
 

 

 

Tennyson‟s Fallen Women: 

The Dynamic of the Mad, the Depraved and the Unfaithful 

 

Rebecca Hill 

English 

University of Florida 

2011 

 

A thesis submitted in partial  

fulfillment of the requirements  

to graduate with highest honors in English 

from the University of Florida. 

 

 

 

Approved by: 

 ____________________________________ 

 Primary Reader/Adviser:  Professor Pamela Gilbert 

 

Approved by: 

 ____________________________________ 

 Secondary Reader/Adviser: Professor Judith Page   

 



Hill 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

Rebecca M. Hill 

2011 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Hill 2 

 

Acknowledgements 

 I would first like to thank Dr. Pamela Gilbert, who served as the primary reader and 

adviser of this thesis.  Working with her has been a pleasure and a privilege.  The wealth of 

advice and encouragement I received from her while shaping this thesis contributed greatly to its 

formulation and I am tremendously grateful for this.  I would also like to thank Dr. Judith Page, 

the secondary reader and adviser of this thesis, who gladly came on board in the middle of the 

final semester I was working on this project.  You are both helping me to accomplish something 

that I have wanted to do since my first year as an English major.  Thank you.  I would also like to 

extend my thoughts to Dr. James Paxson.  Despite the fact that he is no longer here, his teaching 

and knowledge of literature helped plant the seed that sprouted into this project.  Foundations are 

incredibly important when it comes to thesis of this sort, and through Dr. Paxson I found a firm 

foundation upon which to base my research and my work as an English major.  I only hope that I 

can become the exceptional scholar he believed every one of his students had the potential to be.

 I would also like to thank my fellow English majors and friends for their encouragement, 

thoughtful comments, and humor on those late nights I spent working on this project, especially 

Mead Bowen, Marilu Franco, Liz Escariz, Emmanuel Ercole and Melissa Klatzkow.  Also, a big 

thank you goes out to Ivy Mead, who is, and remains one of the best friends I have ever had.  

Thank you for the warm thoughts and your fabulous knitted socks from hundreds of miles away!  

 Finally I would like to thank my family, primarily my mother and my father, who 

encouraged me to write from the moment I decided to pick up a pen.  I would also like to thank 

my sister, my uncles and my aunts for serving as the audience for my early stories and essays.  

Even though some of you are no longer here, your encouragement and love continues to mould 

who I am to this day.    



Hill 3 

 

Introduction 

In his book King Arthur’s Laureate, John Phillip Eggers states that for Tennyson, 

“woman symbolizes all that civilization means, but paradoxically the ideal civilization fails 

because of a woman” (145). When Tennyson set out to write the Idylls of the King, he 

inadvertently created something that not only exemplified one of the most complex romance 

stories in English literature, but he also called the woman‟s motives behind the story into 

question.  Through the women in the Idylls, Tennyson revises his medieval sources to make 

adultery the central unifying element.  This is especially true when it comes to the first three 

published sections of the Idylls, “Merlin and Vivian,” “Lancelot and Elaine” and finally, 

“Guinevere.”  These women are oftentimes read by critics as schematic versions of “true” and 

“false,” with Elaine as the pure and innocent virgin, Vivian the false harlot, and Guinevere the 

adulterous wife.           

 All three women defy traditional authority in ways not found in Tennyson‟s principle 

sources.  Elaine, kept from marriage by Lancelot‟s adulterous love for Guinevere, is not the 

sweet maiden who dies from lack of love.  Instead, her sexual willfulness turns into monomania; 

she chooses death and controls her family through this unfortunate avenue.  By seizing powerful 

knowledge that had previously belonged only to males, Vivien defies the name of harlot and 

becomes something much more dynamic.  Current critics‟ readings of Guinevere tend to focus 

upon Tennyson‟s depiction of Guinevere‟s destructiveness, a reading that reduces the 

complexities of the Idylls to bipolar contrasts.  And while many current studies point to a distinct 

trend blaming these women for the problems in the Idylls, in actuality, the fall of the kingdom 

within the poem was not related to Guinevere‟s adultery, as Tennyson would like the reader to 

believe.  In actuality, Tennyson‟s Camelot was empty and unable to independently sustain itself 
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from the start, and this added to the many misguided and selfish decisions mainly made by 

Arthur and Lancelot, led directly to its collapse.         

 The concept of chivalry and King Arthur‟s kingdom are closely linked.  It seems that 

“interest in Arthur and his knights rose and fell, not surprisingly, with interest in chivalry” 

(Girouard 178).  Sir Thomas Malory‟s Morte d’Arthur inspired many male writers, Tennyson 

among them, to write their own “take” on the great epic.  Tennyson‟s epic was by far the most 

complete of the works produced in the early-late nineteenth-century.  Idylls of the King is made 

up of twelve different idylls, five of these idylls focus primarily upon the women within the epic.  

The purpose of this study will be to examine the principle three idylls of “Merlin and Vivien” 

(formerly “Vivian”), “Lancelot and Elaine,” and “Guinevere” in context with the concept of 

chivalric love between men.          

 Throughout the nineteenth-century, a rather interesting form of chivalry existed that 

encouraged “romantic friendships” between men.  These sort of friendships, called “‟arm-in-

arms‟” were very much in vogue during the 1820s and 1830s and encouraged by the Romantic 

movement (Girouard 216-217).  However, later on in the nineteenth-century “people began to 

think more and more in terms of chivalry [and]…that its language should be applied to love and 

friendship between males… [i]n particular, friendships between older and younger boys, or boys 

and dons or masters, could be seen in terms of knights and squires or alternatively of young 

knights being advised by wise mentors” (Girouard 217).  The concept of “‟New Chivalry‟” was 

born (Girouard 218).  The essential idea behind New Chivalry was that “the idea behind…the 

exaltation of women in mediaeval chivalry was essentially bound up with the need to procreate; 

now that the world was sufficiently well populated, women should be replaced by young men” 

(Girouard 217-218).  The conception behind New Chivalry has been explored by prominent 
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scholars such as Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and Richard Dellamora, in many different ways.  

However, there has yet to be a study directly linking the concept of New Chivalry to the 

downfall of Camelot in Idylls of the King.  The goal of this paper will be to explore the downfall 

of Tennyson‟s Camelot, showing that not only did the concept of chivalry in the nineteenth-

century serve as a retarding effect upon women, it was also gave men the license to use women 

as scapegoats for the effects of their own personal means and desire.   

“Vivien:” Woman Unleashed 

 “Vivien,” like the idylls of “Elaine” and “Guinevere,” was originally published in 1859 in 

the series of four idylls Tennyson wrote exemplifying „the true and the false‟ aspects of the 

Arthurian women.  Tennyson depicts Vivien as a woman who uses her wits and her unbridled 

sexuality to defeat the wisest man in the kingdom, thereby embodying two mid-Victorian threats: 

disruptive female sexuality and woman‟s rising demands for power and knowledge.  In “Vivien” 

as in “Guinevere,” Tennyson radically changes and adds to his primary source (Malory) in order 

to embed the tale within that of Guinevere‟s adultery and to dramatize Vivien‟s sly tactics.  The 

poet changes Vivien from the perused to the pursuer, adds imagery that directly links her both to 

the past and to mid-Victorian England, inventing the background of magic spell so that Vivien 

seizes what had heretofore been used for the male domination of women.  Above all, Vivien is a 

calculating, self-controlled woman who observes closely, plans carefully and achieves greatly.   

 The story of Vivien changed greatly after its initial publication in 1859.  Now titled 

“Vivien and Merlin,” there are added complications regarding her motives for vengeance: her 

family, her upbringing in Mark‟s court and her ties with Mordred‟s plotting and spying.  Vivien 

goes from a woman who uses her sexual wiles to bring herself knowledge and empowerment to a 

woman who is the vengeance-seeking product of her circumstances and upbringing.  She is 
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gifted with a certain level of passion, like Elaine and Guinevere.  However, the root of this 

passion is not sexual.  Ultimately, she is passionate about gaining Merlin‟s knowledge and power 

and her passion merely has the side effect of calamity upon men.  Many critics make the mistake 

of simplifying this character as only representing the errors of lust in the Idylls.  Gerard Joseph, 

for example, writes that Vivien is “endowed with the flatness of a medieval vice” and is 

“Tennyson‟s most deliberate experiment in the „fleshly‟ mode” (Tennysonian Love 169).  In a 

more feminist reading, Marion Shaw points out that Enid as well as Vivien “provide the harlot 

and good wife figures in the sexual scenario.  They are complemented by Elaine and Guinevere 

as pure virgin and remorseful adulteress.  The world of the Idylls is highly schematic and the four 

women present what we now think of as Victorian stereotypes of womanhood” (50).  But Vivien 

is neither a trivial nor a simply allegorical figure of nineteenth-century female characteristics.  

She is a shrewd observer of human behavior who makes her plans carefully.  After she achieves 

what she wants, she disappears, a newly empowered and knowing female of mythical proportion.  

What is interesting about Tennyson‟s characterization of this “fallen woman” is his deviation 

from the standard nineteenth-century depiction of the fallen woman either as greatly reformed or 

merely powerless in the face of her fate.  Vivien is neither of these; she successfully gains the 

power that she wants and experiences no regrets.       

 Throughout “Merlin and Vivien,” Vivien is seen as something potentially deadly.  

Always lurking in dark corners spying upon Guinevere and Lancelot, trying to beguile Gawain, 

and associated with snake imagery, Vivien is definitely a change from the characters of Elaine 

and Guinevere.  However, this imagery associated with Vivien calls to mind not only the fallen 

Eve, but also the deadly Lamia and the fearsome Medusa.  With image of the gold snake that 

holds back and releases Vivien‟s long hair in the seduction of Merlin scene, Tennyson 
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simultaneously suggest the fallen Eve, Mary Magdalene and Medusa.  Free-flowing hair in mid-

Victorian literature frequently denotes loosened self control over sexual impulses in the 

nineteenth century and has a direct connection to the Victorian use of a woman‟s hair to 

“represent their wantonness, their unnamable body parts” (Michie 99-100).  The correlation 

between the image of Vivien as an evil conniving harlot and a viper is further emphasized by 

Tennyson in the following passage describing her actions and appearance:    

 She played about with slight and sprightly talk;      

 And vivid smiles, and faintly-venom‟d points      

 Of slander, glancing here and gazing there;       

 And yielding to his kindlier moods, the Seer       

 Would watch her at her petulance…        

   (“Merlin and Vivien” l.169-173).       

The line “Faintly-venom‟d points/ Of slander” serves a double purpose, linking Vivien herself 

with a poisonous snake and underscoring the deadly potential of slander.  The suggestion of 

poisonous slander adds a new dimension to the explicit association between Vivien and a snake.  

Tennyson also adds further descriptions of Vivien as a snake that is closely linked to her 

loosened hair:            

 She paused, she turn‟d away, she hung her head,      

 The snake of gold slid from her hair, the braid      

 Slipt and uncoil‟d itself, she wept afresh,       

 And the dark wood frew darker toward the storm      

   (“Merlin and Vivien” 885-889).    
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The snake of gold and the suggestively loosened hair suggest how Vivien‟s wiliness and open 

sexuality produce the coming storm of Merlin‟s passion.  The image of Vivien as a powerful 

mythological figure had a distinct effect upon Victorian painters such as Edward Burne-Jones‟ 

“The Beguiling of Merlin” (1873), where the artist gives Vivien the same headdress of snakes 

that he later places on the Medusa‟s head in “The Baleful Head” (1885).  The painting and 

Victorian literature such as the Idylls point to a distinct fear regarding the deleterious or fatal 

effects that being in love with a powerful woman can have upon a man.     

 In addition to the mythical and literary connotations surrounding Vivien‟s figure, 

Tennyson adds biblical allusions and imagery that tie her unmistakably to Mary Magdalene.  

This allusion speaks to the Victorian stereotyping that divided women into the bipolar categories 

of virgin and harlot, Mary and Mary Magdalene.  It was common for fallen women to be referred 

to as Magdalenes.  Even shelters set up to help fallen women were called Magdalene Houses.  

The similarity between the names Mary and Mary Magdalene suggest that every virgin has the 

potential to become a whore once she has sexual knowledge, something that directly relates back 

to Elaine.  This blurred dichotomy leads to the sort of fixated yet muddy thinking that made it 

acceptable for Arthur to compare Guinevere, formerly a noble lady, with a prostitute.    

 By alluding directly to Mary Magdalene in Vivien‟s actions, Tennyson reinforces the 

loose nature of Vivien‟s character.  In fact, both the narrator and Merlin call her a “harlot…twice 

or thrice” (“Merlin and Vivien” l.841).  However, Vivien does not suffer because of this harlotry, 

and she never repents.  Mary Magdalene is usually portrayed with her hair hanging to her knees, 

and in an echo of this, Vivien washes the “blossom dust” from Merlin‟s feet with her hair.  In a 

parody of Mary‟s repentant actions, Tennyson places Vivien at the base of Merlin‟s feet saying: 

“Trample me, / Dear feet, that I have follow‟d thro‟ the world, / And I will pay you worship” 
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(“Merlin and Vivien” 217; 224-226).  Before the final seduction of the flattered Merlin, Vivien‟s 

hair comes into play again, as “the snake of gold slid from her hair, the braid/ Slipt and uncoil‟d 

itself, she wept afresh” (“Merlin and Vivien” 886-887).  Tennyson also writes Vivien into a 

rather sexually explicit passage which brings to mind the repentant prostitute, who gives Christ a 

cup of water at the town‟s well:        

 But yesterday you never open‟d lip,        

 Except indeed to drink: no cup had we:       

 In mine own lady palms I cull‟d the spring       

 That gather‟d trickling dropwise from the cleft,      

 And made a pretty cup of both my hands       

 And offer‟d you it kneeling.          

   (“Merlin and Vivien” 270-274)     

The sexually charged use of the word “cup” in this passage looks ahead to “The Holy Grail,” in 

which the Grail is also described in sexually explicit terms.  Vivien‟s “cup” in this case is the 

bait used to beguile Merlin into giving her the knowledge she so desperately seeks.  As the quest 

for the Grail distracts Arthur and his knights from the real core issues in the kingdom, so does 

Vivien‟s metaphorical cup serve to distract Merlin from her real motives.      

 At the end of Vivien and Merlin‟s story, Vivien is cast out of the Idylls of the King and is 

never heard from again, disappearing into the wilds of the world.  What she will do with the new 

power that she has wrested from male control and the consequences the incident will have 

remains unanswered.  Tennyson does suggest however, that Vivien will use her newly gained 

power solely for herself.  Tennyson‟s portrayal of Vivien would resonate to the Victorian fear of 

women‟s changing roles, demands for education and their growing assertiveness.  Vivien is self-
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disciplined and without passion for anything except her carefully planned seduction of Merlin.  

She is frightening—and dangerous—because she combines two Victorian masculine ideals, will 

and self-control, but uses them in the service of herself rather than others.  And Vivien‟s motive?  

Tennyson cites her motive stemming from wrath that arose from the “laughter” she received after 

an unsuccessful attempt to seduce “the blameless King” (“Merlin and Vivien” 146, l. l61-162).  

But this seems insufficient to explain more than the attempted seduction, or “gain” of the “most 

famous man of all those times” (146, l.163-164).  Her repeated attempts to learn the charm attest 

to a need to seize from Merlin the control that men had used for centuries to control women.  

Because of Vivien‟s triumph over Merlin, the traditional transmission of knowledge from one 

man to another is finally broken, symbolizing yet another disruption to the firmly established 

male order in the Idylls.          

 Lust is not the motivator; it is ease of heart that Merlin actually craves, a need that Vivien 

cleverly intensifies.  After telling Merlin that her song is one “I heard the great Sir Lancelot 

sing,” Vivien sings to Merlin of Love: “if Love be ours,/ Faith and unfaith can ne‟er be equal 

powers:/ Unfaith in aught is want of faith in all” (“Merlin and Vivien” 385-389).  In her song, 

Vivien reminds Merlin of his great grief at Arthur‟s betrayal, but she also succeeds in setting up 

a clear dichotomy between faith and unfaith, and what is true and false.   

 Through her singing, Vivien establishes the shape of the discourse to follow, namely her 

examples of court gossip.  At first, Merlin disproves each of her slanders heartily and 

persuasively.  However, when it comes to the topic of Sir Lancelot‟s “commerce with the 

Queen,” so well known that even children speak of it, Merlin is defeated.  He tries to deflect her 

argument offhandedly, but does not really address it: when Lancelot “went ambassador, at first/ 

To fetch her, and she took him for the King; / So fixed her fancy on him: let him be” (“Merlin 
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and Vivien” 772-775).  He does not deny the adultery committed by Lancelot and Guinevere, as 

he does Vivien‟s other charges, nor does he speak aloud in Arthur‟s defense against the charge 

that: “Him? Is he man at all, who knows and winks? / Sees what his fair bride is and does, and 

winks?”  Rather:          

 Then Merlin to his own heart, loathing, said:       

 „O true and tender!  O my liege and king!       

 O selfless man and stainless gentleman,       

 Who would‟st against thine own eye-witness fain      

 Have all men true and leal, all women pure;       

   (“Merlin and Vivien” 788-792). 

Here, Merlin, like Vivien, accuses Arthur of seeing yet saying nothing, but continues to find 

Arthur blameless, so that he is now in the position of having to defend both Arthur and 

Guinevere.  Vivien sees Merlin‟s destitution, knows he is finally „overborne‟ and that she has 

defeated him.  Merlin‟s need for solace overcomes him, and he yields to yet another need: that of 

an old man hoping to feel young again.  Vivien excites this need within Merlin and exploits it 

through physical affection:         

 [She] clung to him and hugg‟d him close;       

 And call‟d him dear protector in her fright,        

 But wrought upon his mood and hugg‟d him close.      

 The pale blood of the wizard at her touch       

 Took gayer colours, like an opal warm‟d       

   (“Merlin and Vivien” 943-948).  
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Tennyson‟s repetition of “hugg‟d him close” in this section symbolizes the repeated assaults on 

Merlin‟s wisdom.  Vivien, pretending anger that Merlin had put his arm around her, has just 

declared that she must leave: “Farewell; think gently of me for I fear/ My fate of folly, passing 

grayer youth, / For one so old, must be to love thee still” (925-927).  The visually perfect image 

of an opal, warmed by human touch and emitting the palest sparks of fire contrasts with the 

sparkling clarity of the diamonds and blood-red rubies in “Guinevere.”  Vivien‟s lie, “to love 

thee still” will echo around Arthur‟s words in “Guinevere,” both as contrast and as undercutting 

Arthur‟s sincerity as well (“Merlin and Vivien” 926).     

 “Merlin and Vivien” centers upon Vivien‟s battle for power.  Vivien defeats Merlin, not 

because of her wily feminine ways, but through telling him the unsavory truth about court life, 

truth that he had already recognized but from which he had fled.  Tennyson leaves the reader 

with a rather unsettling picture of a Merlin who has lost everything—use, name, and fame—

because of Vivien‟s successful seizure of his knowledge and its power.  There is much both to 

admire and fear in this newly empowered woman. Vivien, unlike Guinevere and Elaine, has not 

been assigned a secure part as a woman of Arthur‟s Order.  Indeed, women such as Vivien, who 

rebelled against “her traditional role” would have been considered “pathological... [and] 

clinically mad, by many Victorians, for whom female hysteria was one symptom of madness.  

Vivien is excused from suffering punishment like that of Guinevere and Elaine because in 

Victorian thought “the enchantress, unlike the femme fatale, rarely suffers punishment or penalty 

for realizing her sexuality, generating instead an incredibly vitality that, while ruinous (or 

castrating) to men, was in many ways a breath of fresh air” (Morgan 170).     

 While Vivien may be excused from exhibiting her sexuality to such an extreme degree, 

she is definitely not characterized as human.  To put it plainly, she is an element, a force of 
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destruction.  She is excused from any responsibility regarding her actions because she is not a 

part of the idealized order of the Table Round.  While others are expected to harness their desires 

and maintain a certain level of moral chastity, she is like a natural disaster, wrecking all that 

crosses her path.  Vivien represents the purest form of feminine sexuality that Tennyson can 

conjure for his readers.  After she seduces Merlin, she is written out of the Idylls, and nothing 

more is said regarding the future of this enigmatic character, leaving the reader‟s focus resting 

entirely upon her course of destruction and its results upon Merlin and Camelot.  Only one 

character trumps Vivien in her role leading to the downfall of Camelot: Guinevere.          

“Elaine:” The Madness of Love 

 “Elaine and Lancelot” originally entitled “Elaine,” was one of the four Idylls to be 

published in 1859.  Focusing upon the consequences of individual action just as “Guinevere” and 

“Vivien and Merlin” do, but through Elaine, Tennyson examines the vexed and intertwined 

issues of willfulness and will, passion and excess, especially as they reflect upon the perception 

of the Victorian woman.  For many mid-Victorians, excessive passion meant dangerous loss of 

self control for either men or women.  As the moral center of the home, a woman‟s self control 

was especially crucial.  Exertion of one‟s will was essential because cross the line into 

willfulness could imply selfishness rather than the desirable trait of empathy for others in a 

woman.  In fact, some nineteenth-century theorists in the budding field of psychology believed 

that madness in a woman not only resulted from a loss of self-control but also could be cured if 

sufficient self-control were exerted.  As Elaine Showalter notes in her book The Female Malady: 

Women, Madness, and English Culture, 1830-1980: “Even when both men and women had 

similar symptoms of mental disorder, psychiatry differentiated between an English malady, 

associated with the intellectual and economic pressures on highly civilized men, and the female 
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malady associated with the sexuality and essential nature of women” (7).      

 Traditionally, Elaine is often read by critics as the idealized mid-Victorian female, a 

woman both pure and passionate, a woman whose love—literally faithful to death—contrasts 

with Guinevere‟s shameful passion and adultery.  However, Tennyson does something much 

more complicated and intricate in Elaine‟s idyll.  By adding a dark and unstable side to her 

admirable qualities, the lily maid‟s pure and faithful love is darkened by madness and her girlish 

willfulness begins manipulate and control those around her. Reviews of this section of the Idylls 

were mixed.  Some, such as the nineteenth-century literary critic John Nicol, believed that 

Tennyson wrote “Elaine” as a contrast to the characters of Vivien and Guinevere.  Nicol wrote in 

the October 1859 “Westminster Review” that Elaine was “[j]udged not by the code of modern-

times, or the manners of a formed society, but as a child of nature in an age which has been 

invested by the imagination with many of the feature of childhood, the lily maid is one of the 

sweetest of all ideal creatures” (513).  Apparently, the pathetic tale of unrequited love made up 

for Tennyson‟s rendition of Elaine‟s startling proposal of marriage to Lancelot or her willingness 

to follow Lancelot without the benefit of marriage: “‟I care not to be wife, / But to be with you 

still, to see your face/ To serve you, and to follow you thro‟ the world‟” (“Lancelot and Elaine” 

932-934).  Not only does Elaine tend Lancelot in his recovery “every day” but also “every night” 

(845-846).  Further on from these lines, Elaine is associated with Eve and “man‟s first fall,” in 

conjunction with “And never woman yet...Did kindlier unto man” (854-855).  These subtle lines 

not only hint to Elaine‟s potential for breaking society‟s rules of conduct regarding men and 

women, but through her association with Eve, she also shows a certain likeness to Vivien as a 

seductress.          

 Through Elaine, a certain emphasis is placed upon women‟s choices and the 



Hill 15 

 

consequences that might ensue.  As John Rosenburg notes,      

 Even of this simplest of the poem‟s thematic antitheses—white as purity, red as 

 passion—we cannot say „this means that.‟  The lily maid of Astolat, white in purity, is at 

 first glance a personification of Virgin Innocence; but her dreams are insistently sexual 

  and the sleeve she gives Lancelot, for her purity…is profoundly passionate… [She is]  

 both pure and passionate, sexual and innocent, embodying the same intense conjunction  

 of contrary elements that draws her instantly—and fatally—to Lancelot (24-25).   

Rosenburg also suggests that Tennyson uses the color red to link spiritual passion with sexual 

passion, pointing out that,          

  As „The Holy Grail‟ makes clear, spiritual values can drive men as mad as sexual 

 obsession.  Tennyson suggests a possible connection between the two: the color red, 

 which throughout the Idylls symbolizes sexuality, is also associated with the Grail itself, 

 first seen as „rose-red‟ by a nun in a condition of erotic ecstasy, then as „blood-red‟ by 

  Galahad—as is fitting for the vessel that bore Christ‟s blood (25).       

There is also a distinct correlation between purity and passion in the depiction of the Holy Grail, 

which by a young nun‟s description bears a strong resemblance to a living female organ: 

 Down the long beam stole the Holy Gail,        

 Rose-red with beatings in it, as if alive       

 Till all the white walls of my cell were dyed       

 With rosy colors leaping on the wall        

 And then the music faded , and the Grail       

 Past, and the beam decay‟d, and from the walls      

 The rosy quivering died into the night (“Holy Grail” 116-123). 
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There is a distinct air of sexuality surrounding this illustrious cup, “with a specific scenario of 

the light beam as a penetrating male, the cup as a confirmation of death of the male…and the 

viewer as female.  The vision commences with music as of a silver horn and climaxes with the 

entrance of a silver beam of light” (Stott 171).  Indeed, this correlates directly to Elaine giving 

Lancelot her red sleeve as a favor in the diamond joust, symbolizing something much more 

intimate and delicate then a simple blot of cloth.           

 Tennyson rarely strays from the blueprint set down by Malory several hundred years 

earlier in his composition of Elaine‟s story.  However, he also adds two very crucial words to 

this idyll, “willful” and “mad,” thereby bringing the centuries-old Romance into nineteenth-

century England.  It is true that the pearl-embroidered red sleeve symbolizes the purity that 

overlays and enhances the passionate and rich color of red.  But just as Tennyson makes Enid 

both the ideally obedient and yet dangerously assertive wife, he gives the reader an Elaine whose 

seemingly admirable blend of purity and passion breaks the boundaries of society.  Elaine 

represents ideal young woman and potentially ideal wife, but also the disastrous results of what 

was then characterized as willfulness and unmastered passion.  Desirable exercise of self-control 

crosses the boundary into willfulness; passion moves into the realm of excess, which was 

categorized by many mid-Victorians as a kind of madness.  Elaine recognizes this danger within 

herself as well and sees it as “‟Being so very willful you must die‟” (778).  By adding “willful” 

as the key descriptive word of Elaine‟s character, Tennyson places Elaine squarely within the 

Victorian ideological tangle of will/willfulness and passion/excess.  She is no longer the simply 

pathetic maiden who dies of misplaced and unrequited love.  Tennyson is able to retain Elaine‟s 

virginal characteristics while dramatizing issues regarding women‟s nature which were important 

to Victorians.  The second change to Elaine‟s character, the word “mad,” also brings into play 
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yet another Victorian fear: that excessive passion could result in insanity.  The fear of insanity 

was widespread; the fear of passion-induced insanity was particularly troublesome because 

perceived connection between a woman‟s passion and willfulness.  For England‟s mid-Victorian 

society, proper exercise of the will, especially in the realm of self-control was incredibly 

important to a woman‟s character.           

 In a discussion with Lancelot about the upcoming diamond tourney, the Lord of Astolat‟s 

first words about his daughter, Elaine, include the word “willful” (205).  However, it seems that 

Lord Astolat is using the word “willful” to refer neither to free will or defiance, but rather to a 

pleasurably innocent and childish tyranny over the male member of the household.  The remark 

also bears the distinct mark of loving banter that the powerful sometimes use to denigrate the 

powerless.  And indeed, Elaine is powerless, both to her feelings for Lancelot and to the effects 

that the attachment has upon her life.  “Willful” emerges yet again when Elaine asks her father‟s 

permission to find and nurse the wounded Lancelot:     

 „Father, you call me willful, and the fault       

 Is yours who let me have my will, and now,       

 Sweet father, will you let me lose my wits?‟ (745-747). 

In these three distinct lines, Tennyson subtly suggests how a young woman‟s mind may be 

linked to the nuanced connections between will, willfulness and possible insanity.  Elaine 

believes she is willful because her father has been too indulgent regarding her wishes, but she 

also suggests that unless he allows her to continue her course, she will go mad.  This interchange 

between Elaine and her father implies that father actually holds the power to let her go mad.  

Elaine recognizes her passion to be capable of driving her mad unless she takes caution to make 

sure that she is not the victim of unrequited love.        
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 The constant repetition of “willful” throughout “Elaine and Lancelot” strongly indicate a 

misdirected use of will.  From the opening lines of the idyll, Tennyson illustrates not only 

monomania, but also Elaine‟s inability to function otherwise.  The first two lines, “Elaine the 

fair, Elaine the loveable, / Elaine, the lily maid of Astolat” are unusually bland and serve as a 

fantastic cover for inner turmoil of Elaine‟s character.  After using the most general of 

descriptions for Elaine, Tennyson then writes a detailed description of the object of Elaine‟s 

fixation: Lancelot.  Ironically, the lily flower, usually associated with the Virgin Mary, is 

trumped by Elaine‟s‟ devotion to the “sacred shield of Lancelot” (4).  Daily, Elaine leaves her 

father‟s household to gaze upon Lancelot‟s “naked shield,” locked upon in the eastern tower 

(16).  By leaving her father‟s house to gaze “day by day” in order to fantasize upon the shield, 

Elaine is willfully absenting herself from family and world, choosing to instead live in “fantasy,” 

gazing at a naked object that she can never actually obtain (13, 27).     

 Tennyson‟s Elaine asserts her “will” in the madness of monomania, seeking first love and 

then death.  “She lifted up her eyes/ And loved him, with that love which was her doom” (258-

259).  Tennyson demonstrates this “doom” not as determinism, but as misdirected will.  Though 

it is impossible not to empathize with the heartbreak and death of a beautiful young girl, and 

difficult not to agree with Arthur‟s wish that Lancelot had been able to love Elaine, there remains 

a strong feeling that, read in the light of nineteenth-century psychological theory, Elaine makes 

poor choices that have devastating consequences. In her life of fantasy and willed self-

destruction, Elaine withdraws herself from the world outside her obsessive attachment to 

Lancelot.  In doing so, Tennyson suggests that Elaine is a romantically self involved figure and 

not an effective participant in the world.  Her will has become willfulness; her passion, excess.  

Her “doom” is self directed.  However, the circumstances of her doom are not.  Because while 
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Lancelot holds a certain level of “guilty love” for Queen Guinevere, it is the “love he bear[s] his 

lord [Arthur]” that is always surfacing and keeping him apart from Elaine (244-245).  But, 

however much love that Lancelot might bear for Arthur, or Arthur for Guinevere, each man‟s 

love is barren and leads nowhere.           

 Tennyson‟s original goal in publishing the separate idylls of Guinevere, Vivien and 

Elaine, was to “link the female to more than poetic imagination, for he also associates her with 

eternal cosmic process” (Morgan 51).   Essentially Elaine and Guinevere are one in the same; 

they both bear a love for Lancelot that is passionate and powerful, but not enough to overcome 

the bond of brotherhood that binds the Order of the Table Round together.  Despite her 

underlying willfulness, Elaine seems to represent the perfect vessel of worship for a knight.  

Tennyson subtly blames Lancelot‟s inability to love Elaine upon his adulterous relationship with 

Guinevere, but the reason this love is unrequited is that Arthur has set about to “to end sexual 

difference and heterosexuality but also to collapse all masculinities into one” (Stott 170).  At the 

very beginning of the search for the Holy Grail, Arthur “selects his knights and binds them to 

„his own self‟” and a remarkable change beings to occur.  In their search for the Grail, the 

knights begin to “entirely forsake heterosexual love” in favor for their male brothers.  Percival 

announces to his lady that “‟Then after I was joined with Galahad‟/ Cared not for her, nor 

anything upon earth‟” (”Holy Grail” 610-611).  However, this love is contrary to nature and 

nothing comes of it; it is barren.  The fact that Sir Galahad is the only knight who is actually able 

to see the Grail, while all the other knights see nothing, cites a grave inconsistency within poem.  

Only, Galahad in his chaste love can truly see the Grail, the Galahad who seems to be entirely 

lacking in any sort of desire for the opposite sex.  Thus, this homosocial love that the brethren 

share is also false and leads them nowhere, pointing directly to the collapse of Arthur‟s house.               
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 It seems that there was a “widespread Victorian fascination with brotherhoods, real or 

imagined” which specifically relates to Tennyson‟s representation of the Table Round and the 

Holy Grail (Adams 16).  Because, as long as men such as Lancelot and the other members of 

Arthur‟s company were focuses upon obtaining a pure and idealized object, such as a diamond or 

the Grail, and this allows for there to be a sort of “‟spiritual union‟” among the company in the 

form of “hero-worship” (Adams 63).  The picture that Tennyson paints of Arthur‟s Round Table, 

shares some strong correlations to that of Thomas Carlyle‟s community at St. Edmundsbury.  

Such Victorian communities were formed on the mutual bond of brotherhood that originated 

from “a shared encounter with charismatic male authority” and these communities were “deeply 

satisfying to young men looking for new forms of authority in a world of religious, political, and 

social upheaval” (Adams 77).  Because Elaine‟s love for Lancelot was linked to so much passion 

and willfulness, she is therefore deemed to be an unsuitable substitute for the brotherly bonds of 

the Round Table.  In fact, her love results in death, just as Guinevere‟s adulterous love for 

Lancelot directly correlates with Arthur‟s death.  Like Guinevere and Vivien, Elaine shows the 

potential for a willful passionate love that is in opposition to Arthur‟s conceived ideal of female 

passionlessness upon which he founds Camelot and the Round Table (Showalter 176).  Because 

of this trait, Elaine cannot be joined with Lancelot, as she shows the same potential to disrupt 

Camelot as Guinevere does.         

“Guinevere:” Caught Between Two Men 

Because of the depth and complexity in her character, Queen Guinevere is considered to 

be one of the more “‟human‟” of Tennyson‟s women (Maynadier 432).  She is also the only one 

to be directly linked to the downfall of Arthur‟s kingdom.  Marion Shaw notes in Alfred Lord 

Tennyson that Guinevere “is an uncompromising statement of the power of female sexuality to 
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bring down a state” (Alfred Lord Tennyson, 122).  In fact, many mid to late-Victorians linked 

the health of the state directly with the moral stature of women.  Shaw takes note of this in her 

study and goes on to say that “when Arthur says to Guinevere, „mine own flesh, /Here looking 

down on thine polluted, cries/ I loathe thee‟ (“Guinevere,” 551-553), Arthur seems to speak of a 

revulsion which is Tennyson‟s as well as his own (Alfred Lord Tennyson, 122).  Obviously, 

Shaw is aligned with those critics who find Tennyson deeply critical of women‟s sexuality and 

their possible pollution potential.  However, upon deeper examination of Tennyson‟s work and 

the societal expectations regarding both men and women of the day, the results show that 

Tennyson is working to depict not only the results of women‟s frailty, but of men‟s as well.   

 Tennyson wrote “Guinevere” at the same time of the Divorce Act debates of the late 

1850s, “when women‟s rivalous competitive acts against masculine interests were emphasized, 

and just as the Indian Mutiny of 1857, which was perceived in violent and raciest terms as a 

threat to English colonial interests” (Linley 353).  It seems that “Tennyson‟s ambivalence when 

confronted by the ideologically sanctioned opposites of his time” correlates directly with “the 

epistemological uncertainties of an imperial nation located between the cultural dominants of 

Romanticism and Modernism, and the socio-economic phases of industrialism and 

comodification” (McGuire 396-397).  In other words, the 1859 version of the Idylls was 

“conceived and received” within the middle class‟s ideals of social relations and public order 

(Sinfield 164).  A great many people living under England‟s rule had no direct contact with the 

aristocracy and so “Idylls of the King may have proved an acceptable substitute—a comparable 

distraction from the realities of power” (Sinfield 164).  Thus, Guinevere represents not only a 

variation from what was considered to have been moral and just, she is shown as deliberately 

casting aside the cloak of moral health of both home and country.  Such an empowered woman 
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could only be cited as a threat to traditional male authority.     

 Through Guinevere‟s character, Tennyson looks at a different sort of controlled passion, 

namely adultery, which mid-Victorians greatly feared as a sign of contagious social disorder.  

Tennyson adds substantially to Sir Thomas Malory‟s original composition in order to make 

Guinevere central to the downfall of Camelot.  Tennyson also maintains a distinct love triangle 

between Lancelot, Arthur and Guinevere, emphasizing the mid-Victorian view that adultery was 

not so much that of offending God‟s laws, but of weakening the social and moral structure of the 

family and the nation.  However, Tennyson seems to be uneasy about the blanket condemnation 

of adultery and instead depicts a much more complex situation.  He instead chooses to 

individualize the act instead of judging Guinevere solely by law.  In this way, the situation 

becomes “humanized” and Lancelot and Guinevere are therefore judged within a specific 

context.  This might be seen as the difficulty in determining justice.  But upon further 

examination of the issues at hand, Tennyson‟s “humanization” begins to look like a cover up for 

underlying questions regarding sexuality and companionship between Lancelot and Arthur.  

Though Lancelot and Guinevere both commit adultery, in Tennyson‟s poem, Guinevere is the 

one who is blamed for the downfall of an idealistic male-based society.  One might think that 

Guinevere‟s humanization within the poem stems from Tennyson‟s sympathy lying with 

Guinevere and his remarkably liberal thinking.  Instead the evidence sheds a much different light 

upon the situation.  Through Arthur, Tennyson is able to blame Guinevere for the breakdown of 

the entire kingdom.  Arthur is readier to blame the female more than the male adulterer, as seen 

by his continued cordiality towards Lancelot and his ever-present feelings of betrayal towards 

Guinevere:            

 Yet I must leave thee, woman, to thy shame       
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  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       

 For being thro‟ his cowardice allow‟d        

 She like a new disease, unknown to men        

 Creeps, no precaution used, among the crowd,       

 Makes wicked lightening of her eyes, and saps       

 The fealty of our friends, and stirs the pulse       

 With devil‟s leaps, and poisons half the young (508-519).                   

Thus, Guinevere is reduced to a personification, a deadly sexual disease which is spread by the 

cowardice of her husband.  As seen by the aforementioned lines, Arthur struggles to keep the 

moral high ground in this declaration, while still conveying a “tone of condescending self-

righteousness…” (Ahern 107).  Despite his wife‟s indiscretion, Arthur is able to maintain his 

dignity, as Tennyson directly avoids the major issue of husband‟s adultery by making Arthur 

“ever Virgin save for thee [Guinevere]” (“Guinevere” 254).  In this, Guinevere is subtly shifted 

from adulteress to prostitute, as many mid-Victorians believed that once a woman had slipped 

from the path of virtue, they would inevitably become a fallen woman.  As Amanda Anderson 

notes in her study Tainted Souls and Painted Faces, the term “fallen woman” carried a certain 

fluidity with it as a “wide umbrella term [which]…cuts across class lines and signifies a complex 

of tabooed behaviors and degraded conditions” (2).  It seems that this “concept of fallenness 

[was]…religious in origin” was used throughout the Victorian era as a blanketed term directly 

linked to the act of will, but with a certain stipulation that disallowed women to transcend the 
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classification through one‟s own will (3).  The concept is also associated with serious contagious 

diseases, such as syphilis, which was believed to be an inevitable fate once a woman had taken 

“‟their downward path‟” (qtd. Anderson, 53).  Guinevere is given no quarter by Arthur; there is 

no grey area when it comes to her indiscretion, she is instead seen as disease in the house of the 

righteous.             

 And yet, Arthur is still moved to forgive Guinevere, first speaking in the rhetoric of a 

Christian gentleman, too certain of his own holiness: “Lo!  I forgive thee, as Eternal God/ 

Forgives: do thou for thine own soul the rest” (541-542).  Then his mood switches, and he again 

becomes universally human in his anguished realization that the lips he wants to kiss have never 

been his to kiss: “I cannot touch thy lips, they are not mine, / But Lancelot‟s: nay, they never 

were the Kings…So far, that my doom is, I love thee still. / Let no man dream but that I love thee 

still” (548-556).  However there is no passion in his speech, no real feeling.  Arthur is mainly 

concerned with worshiping his wife, and now, much to his dismay, she has fallen from the 

pedestal.             

 Elliot Gilbert notes in “The Female King: Tennyson‟s Arthurian Apocalypse,” “It is in 

his own „passionlessness‟ that Arthur most clearly embodies the nineteenth-century feminine 

ideal on which he seeks to build his new society,” and it is this very characteristic which 

Guinevere defies and defeats with her “irresistible sexual energy” (Showalter 175, 177).  

However, the principle characteristic of Arthur‟s kingdom is not his femininity; it is his abstract 

view regarding those of the female sex.  Indeed Arthur champions a world where women are 

worshiped, but they are also placed upon high as an ideal, not as human beings.  He also 

encourages his knights to in turn treat their ladies in the same way:      

 To lead sweet lives in purest chastity,       
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 To love one maiden only, cleave to her,        

 And worship her by years of noble deeds       

 Unil they won her; for indeed I knew        

 Of no more subtle master under heaven        

 Then is the maiden passion for a maid (471-476).    

These ideals are all well and good, but they also point to a certain objectification which places 

women at the top of a standard away from the “glorious company, the flower of men” (461).  By 

forming the bonds of brotherhood, the knights of the “Order of the Table Round” vow to 

objectify everything around them besides their fellow man, creating an order that is exclusive to 

men.  This allows the men to not only have something to worship, but it also gives them a 

suitable „scapegoat‟ or „dumping ground‟ whenever their ideals of brotherhood are challenged.   

These close bonds of friendship, deeply linked within the ideals of New Chivalry, served to 

successfully displace the female from the male based „order‟ of the Table Round.     

 In “Guinevere” Tennyson gifts the queen with a specific recurring nightmare in which he 

equates her destructive influence with the dynamic image of a light-extinguishing solar eclipse: 

 An awful dream; for then she seem‟d to stand      

 On some vast plain before a setting sun,       

 And from the sun there swiftly made at her       

 A ghastly something, and its shadow flew       

 Before it, till it touch‟d her, and she turn‟d--       

 When lo! Her own, that broadening from her feet      

 And blackening, swallow‟d all the land, and in it      

 Far cities burnt (75-82). 
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Because of her adultery, her passion, her humanity, Guinevere becomes the vessel of doom that 

will eventually extinguish the sun that is Arthur and his Order.  And despite her own self-

removal to the nunnery of Almesbury, she still manages to taint the lives of the knights.  During 

Arthur‟s visit to Guinevere at the nunnery, he continues to blame her for the total breakdown of 

the order:             

 „The children born of thee are sword and fire,       

 Red ruin, and breaking up of laws,         

 The craft of kindred and the Godless hosts       

 Of heathen swarming o‟er the Nothern Sea (422-425).     

Not only does he deliberately point to her barren state, but he also cites violence and destruction 

as the only products that she can possibly produce.        

 Indeed, one is almost inclined to agree with Arthur‟s denouncing of the queen, as Arthur 

and his knights will die shortly after the king departs from Guinevere at Almesbury.  Deceptive 

as the circumstances may be, Guinevere is still positioned here as the instigator in the destruction 

of a manly order.  There is a fear associated with Guinevere, as one might fear an apocalypse.  

Tennysonian critics such as Leonee Ormond suggest that Tennyson places the responsibility for 

the downfall of Camelot upon Guinevere.  Ormond writes:      

 Tennyson places the balme upon Guinevere: „Mine is the shame, for I was wife,   

 and thou/ Unwedded,‟ she tells Lancelot (118-119). The judgment is confirmed   

 by the words of the novice about the „wicked Queen‟ (l. 207), and by Arthur‟s own 

  speech to his fallen wife, a passage which Tennyson loved to read aloud (143). 

 Other well-known Tennyson critics also share Ormond‟s view regarding Arthur and Guinevere‟s 

relationship.  In The Fall of Camelot, A Study of Tennyson’s “Idylls of the King,” John 
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Rosenburg cites the failure of Arthur and Guinevere‟s marriage as leading “directly to the moral 

fragmentation of the kingdom and to the temper of spiritual desperation that inspires the Grail 

quest” (110).  However, this is a rather bland view regarding Guinevere and again places most of 

the blame upon one sex in the relationship.  The true destruction of Arthur‟s kingdom does not 

begin nor end with Guinevere.  The initial “dismantling of the brotherhood” began much earlier 

with the quest for the Holy Grail (178).  Thus, in opposition to current theory, Arthur‟s kingdom 

rots from the outside in, and not the inside out.  Because of the on-going search for the Grail, the 

kingdom begins to spread itself in different directions instead of focusing upon the issues at its 

core.   Looking deeper into the poem, the order created by the Table Round and their Quest is yet 

another impossible standard.  As the male community decides to venerate women and hold them 

to a higher standard, the male community also fails to realize impossibility of their Quest.  The 

Quest is centered on Sir Percival and Sir Galahad, one who has left the court of Camelot to 

become a monk, and the other who revels in chaste purity of character.  The entire Quest and 

Order within Camelot is comprised of unfruitful beings and impossible circumstances.                    

 In typical Tennyson fashion, Arthur‟s death is placed at the very beginning of the Idylls.  

Not only does this illustrate “Tennyson‟s unusually strong interest in liminal times and terminal 

situations,” but “[f]rom the very beginning, Tennyson shows the failure of the Arthur‟s fantasy to 

build a patriarchy on a homogenous male order” (Stott 167).  The relationship between Arthur, 

Guinevere and Lancelot fits with what the late Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick referred to as an “erotic 

triangle…” (21). This concept originated with Rene Girard in his early book Deceit, Desire, and 

the Novel, wherein Girard traces distinct triangles between two males who are rivals for a 

female.  Sedgwick proposes that this concept of the erotic triangle is reflective of the “status of 

women” and that “the whole question of arrangements between genders, is deeply and 
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inescapably inscribed in the structure even of relationships that seem to exclude women—even 

in male homosocial/homosexual relationships” (Sedgwick 25).  Guinevere stands between 

Arthur and Lancelot, not as a woman, but as an instrument, a demonstration of what can happen 

if a husband should let his wife come between him and his fellow man.  Guinevere‟s interaction 

with Lancelot stands in stark contrast to her passionless and sparse communication with Arthur.  

For Guinevere, Arthur is a “faultless King” and because of this she feels nothing for him:  

 But who can gaze upon the Sun in heaven?       

 He never spake a work of reproach to me,       

 He never had a glimpse of mine untruth       

 He cares not for me (121-126).        

In the entirety of the first four idylls Guinevere‟s replies to Arthur consist of two one-sentence 

answers to his questions.  The first is in response to Arthur‟s “‟Are you so sick, my Queen, you 

cannot move/ To these fair jousts?‟  „Yes, Lord,‟ she said, „you know it‟” (“Lancelot and Elaine” 

79-80).  The second is her lie in reply to the king‟s hopes that Lancelot has fallen in love with the 

lily maid: “‟Yes, lord,‟ she said, / „Your hopes are mine‟” (“Lancelot and Elaine” 602-603).  She 

also says nothing in response Arthur‟s rather lengthy farewell in “Guinevere.”  When it comes to 

Lancelot, Tennyson changes his source material so that Guinevere‟s love for Lancelot is so great 

that it persists despite all her desperate dutiful efforts to forget him.  Going back several hundred 

years to Sir Thomas Malory‟s chronology, Guinevere‟s parting with Lancelot occurs in the abbey 

after she has taken holy orders, thereby reducing considerably any temptation to flee with him.  

Although the lover‟s farewells are emotional (Guinevere refuses to kiss Lancelot, but swoons 

several times), the queen is already in a safe haven, and Malory‟s emphasis is on saving her soul.  

Tennyson‟s version however, fills the parting of the lovers with details that corroborate their 
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undiminished passion for each other:        

 Passion-pale they met          

 And greeted.  Hands in hands, and eye to eye,      

 Low on the border of her couch they sat       

 Stammering and staring.  It was their last hour,      

 Of madness of farewells.         

 ……            

 And then they rode to the divided way,       

 There kiss‟d, and parted weeping (“Guinevere” 98-102, 121-124).     

The ruptures within the iambic lines replicated their emotional torment and final division, 

testifying to their genuine love for one another.  Their love, defended by Merlin in “Merlin and 

Vivien” as a naturally occurring attachment could well fall into Arthur‟s category of “free 

love…were freest… [l]et love be free; free love is for the best” (“Lancelot and Elaine” 1369-

1370).              

 The true victim in this fabled erotic triangle is neither Arthur nor Lancelot.  It is 

Guinevere.  She struggles, juxtaposed between two men, fighting her passions on one hand and 

ignoring them on the other, all the while balancing the unrealistic expectations placed upon her 

by the code of chivalry.  Through the Idylls, Tennyson points to the “role of good women as 

inspire of the chivalrous impulse in men and the guardians of male purity in the carrying out of 

their tasks as noble knights” and the tumultuous outcome that can occur if a woman is allowed to 

come between these bonds of male companionship.  Thus, the concept of mid to late nineteenth-

century New Chivalry not only propagated an idea of homosocial bonds, but it also placed 

completely unrealistic expectations upon women.  As Judith Rowbotham notes in her book Good 
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Girls Make Good Wives, Guidance for Girls in Victorian Fiction,    

 Without feminine acquiescence in and proper reaction to chivalry‟s codes it has proved 

  difficult if not impossible, for most men to retain dignity and self-confidence in behavior 

  and beliefs motivated by such rules.  It was, by the 1850s, agreed by conventional 

  middle-class society that chivalrous, or gentlemanly, behavior on the part of the  

  individuals was one of the foundations on which collective English greatness rested 

  (170-171). 

Thus, the Victorian woman, like Guinevere, was placed upon a pedestal by a man who wished to 

worship her in an entirely passionless manner, reserving any real feelings of companionship for 

his fellow man.        

Epilogue 

While Arthur‟s kingdom may have collapsed in the Idylls, the chivalric ideals touted by 

the poem were still valid models for the nineteenth-century male reader.  Chivalry was a potent 

source of values for mid-Victorian men, as Mark Girouard demonstrates so conclusively in The 

Return to Camelot.  Tennyson‟s seed of adultery serves a two-fold purpose.  Even though 

Guinevere and Lancelot have committed adultery, it is Guinevere‟s character who takes the 

biggest fall, even though Lancelot‟s actions could also be seen as adultery and betrayal of Arthur 

and the Order.  However, this possibility is never explored by Tennyson.  Thus it is easier to see 

Guinevere as a fallen woman whose immoral example has brought down the kingdom.  

However, the real responsibility rests with the ruler of Camelot, the originator of the Table 

Round.  To many he might be the golden king, but those who are set up to take the blame for his 

actions share a different opinion.  To Vivien, he is “coward, and fool” and to Guinevere he is “a 
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moral child without the craft to rule.”  Chaos ensues, not because those in Camelot fail to live up 

to the unnatural expectations placed upon them, but because the order itself is founded upon 

unnatural expectations.  The ideal of the chivalrous gentleman was “deliberately created” by a 

select class of Victorian men in order to:        

  [P]roduce a new model for the ruling classes, to train, in fact, an elite.  They had   

 undertaken this aim in conscious reaction to certain features of their own age   

 which they disliked, especially the increase of democracy, and what they saw as   

 the worship of money, and the placing of expediency before principle…it was  

  hoped that this property-owning class would acquire sufficient of the right moral   

 qualities to make them good rulers, but property, not moral qualities was the basis of their 

 rule (260-261).  

In this case, the code of medieval chivalry had many advantages.  For one “it… [was] devised 

for an upper-class elite and designed to make those who adopted it think of more than their own 

self-interest”  and secondly it was made to seem extremely “glamorous and therefore attractive 

by its romantic associations, which clothed gentlemen in metaphorical armor and mounted them 

on metaphorical chargers” (261).  However, this code was also focused around the ideal of self-

conquest which “included purity” and Sir Galahad became the epiphany of this ideal as 

“purity‟s…symbol” (261).  As Evelyn Green Everett states in her romanticized tale In the Days 

of Chivalry, “chivalry would rise upon the ashes of what had gone before, and lead men to higher 

and better things” in a period “when battle and bloodshed should be no longer men‟s favourite 

pastime” ( 119-120).  By imposing a higher moral, almost sexless, standard upon women, 

Victorian society moved into the realm of the homosocial.  And as in any male-dominated 

homosocial society:           
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  [T]here is a special relationship between male homosocial (included homosexual) desire 

 and the structures for maintaining and transmitting patriarchal power: a relationship 

 founded on an inherent and potentially active structural congruence…this special 

 relationship may take the form of ideological homophobia, ideological homosexuality, or 

 some highly conflicted but intensively structured combination of the two (Sedgwick 25).  

  Thus, Arthur‟s characteristic “passionlessness” towards Guinevere is directly related to the 

homosocial bonds he has built within the kingdom, particularity with Lancelot.  Guinevere, 

Elaine and Vivien are expected to be just as passionless as their male counterparts; however, this 

is definitely not the case.  Each of these women ignore the moral of sexual self-restraint placed 

upon Camelot, and while the effects of their passion are not exactly positive, the root of the 

problem lies with the chaste and sexually destitute society that Arthur‟s idyllic kingdom is built 

upon.  The kingdom within Tennyson‟s poem fails, but not because the women have failed in 

maintaining their station.  In the awe-inspiring perfection of its knights, the poem creates a world 

of impossible homosocial standards that eventually collapse in upon itself.  While Arthur‟s Order 

might seem ideal in its context, when the dust settles and Arthur is gone, no progeny has sprung 

up to carry on, leaving the idea of the Order, in itself, barren.  Thus, one is left to conclude that 

while a society might be ideal in the mind, this certainly does not mean that it has any realistic 

potential.         
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