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Róth Bernadett
/Victorian poetry (handout 7.)

Victorian age: historical age (covering the long rule of Queen Victoria:1837-1901):

1. Early Victorian period: 1830s, mid 40s.

2. Mid Victorian Period: 1840-50 and the little bit of 60s.

3. Late Victorian period: last 2 or 3 decades of the 19th century.

Victorian age can be described as a rapid progress in industrialization. Britain became the workshop of the world. Working- class movements started and Britain became the British Empire. Queen Victoria became the empress of India. Industrialization ment the desintegration of all rular England. It was a period of urban poverty, misery; terrible tensions; very rapid social changes, social mobility.Victorian age = age of contrast: immense welth and progress on one hand and immense poverty, decline on the other hand. Terrible gap between the rich and the poor. Movement for social and political reform. This age was very much optimistic. Very rapid increase in technological development→ age of the railway. Rapid development of science was shocking for the average Victorians: Darwin’s theory of evolution was shocking; and scientific positivism was very much working against imagination in general. General loss of religious faith which on the other hand resulted in religious reform movements. All these were very much producing a controversial kind of intellectual cultural climate full of tensions and oppositions and contrasts. This age produced a set of attitudes, values, intellectual and cultural climate which were dominated by the middle classes, by the burgouise (who were became richer and richer) who wanted cultural dominance as well. Utilitarianism = sg. which is useful. The only value is depending whether sg. is useful or not, whether in practice you can use it or not. Utilitarian aspect: it’s very much the common sense practical pragmatic middle class attitude. We value only those things which are useful in our everyday practical life. This was very crucial as to the function of art and poetry. 

See: Richard D. Altick: “The Nature of Art and Its Place in Society”. In: Victorian People and Ideas : literature is a seducer. The Victorian businessmen contrasted the untrue , the not immediately useful quality of poetry and art to the busy, profit oriented, money oriented  activities of the middle classes. → Art and poetry were considered as a kind of nonsense or sg. More positive oppinions indicating and trying to argue that poetry is useful because it can teach you, it can teach the reader. If we compare the Victorian attitude to art and the artist to the romantic concept of the  artist the poet as a prophet who has a vision who can trancend everyday reality and is able to see into the life of things (eg. Wordsworth was able to see into things; with the power of imagination Keats, too through beauty). In case of romanticism there was an unquestion authority of a poet prophet to express whatever he wants to; tried to express his vision to represent his vision of access to a transcendental truth which can’t be find in immediate practicality. As a consequence for Victorian poets, writers and artists one of the great themes and conflicts were between art and society; how to satisfy society’s claim. An artist must be a useful progressive member of society. Both novelists and poets tried to find a sort of reconciviation (rikonsziviésön) a kind of compromise. The romantic revolutionary poets wanted to change the world in general to destroy the form of all forms of tyranny. They didn’t care about the social claims of  social responsibilites. Victorianism reread that chapter on art and the middle class mind, the role and the face of the art and artist in Victorian age.

Victorian age/poetry: There is a stress on progress, on commonsense, on the golden mean , on respectability. There is a certain optimism and hypocracy of the middle classes. Victorian poetry is a post- romantic poetry. Post-romantic in temporal sense = written after Romantic. Means that they have to cope with the heritage of the Romantic poetry. Romantic means not only a temporal aspect but , it means how Victorian poets were able to relate themselves to Romanticism. There is a strange ambivalent relationship of continuity and discontinuity of Romanticism. It’s at the same time a reinforcement of Romanticism.

Alfred Tennyson and Robert Browing are often called as 3rd generation of romantic poets. They poetry is very much a product of  the Victorian age. Post-romantic poetry means in case of Victorian poetry a kind of assilation between this discontinuity. Continuity can be observed on several levels. First of all there is a theoretical continuity: follow the expressive theory of art or poetry. They think that poetry is the overflow, the utterance, the projection of the thoughts and feelings of the poet himself. Poetry is defined in terms of the imaginative process which modifies and synthesizes the images of the poet. The central function of the poet who is expressing his unthoughts and artistic production is generated by the poet’s subjectivity, his ideas, thoughts, feelings. In addition to it there is a thematic continuity: the majority of the dominant themes in Romantic poetry are more or less followed by Victorian poets as well. The themes are more or less the same but the resolution may be of those conflicts is different in case of Victorian poetry.                            

dominant themes in romantic poetry: especially the 2nd generation brought the poetry of conflicts. Among these conflicts are mortality-immorality, the ideal-real, the problem of art and society.

►The conflict of art and society: Tennyson: The lady of Shalott 

It’s one of the strategy of Victorian poets that they don’t use a 1st person ‘I’ but very often turn to medieval or ancient stories, well- known literary figures or historical figures and retelling those well known stories. Contemporary readers were familiar with the Lady of Shalott and Sir Lancelot. Not to tell the story again because contemporary readers knew the story. The poet decides to tell the story again but in a modified way or maybe from an other purpose. The strategy of the poet in Lady of Shalott is very characteristic in Victorian narrative poetry. In narrative poetry Victorian poets retold well known stories taken from history, old English or medieval literature. 

The story: It’s a tragic love story. Sir Lancelot is one of the knights of the Round Table. He is a perfect knight, attractive, good-looking. Lady of Shalott falls in love with Sir Lancelot and then Lancelot doesn’t fall in love with Lady of S. They maybe could have met but it’s too late and L. of S. dies. 

The poem consists of 4 parts. The 1st part is a description of where L. of S. lives.

· 1st part:

The landscape: there’s a river. There’s an island. In contrast to the island of Shalott there’s Camelot. Camelot is said to be the theme of King Author and his Round Table. The river is connecting Shalott and the many- towered Camelot. There are fields on both sides of  the river. There’s also a river that crosses the fields and going to Camelot. The river is like a road.  L. of S. is living on the island and there is 4 grey walls for the grey towers. She is imprisoned. 

Lady of Shalott: living alone on that silent island by herself; no one can see her. The farmers the neighbours can only here her singing. When they hear her singing they saying that she is the fairy lady of Shalott. (Keat’s La belle … was told as fairy): sg. not human = fairy.   

· 2nd part:
Here we can actually see the lady inside her all-grey walls and all-grey towers. We can learn what she is doing there: she is waving a magic map. A curse is on her if she looks down to Camelot. But she doesn’t know what the curse is. There is a mirror that hangs before her  all the year. She can’t look down to Camelot – the real world, the society ( many towered Camelot represents society ). In the mirror shadows of the world appear. She is waving her magic map out of the shadows reflecting in the mirror.  Therefore Lady of Shalott is an artist. The island of the Lady of S. could be the happy isolation of the artist in her ivory tower. She is waving day and night the magic map. She has no other care. We are inside in her tower. She sees the highway and the people going away. When the moon was overhead 2 young lovers came. ‘I’m half sick of shadows’→ turning point: Life seems to be attractive to her magic world. She is fed up with the world of shadows. She maybe want to see the real world.

· 3rd part:
It’s  in the first stanza of the 3rd part when Camelot and Shalott is broken. It’s significant. Colors: golden, burning flame, glittering, his helmet shining in the clear sun, dazzling  etc. when Sir Lancelot is riding to Camelot. His image flashes upon the L. of S’s mirror.→ She looks down to Camelot.→ the curse begins to work: the mirror cracks from sight to sight. By the flashing image the curse begins to work. Her cristal mirror, her artistic production is destroyed. Meanwhile Sir Lancelot is riding along the river with singing; he can’t feel the terrible tension. This is compared to the curse which is coming upon the lady. The rhyme pattern is also broken here as the cristal mirror does.

· Part 4:
Lady of S. wants to go to Camelot. There is a terrible price the artist had to pay. She is an emblematic figure of the Victorian poetry, and of the Victorian artists. The conflict ( art and Camelot=society) destroys L. of Sh. The artist wants to take part in society. But there is a terrible price the artist had to pay for that. Victorian art was very much influenced by her figure. It was a narrative  poetry representing mortality- immortality, ideal-real.

· Dramatic monologue: 3 characteristics of the ~:
1. There’s a speaker who is actually uttering the dramatic monologue, who is not identical with the lyrical self. ( 1st person because it’s a monologue) The monologue is uttered by a ficticious , a historical, mythological or literary figure. The speaker is not the same as the lyrical self.

2. Usually there’s an implied listener meaning that the speaker of the dramatic monologue speaks to someone. But the text of a dramatic monologue never actually gives the words uttered by the implied listener. Through the reaction of the speaker of the dramatic monologue are we aware of the presence of the listener. He addresses that implied listener. We have to imagine a sort of dramatic situation in which there is the speaker, the speaking subject (the 1st person utterance of the speaker), implied listener.

3. The role of the reader who on the basis of the text recreates the dramatic situation.

As a consequence, ~ tends to be obscure: actual words uttered by the speaker.

Browing: My last Duchess

The duke of Ferrara is the speaker. There’s a painting on the wall of the Duchess of Ferrara, looks as if she was alive. She is dead. The first 2 lines are very ambilvalent. Reference to the quality of the painting but it has other reference as well. Then the duke begins to speak about the painting itself. But later on unwillingly he begins to speak about the duchess herself. Her body is doing sg. to the duke’s emotions. 

“ will it please you sit and look at her?”- kind of polite phrase indicating that he is showing the painting to someone. He addresses that that is his implied listener: we are aware of the presence of the listener only through the words uttered by the speaker.

Sg. is wrong with that beautiful picture which is the miracle of art: Why  is the duke hiding it? (there’s a curtain hiding the picture) It’s only the duke who can draw the curtain. The duke is jelaous, even now, after her death. He is possessive of the painting → he was very much possessive of the duchess. 

It was a marriage of conveniece , maybe. The duke is older than the young girl and very much proud. As the duke begins to describe the quality of the painting, he also begins to confess about his feelings concerning the duchess. It is too painful for the duke to look at the painting because it’s so alive. There’s a shift from the description of the painting to the actual description of the duchess. Was she unfaithful? She was only young and happy and enjoyed life. The duke was jelaous of her youth, cheerfulness etc.The never mentions  that she was unfaithful. He was jelaous of the painter (Frapando?) while he painted the portrait they could sit face to face. He is jelous of everything and everybody around her. Her only crime was that she smiled to another person the same way. He loved her: terribly selfish and possessive love. For her. He wanted her only for himself. He didn’t speak about it with her. He is too proud to speak about his feelings. She was proud as well. They were unable to talk. Her smile was the same to him as to anyone else. He tries to repress his remort. The duke and his visitors are upstairs. There is a company below. The visitor is a stock member of the count. The duke wants to marry again The count came to discuss the marriage. The duke says, őt nem a hozomány érdekli, he really loves the count’s daughter.   

