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Misogynist, Eunuch, or Christian?

Arthur’s Farewell to Guinevere in Tennyson’s Idylls of the King
Taken as a whole, the Arthurian legend hardly inspires admiration for women. Throughout the many centuries of literary treatments, readers may encounter considerable difficulty discerning a female character of any significance who proves to be morally good. This is not simply because of the central plot structure of a love triangle in which one woman’s infidelity decides the destinies of two sympathetic men. In Gottfried’s Tristan, the ostensible heroine actually conspires to murder a faithful servant who had sacrificed her virginity for her. Sir Gawain and the Green Knight revolves around the depiction of womanhood as a sexual snare, a trap in which every gift received must be repaid in kind to a pagan nature god. Marie de France, whom one might expect to demonstrate some sympathy for another woman, gives us possibly the most jaded description of Guinevere in the literature in “The Lay of Sir Launfal,” creating a sexual predator without conscience. Malory finds a few opportunities in his mammoth work to present appealing women, but lost as they are amidst a bevy of rapacious seductresses, scheming enchantresses, and unreasonable harpies, the odds of encountering them do not appear promising. Twain uses women for comic relief (Sandy) or moral outrage (Morgan) before lapsing at the end into questionable sentiment. White offers the most sympathetic portrayal of the Queen, but compensates with a horrifying Morgause of capricious venom.

But of all these classic re-tellings of the saga, none match the apparent misogyny of Tennyson’s Idylls of the King. Idyll after idyll attributes moral collapse on both an individual and national scale to womanhood — either directly, through female action, or indirectly, through male dependence on the female. This endless attribution of blame combines with a judgmental tone of almost Old Testament severity that the poetry wears like a starched collar. The result, to many contemporary readers, is off-putting at best and infuriating at worst. Not surprisingly, much of the recent literary criticism on Tennyson focuses on patriarchy and treats both the idylls and their author harshly. Yet we too often over-simplify Tennyson’s work by obscuring the ways in which the idylls challenge Victorian assumptions. Inevitably, one’s reaction to the idylls will depend on the extent to which one sees Tennyson’s apparent moral judgments moving beyond the Victorian social prejudices of his day, rather than simply paralleling them. 

Of all the moral pronouncements in the idylls, the most strident occur in “Guinevere.” Arthur’s berating of his contrite queen appears divided between cold censure, simplistic romanticizing, messianic self-aggrandizement, and maudlin self-pity. Each of these may discomfort the reader; in combination, they are almost insufferable. Critics suggest different motivations for this passage. Richard Sylvia argues that the scene’s purpose is less to convey Arthur’s personal pain than to reflect Guinevere’s loss of station and explain her retreat to a convent: “Arthur’s condemnation represents the public attack from which Guinevere fled, the open wrath she feared. His is the ultimate intrusion as he lambasts her with Modred’s revolt and the battle with Lancelot. . . . The terror of his overstatement shocks” (27). In some ways, this is satisfying. When Arthur charges Guinevere with being the sole author of his ruination, “‘For thou hast spoilt the purpose of my life’” (450), he should know better. To interpret his words as representing the voice of the people ameliorates much of his cruelty by transferring the responsibility for them away from Arthur as husband, and placing it on Arthur as king. This perspective gains credibility when one remembers that the identification of sovereign with people, and even with the actual land, is a common trope in Arthurian literature.

Yet this rationalization fails to justify the passage entirely. Arthur does not appear in “Guinevere” until past the halfway point. The earlier section of the idyll presents the novice who inadvertently recounts Guinevere’s guilt. Certainly this “prattling” (181) innocent more likely represents the voice of the people: poorly informed, quick to judge, yet almost blithe in its ignorance. Tennyson’s conception of royalty ( seen in the Idylls in the depiction of Arthur, the dedication to Prince Albert, and the address to Queen Victoria ( was far too grandiose to allow an interpretation in which Arthur merely recapitulates the rôle of a maid.

Tennyson’s admiration of royalty may provide another explanation of Arthur’s treatment of Guinevere. For Tennyson, the burdens of kingship are too great to allow for the successful fulfillment of the duties of marriage. Indeed, in this context the reader may feel some pity for Arthur. Can anyone doubt that he would have had no reason to fear Guinevere’s adultery had he chosen successful earthly marriage as his priority? The Victorian Tennyson is the most nationalistic Arthurian writer since Geoffrey of Monmouth, and his treatment of the romantic French Lancelot simmers with distaste throughout. Arthur’s marriage fails only because he willingly sacrifices personal happiness for the national good. Arthur’s tone with Guinevere is always that of liege to subject and not husband to wife: “the scene between Arthur and Guinevere is painful not because the Queen succumbs to the King’s abuse, but because Tennyson never lets husband and wife speak with each other” (Sylvia 27). But this applies throughout the idylls. None of the royal couple’s conversations have any of the intimacy of Guinevere and Lancelot’s. When Guinevere, after Arthur’s final departure, refers to her “‘voluptuous pride’” and “‘the height / To which I would not or I could not climb’” (636, 638-39), she is not merely contrasting the material and the spiritual worlds; she is juxtaposing her choice of earthly love with Arthur’s sacrifice.

A radically different interpretation is that Arthur’s condemnation of Guinevere reveals a loss of kingly authority. The king conflates the personal and societal aspects of his charges against the queen repeatedly.

“Thy lord has not wholly lost his love for thee.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

I hold that man the worst of public foes

Who either for his own or children’s sake,

To save his blood from scandal, lets the wife

Whom he knows false abide and rule the house:” (506, 509-12)

This passage cannot be left unchallenged. The worst of public foes? Arthur had brought order and unity to a land that was previously a barbarous patchwork of petty tyrants, and, after he dispenses with his groveling wife, must ride to fatal battle against the despotic Modred. And yet he claims the knowing cuckold is the people’s greatest enemy. In the context of the tragic events of national import surrounding him, Arthur’s focus on Guinevere’s personal betrayal is conduct unbecoming to a sovereign: Arthur’s “brief foray into bourgeois sanctimoniousness costs the king in that he momentarily sacrifices his nobility to strictly middle-class, puritanical shrillness” (Linley 373). However, the extent to which the reader takes offense at the sanctimoniousness of the passage depends upon the degree to which one interprets Arthur’s voice as Tennyson’s. After all, Arthur’s kingdom is divided, half his knights are dead, he has recently come from war with his closest friend who has betrayed his trust by committing adultery with his wife, and he is on his way to a battle which prophecy indicates will mean his destruction. If he alone gives voice to accusation and recrimination against Guinevere, one might fairly excuse him as being under stress. 
Still, the tone of Arthur’s speech sounds less like an anguished husband or even king than a stern rector’s, and this is problematic. Tennyson was engaged, on one level, in social criticism. In portraying Arthur as the greatest of earthly kings, he is also commenting on the faults of the Victorian ruling class. In the matter of adultery, for example, the law of primogeniture rendered marital fidelity irrelevant from an inheritance standpoint once the first male child had been born. Tennyson surely knew that infidelity, while intolerable among the common people, had long since become a way of life for the elite. Still, most contemporary readers find this commentary on his own age’s mores an insufficient rationale for the exploitation of Arthur and Guinevere’s pain, and indeed, a poor use of the legend itself.

Arthur’s inability to reconcile his roles as husband and monarch is a consistent source of readers’ discomfort with the Guinevere idyll. When he might understandably express his personal pain and anger at her infidelity, he chooses to rely upon his position as king to legitimize his response. When he attempts to pass judgment as her sovereign, his personal bitterness reveals itself. Throughout the first two-thirds of his speech, he vacillates unsuccessfully between these two conflicting positions. Only in the last section of his speech, when he assumes a quasi-divine stance, does he attain anything approaching humanity. As his speech patterns and references become increasingly religious, he begins to regain his nobility.

Arthur’s quasi-divine stance is the source of considerable confusion ( and no small degree of derision ( in Tennysonian criticism. Linda Shires refers to Arthur as “an asexual Christ figure” (411), which begs the question, what exactly is a sexual Christ figure, and would Tennyson even conceive of such a creature? Arthur is not Christ; if he were, Tennyson would struggle to explain why he could not establish the Kingdom of God on earth. Rather, he is a mortal and sexual man who is determined to live according to divine principle but incapable of fully doing so. The final section of Arthur’s speech in “Guinevere” demonstrates this incapacity, while at the same time affirming the worthwhile nature of his attempt.

As the earlier section ends, Arthur’s words are almost vicious, but the sound of “a solitary trumpet” (526) allows him to collect himself. He begins afresh, insisting that he “‘did not come to curse thee’” (530). Given everything Arthur has said to this point, this initially appears an absurd denial. But Arthur is not claiming that he did not speak cruelly; only that it had not been his intention to do so. His “‘vast pity almost makes me die / To see thee’” (531-32). Tennyson chooses the word carefully. Pity is not mere sympathy but sympathy carried forward to the point of personal pain. It is suffering for another, and therefore reminiscent of Christ. Arthur attempts to take on even more of the divine passion when he says, “‘Lo, I forgive thee, as Eternal God / Forgives!’” (540). To some critics this is simply too much. “Arthur’s rise to godhead in a lofty proclamation of forgiveness . . . in its blasphemy very nearly pulls the paternal house down around his ears” (Linley 375). But the proclamations of pity and forgiveness are only lofty if one ignores the intervening lines. “‘The wrath . . . is past / The pang — . . . is also past — in part’” (534, 536-37, 539). Arthur is not divine because he has to struggle with his emotions, and even then he can forego only his anger. The pain ( not divine suffering for another but normal, human, egotistical pain ( is still present. Arthur is Tennyson’s ideal, not because he represents God in His perfection, but because he strives to conform to divine law despite his human frailty.

Regardless of Shires’s assertion to the contrary, Arthur is not asexual. His rejection of Guinevere derives not from a lack of desire. In the midst of words that reach toward divinity, he stops and waxes nostalgic about her beauty: “‘O golden hair, with which I used to play / Not knowing! O imperial-moulded form, / And beauty such as never woman wore’” (544-46). An asexual man, confronted with the destruction of his life’s work and imminent death on the battlefield, would hardly take time out to comment on his adulterous wife’s figure. Even more stunning, Arthur goes so far as to postulate a physical reconciliation in Heaven, and asks Guinevere to “‘purify thy soul’” (558), not for the sake of her eternal salvation, but simply so that they can be together. 
“Hereafter in that world where all are pure

We two may meet before high God, and thou

Wilt spring to me, and claim me thine, and know

I am thine husband.” (560-63)

Nothing here suggests either “‘That pure severity of perfect light’” (641) of which Guinevere speaks after Arthur has gone, or the non-corporeal nature of Heaven traditional in Christianity.

Shires continues with a discussion of redefined gender roles in a society bent on rejecting traditional warlike masculinity in favor of a spirit of “apostleship and brotherhood.”

In replacing a myth of patriarchal masculinity, Idylls tries to replace both the aggressive patriarch (such as Mark or the Red Knight or the Arthur of battle) and a false she who wields seductive power (selecting as false she, the sexual female as depicted here in Vivien or Guinevere) with a good she (selecting as good she, the asexual male as depicted here in Arthur, Christ . . .) . . . Furthermore, Arthur has to be a eunuch. (412)

Shires is correct in her assessment of Tennyson’s conception of the proper resolution of sexual conflict, but she mis-times it badly. Tennyson’s asexual male is Christ, but not Arthur. Arthur’s earthly love for Guinevere is an expression of the very masculinity that Shires claims has been cut away. To the extent that Arthur reconciles the male and female sides of his own nature, he is civilized, and achieves power: political, inspirational, but most importantly, civilizing. Arthur is not the same kind of warlike patriarch he overthrew. But overall, the extent of his feminization is quite limited until “The Passing of Arthur.” In this last of the Idylls, Arthur orders Excalibur, the symbol of masculine power — military, political, procreative, and will — cast away. Then, free of all these traditionally male passions, he is borne away to Avilion to rest.

Almost all of Tennyson’s Idylls depict the horrific consequences of male-female passion. His work is not so much misogynistic as distrustful of the fruits of all earthly love. All of the major characters are betrayed by their passions, and in this Tennyson differs from the standard Victorian world-view. Victorians had considerable confidence that passion could be repressed. Tennyson disagrees. For Tennyson, Arthur represents noblest humanity, yet his final meeting with Guinevere is two-thirds anguish and one-third valiant, if only partially successful, striving to achieve a divine perspective. For Tennyson, the only solution is to relinquish all earthly love in favor of the love of God, and that is only possible at the point of death. Indeed, Galahad proves that to do so invites death. As Arthur is borne away in the barge, his last act is to give Bedivere an injunction to faith: “‘More things are wrought by prayer / Than this world dreams of’” (“The Passing of Arthur” 415). Man or woman, this is the most consolation Tennyson offers us.
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