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PREFACE

The reasons for undertaking a study of Tennysonfs plays may seem
tainted with perversity from the very beginning. It has been universally
agreed that the plays are inferior to his other work, and this is generally
true; but thgy are particularly useful and interesting in showing Tennyson
in somgthing of a2 new light - as a dramatic poet1 a poet who expresses
himself clearly and profoundly in his plays, and a poet. much of whpse
work is dramatic in a sense virtually synonymous wi{h non~lyrical, at
least in parts

The plays have been given 1little carveful study. Usually, they
receive brief, bul rather-embarrassed, mention in any book on Tennyson,
There are very few critics who have taken the plays seriously enough to
write on them, apart from the naively iwpressed reviewers in Tennyson's
own day who cbmpared him to Shakespeare without reseevation. There is

however, a full-length book on Temnyson's plays, The Dramas of Alfred, Lord

st et Sovarat s,

Tennyson, by C.G.H, Japikse (London: MMacmillan, 1926). Superficially, the

fact that a book has been written about the plays would seem to set them atl



-an advantage over other aspects of Temnyson's career. But this book is
simpl} an elaboration of Hallam Tennyson's Mewoir with a few‘suggestions
of sources for the plays. Unfortunately, the book is as unhelpful as
it is dull to read. This paper does not claim to fill.the gap left by
almost one hundred years of negiect; C it merely attempts to point oub
two possible ways of considering Tennyson’s plays and discusses some of
the implications_arising from theﬁo

Tennyson devoted roughly ten years to tﬁe.writing of his plays
though the playé were not the only projects at hand during this tine
because he was still working on the Idylls. The significant point is
that Temnyson made a sincere effort in writing the plays. Three of these
plays show the benefits of this effort and reward the reader's (though not

necessarily an asudience's) attention. They are the first three plays

and it is on these plays thal the discussion in this paper is focused.
During the course of the argument, the minor plays will serve to illustrate
general points insofar as they relate to the major history plays.

A word about texts: to avoid cluttering the pages with footnotes, I



have ‘acknowledged certain recurring sources by references in the text.
For the plays, all references (except for the two youthful dramatic frag-
ments) are to volumes ¥ and VI of the Eversley Edition (New York, 1908).
Quotations are identified by the name of the play, except where this is
clear from 'theicontexts the act and scene nwﬁber, and the page nuwber in

the appropriate volume; wunfortunately, the Eversley Edition does not have

line nutbers. For The Devil and the Lady and the poems, ‘the references

are to Christopher Ricks' edition, The Poems of Temyson (London, 1969),

and’ are l1dentified by act, scene and line number or by line alone as the

3

case may be. References to Hallam Tennyson's Alfred, Lord Tennvson: A

Hemoir, are to the one-volume edition (London, 1905), and appear as
MHemoir" followed by the page nmumber. Sir Charles Tennyson's biography
is identified throughoul as "Sir Charles Temnyson' with the appropriate

page number.
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THE "ROVICEY AWD HIS EXPERIENCE

Tt must have been a particularly unsettling experience for Henry

James to discover one day that Temmyson was not Temnysonian. He had earlier

m

discovered thst Tennyson's plays were un-Temysonian and explained why he
had reached thils conclusion in a review of Queen Fary, Temnyson's first

mature play. James concluded thal Que reads 1ike Tennyson dding

1

his best not to e Temmvson, and very fairly succeeding.' The review is
at least partly appreciative, thoogh 1t seizes upon seversl of Tennyson's

weaknesses as a dramatist. James' main reaction, however, 1s the surprise

he evinces at finding that the plays do not it his previous notion of
Tennyson as a pocth.

A roughly gimilar comment is made about the novelty of Tennyson's

3

writing plays by Paulj F. Saum, who seems to think that Temnyson has

not written any plays before Quecn lie romarks equivocally about

L . .
Henry Jemcs,. Vicus and Revicis, pp. 1667,

eranemE



Queen Mary that "it is not only good dramalic writing or rather a splen-

.

did imitation of good dramatic writing, but also a remarkable achievement
for a novice."1 Tennyson, if he could, would be justified in retorting
that this comment might have been understandable from a true novice, but
not from & critic who has Jooked ver& far into Tennyson's wdrk, If Baum
is trying to alleviate Tennyson's responsibility in writing what Baunm
_considers to be an unfortunste play, he is doing so on the least defénsible
of all grounds ~ that Tennyson was a novice and did not know any better.

It is true that Tennyson is not known as a dramalic poet, but it is
unfortunétc that his plays are not more widely known. Tt is also true

that Tennyson was in no sense a novice when he wrote Queen lisry since two

of his earliest extant works are fragments in dramatic form - The Devil end

the Ledy and a short dialogue between a young Spaniard, "a spirited strip-

ling with a spice of suspicion and a prepondersnce of pride" (Ricks, p. 178L)
and his elderly servent. Foveover, these early atlempls at dramatic writing

represent only part of his experiments with dramalic techniques and fornms

before he begen to write his late plays; Indeed, withoult excessive exaggeration,

‘ennyson Sixty Years After, p. 218.
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his career may be seen as a series of attempls

to write in various

dramatic forms, culminali in the decade of the late plays, 1875-1864,

Temyson's decision to turn to wrilting plays again in the 1870's

was not a complete break from the past, as 3auwm would have us belileve,

nor was it a simple return to the

work of his childhood. All his life, he

had always been interested in the theatre and in dramstic literature, so

hat 1t was logical that he should himsel
g

1f try his hand at drama. The Devil

‘ragment are both of great importance in

ming our impression of Tennyson as a dramatist. Chronologically, the

rere written very early, probably when the poel was fourteen

molr, pp. 19

and 21) and provide remarkable evidence that the dramatic instinct wes

strong in the young Tennyson. It is also reasonable to assume that by this

time he had explored Elizebethan and Jacobean drama in considerable detail

ain influence on The Devil

and the Lady is Jonson's
1ittle known play, The Devil is an Ass. His.acquaintance with drama

was largely through reading rather than thiough seeing productions of the

oL,

hat he shows Little awareness of stage-craft

theatre in these two pleces. Tt is sur-

prising thet these two fragnents were never published during his 1lifetime.



The MHomoir informs us thal, along with other poems, they were witlrheld from

the Poems’ by Two Brothers, "being thought too much out of the cormon for

the public taste" (p. 19). This, 1owever, may have been only part of the

real reason., Iuch later in his life, Tennyson once remarked that he in.
1.3 b L RV - . 1

tended to destroy them before he died. iis dissatisfaction with them in

later life and his decilgion not to publish at least The Devil and the Lady

in Poems by Two Brothers are all the more perplezing because, as we shall

see later, it has real merit, in spite of its limitations, merit that is

almost entirely lacking in the poems which he contributed to the volume.

g

Indeed, it is not too much to say that the first indication of real genius

!

Temmyson's career wi

ck
=
®

and the prophecy of future greatness came in
work cast in dramatic form, a fact which in itself ought to cause us to
pause at least before confining Tennyson to the "Temnysonlan' of Henry Janes.

Given the promise of The Devil and the Lady and the bulk of the later

plays, the critic may be tempted to say that
phenomena in the career of a lyric,undramatic poet. But again this is an
., .

untenable arguaent, and rust be rejected even 1T 1t tends to diminigh our

2]




opinion of the later plays by proving the poet even less of a novice than

m

we may have suspected. In fact, Temnyson's connections with the theatre
iy 3

and drama were strong enough that we canmnol describe him as an elderly
voet stupidly trying something new once hils usual inspiration had been
exhausted. Nor was he the fool who, having been deluded into thinkiﬁg he
ﬁas Shakespeare's equal by two generations of adoring readers, atte mpted

to test himself against the great master. FitzGerald's VI think he mighl

=

heve stopped after 1842, leaving Princesses, Ardens, Idylls, etc., all

-] 4

unborn’  is equally wrong in suggesting thalt everything written after 1842

.

was inferior, because while writing the plays, Temyson was writing poens

in no wey inferior to his earlier verse,

Before looking at the plays in teﬂms of their relationship to
Tennyson's career in later chaplers, it is helpful first of all to examine
the background qf the plays: Tennyson's opinions and ldeas about the theatre,
particularly Shakespeare and the contpxt of the plays’ Wthln the Vicltordan thea

The Hemolr states clearly that Temyson in early and middle 1ife took

a keen interest in the contemporary thealtre and atlended plays frequently,

lJoanna Richardson, The Pre-Bminent Victorian, p. 203

&

atre,



criticizing both

Perhaps the best

in the sequel to

the productions and the plays themselves in detail (p. 563).

glimpses of Temnyson, the theatre critic, are contained

a perfornance of Hamlel by Irving in 1874 as rocalLod oy

Hrs, Thackeray Ritchie:

To Trving hims

more aspects o0

543) .

of Hamlel's character than the poet had seen before (Iem

The play was over, and we ourselves
seemed a part of it still; here were the =~ .,
players, and our own prince poet, in that
familiar simple voice we all know, exnlaining
the art, going straight to the point in his own
downright fashion, criticising with delicate
appreciation, by the irreDWStlole force of truth
and True instincet carrying all before himn,
"You are a good actor lost,'" one of them, the
real actors, said to him, laughing as he spoke.
(Hemoir, p. 543

elf, Tenmyson! s corment was that his performance rovealed

such perception at his commend then, Temyson himself

deserved better critics than he occasionally had. Dr. Alexander Furray,

for example, ongofed The Cup until two priestesses came on stag

an amphoral

a

[0}

bearing

o7
H
O

"You will hardly belleve me," he told
Stoker, Irving's business manager,
When 1 tell you it had red *iﬁures

on a black ground, instead of blaok

on red. 1 need not say.that after that
I could enjoy nothing."

1
Joama Richardson, The Pre-Eminent VlCtOTl“n, p. 215.
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His attitude to conbcmuorqry drama was notl enthusiastic. His close
scquaintance with all areas of drama led him to hate "the hideous reslism
and unreality of plays Like 'La Tosca!" (Hemoir, p. 563). But his main

criticism of much contemporary draria was that it lacked "nature', thatl :

quality which he thought he had bestowed on The Promise of Ifay (Femoir, v. 643).

L

Tennyson had a particularly lofiy ideal of theatre. He saw it as Yone of

the most humanising of influences" (Memolr, p. 563) and foresaw its potential

»

as a great force for education:

He always hoped that the State, or the
municipalities, as well as the public
schools, would produce our great HEnglish
hlgbOTlC“1 olays, so that they might

ori part of the Bnglishman's ordinary
GQUCmuloﬂal curriculum. (Hemodir, p. 563)

£ the theatre as o didactic influence was no doubl one reason why

he turned to British history for the subjects of his first three plays.

History as well, provided an alternative to the realistic drama which he

despised, one in which he could avoid the goals of a narroy realism and !
reach a greater, poetic truth, As Sir Charles Temnyson points out, the

successes of Irving in Shekespeare, particularly as lsmlel, revived a

_\.

U a

interest not only in Shakespeare, bul in poetic drama on the whole., And

the new spirit in historical writing to which Sir Charles refers, particu

Gu



larly among Termyson's historian friends, combined with the new poetic
drama to encourage Tennyson to writle histo;ical plays (Sir Charles Tennyson,
?. 412). Another motivation, Sir Charles suggests, was the great Catholic.
Protestant controversy of the second half of the nineteenth century'(P,Aa13).

Tennyson's sympathies were obviousl PfObCSLunt and the major history
. v

o

4

plays, he argues, tradéngﬁé'emergence of ?rotestant England, VAlthough
eVldenco of Reformation spirit is cogmon,in the three plays referred to,
yet it appears more as English religious natlonalism than as Protestantism.
Bistory provided lennyqon with subject matter which suited him in every
respeot:A it gave him an oppoitunity to apply his ideas of educational

theatre, 1t gave him the scope to explore poetically the ideas of power,

~

overmuent, worality, and history which he was treati
g t ’ Y

Lo
=

V=]
.
=
_—

he Idylls, and

] 1

it provided him with a metaphor for his own dnner struggles. Finally, too,
Tennyson was a poet who never stopped searching for new fields to explore

within his craft. Singularly restless in his achievement, he always searched

for new forms and ideas, and even when he rebturned to a theme or idea from
3
his youth, 1t was always with a new insight.

The obvious model for a moet dnterested in exverimentine in historical
Yy Ky i L]

1.

drama is Shakespeare; and to refer to enﬂyson s "devotion' tlo uhdJOSﬂG \1E



is scarcely an exaggeration., In his threé major plays, he attempts to
supplement Shakespeare's histories, and he uwnashamedly based them on the
Shakespearean model, though the iwmitaltion occaslonally as in some of
the diction and the comic scenes, bocomes altogether too slavish, And
if the sort of sentimental death-bed argument of which the Victoriang

L)

were so fond has any welght, it is worthwhile mentioning thal Tennvson was

reading Shakespeare Just before he died, and was buried with a copy of

Cymbeline (fomoir, PP 776-7) . Shakespeare was, uncguestionably, Teunyson's

favourite writer:

Temyson never wavered in hls view that
Shakespeare was head and shoulders above all
oiher writers, iHe could uwderstand and
imsgine the processes by wnich other great
poobs arvived at thelr results, but those

of Shakespeare werc entirely beyond his
compreL01s¢ono (Sir Charles Tennyson, p. 451),

,_|

Tenayson's taste in Shakespeare was unorthodox by nineteenth-century
1
f

standards. The Memoir indicates that the three plays "which he loved

dearly" (p. 774) were Xing Lear, Cvrbeline, and Troifug and Cressida.

He knew Shakespeare's woll,too; he is acknowledged to be an

authority on the problems of the play's authorship in his argument that
hakespeare collaborated with Fletcher:

This has indeed been a widely held view
for over a hundred years. ‘fe may place
the uvltimate blame - or credit - for 1t
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on the poet Temmyson, sbout whose sensitivity
to style and rhythm, and training in the
technicalities of metre, there can be little
question. Tennyson intimated to his friends
that the verse of large parts of Henry VITI
seemed to him much yore like Fletcher's than
like Shakespeare's.

Termyson's detailed knowledge of Henry VITI is of particular
significance in another sense because it, perhaps of all Shakespeare's

oA

history plays, is the closest model for the loosely struclured "chronicle

play" which Tennyson atlemplts in Queen Yary, Harold, and Zecket. In

renrni g o ea

Henry VITT Shekespeare seems to lack the historical distance necessary to

5 L

shape his malterial as completely as in the other plays, something that wmay

well help to account for the fact that the structure of the play is very

loose, with, for instance, characters who are prominent in the first part
not appearing ot all in the latter parts In addition to the looseness of

the structure, Tennyson seewms to have taken over the &lement of spectacle

so prominent in Henry VITT in scenes like the Christening scene and the

meetings of the Council. While Shakespeare provided a lofty model for

4 S

Tennyson, he proved impossible to imitate and all too easy to copy. There

m o

can be no doublt about the merilts of his model, but T.5. Eliot points out

¥F.D. Hoeniger, "Introduction to Henry VITI', The Complele Pelican




that Shakespeare's influence on subsequent verse~drama has been anything

but felicitous; in discussing his own plays, he writes:

] L5

I was... aware... that the essential

was to avolid any echo of Shakespeare, for I
"was persuaded that the primery foilure of
nineteenth-century poets when they vrote ,
for the theatre,.., was not in their ﬁ&ééﬁﬁiial
technigue, but in thelr dramatic language.™

‘George SteinerAsees the erippling influence as extending beyond versification
into thene; he writes, "Indeed, from Coleridge to Termyson, pearly all
Englisﬁ poetlc dramas are feeble variations on Shakespearean ibemese“z

An dntegral part of the Shakespearean influence on Tennyson is the:
kind of Shekespearean production which the Viclorien thealtre offered its
sudiences. Unlike the eighteenth -century in which Shakespeare was improved
to accord with current taste and the ending of Xing Lear was made into a

happy family reunion, the nineteenth century, under the leadership of Hacready,

began to demand accuracy in the plays and so worked lto eliminate eighteenth.

R e

. ”
P J En) .. L] - R - 5.0 £}
century "improvenments". Even so, this was not at .all the twentleth century's

1 . .
T.S. Eliot, Poctry and Drama', in On Poetry and Poets, p. 85.

2 . i
George Steiner, The Death of Trasedy, m». 145,
s H I

%

teorge Fowell, The Victorian Theatre, p. 16.




insistence on accurate texts without major cuts, but the influence of
realism led the producers of Shakespeare to employ settings and costumes that
attempted to be historically correct. This suggested to Kean the change

of The lWinter's Tale to Zythinia (on which he could do exact research

. rP

for a realistic setting) from an imaginary Bohemia. he vogue for medievel

in the latter part of the century, no doubt, by the

settings was nurtured 1

Gothic revival and the renewed interest in the Iiddle Ages. Besides the

idelity to the historical fact (of which Young's dislike

great concern for :
for the amphora paintings is symptomatio);Snakebaeare was the exercise-

ground of the great Acting stars: MHacready, Xean, XKemble, Trving, Krs, Siddons,
and Ellen Te?ryo These celebrities made thelr names playing Shakespeare

Fad

and became quite the ruwling figures of Victorian theatre. Tt was Trving's

Hamlet which made him the greatest actor in England (Sir Charles Tennyson, p. H12)

and recommended him to Tennyson for Cueen Hary. The productions of these

plays were lavish in the extreme, particularly in the way that the Viectorian
imagination, fired by the Gothic revival, atlempted to recreate a realis

M

medieval castle for the stage. The idea was, to quote Iacready, that "the
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1
accessories swallow up the poetry and the action." At least one of
Tennyson's plays, The Cup, was given a similar treatment, with the help

of the British Museum's archaeological staff and one hundred pretiy girls?

——

Irving's imaglinative power found full scope,
particularly in the temple scene in the
second act, in which a hundred beautiful
girls were carefully chosen to represent
the choir of Vastals, the massed colours of
their costumes and their well-drilled
rhythmical movements being something
quite new in stage production,

(Sir Charles Temnyson, p. 457)

There 1s a strong adherence to historical Ffact in the texts of
Tennyson's plays as well, The history plays reveal a meticulous pursuit
of historical facl, in part attributable to the taste of the day, but

perhaps more essentlally to Temnyson's fascination with it and his strugsle

to be completely objective in his assessment of his historicsl figures.

o
o

In his attempt to achleve such objectivity, he read some twenty books (Eggglg,
p. 564) before writing Queen Hary, and the result suggests the sort of

historical drama that might have been written by a professional historian. i

Queen Fary presents one remarkable example of how Tennyson tried to

George Rowell, The Victorian Theatre, p. 16. The emphasis on individual
scenic effects led to the isolation of "good scenes'" and the approach of the
scene as a unit in itself which we see in Tennyson's plays.
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make his plays historically accurate. Sir Henry Bedingfield wrote to

the poet‘protesting the injusticeAdone to his ancestor of the same name

who was lieutenant of the Tower during Elizabeth's imprisonment. Temiyson's
response was to delete the specific identification of‘éedingfield-from the
play and to add a line praising the maligned ancestor, though he malin-

tained that he had portrayed him as he "found him reported to be, whether

ir, pe 565). If he had marred a reputation in

_that were true or no" (If
Vhis pursuit of his,ofical accuracy, Tennyson felt that he had unjustly
damaged gnother; he later regretted thal he had not treated the character
dhite fairly by not showing him as favourably as he deserved
(Eemoir, p. 565). s sort of niggling altemplt to be fair to all the
characﬁers, to depict even the minor characters as they really were, ends
in fallure beceause the plays become historical documents of some authorify

in their own right, not the works of art they are primarily intended to be.

In a rather pedantic footunote to Zockel, to give one other exsmple, Temayson

5 his inclusion of the thunderstorm which, according to tradition,

<.
o
%]
i
:__l-
[
e
o

actually broke over Canterbury Cathedral after Beckel's murder as the four
Y, ]

knights were leaving. Thus, Temnyson saves himself from the charge that

act, there-

n

he 1s using a cheap melodramatic trick by appealing to historical
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by excusing something which he realizes may be melodramatic, but neverthe-
less, extrenely effective in theatrical terms. Perhaps an even happler

solution to this problem is 7.S. Eliot's use of the immer quChOWoglcal

storm at the end of Murder in the Cathedral. Even in the non-historical plays,

Tennyson stays extremely close to his sources: in The Cup he simply fleshes out

in The Falcon, he changes the ending slightly and to

(3

Plutarch's characters;
small effect; and his treatment of the %Ouln Hood ballads holds no surprises. In
the winor plays, however (and this is a point we shell raise again) Tennyson
seens Lo adhere to.his sources becsuse he has nothing else to say about then,
perhéps because they do nol greatly appeal to hils dmagination.

In a larger sense, there are two very important tradiltions of
drams wvhich arc useful for settingiTennyson,in his proper context: the
stage-play, more especlally, melodrama, and the closet drama. The siage

play was written with the express purpose of being performed in a public

theatre, often written by actors and managers primarily concerned about

3

gsensational productions, quite disregarding the requirements of taste
These were the pcople mainly responsible for the much-abused Victorian
melodrama. The tradition of closet drama is more litersry; a long line

of poets and noveligts in English have written closet.dramas, plays which



were read rather then acted,; withoul any real concern for the technipal
problems of production., All thohgreat poets Qf the nineteenth.century -
Wordsworth, Coleridge, Keats, Shelley, Syron, Browming, Arnold, and
Swinburne -~ had written plays, most of which have never been staged,
Swinburne's Bothwell is a good oxanple of the extfémes to which poets went

in ignoring the considerations of practical theatre; it is about 15,000

lines long, approximately five times the length of an average Shakespearean

play. None of Temnyson's plays showssuch a flagrant disrespect for practical

matters like these, though the three major history plays, Queen Mary, Harold,

and. Beckel are too long for conventional production, and were in fact cut
extensively for stage performance.

Nineteenth--century thestre is perhaps more closely identified with

its melodrama than with any other kind of play.

hese melodramas were thrillers

T

which provided strong emoltional release for their middle-class audiences. They

were heavily moralistic, and depended on 1rigid formulae for thelir character-

Ry

ization, theme, and form. The audience. reactlon for which they strove was
almost purely emotlonal; thelr chief intention was to provide a villain

who was evil and sinister enough for the audience to condern by hissing, and

o

hero and heroine noble and sympathetic enough to arouse the spectators!
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sympathy and cheers. crhaps the easlest method of identif ying a melodrama
iz to determine whether it can exist apar@ from the stage-production, so
great is a true melodrama's debt to the spectacular and the theatrical for
its effect rather than to the power of langusze

Temyson's plays are noteworthy for the way in which they try to
bridge the gap belween melodrama and closet drama. He began writing them
fully aware of his lack of technicsl expertise:

Tor himself he was eware that he wanted inltimate
knowledge of the mechanical details necessary for the
modern stage.... His cramns were wriltten with the
intention thal actors should edit them for the stage,
eping them at the high poetic level.
(Heioiz, . 563)

Partly in anattempt to gain a wider audience, he added 2 romantic sub-plot

faw)

to Harold and 3eckelt in the Harold-Edith and Henry-Rosamund scenes. He

had not included a sub~plot of this kind in Queen llary, and it is the

better Tor it.

Probably the most peculiar notion thal Tennyson had about the theatre

concerned ﬂ¢g role as a playwright. Tn a letter to ¥Moxon, his publisher,

Tennyson asked to be sent each proof twice so that the text of his poems

would be as correct as possible (Sir Cherles Temyson, p. 121). And yet,

£,

when he trote his plays he prepered the scripts to be edited for the s

RS
[

we D

-~
—g,

‘)I
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someone possessing the technical knowledge which he lacked; = usually

g
the editor was Sir Henry Irving. ATennyson believed that his,WDrk was
finished once the play was submitted to the producers. He had no authority,
and wished none, in the alterations and revisions reqﬁired to meke the

plays stagémorthy, excent on a few rare occasions when extra lines were
necessary. It was almost as if he believed it was the dramatist's respon-
gibility to work out the original idea in dramatic férm, but not necessarily
in a form that could be staged., That revision was the function of the well.

a

trained technician, one who could alter the play to become an acceptable

production, while maintaining some sort of fidelity to the author's intentions.
Thus, there is 1ittle connection, sometimgs, between what Tennyson wrote

and what the audience saw, He trusted Trving implicitly, though he regretted
some of irviﬁg}s editorial decisions whichihe felt were made for non-artistic
reasons. Still, a letter from his son, Hallam, to Trving illustrates

Temnyson's flexibility clearly:

We are grateful for your troudle... my father will
alter anything - or prey omit any of the lines
which you think superfluous. Every amendment

hag been a real aunendment - S0 please ask

£

for more amendments if you wish for any.™

m

Laurence Irving, Henry Irvine: The Actor and His World, p. 365.
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Finally, his determination that the plays should not be undramatic
esulted in the determined exclugion of almost all Lyricism from his plays.
It is untrue that there are no lyrical passages in the plays, though there

s

are surpringly few when one considers iennysonké inclination to lyric : l
verse. The lyrical aspects of the plays are too complex to be dealt with
fully here, and will only be touched upon later, but we can detect almost
immediately that the limiting of lyrical passages is deliberate. Tennyson
was particularly afraid of including anything which would interyupt the emphasis
on action in the plays. 3Before a play was publiched or Staged, he would read
it to friends, asking their advice on what they thought was too lyrical in
its context. e are told that he was prepared to sacrifice even the loveliest
lines in order not to impede the movement of the play (Liemoir, p. 563 n.).

The kinds of plays Temnyson wrote, too, are determined in part b

the desire to have them staged. An evening of theatre in Victoria's rel

(&)

consisted of a major play and a short, trifling curtain-reiser. This ' i
practice encourased the writing of one-act dramas like Tennyson's Falcon.

‘his practice provided a powerful argument in the nineteenth century against

performing Tennyson's history plays intact, since they were far too long to

5 U

allow for a shorter play on the same prograime.

(SN



In speaking of Tennyson's plays it is almost impossible to make

generalizations which apply to all of them. The main obstecle, The Devil

and The L.ady, which is quite unlike anything else Tennyson ever wrote, is
very much a poet's play, a play brimming with poetry and rhetoric, both
of which are deliberately restrained later.

The Devil and The Lady is basically a youthful experiwment in drama,

full of exuvberance and fun, two qualities lacking in his later plays and

much of his other verse. The play convincingly refutes Sir Harold Nicolson's

famous description of the young poet:

T

hrough the arteries of an athlete fluttered

: the frightened, sensitive pulses of o mystic;
and under the scent and music of delicate
and lender things plerced the,coarse salt
savour of the wold and marsh.™

The play is obviously a regurgitation of whal the poel has been reading,
much of it completely undigested. 3ut its most lwmpressive feature is the

spirit of extravagance and vigour everywhere in its characters, its

t

situation, its setting, and above all, in its rhetoric.

There are a few characteristics common to The Devil and The Lady

and the later plays, though these tend to be minor simllarities, interesting

Sir Harold Nicolson, Tenuyson, p. 9.
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because they exist rather than because they illuminate the plays. The first

of these is the fondness for word-play, often a conceit, which becones

forced and uwnconvineing. The characters in The Devil and the Ledv are fond
of word-play of all kinds, from puns to this parody of jargon both military .
and erotics

Fair excellence,
Thou hast held out long ernough. 1 prithee now
Capitulate on honourable terwms,
Disclose the dazzling windows of thine eyes,
Display the rosy banners of thy cheeks
And open the portcullis of thy lips,
Yithin whose criison tenement are ranged
Thine ivory files of teeth. Consider, prilthee,
How shall the airy arvdent kiss make way

Throvgh the thick folds of that dark veil, which bars
= . KN Ca R . P 5 T,
MY access to the fortress of thy soul,

(11T, 3, 49 ££.)

In the later plays the word-play ils still present, but more often as rather

strained and earnest menipulation of words which lacks the sparkle of wit:

Hy lord Arvchbishop, mey I come in with wy poor
friend, my dog? The Kinzg's verdurer cauvght him

a~hunting in the forest, and cut off his paws. The dog

t, 1, iv, p. 62)

followed his calling, ny Lowrd. (ggg;éz
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“in that it is primerily a "literary play' full of allusions and learning

that make it not entirely suitable for popular audiences; frequently the

point of a joke derends on the audience's knowing whal is being parodied

or referred to, as in thils burlesque of Paradise Tost:




There 1s a Heaven beneath this Barth as fair

As that which roofs it here.

Dost think that Heaven is local, and not rather
- The omnipresence of the glorified

And liberated gpirit - the expansion

Of mon's depressed and fetlered faculties

Into omniscience? (I, v, 19 £f.)

But there is one great difference between The Devil and the Lady and the

later pleys, and that is the moral ambiguity of the former, There is at
least some problem of who is the more evil - the devil himself or Amoret,
The devil is swmmoned to preserve Amoret's virtue, and there is no indication
that he intends to sbuse his trusi, but Amorel's wvicilous demunciation of Hagus
seems entirely vnjustified since he appears tolerable enough, and certainly
not the stupid Chaucerian Jamvery who richly deserves his gulling. The
audience is therefore left puzzled as to her motives and her feelings for
Magus. The point is that there is no clear moral focus in the play, partly
unintentionally as a result of the young Temmyson's inability to mould so
much material, but also deliberately, because the uncertain position of
the devil is carefully exploited for superb comic effect.

The contrasts between the Juvenile dranmatist and the méturebone are
particularly striking, The later plays are altogether rore serious. Even
the humour sounds more in earnest, In the comic scenes we are always aware

that we are being offered relief from the main action, but it is relief which



bears obviously on the main action. Thus, when Becket gives his banquet
for the poor, the comedy of the scene is stifled by the analogy of the rich
host in Christ's Parable and its relevance to the action of the play.

Unlike The Devil and the Lady the later plays have.no feal sense of fun

and good spirits although as mmuch as we may wish for comedy like that in

the Lady, 1ts exclusion is deliberate.

The Devil and

Tt has been asked why in his historical trilogy
he does not give free rein to hils sense of humour;
the answer is, he held that a certain formal
humour was the only humour possible now-a-days
in stage~tragedy, which in its rapid aclion
does not allow scope for original humour;
and that even this formal humour must be kept
in strict subservience to the plot:

(Iﬁemo ir, Pe 575)

Harold is the only history play in which this theory of dramatic
comedy does not figure, and many mey feel that it is the better for it,
because Temmyson's idea of comic relief seems deoidedly un-comic and
]xmdﬁﬁnor@ewefmmtmnwhlmtmm so heavy is its dronic commentary
on the main plot. In Queen Mary, Joan and Tib compare cows briefly, but
they soon begin their unconsciously ironic, unoompréhending comentary

on the burning of Cramwmer and the other herelics. The comedy does not

provide the reliefl which Tennyson believed was necessary to alleviate the

g wit, LY

play's "intense sadness" (liemoir, p. 566), and Hallam goes on to suggest
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that the reiief comes, not from comedy, but from "the holy calm of the
eck and penitent Crammer' (liemoir, p. 5§7), T A,ﬂq;

About the later minor plays, little needs to be sald. They are
obviocusly trifles, present few critical OYODlem and are virtually
devoid of interest, except insofar as they illuslrate Temnyson's dramstic
technigues. The first written of these 1s a short play, The Cup, with a
stronger classical influence than the English history plays. It shows a
more careful regard for the unities, though it does not meet French neo-
classical requirements. Written in 1879, it was performed'(in 1681) vefore
being published with The Falcon in 1884. The subject is noteworthy. The
play is based on an incident of exﬁreme marital fidelity in Plutarch, but
it is a comparative rarity among Tennyson's later work which is generally
remarkasble for its Englishness and its lack of the classical sources so

frequently used by the younger Temnyson. Although it was highly praised in

BN

its day, it is hardly the lofty tragedy it was thoughlt to be, but closer to
a Victorian-eye view of a rather sordid Roman nelodrama. The Falcon, a one-
act play published with The Cup, is an even less substantial play based on

a story from 2o0ccacclo. It is the story of the virtuous love of the extrave-

gant Count Federigo for the Lady Giovanna and is made more sentimental
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Gilovama's son dies because he cannot have the
hin live - altogether a more sentimental,
satisfying conclusion,

The Promise of Iagy,

produced in 1882,
to have a contemporary setting,

The reason for

allied to therreason thal it is comparatively ea

models are contenporary melodranas.

is in prose and is Temyson's only published
tional melodramatic devices are prowminent in

wronged females, pathetic coincidences (such as

from meeting Wdgar act), and the fin

g

in the first

virtue over sneaking villainy. 3ut the play is

)

melodramne; Kdgar's interest in new ideas

ennyson's treatnent, in which Boccaccio's bi

a more improbable,

Like the nmelodrama

the one which prevents

and new systems of

25

ttersvcet onding (whereby

falcon) is changed to let

and & less

1s the only play by Tennyson

this is vrobebly closely

asy to gtage - its most obvious

non-poatic work, The tradi-

the play - threatened suicides,

Dora

al triumph of outraged

a distinctively Termysonian

Py

thought is

snared by nany Tennysonian heroes and by Temnyson himself, though Temnyson's
son wrote:

Edgar is not,; as the critics will have it,

a freethinker, drawn into crime by his

Cormunistic theories; Edgar is not

even an honest Radlical, nor a sincere
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follower of Schopenhauer; he is nothing
thorough and nothing sincere., (Hemoir, p. 641)

Edgar is not so much a liberal as a melodramatic villain who sbuses as

nany intellectual and philosophical stances as maldens. Tennyson is notl

attacking liberal causes here! he 1s only attacking their misuse, particularl
(= 1 4 o . o] 3

the insincere mouthing of them of which Edgar is guiliy.

The Promise of lay is contemporary in yet another way. If the

seduction of Bva reminds us of the affair between Arthur Donnithorne

. “ s - 1. . ) - ,
and Hetlty Sorrel in Adam Bede,” there are also clear echoes of Hardy in
the play, warticularly in the treastment of the rustic characters., The nost
striking exemple 1s the scene in waich Dora pays the servents, giving each

some advice with his wages. This recslls the Tamous comic eplsode in
& 3

PO
H

thsheba pays her scervants in much the

o

sane 1aye. Hardy's scene ls obviously comic' and the novelist unfolds it at

. o

a leisurely pace, relishing each detail., BDut Tennyson's treatment is far

more serious and Dora's lecture against the evils of drink disturbs the tone

L

Temyson once told George Tliot that the flight of Hetty Sorrel
was one of the "two rost pathetic things in modern prose fiction,”
(Lemodr, ». 607.)
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of the scene rather seriously. Temnyson does not have the humouvr which

makes the Hardy scene so successful,and his own such sn wnfortunato

.

failure., The play was abtacksd by it arly critics and cnngsoa was put
on the defensive. His only explenation was:

T had 2 fecling that T wouvld at least strive

(in my plays) to bring the true drama of

char: uxtmdlenhm;%pbn T gave them one

leaf out the great book of truth and nature.
(Hemoir, p. C43)

2 s

It is most unfortunate that such a noble defence is to be applied to an
inferior melodrama, though it is perhaps significant thet Temnyson atltempis

to elevate melodrama by giving it some intellectual substance,

Tennysonts last pley,

N

chronicle of Britain and the struggle betiween Church and State in the other

-
L

Y

plays. Tt was written in 1881 but was published and performed in 1892

the premiere beling in Hew York, with music by Sir Arthuwr Sullivan. The

play is based largely on traditional ballads with the Shakespearean

Falry scene included at Trving's request, and not completely in asccordance

(N
L

le

P

7h6),  Certainly, the fairies add

with Temnyson's Judguent

to the play and thelr appearance has as much relevance to the main action

5o the ballet-scene to most ninebeonth~contury opera. Apart from the fairy

1,

scene, the pley is somewhat better wniflied than the other longer plays, bul



it lacks the force and stature to rank with the three major plays. Once

again there is very little analysis of character and of the situation to

distinguish the play. ‘ i
On the whole, it is fortunate that Tennyson wrote more than plays!

In themselves, they camnnot redeem niﬁoteonthnccntury theatre frém oblivion,

~The minor plays are of little laslting value but the three major plays are,

in some res Dects; impressive, and they warrant careful study;. But they are

perhaps particularly significant and interesting in the 11ﬁbc which they cast on
Tennyson's other work, What they tell us about Temnyson as a lyric poet and as
a dramatist is dmportent in our final estimstc of him as a writer. Thematically

and technically they are in the nainstream of his work; the plays are not a

detour, but the logicel step in hW@ poetic develovment. Temnyson took his =

U

ﬁawt&mmth They are not on isolated phenomenon in a a poet's dotage,
but a body of work dmportant and integral enough in his career for us also

to consider them carefully.
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WTHE 10T OF PRINCES" - THE THEMATIC CONTEXT

Queen Mary, Harold and Becket as history plays portray the making
of England and it was Tennyson's claim that they filled in the gaps left
in the Shakespearean history camon. Temnyson selected three periods
of English history which bore particular significance as cruciél ?i@es
in Brétish history. Tennyson, as elaborafed by Hallagm, exp}éine& what
he intended:

_ WThis trilogy of plays... pourtrays [ﬁ}g] the making
of Tngland.!" TIn "Harold® we have the great conflict
between Danes, Saxons and Normans for supremacy, the
awakening of the English people and clergy from the
slumber into which they had for the most part fallen,
and the forecast of the greatness of our composite
race. -

“In "Becket" the struggle is beltween the Crown and
the Church for predominance, a struggle which continued
for many centuries.

In "Mary" are described the final downfall of
Roman Catholliclsm in England, and the dawning of a
new age: for after the era of priestly dominsgtion
comes the era of the freedom of the individual.

"In“The Foresters.. I have sketched the state
of the people in another greal transitlon period of the

malcing of England, when the barons sided with the people
and eventually won for them the Magna Charta. (Memolr, p.562)

Because this is Tennyson's comment on the history plays, the reader should

give it caveful attention, but it provideé 1ittle help in vnderstanding
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the plays.. Temmyson implies. in what he says that he is very much interes-

 fed in the history of England, whether actual or largely mythical as in

the case of The Foresters. While Shakespeare's history plays do formlaA
pancrama of thg making of England, it is clear from a comparison of the
histories written by the two dramatists that it is Tennysnn‘who is tﬁe'
more interested in history as an end in iteelf. Tenpyson seeks to trace
historical themes‘in his plays which, strangely enough, are not readily
épparent in the plays themselves. For example, it is difficulf indeed to
See %he age of the individual, or.even the end of priestly domination,
implicit in the death of Beckel. And how the "era of freedom of the

individual' 1s related to the action of Queen Mary is anything but cleear.

Princess Flizsbeth offers no indication that her reign will be less suthori.

tarian than her sisterfs-—only thalt it will be more English and more Protestant.,
This is not to suggest that Temnyson's comments are stupid or wWrong; bﬁt
they'exaggerate aspects of thé plays out of proportion to the significance
actually attached to them in»the text. In Queen Mary, Temmyson seems

more: involved in theApersonal conflict of the queen than in the political

implications of her reign in history, and the same general point is valid
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for Harold and Becket also.

Because Tennyson's comments tend té distort whalt appears to be
the focus of the plays, it seems scarcely profitable to study them in
terms of an historical.pahorama. A far mor;érewarding'approach to fhe
plays is through the fundamental Tenﬁysonian preoccupation with the CON=-
flict between the private and the publi§¢ Like nost .of Tennyson's
.Vggreatest work, the major history plays deal with the probl&m,. If the
. plays are ostensibly public statements about British history, they are
also on a more significant level, statements by the poet about one of his
centrsl preoccupationg, the problem of retreat and involvement.,

Tt has long been recognized tpat a basic concern in Temnyson's
poetry is the dilemna of whether the poet should retreat into a wofld of
private aestheticism and self-indulgence, ?r whether he should commit hiz-
self to a life of social action. The tension between 'the two voices! is
of gourse, usually identified with the poet's doubts after the death of
Arthur Henry Hallam in 1833. But 3t is wrong to associate the theme éf

retreat and commitment exclusively with the poet's reaction to Hallam's'

death Dbecause blographical fact makes 3t clear that the theme was prominent



in digcussions among the Apostles, and there are nﬁmgrous poems to be
found dealing with this problem which were written before Hallam's death.
As Ricks points out (p. 522) the poem entitled "The Two Voices! was
laréely'written béfore the time of the death, thopgh-the conclusion and
preéumably other sections were modified in the knowledgg of this new

blow to the poet. The theme is not restricted to the early poems, or those

of the 1842 volune, It is prominent in In FHemoriam, Maud and Idylls of the

ﬁgég, and_ihfguéhbut his career though it is altered and developed as the poet
tatps pe <
and in'the plays it appears as a refleoti?n on the problems facing an
essentially private person, one with individual standards, who finds hime
self iﬁ a public role.
_ The plays, then, show Tennyson extending his treatment of the
problem of retreal from the world or comitment to it into a new~arean. No
longer is the conflict siwply between the world and the ivory tower, al-
* though it is clearly derived from the early forms gf the poetls dilemma.

In the earliest poems, the theme sppears ss a clear choice between life

and art in terms.strongly suggesting the influence on the young poet of
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the poet. Tennyson's early poems are clearly "literary'; they depend
on literature rather than on the poet's own observation and experience

which form the basis for his later work. Iike The Devil and the Laay,

and- the poems dedicated to women, they are based more essentially on
.ﬁhat the poet has read, rather than on what he has felt. Perhaps the
most Keatedan poem in its treatment of escape is ”Recollecti;ns of the
Arabian Nights" in which the poet recalls with nostalgia the time of his
owWn innocepce when he could epgter the fantastic world of "goodiﬁaroun
Alraschid" and abandon the outside world, -In spite of the obvious‘
attractions of the place, even for g short vacation, the poel seems td
sense the umnaturalness of the voyage, since in order to reach this world
of escape, he must travel on tides'which‘floW'contrary to thelr normal
direction:

The tide of time flowed back with me
The forward-flowing tide of time. (L1, 3-4)

" Even now, the poel perceives something strange, possibly sinister, in

his escape, although the temptation to indulgence is too great for him

to resist. ‘

a



none of ihgm'is the reconciliation to tbe world of action complete. The

Lady of Shalott is trapped in a world which is linked to other human activity

by a mirror. When she is "half sick of shadows" (L. 71), she leaves her

towef, bﬁt immediateij dieg in accordance with the curse put upon her. She

cannot remain in>her tower, nor can she survive iﬁ the outside world;

both have their attractions, bul neither can offer her completg happiness.,
“The Lady of "The Palace of Art" also leaves the palace for a cottage where

i

she can "mourn and pray"v(l. 292), but she carmot have the paléce torn
‘
‘down; nor does she intend to accept human compgnjonshjp; Elton Edwérd
Smith cites Lucas's phrase in suggesting that the soul is exchgnging an
1 , ‘
Wivory tower for an ivory cottage"” . The most interesting example of the
failure to come to tgrms with the oulside world is to be'found in "The
Two Voices" where the poet, in countering the voice of despair tempﬁing
him to suvicide, is forced to surrender all hopes of heroic deeds, and i%
‘the end, the poet having been‘impresseq by the sight of a happy family

on their way to Church, goes out into the fields to meditate alone. The

poet describes his youthful idealismg

1
Blton Edward Smith, The Two Voices, p. 25.
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Walting to strive a happy strife,
To war with falschood to the knife,
And not to lose the good of l1life -

Some hidden principle to nove,
To put together, part and prove,
And mete the bounds of hate and love - N

As far as might be, to carve out
Free svace for every human doubt,
That the whole mind might 0rb about =

To search through all I felt or saw,
The springs of life, the depths of awe,
And reach the law within the law.” (11. 130.41)

If Y"The Lotos=Baters' and '"Ulysses" are regarded as companion poens, we
can detect the same patltern. In "The Lotos-Eaters" the sailors are to
be won over to the indulgence of the island, away from their voyage home. -

4,

Once Ulysses reaches his home, however, he finds it crippléd by domestic

maite?s which he does not wish to solve and is tempfed once agalin to

leave his duty, this time by a vague, possibly fruitless, desire to

wander. Once again the obligation to duly, after omne has rsjected the

initisl temptation to 6250, is awbiguous and unsure, though added doubt

has arisen as a result of Hallam's death. :
The comlc resolution of In Memoriam, too, is clouded with ambiguity. .

The final statement of faith seems, as Tennyson himself pointed out, too

foreced, too ruch of a lean of faith to carry convicltlon in a poem which
? fr

s0 palinstakingly traces the slow advance from doubt to faith. Bven in
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the final section, the poet participates in a social ritual, not

social reform, and he scems isolafed from the others; his act of‘reunion

with his fellow man is not wholewhearted, for he seems closer to Hallam v _ |
than to the guests at the wedding:

The noon 1is near,
And T must give away the bride;
She fears not, or with thee beside
And me behind her; will not fear.

L

0 happy hour, and happier hours :

" Awalt them. Many a merry face

Saluvtes them - maidens of the place,
That pelt us in the porch with flowers. -

L
-

But they must go, the time draws on,
And those white-favoured horses wall;
They rise, but linger; it is late;
Parewell, we kiss, and they arve gone.
A shade falls on us like the dark
From little cloudlets on the grass,
But sweeps away as oul we pass -
To range the woods, to roam the park. (11l. 41-.4, 65.8,
89-96)

The distinction between "we'" and "they" indicates the extent to which the
poet feels alienated from the celebrations; only at occasional moﬁent§
does "we" refer to the bridegroom and his bride as well as the‘boet. And,
as in "The Two Voices", the poet is left alone at the end to reflect on
what has happened. Further one might add that the hero of Maud seems

curiously alone as he prepares to fight in the wars, and Sir Bedivere, at
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the end of tﬁé Idylls is about as isolated as a man can be.

The change in the problem of re?reat from the world betweeg
itsrform in igljiggggigg and its development in the plays is complete, :
Whereas In Hemoriam endé inconclusively, the major history plays present
situationsAin which the protagonists are in prominent public office, a
position which they haverbgen pushed into; .Mary is queen by heredity
not by'cﬁoice,ﬂa?old is mad; King by‘Edward without having to-fight
William.aé_he haa anticipated, and Beckel is made Archbishop agginst“his
own advice? These fipures, finding themselves already in a public‘posin

. tion, are forced to resolve a éonflict between their public roles on the

one hand and their personal lives and moral standards on the othe;g
vTennyson pould hardly have éhOWﬂ this confligt moré clearly than =

in his pgrtrgyal of Queen Hary, Although she is trapped in a public

office by forces she camnot control, she is basically a love-sick wife

‘throughout tﬂe play. Her only m&tives are'her love for Philip, her devotion

to the Church, and her family pride, especially her love for her wronged

mother. Unlike Blizabeth, Cardinal Pele, and Philip, she is not sufficiently

aware of her public position to rule successfully, and because she is such



a private person, used to having her own way, she camnot compromise on

1
matters of public interest.

Temyson stresses this'view of Mar*,’in her first appearance.
Our most immediate impression is that her infatuation for Philip elimihates
all other public concerns. She appea%s, kissing Philip's portrait, des~
perately'trying to reassure herself of his merit. The hyperbole in her
‘speéch 2s she awalls Philip's arrival, however, indicates even more
‘powerfully what her feelings are:

God change the pebble which his kingly fool
FPirst presses into some more costly stone
Than ever blinded eye. I'll have one mark it '
And bring it me. I'11l have it burnish'd firelike;
I'11 set it round with gold, with pearl, with diamond.
Let the great angel of the church come with him;
Stand on the deck and spread his wings for saill
God lay the waves and strow the storms at sea,
And here at land among the people!l ‘

(I,.v, po 315)

Philip's statement much later in the play that he is "ever deadly sick at

sea" (ITI, vi, p. 402) efféctively'undercuts Fary's imaginative extravagance

Y

1 .
In many ways Mary is similar to Shakespeare's Richard II who faces
the same conflict, though his personal motives are less respectable.
The problems posed by the apparently insoluble clash of private

and public moralities are also central in Henry IV, Henyy VI, and
possibly Henry V. ' ' ’




for the audience as does the confession that he does not love her., In
spite of her disappointment, her love for Philip does not falter, but in
fact becomes a blind devotlon to him which can lead her to commit fooiish
political mistakes. Renard threatens that Philip will not come until
Haryvhas Lady Jane Gray executed:

Too much mercy is a want of mercy,
And wastes more 1life., Stamp out the fire,or this
Will smoulder and re-flame, and burn the throne
Where you shaidd sit with Philip: he will not come
T41l she be gone. (I, v, p. 315)

ﬁary's-peace of mind is challenged here, since she 1s sympathetic to
Lady Jane and wishes to spare her, but her passion for Philip presents
such a test for her that she dodges the dilemma by felgning illness and
dismissing Renard., She soon learns, however, that Philip is not always
satisfied with evasion of the question.

The second‘of Hary's great loves is the Church and she ig so
closeiy identified with it thalt there are several references made to her
as the second Mary, an analogy which slie herself usés in her "Prince of
Feace' soliloguy. Her atltitude to the Church explaing her relentless and
political}y foolish persecution of heretios.A Her duty is to purge the

Church of heresy and she is determined to do this even if she must sace-



rifice her crown:

If we could burn out heresy, my ILord Paget,
We reck not tho! we lost this crown of England -
Ay! tho!' it were ten Englands}  (III, iv, p.381)

It is not enough that she should marry a foreigner in a tiwme of greaﬁ'
nationsl pride among her people, but she must kill heretics who do not
a;cept the Roman Catholic Church, thus creating a host of ready-made
~martyrs to stir up public antipathy against herself, the Church, and
?hilipo But she Qannot compromise those feelings which are most impore
tant to her. She insists on continuing her attack on heresy over the
objections of Philip (ITIT, vi, p.402) who sees the political stupidity

in the execulions, and even over those of Cardinal Pole, the papal

emissary, who cannot Justify the vigour of the persecution even on
ecclesiastical grounds:

Methinks that under our Queen's regimen
We might go softlier than with crimson ®owel
And streawing lash., When Herod-Henry first
Began to batter at your English Church,
This was the cause, and hence ‘the judgement
i on her.

She seethed with such adulteries, and the lives
Of many among your churchuen were so foul :
That heaven wept and earth blush'd, I would advise
That we should thoroughly cleanse the Church within
Before these bitter statutes be reqguicken'd.

(ITX, iv, p.385)

&

Mary cannot understand these arguments because of her own strong con-
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viétions; she cammot suspend her faith and her idea of right to gain
popularity, even if this means she must lése her throne for what she
believes.

Finally, Héry is governed by her childhood experience, and her
bitterness over Henry VIIl's diverce action against her motheral "She
is attracted té her mother, too, by theVSpanish blood which also binds
her to Philip, The psychological insights into this aspect of Mary's
cheracter are almost startlingly perceptive and credible. She cannot
forgive her fatﬁer's treatment of her mother and shg shows no sympathy
for'those who supported his claims for the divorce., Crammer has recanted
his heresy, but in spite of this and agaiﬂst all precedent, Mary has him
burned nevertheless, simply because he supported the king against her
mother:

Cranmer 1s head and father of these heresies,
New learning as they call it; yea, may God
Forget me at most need when I forget
Her foul divorce - my sainted mother - Nol

' (1v, i, p.410)

1It ig dinteresting to note that she pities her mother as the vietim of
a king who let political considerations interfere with his marriage
in securing the annulment.
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One of the most significant aspects of Hary's charactér is that
she seems unable to distinguish between personal enemlies snd political
opponeﬁts, and between heretics ana traitors. Crammer, for his support of | :
Henry's divorce, 1s somehow an enemy of Mary's mother, and hence of Mary
hergself. And ﬁo her mind, there is no difference between a heretic snd
a traitor; she punishes the same way. and talks about them indiscriminately

in the same speech, if not the same breath:

The King and I, my Lords, now that all traitors
Against our royal state have lost their heads
VWherewith they plotted in thelr treasonous malice,
Have talk'd together, and are well agreed

That those old statutes touching lollardism,

To bring the heretic to the stake, should be
" ¥o longer a dead letter, but requicken'd.

(IIT;4iv, p.380)

She cannot hold her position with any real power because she camnot separale
herself from her position, thaf is, she is the same person when she is
Queen of England as when she is a man's adoring wife. She will gladly give
up any part of her official position to preserve her love for Philip, the
avthority of her Church, and the honour of her mother. Any political
Wisdom and insight she does have seecms to be as a judge of character, but
this is instinctive susplcion perhaps ﬁare than & political skill. She nay

be able to see through Noailles (I, v, pp. 309-10) but she does not
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understand the temper of her kingdom; sﬁe may suspect that Philip does
" not love her, but_she does not comprehend the political advantéges‘he
intends to gain,

Philip, indeed, is the foil to Hary's love of the private life,
_Far from being the idealized demi~god which Mary envisions, he is an ugly,
unprincipled sooundrelrwhose only goal is to éain power and whose most
" fundamental consi&eration is.to survive at all coslts, Thus, he consents
to marry the Queen of England not only §o gain England for himself and
for Spain; but also to prevent a royal alliance with France,‘a mateh which
would upsel the existing balance of power to Spain's disadvantage. Perw
haps the most disappointing example of this kind of behaviour, for Hary,
is Philip's request, once it seems clearvthat Hary will not give birth to

a "Prince of Peace'', that she make Elizabeth her heir to the throne. In

1Philip is preltty clearly a straightforward melodramatic villain
who remains totally evil and undeveloped in the play. Compare Hardy's use
of the same stock figure in Alec D'Urbérville. Hardy counls on our ability
to identify him as such, and then turns his stock characterization to
further development in the novel. Perhaps Temnyson's wish that Irving not
play Philip reflects his own dissatisfaction with Philip.
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spite of her fear that Elizsbeth will make England Protestant again, Mary's
love for her husband, now an almost gbsurd desire to please hinm overcomes
her objections and at his insistence, she agrees. Philip's reasons are
very simple and completely political - he wants Mary Queen of Scots who is
closely allied to France kept off the throne of England so that England is
at worst neutral in the French-Spanish conflict. Philip makes his intentions
g

guite clear, however; he has no real intenltion of giving up the British
throne, but now that he is tired of Mary, he considers marrying Elizabeth
if she should ever become queen. He isg sure that there will be war with
I'rance; and he is determined to have English support in it. For Philip
political motives carry the greatest importance, and he is only too pleased to
leave a wife he detests once it is clear that she is no longer attractive

- : .1
or politically useful to him,

Mary and Philip, then, represent two extremes. Philip's actions

are plarmed with a view to his political success. Mary (and this is how she

17t 4s interesting to compare Philip with Synorix in The Cup. Although
he is identified as the vltimate rake, Philip's marriages are largely political,
thereas Synorix uses national political issues and problems to advance his
private sult for Camma's hand in a deliberate confusion of public and private
rolas.
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gains the reader's sympathy) is a figure of conscience, no matter how

mistaken that conscience may seem to us, and everything else is made

secondary to this basio concern, Mary is too intelligent never to doubt: |
her position, but she sincerel& believes she is right'and everyone else

is wrong. Thus, she is justified in her pe%fecuu1on of Protestants, -
however unwise politicelly it nay be. She may gﬁve in to'Philip, but

she never really compromlses her views on heresy; she succeeds in

imposing her personal religious views on a nation largely out of sympathy
with Catholicism. As long as she 1s queen, she‘will rule oniy inwaooordance
with her own cogscience, never as a result of pol%tical compromise. And,
above 21l, she will remain a wife foolishly infatuated with an idealized
husband who does not really exist.' Perhaps one short exchange sums up =

their attitudes most graphically. They are discussing whether or not he

can delay another day before leaving her:
Philip: Madan, a day may sink or save a realm.

Hary: A day may save a heart from breaking too,
(111, vi, p.hoy)

In capsule form Mary and Philip reveal their respective attitudes

to thelr position. Philip, always the conswmate politician, is concerned



about the fall of an empire, while Fary's thoughts are solely for their
marriage ané her love for her reluctant husband., FPhilip has no problem'
accommodating his private self to his publ;c role and as such is scarcely
human; Mary can find no satisfacto}y reconciliation and is altogether
human.

Harold. Perhaps the most significant of these is that Harold is called
éuperficially a tragedy, ﬁA tragedy of doom., Temnyson made no such ciaim
for Queen Mary énd, in fact, did not even call it a history play, but
referred to it as "more of a chronicleéplay” (gyggﬁigz, VL, p. 627). There
are copious supplies of omens both natural and supernatural in the play,
but.their function is mere literary than prophetic, and while Harold is
wrong to sneer al them, they seem to be me?ely_signs ;ccompanying his fall,
not signs from the Fates to warn him. Harold, like Mary, is a private
figure forced to occupy a throne tainted witﬁ rash, ﬁnfulfilled promiées
and ugly political compromise. ﬁaroldvis utterly honest, a man of the
highest standards.of personal moralityj completely unaccustomed to the
dealing, lying, and negotiating in whicﬁ he becones involved, When he

aspires to take over Edward's throne, his vague planning collapses and he
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is Qestroyed because he does not have William's qualities as a successful
leader. He is a more complex figure than ﬁary, because he_seems confortable
in his position as Earl of Wessex; and his demonstrated talents as.a Mereli-
ful administratof combined with his sense of public duty indicate that his
motives in seeking the throne are commendable. But it is when he is thrust
into the turbulent and dangerous politics of the succession that his
personal standards are challenged and he is destroyed.

Harold contains one type of character imported directly from Queen
Hary with virtually no change -~ Aldwyth. Like Philip, her marriages are
political ones, and she 1s prepared to marry a man she hates to gain what-
ever political ends she considers necessary, as well as a conslderable share
of personal prestige:

I see the goal and half the way to it,-

Peace-lover is our Harold for the sake ' ,
Of England's wholeness - so - to shake the North
With earthquake and disrupltion = some division =
Then fling mine own falr person in the gap

A sacrifice to Harold, a peace-offering,

A scape-goat marriage - all the sins of both

The houses on mine head - then a fair life

And bless the Queen of England. (I, ii, p. 509)

William shares some of Aldwyth's opportunism, though he remains a fuzzy and

rather shapeless characteriwho develops little in the play. He is the arch
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political strategist, using every half-baked pretext. he can discover to
Justify his claim to the English throne. ILike Philip he is prepared to
employ any means to gain power even at the expense of betraying established

values and ideas.

Harold and Edward share certa;n characteristics in contrast to
William and Aldwyth. Both are seriously concerned with the dictates of
théir.own consciences. Edward is perhaps closest torQueen Mary in his piety

"and in his lack of interest in contemporary politics. As Stigand says of
the old king, he has "a conscience for his own soul{ not his realm" (III, i,
pe S41). FEdward, even more than Harold, has been trapped in his public role,
but he has retreated from it and has chosen the life of a saint. As Tennyson
sees him, Bdward is a weak king, a wan unpardonably more interested in the
after~life than in this. Hg has come to regret his féolish promise of the
English throne to William, ﬁade when the throne was not his to give away,
And his weakness as a leader is compounded by his Nprmanness, his love for

his French ancestors and his unguenched suspicion of his English realm,

Faced with these difficulties Edward has surrendered his Kingship in practice,

while retaining it in nanme
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the authoriﬂy'and prestige of the kingship itself.

- Harolad differs from Queen Mary and'Edward because he 1s already

committed to a 1ife of statecrafﬁ, and the play implies that he has '
been very successful at it. As a man with coﬁéiderable ambition and a
sense of responsibllity, he wishes to succeed to the throne on Edward's
dealth, but this ambition to ultimate public office is a significant cause
of his defeat. Harold's complete intégrity is widely known:

Being brave he must be subtly cow'd,
And beling truthfvl wrought upon to swear
Vows that he dare not bresk. (IT, ii, p.516)

William's knowledge of Harold's character leads him to trick the English
nobleman, by forcing him to swear on concealed relics, and pimning his
claim on Edward‘s hasty and thoughtless offer of the throne. Harold's
"Better die then lie" (1T, ii, p. 522) (apart from any unfortunate
twentieth-century anti.Communist echoes it may have) is a clear statement
of his honeﬁty and courage.

Gr§at cla?ms have been madg'for the perjury scene where Harold
swears on concealed Norman relics, Certainlyfits theatricality cannot be

denied, but its significance within the development of the play is less

clear. Williom does not use the relics to gain Harold's vromise for the

1
kY . 1 oy . T . £ 2
For one such view, .see Jebb's review in Eversley, vol. V, 662-3.



first time, but merely to confirm the doubts lurking in the minds of the
French nobles (and of Harold) sbout Harold's sincerit&. When he first makes
Harold promise to help hi? claim to the throne} we see his shrewdness once
more, since he forces Harold‘é-hand by threatening his-young brother,

" Wulfnoth, who in turn sways Harold by appealing to his love for Edith.1

The great oath~taking scene, howevef, makes Harold's acqeptance of the
throne from Edward more intolerable, since his word is now perjured and
valueless. Harold has violated his persona1 standards of conduct, so that
his position on the throne is almost as weak as hils predecessor's, as
Bdward realizes when he forbids him to marry Edith. Harold is trapped after
thalt scene; he cammot regain his lost integrilty, nor can he give up his

throne., Unlike Orestes in The Eumenides, Harold is not pursued by a relent-

less, supernatural doom towards his death. Rather, his fote seems to stem
from his own lmmediate problem, the problem of maintaining his integrity in

public office. In one sense, his tragedy is of his own making; he is not

Waroldts private nature is emphasized by hils wish for a holiday, a
chance to leave his political responsibilities to bring his brother home.
(T, 3, p. #96)., It is a significant contrast that the emphasis in William's
character is reversed because his son, ,Rufus, is spoiled and rebellious
even though his father is a great political leader. (IT, ii, pp. 517-18).

~
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obliged to perjure himself as he did and yet to resist such temptation

is almost more than human. This; I think, is Temnyson's point. The
temptations are attractive because they are always difficult to.resist.
But when Harold makes a political promise in response to threats to his
family, a promise which he does not intend to keep, the pressure on such
\a man's integrity is so great that he will inevitsably fail. Quite simply,
a man in Harold's position cammot afford to allow personal feelings and
beliefs to interfere with his own career if he wishes to succeed. William
and Aldwyth are clear examples of this, alfhough Harold may be the grealter
ruler, the wlser and more generous man:

In mine earldom
A man may hang gold bracelets on a bush,
And leave them for a year, and coming back
Find them again. (IT, i, p. 514). .

Harold is no? boasting about the hoﬁesty of his people as much as the ideal
moral atmosphere where his.own example serves as a model fqr his subjects.
While concern for his people consolidates his position, it is ineffective
against such a military and politicai ﬁusclemman as William whose strength

and ambition aid him to his eventual triumph.

The Prefatory Sonnet says that the play is based on the premise that



might is right. Temyson 1s consciously playing with this cynical tag end al.

though he says he believes it, he means that it is true only on a large historic:]

Lok,

scale, and since the drift, if not the progress, of history is toward the good,
William is not simply a villain trampling justice and virtue. His strength de-
feats Edward and Harold's wcacncss, though it is right that this should happen,

because in historical process, all uh ings work out for the best. We cammol have

P N § s

the final perspective which sees everything in its 1JL11¢te siznificance because
such knowledge belongs only to God, so we must simply trust that the final out-

cone will be happy:

Forward then, but still remember how the course of Time will swerve,
Croolt and turn upon itself in many a backward streaming curve.

FolloW'Vou the Star that lights g desert psthway, yours ox mine.
PR} L ¥
L

Forward, till you see the highest Humen liature is divine.

Follow lighlt and do the Right - for man can half-control his doon -
Till you find the deathless Angel sealed in the vacant tomb. =

Forward, let the stormy moment fly and mingle with the Past:
I that loathed, heve come to love hiw., Love will conquer al the last.
(YLocksley Hall, Sixty Years After", 11,235.6,275-50

Hight is nolt necessarily right in the lmmedlete view. Temyson ls saying ;
simply thet the final judgment has yel to be made on Harold, William, and

thelr contemporaries, and thet his own response to thelr weaknesses and

strengths as the problem of retreat in opposition to altruwism is in no wey

definitive.
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Tennyson's last major play, Becket, looks al the same problem of

‘a private man in a public office,'though here the situation and its
ramifications sre more complex than in the earlier plays because Tenﬁyson

is employing the fact that this is the most commonly known plot of all the
history plays to achlieve a richer effect. Here, the conflict is two-fold:
between what Becket was as Chancellor and what he 1s now as Archbishop,

and between what he believes his role is and what the rest of the afistocracy
>believe it to be. The structure of the play reinforces this dilemma; the
Prologue shows Beckef as the unordained Chancellof and the play itself '
deals with Becket as a priest and Archbishop. And yet, once he appears

as the Archbishop, there is no doubt of h?w he will sct in hi§ néW’position@
The Church, he says, 1s to be a bulwark against those people with whom he
had previously been allied:

The people know their Church a tower of strength,
A bulwark against Throne and Baronage. (1, i, p. 29)

Late in the play he expresses his view of the separation of church and
stalte even more strongly:

When they seek to overturn our rights,
I ask no leave of king, or mortal man,
To set them straight again., Alone I do it.



Give to the King the things that are the Eing's,
And those of God to God. (V, ii, pp. 197-8)

Like Harold, Becket has come to outstanding public office from a more‘
secure office; he has been committed previously to public service, so

that his dilemma is not solely the conflicﬁ between his office and quiet
home-1ife, but rather between a secure position and one where he is exposed
to criticism'and physical danger. Ag long as Beckel was Henry's secular
lievtenant, both attempting to curb the authority of the Church, Becket

was safe. Bu£ now that he has been made Archbishop and is expected by the
King to be a puppet under his control, Becket fights king and barons to
assert the proper role of the Church in an sltempt to keep the functions

and the jurdsdictions of the two from-coming into conflict. The conflict
between the chancellor and the archbishop is only part of a larger and

more general tension between the past and the present: The things Becket
vsed to do are not the things he must do now. The change in standards - or
perhaps more precisely, in aimg - is p%rticularly poignant in that it entails
the break-up of the remarkable friendship which had existed bet@een the Kigg
and Beckel:

The friends we were!l
Co~nates we were, and had our sport together,
Co~kings we were, and made the laws togethen
The world had never seen the like before. (II, ii, p.109)
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Becket expresses doubt about the wisdom of the appointment before he is
officially given the position, realizing that the argument to get him to
accept the Chancellorship had proven idealistic and meaningless:

He did prefer me to the chancellorship,
Belleving I should ever aid the Church -
But have I done it? He commends me now
From out his grave to this archbishoprick.
(Prologue, p. 23)

The problem about Becketl which has fascinated writers is whether
or not there actuvally is a change in Becket's character as he gives up
secular officé for ecclesiastical, where h;s personal beliefs are exposed -
and challenged. Tennysoﬁ makes 1t clear that there are certain aspects of
Becket's character which seem to us more appropriate to the Chancellor than
to the Archbishop as when, surely aware that Henry is considering him as
the likellest successor to the See of Caﬁtefbury, he justifies his love of
sensuous pleasure:

¥en are God's trees, and women are God's flowers;
And when the Gascon wine mounts to my head,

The trees are all the statelier, and the flowers
Are all the fairer. (Prologue, p. 10)

Beckelt as Chancellor makes elaboralte sauces to make the fish eaten on the
days required by the Church, more palatable. (Prologue, p. 9) and it is

significant that he continues to look after Rosamund de Clifford, the King's
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mistress, after his ordination as carefully as before., The change in
Becket, then, is not so much one in character as in sllegiance. As long
as he was Chancellor, he was the King's man, but as Archbishop, he becomes
the Church's man, and he carefully distinguishes bétweén these two author~
itles,

Beckelt's challenge lles in convincing those around him that there
is basically no contradiction between hls past and his preseﬁt, or beltween
the state and his pergonsl views concerning the Church,without remaining
the Kiﬁg's pawn. In another way, Henry wanlts Becket to be the samé kind of
Archbishop as Chancellor and so he suggests Becketl retain bolh positions,
He expects the Archbishop to give him the gupport of the Church for what he
does, and he wants him to remain Chancellor with only incidental concern
for his religious functions. When Beckel insists on sepafating the two

. L

positions by resigning his Chancellorship, Henry realizes that his gamble
has‘lost, and that Becket is determined to fulfil his religious appointment

seriously and completely. Beckel accepts the position to uphold a principle,

JUnlike Hary, Becket's struggle is to keep personal motives out of
public acts. He attempls to sevarate public and private ambitions, but the
mixture of complaints from the King and the Queen that lead up to his death
provides the convincing evidence that this is nolt possible.
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but as we have seen, principie stands no chance againét adaptability
which aims at surviVai whateverlfhe cost or risk.

But as Loulse Rouse Rehak points out, Tennyson's Beckel is even
more complex because the dramatist does not answer theé Questions arising
from Becket's rigidity in maintaining his personai pogition aéainst the
King:

We camnot know whether the historical Beckel was
inspired by God or deluded by pride; the playwright

Jds entitled to accept either possibility, or to use
both. FEliot assuvmes the former, and draws a
theatrically effective sermon therefrom; Tennyson

makes no final declaration, If in the body ofthe play he
suggests the latter, in the conclusion he tewpers
scepticism with a possibility of genuine sacrifiiial
faith, covering the death with a terrible irony.

Becket adwits his stubbornness and arrogance; bul he feels that the King
is equally at favlt; both, in fact, are too 'headlong'" for their offices‘
(IT, i3, pe 115). And Roger of York is guilty only of exaggeration when

he accuses Becket of "boundless arrogance" (V, i, p. 170). Beckel'!s pride

is a strength in that it leads him to resist the King, but it takes him too

1Louise Rouse Rehak, "On the Use of Martyrs: Tennyson and Eliot on
Thomas Becket!, University of Toronto Quarterly, ZXXIIY (1963), 45.
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far in his crusade and he is consequently destroyed by the forces which it

stirs up. His fefusal to compromise at the begimning of the play is

commendable although at the end, this is less clear. There is something rather

petty about Beckel by the end of the play. Beyond the sense of his impend~’
ing martyrdom, he realizes, and perhéps gxaggerates, the forces opposing
him. Beckelt does not view any compromise on his part as a desertion of

the Chufch, but rather as a bebrayal of his own personal principles:

False to myself - it is the will of God
To break me, prove me nothing of myself!
(1, iii, p. 60)

The archbishop's own conscience is the érﬁiter of his actions, not the

Pope, King Louis, King Henry, or his own devoted followers; and any failure
to follow the lead of his conscience is a personal failure. The issue is not
so clear in Henry's mind, however, for he suggests thgt Beckel confuses his
will with God's:

Whaltsoever may displease him - that
Is clean againgt God's honour - a shift, a trick
Whereby to challenge, face me oult of all
My regal rights., (II, ii, p. 111)

The archbishop is surrounded by compromises, people who have
realized that to survive means that they must accommodate themselves to

their enviromment. King Louls 1s a perfect example of how such a compromise



must be effected. Louls! devotion and piety are beyond reproach - one
reason.why‘EleanOr left him -~ and yet he is aﬁparently an effective

ruler. He tells Becket that there is no room for one-~sided fanaticism.of
the kind Becket espouses, since it denles the value of the present in this
world over the next. Louls argues that such a compromise is nﬁt a cheap
ébdication of one's principles, but a’pragmatic and reasonable attitude
in view of one's position:

We have claspt your cause, believing that our brother
Had wrong'd you; but this day he proffer'd peace.
You will have war; and tho' we gramt the Church
King over this world's kings, yet, mv good lord,
Ye thalt are kings are somcthing in this world.

(TT, ii, p. 113)

Unlike Edward, Loyis has adjusted himself to his dual roles, as a falthe
ful member of the Church and as a secular monarch. But Becket camnot
take such a liberal view of Henry's position and continues to qonsider the
king a threa£ to the Church's authority. Yet it is clear that Henry is
willing to compromise with Becket, in order to achileve some sort of unity
within the Kingdom: -

I must patch up a peace -
A piece in this long-tugged-alt, threadbare-~worn
Quarrel of Crown and Church - to rend again.
His Holiness cannot steer straight thro! shoals,

Nor I. The citizen's heir hath conquer'd me
¥or the noment, So we make our peace with him.

(I, 14, pe 107)



Henry does not seriously consider a permanent truce, but he knows that
he needs Becket's support at least temporarily and is prepared to woo it.
Above all, he does not want a foreign-controlled Church (a common English,

complaint in Queen HMery and Harold as wnlli and so he flirts with the

Pope SuQPObed by the Holy Roman Empire in a nalfmnoeibod attenplt to under-
mine or at least control the suthority of the Church in England. Henry
also tekes the umusual measure of having his son crowned during his own
lifetime so thalt there will be an unchallenged heir to the Kingship if he.
should be killed, Even when the child has to be crovmed without Beckel!'s
participation, Henry is most anxious to placate Becket and to secure the
son‘s-position by having Becket himself confirm the rite which is completély
his prerogative. And when he can get no support from Becket, he sends
emissaries to Rome to bribe and bully the Vatican's support away from Recket
to himself. (II, ii, ». 121).

Henry's utterly convincing talents as a treacherous schemer in

the 5tV1o of PhlLln, Alanvth and William are sucpessea only by’hls wife's.

Eleanoy is the most gophisticated and most successful politician in the

not as a rival for Henry's affection (bécause she is realistic enough to
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know that Rosamund has won that battle), but as a potential political
enemy., She does not fear Rosamund's charms, but she anticipates the
effect of those charms on Henry and sees only trouble for herself:

T would she were but his paramour,

for men tire of thelr fancies; bubt I fear

this one fancy hath taken root, and

borne blossom too, and she, whom the

King loves indeed; 1s a power in the State.
(Prologue, p. 25)

Rogsamund's potential political power and the possibility of civil war
after Henry's death present two very real problems to Eleanor. Tn her
eagerness for power and her determination to keep whal authority she has,
she decides to kill Rosamund,and partly to secure her position against
the ¥ing, offers to ally herself with Beokéh against Henry, though her

Jlove or respect for the archbishop camot justify such an arrangement., :

” -

She echoes Louis' criticism by commenting on Beckel's excessive zeal:

My honest lord, you are known
Thro! gll the courts of Christendom as one
That mars a cause with over-violence,
(IT, i, p. 166).

But Beckelt is no more responsive to her plans, offers, and threats than
to the others, and Eleanor, like Henry, is defesgted by the archbishop's
personal integrity. Even when his own people urge a concession Becket

remains adamant in spite of his forebodings and they remailn powerless to



defend their lord who further orders them to open the d@ors of the
Cathedral, leaving the four knights free to enter.
In Tennyson's interpretation, it is significant that Beckel is
murdered almost by mistake. Henry ufters his famous line, "Will no man
free me from this pestilent priest?" ‘(V,'i, Pe 179).in anger after he
has learnt ?hat Becket has sent Rogamund ﬁo a convent. Eleanor turns the
issue from a personal one to a nationai one by making the matter a question
of loyalties - whether to the King or the archbishop. So, while Henry
storms sboult the ills of the Church, it is, in fact, his personal relation-
ship with Rosamund whioﬁ triggers the outburst. We know that Henry is subject
to these fits of rage and we have been told that he sogn repents of them,
But Eleanor interferes, and plays upon the feelings oi the four knights, so
that, while none of Henry, Eleanor, or the knights is‘completely responsible
for Beckel's death, their accumulated strength is sufficlent to destroy him,
ostensibly for political reasons, though, as far as Henry is concerned, the
reaséns are almost solely persorial,
RecKket's personal integrity and firmness of intention have until
this point, been successiful, He has managed to reach a stalemalte with the

1. '}’ T

King where Henry is forced to try to meke peace with his Arvchbishop. Hven



Eleanor's éttempt to gel Beckeb's help against Henry and Rosamund is
frustrated. By separating the Church from Henry's govermment and by
pursuing what he considers to be the correct rather than the politic

course, Becket has placed himself in a position of great danger, admittedly,
but also one of power and prestige. To a large extent, Becket has suc-
ceeded in what he set out to do., His death is the miserable resull, perhaps
partly Justified, of the corruption and the resentment which he has so far
been able to control. When Eleanor, representing the corruption around hiu,
sees thal he cannot be beaten falrly, she strikes back in the most effective
way possible. At all costs, it seens, Becket must be killed so that his values
will not spread.

In another light, Hary, Haroid, and Becket fit into a 1érger typically
Victorian pattern. -Several major later nineteenth century writers are cone
cerned with the problem of innocence in a corrupted soclelyf perhaps
Herman Melville's Billy Budd is tﬁe best example to illustrate this thewse.

Billy, a young, completely honest, illiterate sailor is pressed from a

merchant ship, The Richls of Han, to Join a British warship where he is placed

under a corrupt, cynicel and sadistic Master at Arms. Tt is only a malter of

time uvntil Billy is disgraced and hanged because the warship, like man,



cannop stand too much perfection. Billy is so mﬁch an inmocent (he

cannot write, and when he camnot frame the words tp defend himself, resorts
to physical violence) that he is a complete misfit in society and is
actually a disturbing influence to be cast out by a soéiety which is so
corrupt that it camot live with the fruth. Thuszilly is hanged; not
because his judges think he is guilty but because socliety's rules cannot
make a humane exception in Billy's case. Not gnly can soclety live withoutl
Billy; but it must do so in order to survive without reforming its values
drestically. IMuch the same theme can be found in Hardy's Tess of the

D'Urbervilles where Tess, the child of Nature, is corrupted by industrial

society (represented by Alex D'Urberville)- and is made an outcast of that
soclely, in spite of Hardy's assertion that she is.a pure womsn. dJude Fawley,
too, is another immocent figure who is rejected by society because he does
not subscribe to acceplted values and so disrupts conventional morality. And
then the innocent Vietorian wilting~violetl melodramétic heroine evokes the
same tradition as ghe is ‘thrown out of her tiny cotltage by the wicked,
corrupt landlord, while her husband is sailing the South Seas in search of
his fortune.

Mary, Harold, and Becket are not less innocent than the Billies, the

Tesses and Judes, and the violets. They camot survive in an age of compromise
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because they are naive or innocent enough to believe that they can maintain

helr own personal values in the face of a'corrupt societya. Hary's 19ve

for Philip and the Church, Harold's honesty, and Becket's ldeals are all
unacceptable, even dangerous, to soclety as it exists,.and, iike human
dinosaurs, they are killed by a more effiéient mora}ity. The great dif.
ference betgeen the major and minoy plays in this respect is that in the
minor plays innocent virtue triumphg over the evil around it., Camma maintains
“her honour by defeating Synorix's evil plans to marry her; Federigo's simple
devotion and love over many years earn: him the hand of his beloved Lady
Giovamna; 1in a rather nauseatingly gruesome wgy; Dora claims victory for
virtue over the scoundrel, FPhilip BEdgar who has ruined her sister; and
Robin Hood (who significantly leaves his castle for the virtue to be found
in natural environment qf the woods) triumphs over the wickedness of the
Sheriff of Notlingham and Prince John. It is possible that one of the reasons

that these plays are less satisfying than the major ones is that the success

of virtue seems forced, and seems to carry less conviction wilth Termmyson.

T.5. Eliotl has remarked thalt Tennyson's voice of doubt is always the

T.5. Eliot, "In Meworiam", 7z

Drl
Critical Essays, ed. J. Killham, p. 214.




most artistically satisfying of his moods. His comic poems, such as The
Princess, are never completely successful, because, it seems, the poet is
unsure of himself in a 1ightmhear£ed poen. Seriousness and doubt always

seemm to be pressing ;n.on the 1light poems, gi&ing them a decidedly ambiguous
tone. The simple justice of'the minor plays is too rigid and neat a conw
ception for a poet so completely sleeped in evolutionary ideas where, in
Darwinian terms, a creature dies because he cannot adapt to a new enviromment,
through no féult of his own. Whaltever the cause, these shorter pleys are-

less satlsfying because they limp to a conclusion where the justice meted

out seems unwarranted by the action of the play.

Tt is clear, however, that the three histories are marked with a

profound pessimism., Pesgimism and oplimism are the .two great catch.all

categories for Victorian writers, particularly. Temyson and Browning, Tt
is safe, however, to make this observation about Temnyson's plays without

entering into the controversy over Victorian optimism because the sadness

and bitterness at the end of the history plays is undeniable. Harold, for
instance, ends with the Norman defeat of the English and the desth of

Harold, the English Kihg, And yet the Prefatory Sommet, "Show-Day at

Battle Abbey, 1876" conclndes:



» We stroll and stare
Vhere might made right eight hundred years ago;
Might, right? ay good, so all things make for good -
But he and he, 1if soul be soul, are where
Bach stands full face with a1l he did below.
(Vol. 5, p. 485).

Tﬁe optimism of the last few lines of the Sonnet seéms rather out of
keeping with the sadness of the res? of the poem, but it is all the more
out of place when compared to the ending of the play. Edward's vision of
England's future arouses the spirit of his people for the battlg ahead, but
it comes too early in the pla& to qualify the final disaster. If might is
right, because 21l will Be right eventually, then the play comments on the
sonnet ironically; the future fofeseen by Bdward is simple and ideal, and
the sitvation of uncertainty about ﬁilliam's attitude to the English focusges
our attentionAon the problems of the ﬁresentq England may be great in the
future, but for the present the English have lost a great leader and have
been conquered-by a forelgn army and its kiﬁg. It isedifficult, to say the
least, to see how such a conclusion, even in the terms set out by the sonnet,
can be anything but pessimistic. In the frightening dislocation of events
which ceuses Becket's deaﬁh, too, there is a blackness which is hard to dise
miss; and Queen Mary, so engrossed in her husband and in her Church that

she cannot rvle wisely, is equally a figure used to develop a pessimistic
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point of view. Perhaps the most important bitterness emerges from the
inability of the main characters to surﬁivé in a world of plots and
schemes. To survive, they must have no private scruples or attachments;
they are caught in & Darwinian world. The three history plays are in a
sense a lament for the ethical dinesairs ﬁho cannot survive becavse of
their f£irm p?inoiﬁlesa Tennyson admires Mary, Harold, and Becketl fér‘their
attenpts to be true to themselves while performing their public function,
.even though hé realizes they camnot survive.

The préblem remains of whal, if any bilographical associations the
plays may have. 1If the theme of the individual in a corrupt society has
any comection with Tennyson's life, there may be some bilographical reason
for thg pessimism of the plays. While the relevance of the early poems to
Termmyson's 1ife is obvious, the relationship of the themes of the plays is

equally interesting. It is significant to note thal Tennyson, hitherto

among the most persongl of poetls, was made Poet Laursate in 185@ succeeding

YWordsworth. Temnyson characteristically took the appointment seriously,
regarding it as a position from which it was hils responsibility to act as
a national spokesman. The Laureateship was not an office to be refused, even

if Temnyson's shyness and dislike of publicity argued against it, but he
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refused the offer of a baronetcy three times before he was finally
persuaded to accept a barony in 1883. Siﬁce the first three offers (in
1865?,1873, and 1874) are roughly contemporary with the major plays, it

is reasonsble to‘éuggest, though impossible to prove conclusively, éhat
the thematic concerns of the plays may’bé related to Temnyson's own doubtls

aboul accepting a further public position:

He dreaded the Jealousy and malicious

attacks which the appointment would provoke,

and he knew that he himgelf could never

take any active part in the House, and

shrank from the introduction of so troublesome

an element into the last vears of his life.
(8ir Charles Temnyson, p. 471)

Poséibly he felt that as FPoet Laureate he had achleved the proper balance
between his private 1ife and his public poéiﬁion, and regarded the offer of a
title as a threat to the balance. Hallam, in the Hemoir (p. viii), tells us
that his father did not want a blography witten, nor did he wanlt his notebooks
_and unpublished manuscripts published (Ricks, p. xix). Such a fearful pro-
tectlon of his owm ﬁrivacybmay well have added greater urgency to Tennysonfs
personal concerns in his plays when they degl with the problems facing people
who find themselves (either nominated like Beckelt and Tennyson or by heredity,
like Mary) unaccountablyAin public office. There is a terrible doubt about the

effect of public office on a man to whom personal friends and fawily affairs
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have meant so much, Here even the consolation lamely held forth in the

Prefatory Sonmnet to Harold, offers no help or reassurance.



I1x

TENNYSON AND THE DRAMATTIC INSTINCT:

Perhaps the most common approach to the career of Robert Drouning
is through the poet's search for a poetic voice. In his essay on Shelley,

Browning discusses his own poetic ideals in some detail. His main point

“is that Shelley is the epltome of whal he calls the subjective roet,

whereas Shakespeare is the model for objective, dramatic poetry. ‘Browning'é
personal ideal is the subjective-objective poet, the poet who expresses
himself through a facade of objectivity. To this end, he flirted with the
drama, writing several unsuccessful plays before hg adopted the dramatic
monologue as the sultable medium for his poetic theories. Kven in the plays
it is clear that he cannot get the freedom he wants, because, as George
Rowell points out, nineteenth-century poets, both Romantic and Victorian,
had major adjustments to make before they could adaﬁt themselves to dramatic

techniques of writing. Browning's plays already suggesl the dramatic

monologues to come:
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Browning could portray character but not character in
action, His portraits convince so long as they remain
within the framework of the poems, but when in the plays he
gives them the freedom of the stage, they obstinately refuse
to move, tojconverse, or té strike the spark of life in
conversing.

Browning's change to the dramatic monologues was an imPortant, perhaps

the crucial, step in his development as a-poet, The early monologues afe
almost completely dramatic, with no distinguishable wmbilical cord attaching
them to Browming, but as he developed his craft even further, he began to
discover ways of making the poems more subjective, while still retaining
some distance between his poems and himself, so thal we are Jjustified ig
reading the later monologues, not only for the dramatic situatlion, bﬁt also
for what these poems tell us about Browning.

These gomments are not intendea to intreduce a lengthy discussion of
Browning as a dramatic poelt, bul they provide a useful illustration for
comparison with Tennyson's attempts to find.é dramatic volce for himself i@
his own poetry. Temnyson is normally considered as an essentially lyric
poet, almost in a sense of "lyric" meaning "nonedramatic’. Once readers of

Tennyson becone aware of the fact thal he wrote seven coumplete plays, thej'

generally are ready to concede that he 1s, to some extent, a dramatic poet,

1The Victorian Theatre .~ A Survey, pp. 3647.




but they will maintain that to call him a dramatic poet, on the basis of
his verse apart from the plays, is perverse. But while Tennyson was not
always aAdramatist in disguise, as a poet he was constantly experimenting
with dramatic techniques; he may have begun writing plays for publicaﬁion
late in his lifé, but his dramas représent the culmination of a lifetime
of experimentation, not a last.minute beginning as some oritics would have
us believe.

In fact, Tennyson's plays fit into his career of searching for new
dramatic techniques Jjust as they develop the conflict be*weén the privaﬁe
and public person. Somehow, we think of Browning as a drematic poet, but
not of Tennyson in the same way. And yet Temnyson developed the dramatic
monologue before Browning, having ﬁritten two of his finest dramatic mono- f‘
logues, "S5t Simeon Stylites" and "Ulysses", by the end of 1833, although
they were not published until 1842, the same year as Browning's Dramabic

Liyrics., Although there appears to be no influence by Temnyson on Browning

in this matter, it is significant that Temnyson was the first to exploit
the form, suggesting thal his search for a dramatic voilce was just as real

and as important as Browning's. Drama was clearly not foreign to him even
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as a young man, . For in addition to the two early fragments, some critics
have noted a dramatic instinct elsewhere in his poetry, quite apart from
1

the plays themselves: Harley Granville - Barker, in his essay, "Tennyson,

Swinburne, Heredith - and the Theatre", refers to Tennyson's Y"native dramatic

instinet"™ and Laurence Irving, in contrast to the condescension he usually

evinces toward Tennyson the dramatist, remarks, "much of his verse had the
, s . o e

authentic ring of the theatre.

His most obvious early attempts to handle dramatic material and

techniques are, of course, The Devil and the Lady and the short Spanish :
fragment. Yel, in spite of the fact thalt it is cast in dramatic form, there

is much that is undramatic about The Devil and the Lady. The long speeches

are too slow and reflective, the plot is alwost completely actionless and
the play's gusto stems from langnage rather than action, and the fragment
(though this is difficult to Judge, because the play is incomplete) seems i

to lack any real discipline and shape. Bulb 1t ds at least potentially

L. . = , s o :
fl. Granville-3arker, ed., The Eighteen-Seventies, p. 169,

ZLaurence Trving, Benry Trving: The Actor and His Wb?ld?; e 555
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dramatic in several ways - in the carefully delineated characters, particu-
larly those of the suitors, and in the situation itself there is possibility
for sustained dramatic aption, although it is not fully realized by the
young poet.

Although The Devil and the Lady is deficlent in plot development

and action it has many elements of drama in a lesser sense, being dramatic

in'thg way that, sa% Paradise Lost is dramatic. Many of Tennyson'sApoems
are dramatic in this sense. Though many of the very early lyrics like
the Odes in which the situation 1s generalized and the poet spesks in his
own voice, have nothing dramatic about them, others clearly do: "Antony
and Cleopatra'’, "Hithridates Presenting Beremice with the Cup of Poison',
"The HighmPriést to Alexander" and "The Dying Man to His Friend! all present
situations and characters in a mamer closely resembling an embryonic drgma,
even though they are largely exercises in depicting character and situation
in a short lyric.

On a more general level, there are three main dramatic techniques

which run through Temnyson's work prior to the plays: the use of tension



and finally, the externalization of the poet's beliefs and ideas, mainly
through the use of personae. In Tennyson's best work, these three elements
appear together, and any attempt to distinguish them completely, entirely
distorts the poems. Still, a critical attempt at separation, inadequate
and impossible though it may be, is hélpful in ordér to examine the develope
ment: and eventual fusion which they undergo.
It is‘clear from a glance through the Table of Contents of a collected
Tennysﬁn.that the poelt was always aware of different points of view on many
issues. From the earliest poems we find companion poeﬁs entitled '"The Poet
and. "The Poet's MHind", "Nothing Will Die" and "ALll Things Will Die", ex-
pressing different altitudes to various guestions. Or there arve pairs of
poems which complement sach other: "The Merman aﬁd‘”The Hermaid", "The £
LoﬁOSWEaters“ and "Ulysses!”, and even on a -larger scale, spanning almost
all of Temnyson's career, "St Simeon Stylites" and "St Telemachus'', "Oenone"
and "The Death of Oenone', "Locksley Halll and ”Loc%sley Hall Sixtﬁ Years
After”, A useful example, '"The Herman" and "The Mermaid" deals
with 1ife and love under the sea from two opposite points of view - the

active life of the Merman and the passive existence of the Mermald., As

o et n e
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always challenging the traditional view of a figure: “[He] had a strong
deslre to reverse unfair Judgments, and an‘eager delight in the analysis of
human motive and~charécter,” (p. 563). Such a preoccupation with exploring
the opposite of an accepted truth reflects a dramatic instinct and is as:
prominent in these early poems as it is in the conception of Queen Mary which
runs completely against popular tradition in its alttempts to vindicate her
from the popular condemnation she has received., Temmyson was fully aware
.of the effect achieved by juxtaposition of this sort, and he exploits this
technique more thoroughly in In Memoriam than elsewhere. Here, instead of
writing a sustained poem on Hallam's death, he produced a long poem made up
of 133 sections, each distinet from those around it, and yel reflecting
images and ideas from elsewhere in the poem and reworking them in a new
context. Images such as those of Christmes, the bells, and the yew-tree
are not simply uvnifying devices for the poem, but are also the means by
which, through parallels with slight differences, Tennyéon gains depth and
richness for the poem otherwise impossible. Through the tension from such
a technique Temyson allows the sections to affect each other>in much the

same way that characlters in a play react and pass judgments upon each othei.

An even more striking instance of this is Haud which is more dramatic in its
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outward form. Here the various sections and their technical differences,
the short song-like lyrics, and the 1onger bursts of "spasmodic" passion
work together to achleve an effect similar to that in In Memoriam.

The second technigue of dramalic writing involvés the "situation"
poemé, most notably, the dramsbic monologues such as "Ulysses', 'Tithonus",
15t Simeog Stylites" and others,

Unlike ﬁhe first stream, here dramatic interegt arises, not from a
tension between sbstracts, bul from a realized character in a particular
setting, although the sense of the moment‘is not as greal in Tennyson's
monologues as in Browning's. Yet he manages to convey a striking impression
of a charécter revesling himself in the most graphic of terms without always
associating the confession with a crucial moment. This sort 6f writing is
not restricted to the dramatic monologues, however; one of the most interesting
exampies is the superb short poem, "Mariana'. Unlike the othe: poems dedi-
cated to ladies this one is sincere in its emotion;‘ the depiction of Mariana's
sorrow and boredom is ﬁerhaps unsurpassed in Tennyson. Here the poet has'

taken a passing reference from Measure for Feasure and has expanded it into

a Tl voem with corefvlly developed character and scotiting. Tennyvson emphae
h b ) ph
X

sizes the setling so much as he passes back and forth between Mariana's

emotions and the background thalt the two become almost indistinguishable,



though in their distinctness a tension is established, like that of
the first strean mentioned previously. Elsewhere, tloo, Tennysop almost
always atlempts to establish a concrete situation for his poems. The Idylls
of the Kine and the English and Domestic TuV¢5 show Tennygon at his most
.successful in esta Jllbﬂlﬂﬁ a concrete setting for his work.

The final dramatic technique is closely linked to the second in its
attempt to find some sort of objective correlative, a metaphor to express
the poet's thought. -Also involved is a great desire on the part of the

A
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poet to remain as aloof from his poelry as possible,
held responsible for all the "I'" in his poems. This applies even to the
largely autobiogrgphical poems such as In Hemoriam, first published anony-
mously, perhaps because the poet found it too personsl to be closely identi-
fied with it. Yel there are only a very few minor fictional details in the-
m@nﬂmrezmme,ﬂwe%mwxﬂmcofHﬂlmwsng@ when compared to

the correct bilogrsaphical analogies. Once the author'!s identity had been
discovered, however, Tennyson made the foilowing remark, partly in an

attempt to correct a dangerous school of biographical criticism, bul also

partly to remove himself at least a 1ittle from the poem:

ey
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It must be remembered that this is a poem,
not an actual blography...,The different
T moods of sorrow as in a drama are’ dramatically
given,.., "I'" is not always the author speaking
of himself, bult the voice of the human race
speaking thro' him.
(Memoir, p. 255)

The distinction Tennyson svggests 1s a difficult one for the reader to
follow, and one might wonder if this‘is perhaps not another atlempt on
Tennyson's part to wriggle out of embarrassing self-exposure if it Qefe
not fér the suggestion that "Ulysses" is a more personal poem than "In
 Memoriam. The Memoir quotes Tennyson as saying that'''Ulysses' gave my
feeling about the need of going forward, and braving the struggle of life
perhaps more simply than anylhing in In Femoriam'(p. 163) >

The next step in the process was the writing of Maud, subtitled
gﬁﬁgggggggg,‘a drama with only one character. Here, unlike the dramatic
monologues, the structure ls considerably freer and the play covers a longer

period of time, with vague suggestions of the intervals made throuvghout.

Like the dramatic monologue, however, only the central character's point of

1Paradoxi0ally, Tennyson is often more personal in ostensibly dramatic
writing than in apparently personal expressions of grief. Until recently it
was assumed that "The Two Volces" marked Temyson's initial reaction to the
L0017

news of Hallam's dealth, though Ricks' evidence now discounts this. Apparently,
"Forte dlArthur"” expresses Tennyson's grief more directly than "The Two Voilces'.



view is explicitly developed; the only opinion or information about the
Iuirid love affair and its consequences avalilable to the reader is that of
the hero, though his varying mental states make the poem less straight

forward through its moments of irresponsible, insane passion. There is no

conflict between characters except as it is reported to us, but the conflict

here is between different emotional states; " as Tennyson explains, "The

peculiarity of this poem... 1s that different phases of passion in one pere

"_h

femoir, p. 334). But that

]

son take.the place of different characters" (lemo
it is far removed from being merely lyric poetry is clear from Temnyson's

calling it a "Llittle Hamlet" (lemoir, p. 334). Maud has several dramatic

characteristics, but is incomplete as a play. Characlter and motivation
particularly, receive careful treatment, as does the speaker's magnificent
rhetoric. As a play, it lacks any immediacy of action, eicept that of
speech. All the action is reported to us undramatically and our interest
is made to depegd on the speaker‘s emotions and his rhetoric, As usual,

however, Temnyson had to dissociate himself from the poen's protagonist.

. . . . . '
The blographical interpretations of Maud prompted Temnyson to make the

Lsuch interpretations are partly vindicated by R.W. Raders "Haud": The

Biographical Genesis which shows that laud has its ordigins in biographical
experience, especially Tennyson's passion for Rosa Baring.

1

R
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response, probably the definitive comment on the problem of blography in
art as related to hinself:

In a certain way, no doubt, poets and novelisls,
however dramatic they are, give themselves in
their works. The mistake that people make is.
that they think the poet's poems are a kind of
'catalogue raisonnd! of his own very self.
(Hemoir, p. 339)

Here Tennysgn carefully excludes himgelf from identification with the

young man, but he does not deny that parﬁ of the artist eﬁerges in his

.work.v Although one would.hesitate to assoclate all of the ideas in Haud

with Tennyson himself, yet it is most often the ideas which Temnyson held
which betray his presence in his later work, particularly, as the poet himself

acknowledged, in the Tdylls of the King. The last line of Haud, to cilte one

instance, "I embrace the purpose of God, and the doom assigned" (IT,1l. 59)
is, in many ways, similar to the resignation which Arthur expresses in''The
pagsing of Arthur':

The o0ld order changeth, ylelding place to new,

And God fulfils himself in many ways,

Lest one good custom should corrupt the world,
: (11, 408--10)

Both passages express a common Temmysonlan resignation to accept the will
of God in history, particularly in times of apparent misfortune. Temnyson

attempts to use the same argument in the Prefatory Sonnet to Harold, but as



we have seen, it conveys little convietion in that context.

The Idylils of the Kine remains Temnyson's great allegorical comment

on both human nature and contenporary soclety, inasmuch as ‘the poem is

not only an allegory of the Christian soul, but also of government, history,

and of human progress. Tennyson himsélf preferred the expréssion paraebolic!
rather than "allegorical' to describé the pem since’he did nol intend it

to support a consistent allegorical interpretation throughout. He has used

traditional Arthurian materlal, freely adapting and arranging it to his own

purpose. Tennyson has succeeded in more than finding an objective correlative,

a metaphor for what he wanted to say; he has presented his material in such
a way that it suggests far more than it speils out literally - surely the
ainm of the narrative poet who transcends his 5tory. &nd yet, the Idylls is
much more than drgssedmup philosophy; like the greatest art, it stands on
its own without appeal to what it really means. And the narrative is so
skillfully handled that the themés of the poem emerge only slowly and
always unobtrusively, so complete is the péet’s control of both thought and
narrative.

In addition to. the parabolic expression of

other traces of the dramatic in the Idylls. There are many dramatic scenes,

‘



whetﬁer for the interest in confrontations of great psychologicalrinterest,
or for the splendours of pageantry, or both: the marriage of Guinevere,
the.dismissal of the Roman ambassadors, the scene betwéen Merlin .and
Vivien, the death of Elaine, the madness of Pelleas, the last tournament
ﬁith Lancelot brooding rather than presiding over ity the last meeting

between Arthur and Guinevere, and the final scene of Arthur on the barge.

P

And as in In Memoriam and }avd, the sections of the Idylls complement and

ot

enrich each other in deliberate verbal and narratlive echoes, Arthur lives

\

to echo the words spoken at his Coronation, "The old order changeth, yileld-

ing plece to new! (The Coming of Arthur", 1. 508), from the barge before
he finally leaves Sir Bedivere, but the echo is more than a unifying device,

sumaing up as it does Arthur's experience as king., In a narrative approach

"Pelleas and Ettarre'" and YGareth and Lynette', dealing with similar stories

and situations, in themselves show the extenl to which degradation and

corruption have crippled Arthur's table. In '"Pelleas and Ettarre! the

v

atwosphere of lightness, happiness, and romance is no longer possible because
the treachery and lust of Ettarre and Gawaln have overcome the faithfulness
end love of Gareth and Lynette.

The earliest drafts of Tennyson's Idylls show that he considered pre-
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paring the material as a masque (Memoir, pp. 521-2), although thé mind

- balks at the idea of masque embracing the life of King Arthur as the Idylls

does. Tt is significent, however, that F.E.L. Priestley, in his essay on

the l§g1;§l finds an analogy for the structure of the poem in a modern

three-act drama, with the three groupé of four idylls each7following thé
pgttern which he detects in such plays.

Particularly significant in comnection with the Idylls, however,
ig Termyson's comment made while writing "Gareth and Lynette":

If T were at liberty, which T think T am not,
to print the names of the speakers, "Gareth! "Linette!
[sic] over the short snip-snap of their tslk, and
so avoid the perpetual 'said" and its varieties, the
work would be much easier,

(Memoir, p. 512)

It can be gssumed from this thal Temyson congidered using a dramatic
form for "Gareth!, one which would eliminate much of the role of a narrator
and gain the speed he needs for the "snip~snap'" dlalogue. In fact, he

t is unsuccessful. in its

i_h

"wrote a poem)”The Ring”, in this.form, although
awkwardness of narration, o

AL

"Gareth and Lynette" appeared in 1872, and three years later, Temnyson

.
“Reprinted in J. Killham ed., Critical Essays on the Poetry of
Tennyson, pp. 239-55.
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had published his first play, Queen ¥ary. The step was a 16gica1 one

in the light of his earlier career, particularly with regard to his experi-

mentation with dramatic techniques and his difficulties with "Gareth®. The
plays must have seemed the ideal solution for the probiems'of lively
dialogue, but his experience with draﬁatic feohniques and formé, speci.
fically the dramatic monologue, occasionally proved to be g handiCap rather
than a benefit. Tennyson, in Queen lary, does not seem to have distinguished
'satisfactorily between g dfamatic monologue and a drama, since many of the
flaws of Queen Mary can be traced to the influence o? the monologues. The
play is, very largely, less dramatic than literary; that is,iits unity -
derives from recurring images and ideas, like the patterns of imagery which
add unity to i@gg and to the Idylls, rather than from a more dramgtio nmeans.
Harold, as we shall see, athieves the same gffect, though in a bolder and
simpler wsy which is, on the whole, more sulted to a theatre audience's
powers of comprehension. Of all of Tennyson's playﬁ,bhoéever, the structure

of Queen Mary is perhaps the loosest. The play's panoramic 'chronicle"

structure makes little allowance for any of the traditional dramatic unities,



the play on the name of Queen Mary as the Virgin MHary referred to earlier:

Here a pious Catholic, .
Mumbling and mixing up in his sacred prayers i
leaven and esrth's Haries. (IT, ii, p. 330)

Cardinal Pole's greeting also uses the ambiguity: "Ave lMaria, gratia
plena, Benedicta tu in mulieribu;” (ITI, 44, p,'363), And ip the Tine
speech which reveals the torment within her own mind, Hary refers to her
imaginary unbgrn child as:

The second Prince of Peace -
The great unborn defender of the Falth.
(I1T, i3, p. 368). , ¢

Such ,use of recufring motifs, though commoﬁ in Shakespeare, is not necessarily

a dramatic device, and 1s not sufficient alons to unify so diffuse a play, -
Temmyson does not succeed in unifying the play satisfactbrily. The

action is remarkablﬁ diffuse and undisciplined, covering various highlights

of Fary's reign, including her marriage to Philip, her persecution of traitors

and Protestants of whom Crammer is the most important, and finally, her

death. Like Henry VITI, the play seems to end arbitrarily, and the fact thét .

the play ends very shortly after her death seems almost coincidental. In

part, the looseness of the structure is accounted for by the historical bias

with which Temnyson writes. But it is apparent that the play is nolt entirvely



crippled by history texts, for Hary is largely a product of Tennyson's
own mind, not of the history books which controlled the character of
Sir Henry Bedingfileld:

She had, my father thought, been harshly
Judged by the popular verdict of tradition,
therefore he had-a desire to let her be seen
as he pictured her Iin his imagination.

' (Memoir, p. 566)

iennyson’s imaginsry dueen is an exceplion in the plgy, however, Queen
Kayy is flawed not only by his attempt to be faithful historically to
‘people and events, but also by his encyclopedic view of the action, his
attempﬁ to include all important events and people, at least indireotl&
by referring to them. As a result, the play has well over forty speaking
roles and enough silent parts to crowd any stage.

The characterization of Queen Mary, too, warrants careful st§dy;
As we observéd in comnection with Faud, since the dramatic monologue
" and monodrama involve only one cha?acter,.the problem of distributing
characters throughout the play and developing thelr character to the proper
extent, does not arise. All that the poet attempls in a melodrama or &
dramatic monologue is tp penetrate the speaker’s psycholbgy and emotions to

give us what insight he can. Obviously St Simeon, for example, holds the

1
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centre of the stage spiritually and physically as he has held it for thirty

years, and, since he is the only speaker, he is the central figure poetically

as well, Oul interest does not lie with his audience, whether heavenly

he challenge of writing a successful

-

or terrestrial, but with him. This is
dramatic monologue; to develop a character who will reveal himself unconscilous..
1y and spontancously as another objective commentaltor would describe hin.

But if the character has to be all-sufficlent, the poelt need not consider

N

oy

how to maintain the balance between characters, how to control minor ures

oo

so that they willl not overshasdow more imporlant ones. Addipg characters
to make a drama out of a monodrams might not seem to be a serioug difficulty ;
for a ﬁlaywright, but it proved to Be for Temnyson in Queen liary, where his
portrayal of the queen is at the same time one of the most impressive aspects r
and one of the greatest flaws in the play.

Of all the plays, Queen lary is closest to The monologues because it i

¥

is so completely donminated by the character of the queen. ¥We have seen how

lary sttembts to rule completely according to her own will and forces her

[

personality and prejudices on 211 her subjects. Accordingly, she becores
the most interesting and powerful character. in the play, completely over-

whelming 211 others. Hallam's remark, quoted earlier, sbout Tennyson's
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fascination for Mary suggests why he wished to correct what he thought
Was an incorrect opinion of her. His attemplt to redeem Queen Mary from
being Bloody Fary occupics so much of his attention that the queen is

the only particularly interesting cheracter in the play. We have examined

her character sarlier in some detail, and it will be sufficient here to point

out that his conception of Mary is so complex, so complete, that none of
the other characters can match her for power and interest. Fortunately,
given the choice of making all the characters equally complex or of making

them £lat and two-dimensional, Tennvson chose the latter, for the former

I
&

solution would have made the play far more unwieldy and turgid than

already is.

oY

~
L

In rewmoving much of the blane 1 Mary, however, Tenmayson has done

hilip no favour. He has become vltimately responsible for many wrongs

which had formerly been atltributed to Hary alone, It is he who forces her

to execute Lady Jane Gray and contimue the persecution of the Protestants,
though he later sees the foolishness of this decision. And Philip, ix
the disappointment which he cavses Fary over his obvious lack of affection,

is really responsible for precipitating the queen's death, Philip can do

o right, he 1s every inch o smiling, damned villain, the complete

ARt S

Bl
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empodiment of evil. All of thé other characters have no great interest
for the reader or the play-goer, wilh the possible exception of three comn.
paraﬁively uninportant ones: Yyatl, Princess Elizabeth, -and Crammer,
Wyealtt, easily the wost likable and sympathetic charscter in the pley, is
wondcrLullv developed although perhaps he is allowed too rmuch attention
for so minor a figure. And Elizabeth's rather coarse scene with the
smelly messenger, though it provides a fre§h insight into the helr to the
throne, and incresses our interest in her, seems of guestlonable valuve
and importance. Cranmsr, however, is the only character who begins to
rival Mary's prominence, Just as hils martyrdon thcguens her authority by

-

making hin a popular hero instantly. Temnyson devotes a surprisingly large
amount of the play to Cranmer's recuntwulon and execution., Undoubtedly,
Cranmer's vavaes are complex, but Tennyson does not seem to be fascinated

by him as much as by the gqueen, and so the brilliance of her characterization
is migsing., It may be speculated-that one reason Temnyson gives whal scens

to be undue emphasis to Crammer is thalt he is to some extent a preliminary
sketch for Harold ﬁho shares some of the personal weskness which is eventually

turned to strength in their deaths. -

Mary's dominance is reinforced by the almost complete sbsence of a



line of action., The play might well have been called The Life and Reien

of Queen MHary

2

like Shakespeare's Fanous ﬂistory of the life of Henry VITT,
There are many subsidiary actions, but no single movement in the p1ay, only
a sketchy chronicle of lary's reign. The souné of chopoing-blocks,

burning heretlics, and tbe noise of Wyatt's rebellion are important in the
play, but they remain in the background. Host attention is focused on

Fary and her emotional and political problems in a rather limited scope

for a history play which claims to show part of the making of England;
Temmyson's overriding interest in her as o character‘places her in the centre
of the play, even at the expense of history, while plot and secondary

characters ave largely negleclted. Perhaps this may have been deliberate,

~

but it 1s equally likely that the influence of the dramatic monologues
where a single character is the sole concern is responsible for the present
shape of Queen lMary.

Hary is also too complex a character for the theatre. Her motives
are almost too.cbmpliCated to be understood by an audience in s thestre,
even 1if the play were performed in its full length. Her character and

lons are so subtly drawn and carefully balanced that, unless the per-



her character and her obsessions. Yelt her character is so interesting
and full that when she is on stage, she dominates the action completely
and when she is not, the play crumbles through lack of interest, If

the characterizatlon of the queen is a triumph of subtle analysis and

.

delicate balancing of molives, it is just this complexity which helps

?o make the ﬁla&,.as a whole, lopsiéed and weak.

Tennyson's next play, Herold, is, as Hélla@ tells ug, the broduo%
of careful study on ih@ part of Temnyson to deltermine what the qualities
of a good modern play wvere:

To meet the conditions of the modern drama,
before writing "Harold" my father had studied
many recent plays. He had also refreshed his
wind with the dramas of Aeschylus and Sophocles.

»
[y

In view of such careful preparation, it is ironic that Harold was not
staged during Tennyson's lifetime and that it has fewer defenders than

T i SN

either Queen Mary or Becket., It is in some respects a better play: the

plot is. developed with considerable cere and is better unified than in

Queen IHary; ‘Tthe mumber of characters has been cut to twenty-three, and an

attempt has been made at a sustained sub-plot. There are incidental actions

as there were in Queen Mary, but they contribute more directly to the
&

e SN
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direction of the main action. Here there are no Vyalt rebellions which”
serve only to provide more victims for Mary's busy off.-stage executiénso
But gg;g%g lacks the colour and the power of the other history plays. It

maﬁ be a sounder play than Queen Mary, but it lacks the flash of genius which
distinguishes the treatment of the Queen and gives Qggggwﬁégx much of its
value.

.ngg;g reveals Tennyson's interest in historical accuracy once again,
_though he took 1iberti§s with his sources in changing the Norman Bias of the
Bayeux Tapestry to an English one for the play. The play has a clearer
shape than Queen HMary, pgrhaps because there were not so many primary and
secondary sources for hin to entangle himself in. His study, too, has helped
hin Yo master and shape his material into a more unified, and thus more.
powerful, foy@, As in Queen Mary, he uses recurring motifs to give shape

to the play, though here his uge of omens, as important as they are to the

central . action of the play and the final calawity, is bolder, less subtle,

and more effective thealrically as a result. Even from the first scenes,

the omens warn of the disaster to come, so that the play's conclusion is i

plicit in its begimning, quite unlike Queen Hary.

o

ther differences in style between the two plays can hardly have
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been greatqr.

Whereas, in QggggLﬁgr', thevemphasis>was on the central character,
here the protagonist is remarkably uninteresting, and the'poet's concern
is to a far greater extent with action and plot. Harold is easily the least
impressive of the major characters in the three history plays; he is too
honest and upright to attain any great power over an sudience's attention.
Ee.is open to the same objections of stuffiness and tediousness as King
Arthur - and with considérably more justification; even thé conflict belween
the public and the private seems less interesting in him than in either Hary

or Becket., Comparatively speaking, there is no colour or excitement aboul

him, no doublt about his motives as with Becket, or no foolish infatuvation

il

as with Hary.
Insofar as plot and character can be distinguished, there is a stronger

sense of plol in Harold than in Queen Mary; tThe play is called "a tragedy

e

of doomM, and as awlward as some of the omens may seen, they give a sense of -

the importance of the events in the play leading to a definite conclusion.

The control over the plot is accompanied by restraint in the characterigzation.

None of the characters, with the possible exception of Edward, shows any great

complexity, especially again when compared to Queen lMary. With such a dull



hero, the temptation must have been great for Tennyson to over-develop

minor characters, but fortunately

is remarkably restrained and

respbecls.

Harold is

a

acted wrongly. Harold's insincere oath

throne proves to be his fatsl mistake.

false oath,

he is partly r

T
i

results from the conspiracy o

action which dooms him irrevocably, A&s

accumvlate to manipulate hin,
Harold is pressed to take the thr

by Aldwyth's scheming, snd he is forced

threat of invasion. Since he

the vietim of the action.as

plications of events, Harold's

while our attention is concentrated, as

Torces massing sgalinst him as they work
Zecket is the richest of the thr

he succeeds in resisting

subdued, perhaps to the play!

tudy of how events accumilate agair

events against

comproised hig
Hary is the mistress of it.

character

Everything :

it.
s detriment in some
st a man who once

to holo‘ﬁilliem claim the Enelish

Because he perjured himself in this

esponsible for his own doom, even if his death

him, Harold makes one crucial
a consequence, exlternal forces
hin,

him and finally, to destroy

into marrias

age

by Ylliam's

integrity, Harold is as much

Through-the com-

o

remains constant and uninteresting

in a Greek tragedy, on the ominous



the interest in character found in Queen MHary with the interest in plot in
Harold. TIn the previous chapter, we discussed the ambiguity in Beckel's

R YW1 .

character and motives and the difficulty in deciding whether Becket was

spurred on by arrogance or.piety“bg neet his nartyrdom. In virtually
every respect, he ig so much more complex thén Hary that his motives are
completely ambiguous. And yet the plgy reéeMbles Harold in that here too,
its hero takes a position whose repercussions are the subject of the play.
Beckel's decision to carry the Church's crusade against the c¢ivil incur-

] -J.

sions of the King into ecclesiastical authority is The single most dmportant

act in the play, since it establishes the greal confrontation between
Archbishop and King. Liké H;réld, Becket is doomed by that ac?, and the
rest of the action concerns the concentration of the forces opposed to the
Archbighop. ILike ilarold, too, his doom is partly of his own making, but only
partly, because his death is really incidental to the main dispute, arising
out of a side-issue.

Althouvg Becket does not have the thinness of characterizaltion we
see in Harold, yet there is no single character or group of characters to

~

rivel Seckel for dramatic power. Walter KHap is perhaps an exce

A
L1014,

e
fix

:

his role iz very saall qnd presents no threat to the balance of the play.
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Eleanor and Henry are interesting only as opponents of Becket, one in her
magnificently adaptable plans, and the other in his crude bluster. In '
contfast,to Queen Mary, the characterization is controlled and tﬁere'are

no minor characters given scenemstealiﬁg roles, Ténnysbn does not use the
audience's famiiiérity with the story to add depth to the minor characters
to the same extent as Becket, whoge characterization is left unrivalled in
the play,

There is one basic problem ébout the history plays which must be
raised: to what extent are they suiteble for stage production which is,
after all, the ultimate aim of Tenmnyson's attempts as a dramatist. Like all
plays written for the stage, they require production in order to achieve
their full effect. Ani yelt, they ére impossible to stege as they were writien
for several peasbnsu As was suggested earlier, the texture of the plays is
often very densq,and motives, character, and emotlions ray be confused or

even altered in a careless production. Long though the plays are, Tennyson's

.

writing is usually economical and spare. It is very difficult, for example,

to know What to cut out of Becket to shorten it and yet to preserve the tone

of ambigulity in the original, The play is so full that it probably reminds

audiences raised to appreclate the austerity and concentration of Murder in



the Cathedral, of an exceedingly over-padded Vicltorian sofa and yet every-

thing is necessary to the play. Cuts in Queen Mary could be made without -

damaging the play seriously, but Harold and Becket must be staged intact if

they are to make much sense to their audiences, :

The producer who attémpts to stage a play like Becket is faced with
"~ a difficult deoision: Either he must cut the play as Trving did and ?ry to
retain as much of the flavour of the original as possible, or he rmust try to
étage the play'op‘the play's owm terms. The sheer length of the plays
is not the major obstacle, because Eugene O'Heill has proved that audighces

can be brought to accept a play like Fourning Zecomes Flectra with its in-

ordinate length and its psychological complexity. ©But this still leaves

i

the problems of the elaborate staging necessary and the great psychological
delicacy which somehow must be conveyed.

Tennyson,'bowever, was determined that these plays should never
become closet~dramas,  read but'unproduced. So great was his desire to have
them performed that he took what was fo; him the unpréoedented step of allow-
ing his text to be edited and>changed ﬁithout his apérovaln The alterations

decmed necessary for successful presentation usvally destroyed the plays as

Tennyson conceived them; Irving's reduction of Becket is roughly half the
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length of the original and gives little idea of the complexity of Tengyson’s
‘play, Another, and perhaps greafer, concession to production which
Termyson made was tﬁe curtailment of lyricism in the plays: Apart from

the songs, there arersurprisingly few'momeﬁts 6f the kind of poetry we have
come to associaté with Tenﬁyson. Thé style he uses is deliberately prosalic
‘.so that it will be easily understood by the audience, and .yet slightly
Fligabethan, so that thé language, although plain, has some distiﬁotion in
.it. Mary can on occasion wax poetic in her "Prince of Peace" speech and
her vision of Philip landing in England, and Idward's vislons are excepltional
in their context. A speech from Becket, however, seems more typical of

tﬁe diction of the plays, not necossayily un~poetic in thought or image,

but prosalc in the words used lto convey the limage:

T once was out with Henry in the days . ;
Vhen Henry loved me, and we came upon
A wild-fowl sitting on her nest, so still
T reach'd my hand and touch'd; she did not stir;
The snow had frozen round her, and she sat
Stonew~dead upon & heap of icew-cold eggs.
Took! how this love, this mother runs thro! all
The world God nade ~ even the beast - the bird!
(v, ii, p. 189)

The plays too, have a sort of spectacular pageantry about them that
cries out for full production. Any play can gain impact from being staged,

but there are so many scenes in Tennyson's histories which suggest visuval

McMASTER UNIVERSITY LIBRARY
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pageantry. Like the Christening scene in Henry VIIT, there are court
scenes in fennyson‘s plays which could benefit from spectecle, by showing
the entiré.cburt, nobles and churchmen alike, in full ceremonial dress.
The reception for Cardinal P le, Harold's oath écene in the Palace al Bageux
before all of the Norman Céurt, and the scene in Northampton Castle when
Becket is to sign the custoums, in effect surrendering to ﬁhe absent King,
are but three examples of scenes which could gain conéideraﬁle power, as
Tennyson intended - they shéuld, Trom a specﬁaoular production., Not all of
the scenes, of course, are this obviously intended for pageantry.' But,
Tennyson seems to choose his settings carefully, with an eye L0 production,
whether they be in Guildhall, on the beaoh_of Normandy, or in Rosamund's
bower.

Because of the problems to be faced.in producing them as well as
their formidable.length, the plays have never enjoyed a high repuﬁation. Even

Jerome Hamilton Buckley, whose book on Tennyson is guilty of a certain amount

of idolatry, aduits, "None of the plays seriously altered the course of the

. ot : - s c .
English theatre." When the plays are discussed in histories of the theatre,

) 1J.H, Buckley, Temyson: The Growth of a TPoel, p. 214,
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it 1s as a curiosity; thelr chief significance seems to lie in the fact
that they were written by Tennyson. Critics argue, and with some justi-
fication, that the plays are tediously long and often undramatic (though,
as in the character of Queen Mary, undramatic aspects dre sometimes the
most impressive);‘and that the plays are needlessly and pretentiously
'éhakespearean in their comedy and in their diction. There is often, they
point out, a profound imbalance in the plays, whether between character and
action, or major and minor characters. The minor plays, tdo , are bpen to
the accusation of being trivial. It is obvious thal they are not complex
though this is partly because of the limitalions imwosed by thelr brevity.
Characters in relatively short plays camot be sublly developed, especially

4

when they originate as they do in The Cun, The Falcon, and The Foresters, g

in scarcely-known lilterary sources. Synorix, Camma, Federigo, Robin Hood,

Marion, and Prince John are static types of goodness or wickedness, not

realistic studies in psychology. On the surface, it may seem that The Promise

peteat
- [

of llay is more complex, but ils is the complexity of melodrama. Fhilip

Edgar's conversion is mot unexpected in a play which contains all possible
) . s g PR \ . . ’

melodramatic cliches and is, when the proper formulas is applied; as uncor

plicated as the other minor plays. ' .



Thile adwitting the validity in much of these objections, we must,
however, remember that these plays are no@ total failures. The plays are
full of impressive scenes, speeches, or ideas which seem to be detachadble
from the rest of the play. Afl the plays have especlally effective and

nemorable moments: the long, ridiculously bombastic and del jg tiully funny,

love speeches in The Devil and the Lady, the later scenes between Ilary and

Philip, the scene in Harold describing the battle punctuated by the chanting

of the Canons from Waltham, the magnificent scene in which Henry inadver.
tently brings about Becket's death, Camma's death scene, the recognition

L

scene a2t the end of The Promise of Iay, and so on. The fact that the plays

have good noments is due in part to Temyson's limitations as a poetunable

to sustaln an idea to any extensive development. Essentislly, he is very

much the poet of lyric impulse, of short poems of great, but unsustained,

JR———

inspiration. Tennyson himself recognized that hils short pieces were prefer-

. 1 . .
able to his long poems. It is sig

]

nificant too, that even his longest

poems, In \ Femoriam, Tdylls of the King, and Jand are not sustained simple

poens, but an asseublage of short poems. The plays seem to demand more

S Buckley, Temvson: ‘The Crowth of a Poet, pn. 80-1
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susﬁained control thén Ténnyson could produce and, rélatively speaking,
they are dramas éf nemorable parise
When Termyson followed his souvrces as scrupulously as he did for
his plots, his imegination had the task of creafing characters who covld
act credibly within the given Limitations of the plot. Significantly,
ﬁost of the importanl chanpges Tennyson makes from his sources are in character
1 .

rather than in plot. The creative responsibility in writing plays was, for

Tennyson, primarily one of crealting character, of enriching a situation with
RN

1 &L

vbe characters. The liberties that he ltakes with the character of

Queen Mary and Beckel, thus are of far greater importance than any changes

in the actual historical events. The plays, then, as a group, show the

(=]

interest in personae and in chearecterization accompanying his dramatic interests

which we have traced throughout his career.



v
DID "IENHYSON" WRITE TENNYSON'S PLAYS?
In his pe%@eptiﬁb review of Qggggbgggz, Henry James is_puzzled
by thg néw Tennyson whom he finds writing plays instead of lyric verse:

Tt is the least Temnysonian of all the author's
productions; and we may say that he has not so
much refuted as evaded the charge that he 1s not
a dramatic poet., To produce his drawa he has had
to cease to be hinself., Even if Queen Mary, as a
drama, had many more than its actual faults,

this faclt alone - this extraordinary defeasance
by the poet of his familiar identity - would

make it a remarkable work.

Here James 1s anticipating his famous discovery, upon meeting the poet,

that Tennyson was un-iémysonisn. For James, Tennyson is a lyric poet,

ot

and he expécts the plays, viewed in terms of what Tennyson ordinarily

writes, to be a sort of busman's holiday for Tennyson, and expresses
surprise that they are gquite unlike what he expected. The previous chap-
ters have attempted to show that what James thought was Tennysonian is, in

fact, only a part of what is Tennysonian. James, and too many criltics

since his time, have liwmited Tennyson essentially to a narrow range of

Loy s . - )
Henry James, Views and Reviews, p. 166-7.

105



short, exquisite, lyrics, a kiné of poetry in which he is ackrnowledged to

excel, But the& are reluctant to‘grant Tennyson any\other accomplishﬁents; , i
To treat him as a lyric poet who. somehow managed to write dramas not only

ignores the significance of these plays in his career, but results in an
umnecessarily rigid assessment, even a serious distortion of his achievement.
Therefore, we must avold calling the plays un-Tennysonian, evenh. if they come

as a surprise to the students of his lyrics., Rather; we must mo&ify our
-definition‘of "Tennysonian” to include the plays as an essential part of

hig canon. Thematically, they bear the indubitable Tennysonian stamp? and

they also représent hisg searcé, one carried on Fhroughout his life, for a
suitable dramstic volce., The plays do noﬁ reveal another, dramatic Tennyson,

but they do throw certain aspects of his éareer ipto bolder relief; they =
do not so much Contradict the traditional view of Tennysoﬁ,gas modify and

complement it. !

As much as the statement would surprise and shock James, the plays

- =

are completely Tennysonian, and no greal revision of our ideas of what i1s
Tennysonilan is necessary to accept this. When one reads his lyrics, one
ig often so caught up by Tennyson's genius for sound and metrical effecls

‘that one does not obgerve anthing else at work., But this is an injustice
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to Temnyson, both as a poetic thinker and as a superb craftsman. The
plays help to show that Tenmyson is more than the poet of "vowel music'.
Just as Tennyson's earlier poems provide a key to the thematic
interest of the plays, so the plays throw into relief a dramatic aspect
of his earlier work that has 1argely'been ignored. The plays deal with
basic Temmysonian themes, particularly the problems of retreat and commit.-~
ment, though the situation of the plays is a development of one original
form of.the tension between art and life, Queen Mary, Harold, and Becketb
are forced to deal with the problem of how they are to exist in a hostile

world, a world which does not acknowledge thelr desirve for private values

and motives in gpite of thelr public position. Temyson's own fear of

i

publicity and public exposure is probably the major bilographical concern

behind the plays, not, as Sir Charles Tennyson suggests, his opposition
to Catholicism (p. 414). The very real doubls ebout the purpose of his |

appointment to the peerage, about what additional and undesired prominence

the title might give him, and about whalt he might accomplish in the House
of Lords are all probably behind the pessimistic view of the fallures of
Mary, Harold, and Beckelt in public life.

m1

The plays also show the development of one aspect of Tennyson's



poetic craft, the search for a suitable dramatic voice which allows him

to express his own feelings without resorting to the "I' which he often

found so embarrassingly misunderstood earlier in his career. The plays
remind us that there is much more that is dramatic in Temyson's poetry

than conventional notlons about the "Tennysonian“ suggest. Aesthetiqally,

the plays do not of course represent Temnyson's highest achievement, but they
mark the cvlmination of one direction in which his technical experimentation
was leading, Thg plays show the integration of several strands of dramatic
writing present, bul only rarely given much noticg,in Tennyson's earlier work.
The plays then, technically as ruch as thematically, are essential to a

balanced view of Temyson's achievement,

James again touches a significant point when he says that though

]

Queen Mary"is not the best of a great poet's achievement, only a great
. JS R . .
poet could have written it."” Without trying to prove the second half of

his assessnent, we can agree that the first pert expresses a falr judgment

. .
B i

.

of the plays. The plays have never becn discussed particularly favourably,

and even as ardent an admirer as Buckley is forced to adwmit that Temnyson's

1Henry James, Views and Reviews, p. 196.
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foray into the drama was ”misdirected”.:l That this is true of the 'results,
the plays ihemselves, is clear. But Buckley.ignores the value which the
plays have, quite aparﬁ from any'aesthetic value, as a commentary on the
career of Tennyson. The true impor{ance of the plays fests in what they
add to our understanding of Tennyson, not in theiir power as dramas whe iher
f;r the stege or not. That Tennyson wrotg plays will not completely change
our view of his genius as essentially lyrical, but it will, and should modify
>our idea of whatlt is Tennysoniqn. What is truly Tennysonian is basically
lyricel, but the lyriclem is froquenulj tinged with the dramatic in technique
end form. Jomes! approach to Temmyson is too 1imitéd, neking no allowance
for the plays as an integral part of t poct'b canon, and thus ieads to a
distortion of any critical evaluation of Temnyson as a poet. The fact remains
that our judgment must be influenced by the fact not only that he wrote some
competent orumu, but that he was, as we often forget, the only nineteenth-
century English poel to write pﬂaVS that were successful in the theatre.

In view of the plays! weaknesses and flaws, it is unfortunate that the en-

coursgenent which Tennyson received was naive and flattering adulation

1

J.H. Buckley, Tennvson: The Gr “ih of a Doet . 215
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rather than helpful criticism, Less enthusiasm and more constructive

advice might well have produced beltter plays, but as Tennyson probably

realized, the most famous poet of the age stood little chance of getting

the sort of advice he needed to improve the value of the plays,

great

The plays are a significant achievement, nevertheless. Tennyson

to write his later plays when he was sixty-five, roughly fifty.-one

T

ter his first attempts., He had been Poet Laureate for twenty-five

=y

a
- 2) - ki o 3 3 3 2517 Al a . > * 1
and was the most popular and distinguished English poet living at the

Yet, in this apparent security, he wrote plays which revesl both g

uncertainty about one's role in public life and a search for an appro -
“L'n

priate solutlon to the problem of the poet's personallity in his own work.

The plays did not produce the answers to these problems, nor do they mark the

conclusion of his career. And yet, whatever their merit as dramas nay be,

they provide invaluable assistance in our understanding of Tennyson.
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