognition in their treatm ent of the 

material w ill to a great extent determine the success or failure of 

the ir poems. C hivalry, for example, clearly  had great practical 

significance for Malory—even if  he used i t  primarily as an object 

le sson  aimed at a decadent present; in la ter works of Arthurian 

lite ra tu re , chivalry has become at most a metaphor. Tennyson's 

Arthurian court is  Utopian in the sense that the duties of knight­

hood as he envisions them are  essen tia lly  abstract; there is  no 

pretense tha t they actually  re la te , as  in  Le Morte D'Arthur they 

clearly  do, to a real society  and an actual stage of social develop­

ment. By the time we reach Robinson, we can alm ost say that even 

as a metaphor chivalry has d isappeared. The primary u sefu lness, 

for Robinson, of the sta tus and dignity of Arthur's court is  to 

certify his characters ' claims to  our admiration and in te re s t. For 

a ll that they are kn ights, his characters are no different from very 

in telligent and sophisticated people who could conceivably live in
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his own era. Thus what once answered real social needs and 

performed real social functions has lo s t its  practical relevance to 

the actual w orld. In terms of the litera tu re  in which chivalry ap­

pears , th is  means that a so lid , convincing, important aspect of 

the-m aterial is  no longer access ib le , and, if they want to w rite 

major poetry, the la te r poets w ill be forced to  d iscover other di­

mensions to  compensate for the lo s s . Neither Tennyson nor 

Robinson sought for such dimensions in the contemporary public 

world of ac tiv ity , responsib ility , and power. Tennyson as Laureate 

of course wrote poems on public events of national significance, but 

in his longer w orks, and especially  in  the Idylls o f  the Ring, the 

concerns of th e  actual soc ia l world are revealed only obliquely. 

Tennyson and Robinson have become the poets of private liv es  and 

of private sen sib ilitie s .

The way in which the two poets use what w as, in Malory, 

the Q uest of the Sangraal dem onstrates the lo ss of traditional 

Christian fa ith . The dogma and ritual that had sustained so many 

centuries of W estern thought and idealism  is  evidently no longer 

availab le. Its  absence to  Tennyson is  revealed in  his extraordinary 

and ambivalent account of the search for the G ra il--a  search he 

equates with a d esire  far selfish  spiritual excitement perhaps tan ta­

mount to  m adness. He d istru sts  a morality tha t cannot be tested  

in the course of everyday experience, although he cannot disavow
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a belief in spiritual experience. The fact that traditional Chris­

tian ity  is  no longer availab le  is  more importantly shown in  Tennyson's 

devising an allegory th a t refers perfunctorily to Christian truths w hile 

being fundamentally an ti-C hristian  in its  themes of inevitable defeat 

and inexorable corruption. His imperfect recognition of th e  signifi­

cance of th is  basic  change leads to  damaging am bivalences at the 

very heart of the Id y lls . The absence of traditional C hristianity  for 

Robinson is  shown in his use of short-hand te rm s, such as "Light," 

to point to an experience he cannot otherwise describe. Furthermore, 

for him the Q uest is something that takes place offstage—that affects 

everyday life  primarily by providing a reason , or perhaps an excuse 

to leave i t .  Robinson's conscious aw areness of th is  change may 

have been no greater than  Tennyson's, but his u se  of the Grail theme 

does not damage the core of his poem s, i f  only because the theme is 

not central to  them.

The disappearance of a c le a r , coherent, and recognized scheme 

of values involves th e  disappearance of prescribed ways of coping 

with doubt, g u ilt, and sin . In works tha t are particularly  concerned 

with morality, the  problems of dealing with eth ical conflicts become 

of course quite severe. Tennyson's refusal to recognize th e  full im­

plications of th is  historical phenomenon m anifests i ts e lf  in a work 

which im plicitly te s tif ie s  that significant choice is  not possib le—that 

doubt, guilt, and sin  inevitably victim ize those  who experience them.
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His characters cannot ac t effectively in a recognizable world/ and 

consequently they  respond passively  to d ifficu lt or unpleasant situa­

tio n s . There is a fundamental incom patibility between a belief in 

the inevitable and complete defeat of idealism  and a rigid assessm en t 

of responsib ility . This reveals itse lf  in  th e  Idylls in  Arthur's mas­

sive moral denunciation o f  G uinevere, which the "parabolic drift" of 

the work should have made irrelevant and out of p lace .

Robinson, on the other hand, accep ts  the  necessary  human 

frailty  of his characters and transm utes their inab ility  to ac t in the 

public world into an overwhelming need to struggle actively to  under­

stand and come to terms with private dilemmas. In Percival, among 

many o thers, Tennyson apparently condemns a preoccupation with 

one 's inner se lf , although he clearly  cannot suggest ways or means 

of avoiding or coping with such a preoccupation. Robinson accepts 

and explores his characters ' to ta l involvement with them selves and 

those with whom they  are c lo se s t. Consequently his poems can end 

with a triumph—an affirmation— of so rts , w hereas in Tennyson the 

positive note is  primarily rhetorical.

Another consequence of th e  disappearance of accepted belief 

is  that the poets feel obliged to  make up, in  effect, the ir own ideas 

and frequently to force upon the romantic material heavy m ean in g s  

it does not need and cannot su sta in . We discover that the romantic 

material is  evidently not congenial w ith grandiose rhetoric and philo­

sophical pretentions. When the la tte r are inextricably bound into
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the framework and structure of the poem s, as is  the  ca se  of the 

Idylls of the King, the work fails as a whole and liv e s  only a s  a 

collection of occasionally  fine fragments. W hen, as in Robinson's 

poem s, the abstrac t and pretentious are discovered only in passages 

incidental to  the structure and burden of the work, they can be re­

garded as mere excrescences.

The dimension th a t Tennyson chose to  add to the Arthurian 

material was primarily represented by his pseudo-allegory , indefen­

sible because confused in itse lf and only partially applicab le . He 

refused to recognize th a t allegory d ea lt w ith moral absolu tes and 

could not be adulterated . The confusion of genres represented by 

the Idylls of the King belies the soundness of h is  conception. The 

real world, inherently uncongenial to allegory , is  represented almost 

entirely by the essen tia lly  dom estic, and most of the re s t of real 

life  is  omitted. His characters therefore have too lit tle  material w ith 

which to  reveal and exerc ise  their na tu res.

The dimension that Robinson added w as one of psychological 

exploration and depth. He set himself to discover moral and emo­

tional in tensities  in traditionally  understood rela tionsh ips—to under­

stand what it might have meant to  experience th e  dilemmas of the 

major figures in  Arthurian literature. Thus it  is  le s s  accurate to say  

that he adds than it is  to  say  th a t he deduces. Consequently he 

elaborates upon the m ateria l, rather than violating it in any fundamental
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w ay. His characters have a depth and solid ity  quite new to 

Arthurian literatu re and unusual to  poetry. He explores the germs 

in his source from an original and highly fruitful point o f  view — 

one deeply informed by a commitment to experience.

It has been most revealing in this study to discover in  each 

work the  relationship between idealism  and realism , between the  

desire  for standards and goals and the inevitable recognition that 

they cannot be  fully  atta ined . This relationship is  finally  inex­

tricably woven, in such m aterial, to  notions of character. In 

M alory, character i s  undeveloped and ten d s to  be overshadowed by 

ac tion . We see the ruling members of a functioning society  threatened 

by the most severe external and internal d ifficu lties. It is  a situa­

tion in which a character's  actions largely reveal the kind of person 

he is  and es tab lish , or fa il to  e s ta b lish , his claim to our resp ec t.

It i s ,  furthermore, a  situation in which honor is  n ecessarily  more 

highly prized tjhan in tegrity  because  more relevant to the roles and 

responsib ilities of the characters. Honor provides an external 

standard that can be emulated by th o se  whom it is  the main charac­

te rs ' responsibility  to ru le . It can serve as the pattern which 

society  must respect and copy if it is  to remain strong and hold 

together. There i s ,  in  the  M orte, a tac itly  accepted discrepancy 

between th is social facade and moral rea lity , and the claim s of the 

social facade are generally  considered more compelling than  those
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of private moral truth.

In Tennyson's Idy lls, there is  no accepted discrepancy between 

th e  h ighest goals and what fallib le human beings can actually  achieve. 

The rea lis tic  fact that there can be no to ta l triumph becom es, in the 

Id y lls , an excuse for the to ta l defeat of a ll aspiration. Because the 

ideal is expressed in terms too vague and vacuous to  be comprehen­

sible or workable, it  w ill necessarily  fa il. The real world is  repre­

sented primarily by the essen tia lly  dom estic, and we are , in  effect, 

given lab les to te ll us the moral quality of the characters . However, 

there is  so little  scope le ft for relevant action that many of the 

characters cannot ac t in  such a way as to  convince us of the appro­

priateness of the lab e ls . And since a characte r's  behavior is supposed 

to reflect accurately his moral sta tu re , Tennyson has made honor sub­

stitu te  for integrity; the status and public dignity of a figure is  made 

to stand for the nature of his conscience and inner life .

Robinson assum es the virtual im possibility of significant action 

and structures h is poems on the relativ ity , and imperfection of knowledge. 

He concentrates wholly on character, and everyone in h is poems has 

failed in some measure to  live by whatever standards he has se t for 

himself or rea lizes are superior to  h is  own. The poems resemble 

m editations, by the poet and by the characters them selves, on the  

moral significance of the ir past and present dilemmas. Such dilemmas 

may be caused by a conflict between desire  and responsib ility , or by



346

conflicting obligations; and the conflicts are exascerbated by in tense  

personal re la tionsh ips. The characters reveal them selves by means 

of their own se lf-consciousness and by the im pressions they make 

on other highly intelligent and reflective men. There is  no d iscrep­

ancy, as there is  in  Tennyson, between w hat they are and what is  

expected of them; they a re  not made to  illu s tra te  an overwhelming 

moral action . In a se n se , they  are th e ir own s to rie s , and the sub­

stance of the poems is  their struggle with the ir ethical dilem m as, 

the ir struggle, so -to -sp eak , to  achieve in tegrity . The movement, 

then , in th e se  th ree Arthurian works is  from the primarily ob jective , 

through an uncertain , ambivalent middle ground, to the primarily sub­

jec tive , and clearly  the changing nature of the ethical norms is  a 

partial reflection of changing h istorical circum stances.

One cf the conclusions th a t comes from observing, in  th ese  

three works of Arthurian lite ra tu re , elem ents of idealism  and realism  

is that the necessary  interplay between th e  two must be revealed 

through believable characters . The foregoing study leads us to  be­

lieve that allegory—certainly  C hristian allegory—in our tim es is  no 

longer possible; characters c a n , th en , no longer be abstractions but 

must be fundamentally human. Furthermore, th e s e  long poems show 

us characters in ac tion , in recognizable human situa tions, caught in 

a web of circum stance that presents the n ecess ity  of cho ice . There­

fore the poet must come closer to satisfying novelistic expectations
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of characterization than  he would in the ly ric or shorter poem.

He cannot depend primarily upon p ic tu re , mood, cr to n e , which are 

n o t, in them selves, mcral quantities and therefore cannot articu late 

and sustain a work deeply concerned with morality. The long poem 

offers virtues im possible in the lyric: a fu ller, more complex develop­

ment of s ituation , a larger number of charac te rs , th e  opportunity to 

reflect a more substantial spectrum o f human experience. The greater 

in tensity  and concentration of poetry allow a most powerful represen­

tation of emotions in conflict with one another.



BIBLIOGRAPHY



349

BIBLIOGRAPHY

SIR THOMAS MALORY

Bartholomew, Barbara Gray. "The Thematic Function of M alory's
G aw ain," College English, vol. 24 (January, 1963), 262-267.

Bennett, J. A. W ., ed . Essays on M alory. Oxford, 1963.

Bradbrook, M. C . Sir Thomas M alory. London, 1958.

Chambers, E. K. "M alory," English Literature at the  C lose of the 
Middle A ges. Oxford, 1948. 185-205.

Dichmann, Mary E. "C haracterization in M alory's 'Tale of Arthur 
and L u ciu s ," ' PMLA, LXV (1950), 877-895.

Ferguson, Arthur B. The Indian Summer of English Chivalry. Cam­
bridge, 1960. 42-58.

Huizinga, J. The Waning o f.th e  Middle A ges. London, 1955.

KLttredge, G. L. "Who Was Sir Thomas M alory?" Harvard Studies 
and N otes, vol. v . , 1896.

Loomis, Laura H . "The Round Table A gain," MLN, XLIV (December, 
1929), 511-519.

Loomis, Roger Sherman. "Sir Thomas M alory," The Development of 
Arthurian Romance. London, 1963. 166-185.

Lumiansky, R. M ., ed . M alory's Originality: A Critical Study of Le
Morte D'Arthur. Baltimore, 1964.

____________ . "The Q uestion of Unity in M alory's Morte D arthur, "
Tulane Studies in  English, V (1955), 29-39.

____________ . "The Relationship of Lancelot and Guenevere in M alory's
'Tale of L ancelo t,'"  MLN, LXVIII (1953), 86-91.

M alory, Sir Thomas. Le Morte D'Arthur. 2 vo ls . London, 1961.



350

____________. The Wcrks of Sir Thomas M alory, ed, Eugene Vinaver.
3 vo ls , Oxford, 1947.

M atthews, W illiam. The Ill-framed Knight. Berkeley, 1966.

M iko, Stephen J. "Malory and th e  Chivalric O rder," Medium Aevum, 
XXXV (1966), 211-230.

Moorman, Charles. The Book of King Arthur: The Unity o f Malory*s
Morte Darthur. Lexington, Kentucky, 1965.

___________. "Internal Chronology in M alory's Morte Darthur,"  TEGP,
LX (1961), 240-249.

___________. "M alory's Treatment of the Sankgreall, " PMLA, LXXI
(June, 1956), 496-509.

___________. "M alory's Tragic Knights," M edieval S tudies, XXVII
(1965), 117-127.

Rumble, Thomas C. "M alory's Works and Vinaver's Comments: Some
Inconsistencies Resolved," JEGP, LIX (1960), 59-69 .

"The Morte Darthur,"  anon, r e v . ,  TLS (Tune 7 , 1947), 1 -2 .

W ilson, R. H . "The 'Fair Unknown* in M alory," PMLA, LVIII 
(March, 1943), 1-21.

___________. "How Many Books Did Malory W rite? " University of
Texas Studies in  English, XXX (1951), 1-23 .

___________. "Malory and the P erlesvaus. 11 MP, XXX (August, 1932),
13-22. ^

WILLIAM CAXTON

Aumer, Nellie Slayton. Caxton: Mirrour of Fifteenth-Century L etters.
New York, 19 26.

Blades, William. The Biography and Typography of William Caxton, 
England's First Printer. London, 1877.

Knight, C harles. William Caxton. the F irst English Printer. London, 
1877.



351

Lathrop, H . B. "The F irst English Printers and their Patrons," 
The Library# Fourth se r ie s , HI (September, 1922), 69-96,

Plomer, Henry R, W illiam C axton. London, 1925,

ALFRED LORD TENNYSON

Alford, Henry. "The Idylls of the King," Contemporary Review,
XIII (January-M arch, 1870), 104-125.

Auden, W. H . "Introduction," A Selection from the Poems of Alfred 
Lord Tennyson. New York, 1944. ix -x x .

Baum, Pauli F . Tennyson Sixty Years After. London, 1963. 176-213.

Bradley, A. C . "The Reaction Against Tennyson," A M iscellany. 
London, 1929. 1-31.

Brooke, Stopford A. Tennyson: His Art and Relation to Modem
L ife. London, 1929. 246-374.

Buckley, - Jerome H. "The City Built to M usic ,"  Tennyson: The Growth 
of a Poet. Cambridge, 1960. 171-194.

Bush, D ouglas. Mythology and the Romantic Tradition in  English 
Poetry. New York, 1963.

E liot, T. S. "Tennyson's 'In M emoriam,'" Selected P rose, ed. John 
Hayward. Lond o n , 1958.

Foakes, R. A. The Romantic Assertion: A Study of th e  Language of 
N ineteenth Century Poetry. London, 1958. 111-148.

James, Henry. "Tennyson's Drama," Views and Reviews. Boston, 
1908. 165-206.

Johnson, E. D . H. The Alien Vision of Victorian Poetry. Princeton, 
1952. 3-68.

"The Laureate and His 'A rthuriad,'" anon, r e v . ,  Londcn Quarterly 
Review, XXXIV (April, 1870), 154-186.

Luce, Morton. A Handbook to the  Works of Alfred Lord Tennyson. 
London, 1906. 319-362.



352

M arshall, George O . , Jr. A Tennyson Handbook. New York, 1963.

"The Meaning of Mr. Tennyson's 'King A rthur,'" anon, r e v . ,  Contem­
porary Review, XXI (December, 1872-M ay, 1873), 9 38-948.

N icolson, Harold. Tennyson. New York, 1962.

(Patmore, Coventry). Tennyson's Idylls of the  King." Edinburgh 
Review, CX (1859), 247-263.

P itt, Valerie. Tennyson Laureate. London, 1962. 182-217.

Priestley , F. E. L. "Tennyson's Id y lls ,"  C ritical Essays on the
Poetry of Tennyson, ed . John Killham. London, 1960. 239-255.

Robson, W. W. "The Dilemma of Tennyson," C ritical E ssay s.
London, 1966. 191-199.

Ryals, Clyde de L„ Theme and Symbol in Tennyson's Poems to  1850. 
Philadelphia, 1964.

Saintsbury, George. A History of N ineteenth Century Literature: 1780-
1895. New York, 1896. 253-269.

Tennyson, Alfred Lord. The Poems and Plays of Alfred Lord Tennyson. 
New York, 1938.

Tennyson, Hallam . Alfred Lord Tennyson: A Memoir by His Son.
2 v o ls . New York, 1897.

W illey, B asil. More Nineteenth Century Studies: A Group of Honest
D oubters. London, 1963. 53-105.

EDWIN ARLINGTON ROBINSON

Aiken, Conrad. A Reviewer's ABC. New York, 1956. 333-346.

Barnard, Ellsworth. Edwin Arlington Robinson: A Critical Study.
New York, 1952.

Bogan, Louise. "Tilbury Town and Beyond," Poetry (January, 1931), 
216-221.

Brooks, Van Wyck. New England: Indian Summer. New York, 1940.
491-500.



353

C e stre , Charles,, Introduction to Edwin Arlington Robinson. New York, 
1930. 67-118.

Cowley, Malcolm. "Edwin Arlington Robinson: Defeat and Triumph,"
New Republic, CXIX (December 6 , 1948), 28-30.

Crowder, Richard. "Edwin Arlington Robinson's Cam elot," College
English, IX (1947), 72-79.

____________ . "The Emergence of E. A. Robinson," South Atlantic
Quarterly.

D ickey, James. "Introduction: Edwin Arlington Robinson: The Many
Truths," Selected Poems of Edwin Arlington Robinson, ed. Morton
D. Zabel. New York, 1965. x i-xxv iii.

Donoghue, D enis. "Edwin Arlington Robinson, J. V. Cunningham, Robert 
Low ell," Connoisseurs of C haos. New York, 1965. 129-159 .

Hagedom, Hermann. Edwin Arlington Robinson: A Biography. New
York, 1938.

Monroe, H arriet. "Comment: Edwin Arlington Robinson," Poetry
(January, 1925), 206-217.

____________ . "On Foreign Ground," Poetry, XXXI (December, 1927),
160-167.

M orris, Lloyd. The Poetry of Edwin Arlington Robinson. New York, 
1923.

Neff, Emery. Edwin Arlington Robinson. New York, 1948.

Robinson, E. A. The Collected Poems of Edwin Arlington Robinson.
New York, 1954.

____________ . Selected Letters of Edwin Arlington Robinson, ed . Ridge-
ly  Torrence, New York, 1940.

____________ . Untriangulated S tars: The Letters of Edwin Arlington
Robinson to Harry de Forest Smith 1890-1905, ed. Denham 
Sutcliffe. Cambridge, 1947.



354

Scott/ W infield T. "Great and Austere P oet/"  Poetry, LXX, 94-98.

____________ . "The Life of Robinson," Poetry (Tune, 1937), 150-154.

____________ . "Robinson to  Robinson," Poetry (May, 1929), 92-100.

____________ . "To See Robinson," New Mexico Quarterly Review,"
XXVI (1956), 161-178.

Shepard, Odell. "Versified Henry Tames," Dial (October 11, 1917), 
340-341.

Smith, Chard Powers. Where th e  Light Falls; A Portrait of Edwin 
Arlington Robinson. New York, 1965.

van Doren, Mark. Edwin Arlington Robinson. New York, 1927.

W ilson, Edmund. "The M uses Out of W ork," The New Republic, L 
(May, 1927), 319-321.

W inters, Yvor. Edwin Arlington Robinson. Norfolk, C onnecticut, 
1946.

____________ . "Religious and Social Ideas in th e  D idactic Work of
E. A. Robinson," Arizona Q uarterly, I (1945), 70-85.

Zabel, Morton D. "Edwin Arlington Robinson," Commonweal, XVII 
(February 15, 1933), 436-438.

____________ . "Robinson: The Ironic D isc ip lin e ,"  The Nation
(August 28, 1937), 222-223.

GENERAL

Chretien de Troyes. Arthurian Romances, t r a n s .W . W. Comfort 
(Everyman Edition), London, 1958.

H eath-Stubbs, John. The Darkling Plain. London, 1950.

Hough, Graham. An Essay on C riticism . New York, 1966.

____________ . The Dream and the Task: Literature and Morals in  the
Culture of Today. London, 1963.



355

Houghton/ W alter E. The Victorian Frame of Mind. New Haven, 1963.

Howe, Irving. Modem Literary C riticism . New York, 1958.

 . William Faulkner. New York, 1962.

 . A World More A ttractive. New York, 1963.

Langbaum, Robert. The Poetry of Experience. New York , 1957.

Mabinooion, tran s. Gwyn Jones and Thomas Jones. London, 1963.

Somervell, D . C. English Thought jn  the Nineteenth Century. London, 
1929.

W hite, T. H . The Once and Future King. New York, 1958.

W illiam s, Raymond. Culture and Society 1780-1950. New York, 1960.

W ilson, Edmund, ed. The Shock of Recognition. New York, 1955.

W inters, Yvor. In D efense of Reason. Denver, 1947.

W right, A ustin, ed . Victorian Literature: Modem Essays in C riticism .
New York, 1961.

Young, G . M . Victorian England: Portrait of an Age. London, 1960.


