TENNYSON A)b) QUESTION

Themes:
ISOLATION AND SOCIAL ENGAGEMENT:
· Lady of Shalott entirely focuses on isolation. Not told why she is isolated or who shut her away, but solely told about  her hatred of her segregation and her desire to be loved and see the world. She never breaks away from her isolation, and dies at the end. The fact that she is unable to escape highlights the lack of power women had in Victorian times. Her imprisoned isolation is a powerful metaphor for the social, sexual, and intellectual repression of women across English history. At first she is happy with where she is and weaves with delight. It is after she sees the juxtaposition of “two young lovers” and “a funeral” that she declares  “I am sick of shadows” and attempts to break away from her isolation. 

· Godiva refuses to isolate her from society – she wants to ensure women are heard, as well as the people of the town. In response to the taxes her husband, the Duke, is imposing, she strips naked and rides through the town of Coventry, building herself an “everlasting name” – she represents the people and it is this social engagement which empowers her. 

· Mariana is completely isolated from everything. Society, civilisation, EVERYTHING. This is to highlight the impact that the man leaving her has had. She does not set out to do anything about her isolation, and instead bathes in her unhappiness both night and day. The barren landscape, except for the poplar tree, emphasise her isolation. Mariana is “too happy in her happiness” (said by critic Harold Bloom) to want to break away from her isolation. 

· Ulysses hates his isolation. He has a strong dissatisfaction for his life and is ultimately bored of the repetition he faces. He states hoe he “cannot rest from travel”. He wants to ensure that he is known by his people – he says “I am become a name” and is scared of the thought of himself being forgotten.  He is the antithesis of the mariners in Lotos Eaters who are on an island distanced from civilization and merely state that “we will no longer roam”. Like The Lady of Shalott, who longs for experiences she has been denied, Ulysses hungers to explore the untravelled world. 

· Tennyson’s awareness of the necessity of reconciling the needs of the self with the needs of society can be seen in the way his poetry gradually moves to use the personal and subjective to consider issued of wider relevance – after the death of his friend Arthur Hallam, Tennyson felt isolated himself and then began to write poems which related to issues at the time, such as science, and politics.





MEN AND WOMEN:
·  There is strong link between females and a withdrawal from society. This is especially prevalent in Lady of Shalott and Mariana. He was interested in images of isolated and unhappy women. They are frustrated and trapped in some manner, with a blurred view of the world – Mariana only has one window she looks out on to the world and the Lady of Shallot only has a mirror, which shows shadows.

· Godiva doesn’t separate herself, and here Tennyson shows the positive aspect of women: if they use their femininity to do good rather than in a sexual manner, they will be appreciated more. Her actions are never seen as sexual throughout the poem, and the Peeping Tom is punished for watching her. Her power lies in her determination to solve her problem – not eroticism. She isn’t forced into anything and her will to accomplish what is right gives her power.

· In both Godiva and The Lady of Shalott, the women step out of their domestic patriarchal spehere and into the public realm, unleashing their power. However, whereas the outcome is positive for Godiva, it is negative for the Lady and leads to her downfall – she dies soon after acquiring freedom. 

· The Victorian era was a time of change, and Tennyson appreciates this. This is why he shows the female characters attempting to make a change for themselves and setting out to become less of a weak gender. For the women to make a change, sacrifices had to be made – for the Lady, she had to had to risk being cursed and for Godiva, she had to ride the horse naked.

· On the one hand, the Lady of Shalott may be seen as a victim of the male world. Tennyson presents her as, in effect, imprisoned in ‘four gray walls and four gray towers’, typically masculine images. She also feels that she is cursed by not being allowed to look out onto the real world.  We may perceive this as a curse imposed by the patriarchal world.  However, she is the one who leaves ‘the web and [leaves] the loom’ , which suggests she is a victim of her own weakness for Sir Lancelot. Nethertheless, we may perceive her as a victim if only because Sir Lancelot’s remark at the end of the poem about her when she is dead is a curt, dismissive ‘She has a lovely face’.   This suggests the male world is ignorant of the real feelings of women, preferring to confine them than allow them to have freedom, and ignorant of the real power they have over women’s feelings.

· If we reflect on the origins of the poem, we will remember that Mariana is there because she has been left by her fiancé who has refused to marry her because she has lost her dowry.   Thus we can see that Mariana is a victim of the male world. On the other hand, Mariana’s repetition of the phrase ‘I am aweary’, may be understood as a cry of self-pity, of a woman refusing to take responsibility for her life and move on. Conversely, when we think about the man who has left her we realise she is shut away, while he is free in a male world where women have no power, leaving her to pine, and, without a dowry, unlikely ever to find a husband.

· Enclosed spaces are constructed around almost all of Tennyson's female figures. 'The Lady of Shalott' presents us with another constricted woman who closely resembles the Mariana.  Like Mariana, the Lady of Shalott is placed in a liminal area, isolated from the mainland of patriarchal Camelot and dwelling alone on the island of Shalott. Both Mariana and the lady are constricted by water that hems in their isolated dwelling-place. Not only is the lady unable to live in freedom in the normal world; she is also unable to look at the world directly. Thus, her visions of the world take the form of 'shadows' (line 48) that she observes through the safety of 'a mirror clear'

Symbols:
THE IMPRISONED WOMAN:
· The imprisoned woman appears throughout Tennyson’s work. In “Mariana,” a woman abandoned by her lover lives alone in her house in the middle of desolate country; her isolation imprisons her, as does the way she waits for her lover to return. Her waiting limits her ability and desire to do anything else. “The Lady of Shalott” is likewise about a woman imprisoned, this time in a tower. Should she leave her prison, a curse would fall upon her. 

· Tennyson, like many other Victorian poets, used female characters to symbolize the artistic and sensitive aspects of the human condition. Imprisoned women, such as these Tennyson characters, act as symbols for the isolation experienced by the artist and other sensitive, deep-feeling people. 

· Although society might force creative, sensitive types to become outcasts, in Tennyson’s poems, the women themselves create their own isolation and imprisonment. These women seem unable or unwilling to deal with the outside world.

Motifs:
TRAGIC DEATH:
· Early, tragic death and suicide appear throughout Tennyson’s poetry. Perhaps the most significant event of his life was the untimely death of his best friend Arthur Hallam at age twenty-two, which prompted Tennyson to write his greatest literary work, In Memoriam.

· “Mariana” (1830) features a woman who longs for death after her lover abandons her. Each of that poem’s seven stanzas ends with the line “I would that I were dead.” The entire poem is built around her unhappiness  due to a man leaving her. The language and setting in the poem are entire built around her desire for death,

· The lady in “The Lady of Shalott” brings about her own death by going out into an autumn storm dressed only in a thin white dress. Her leaving the castle leads to her death in the same vein that breaking away from tradition may have been seen as controversial – especially for Victorian women. Her empowerment and sense of freedom seems to kill her – similar to The Bloody Chamber.

· At the end of Ulysses, the slow movement, the caesauras and lingering vowel sounds slow the poem down  and hint that his life may be coming to an end. Rather than asking for death like Mariana, though, Ulysses travels it and his strong will and determination is shown at the end when he says “To strive, to seek, to find and not to yield”.

· In Tithonus, he wishes for immortality yet when coming to the realisation that he will age but not die, he is ultimately distraught. He links to Ulysses as he desires more than he has been given. This relates to the Victorians of Tennyson’s age – the industrial revolution was prevalent and people kept setting out to better themselves. It was a time when status was of huge importance and there was a clear divide between classes.

· It seems that the inclusion of death gives the poems a more dramatic effect and in many cases outlines the bleak nature of Tennyson’s life.
THE ANCIENT WORLD AND THE PAST
· Like the romantic poets who preceded him, Tennyson found much inspiration in the ancient worlds of Greece and Rome. In poems such as “The Lotos-Eaters” and “Ulysses,” Tennyson retells the stories of Dante and Homer, which described the characters of Ulysses, Telemachus, and Penelope and their adventures in the ancient world.

·  However, Tennyson slightly alters these mythic stories, shifting the time frame of some of the action and often adding more descriptive imagery to the plot. For instance, “Ulysses,” a dramatic monologue spoken by Homer’s hero, urges readers to carry on and persevere rather than to give up and retire. Elsewhere Tennyson channels the voice of Tithonus, a legendary prince from Troy, in the eponymous poem “Tithonus” (1833, 1859). 

· He also references to Shakespeare – uses ‘Tirra Lirra’ in Lady of Shalott and the epigraph in Mariana is lifted from Measure for Measure. It is evident that he was fascinated by him, and some of his poems follow Shakespeare’s structures – such as uses of quatrains and iambic pentameter. The poems which reference Shakespeare werenot well-received or popular though – maybe the Victorians desired for him to write poems which were entirely fixated or based on their era.

· Importantly, Tennyson highlights that events of the past have significance for the present. This includes the entrapment of women in society and a discussion of what position they should have. There was a fascination for myths and legends with the Victorians so bringing current issues and merging them with ancient characters.
Critical and other interpretations – AO3
 
· Initially, Tennyson’s work was critically panned.  J.W. Crocker, for the Quarterly Review stated how his poems were “too obscure”. He was a respectable reviewer, and this harmed his sales and morale. He initially wrote poems about personal states of mind and struggles (which had extremely negative tones!) such as Mariana and Lady of Shalott. 

· He was criticised for his lack of consideration to current issues such as politics and science, so when published new volume in 1948 including Tithonus and Ulysses, his regard to Victorian issue, and the link to mythology was well received.  2 years later, he became poet Laureate. 

· Lady of Shalott may have been met with negativity due to it representing male domination and objectification of women – Victorian men in a negative light. However, Ulysses (which was praised) is favourable to Victorians as a whole and the final line “To strive, to seek, to find..” embodies the Victorian stiff upper-lip: the need to endure when things get difficult.

· The Edwardians and Georgians (renowned for detesting the Victorians) mocked Tennyson’s poems as his poems had represented the Victorians as a whole – what was Victorian and what was Tennysonian were synonymous.  Distinction created between private and public poet – Nicolson argued that he was naturally a talented lyric poet who’s demands from critics to become a ‘public poet’ and speak of public and historical issue ruined his literary career. Auden famously said he had the “finest ear of any English poet but also the stupidest”.

· Today, he is considered the best Victorian poet. No longer seen as a spokesperson for the values of his age, but rather a poet who revealed several ideological tensions. It has become important to critics in the field of cultural studies and feminist theory. (Carl Palsa offered a feminist reading of Lady of Shalott – back in the day, this connection could not be established and this may be the reason for the negative critical approach)
Tennyson’s life – AO4
· Tennyson’s father abandoned his family, his brother George had chronic depression leading to violence, his brother Arthur drunk a lot and his brother Edward was admitted to a mental institution in 1935. It is clear he had a troubled life – represented in the dreary poems – how he felt is represented in characters.

· He fell in love with Rosa Baring – her family didn’t think he was rich enough, so she left him. Back together but she refused marriage in 1948! He may represent how he felt n Mariana. He continued to find joy in writing poetry though, just as The Lady of Shallott continued to find joy in weaving. 

· We understand that Tennyson was rather sympathetic – in 1850, when there was urbanisation and industrialisation, there was an economic depression. He supported the Reform Act. His sympathetic character allowed for him to write poem about sensitive issues  - Ulysses’ dissatisfaction for life, Mariana’s depression.

· After his friend Arthur Hallam died, he was severely upset. However, his emotions allowed for a change in his poetry style which was well received. Now he discussed current issues in his poems rather than focusing solely on emotions and states of mind. This may have been to overcome his sorrow of Hallam’s death.


































